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ABSTRACT 

Message framing and intergroup contact theories provide the framework for this study to 

examine how episodic and thematic political message frames affect young adults’ 

attitudes toward older adults and Social Security.  Three specific moderators were 

examined: direct contact, trait empathy, and critical consumption skills.  Effects were 

explored experimentally using manipulated messages about abolishing Social Security.  

Results indicated that political message framing related to public policies does affect 

attitudes toward those policies.  Respondents in the episodic condition reported 

significantly more negative attitudes toward Social Security than respondents in the 

thematic and control conditions.  A significant effect on individual attribution of 

responsibility was also found such that respondents in the thematic condition rated 

individual responsibility significantly lower than respondents in the atypical condition.  

The study extends previous work by examining both intended and unintended attitudinal 

consequences of message frames. 

Keywords:  contact theory, episodic and thematic frames, political messages, attitudes 

toward aging 
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INTRODUCTION 

The ubiquity of political messaging is never clearer than in the middle of an 

election cycle.  The public is bombarded with political messages that are intended to 

influence their attitudes, helping to shape their perception of social reality.  Political 

groups use the media to recruit support for policy issues, but ultimately their messages 

may have harmful effects on attitudes toward others and the policies that affect them.  For 

example, in a discussion about reforming Social Security and other public policy 

programs, one former presidential candidate asked, 

Why exactly should Americans be required, by force of taxation, to fund 

retirement or medical care for senior citizens, especially senior citizens who are 

comfortable financially? And if taxpayers provide retirement and health care 

benefits to some older Americans who are less well off, can’t we just call it 

welfare instead of maintaining the charade about ‘insurance’ and ‘trust funds’? 

(Paul, 2010). 

 

Often, terms such as welfare generate a negative connotation or emotion.  Further, the 

concept of older adults who are financially comfortable, yet still drawing on government 

resources, may also produce negative attitudes or emotions; so much so they have 

recently been dubbed with the moniker ‘greedy geezers.’  Messages like this one, which 

equate Social Security with welfare and greediness, can negatively affect how people 

perceive older Americans who utilize these programs.  Specifically, this study examines 

whether the framing of political messages such as this one affect younger adults’ attitudes 

toward the relevant programs, and also toward older adults in general. 

This study utilizes episodic and thematic framing perspectives and intergroup 

contact theory.  In general, framing (Goffman, 1974) refers to the process of message  
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construction, and how it creates a selective influence over an individual’s perception of 

the meanings attributed to words or phrases.  Thematic framing generally emphasizes 

broader trends or background information, (Iyengar, 1991).  According to Aaroe (2011), 

information in the thematic frame is often substantiated by the inclusion of statistical 

figures and suspected contributing factors.  Episodic framing, on the other hand, utilizes a 

particular individual’s experience or a specific event, such as a case study, to illustrate the 

issue (Iyengar, 1991).  Specifically, episodic frames contain human interest details that 

are more personalized than the thematic frame (Gross, 2008).  The human interest details 

in the episodic frame allow receivers to put a real face on the presentation of a political 

problem (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000).  This study proposes that episodic versus 

thematic framing of political messages about Social Security has a differential effect on 

younger adults’ attitudes toward older adults and the proposed public policy change. 

According to Iyengar (1991), “some of the most heated and divisive conflicts in 

American political life have centered on issues concerning the distribution of wealth and 

social welfare,” (p. 46).  Social welfare issues continue to be prominent on the national 

agenda due to natural tensions between the ideas of individualism and egalitarianism.  

These tensions create relevancy in deeply held cultural values attributing responsibility 

for social welfare issues.  Therefore, these attributions of causal and treatment 

responsibility should be “stringent tests of framing,” (Iyengar, 1991, p. 46).  Iyengar 

(1991) goes on to report that participants’ treatment suggestions for the social welfare 

issues were largely directed at actions taken by individuals (e.g., hard work and the  
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acquisition of job skills versus no drive to work or acquire job skills), as well as actions 

by the government and society (e.g., creating unskilled jobs or increasing the retirement 

age).  Iyengar (1991) found that thematic framing of messages about social welfare, 

which focus more on breadth and background information, often led participants to 

attribute government responsibility for treatment of the issue.  Episodic framing of 

messages about social welfare, which focus on a particular individual’s story, often led 

participants to attribute individual responsibility for treatment of the issue (Iyengar, 

1991).  Since the focus of this study is on political messages about policy issues that may 

affect attitudes about the people that use those policies, attribution of responsibility for 

retirement should be examined. 

In terms of attitudes toward older adults, the intergroup contact hypothesis 

(Allport, 1954) states that under appropriate conditions, contact between social groups is 

one of the most effective ways to reduce prejudice between group members.  Such 

contact can occur via direct (e.g., face-to-face) and indirect (e.g., exposure to media 

exemplars) channels.  Episodic frames typically include exposure to specific individuals; 

this research investigates whether such exposure has incidental effects on attitudes 

toward older adults.   

This study examines the effects of media messages advocating abolishing Social 

Security on attitudes toward Social Security and broader attitudes toward older adults in 

general.  The message features either an episodic or thematic frame; the former features  
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either a typical or atypical older adult supporting abolishment, the latter features statistics 

and broader arguments for the same.  

  Before moving to specific predictions, I present brief literature reviews of 

attitudes, stereotypes, and contact, and message effects.  Following, I present and discuss 

three potential moderators, then introduce the hypotheses and supporting arguments for 

this study.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Attitudes, Stereotypes, and Contact 

This section of the paper examines attitudes in general, then attitudes toward 

groups, and, finally, attitudes toward older adults.  This study is interested in attitudes as 

the primary outcome variable; therefore, it is important to define attitudes and the factors 

that influence them, and to discuss why they matter.  Social scientists have focused on the 

study of attitudes for many decades (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993); however, researchers have 

had difficulty agreeing on conceptualization of what an attitude is and how it can be 

identified (McGuire, 1985).  The attitude construct initially gained importance when 

Allport (1935) used it to help understand and explain human behavior, defining it as “a 

mental and neural state of readiness, organized through experience, exerting a directive or 

dynamic influence upon the individual’s response to all objects and situations with which 

it is related” (p. 810).  Further, attitudes are defined as an individual’s learned 

predisposition to respond in a consistently favorable or unfavorable manner with respect 

to a given object (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Rokeach, 1968).  According to these 

definitions, attitudes are learned, relatively enduring though they may evolve and be 

manipulated, and they guide behavior.  Stated more simply, attitude refers to the tendency 

to act and react in either a positive or negative manner to a given object, idea, event or 

person. 

Attitudes are important not only because they potentially predict behaviors, but 

because they allow us to understand how people view the world around them.  Attitudes  
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perform as summary judgments of an object or situation helping people to better 

understand their social environment (Fazio, 1986).  Social exchanges, interactions with 

family members, the media, and the internet are just a few examples of social forces that 

play a role in attitude formation.  From this perspective, attitudes can be seen as pieces of 

social knowledge built from individual experiences, beliefs, and feelings.  Attitudes 

determine the way we think and act, and the way we exhibit our attitudes paves the way 

to how we interact with those around us. 

Over the past several decades, social, political, and demographic change in the 

United States has polarized public attitudes toward large government programs that 

support vulnerable groups in the population (e.g., older adults, children, people with 

disabilities, etc.) (Marmor, Cook, & Scher, 1997).  Precisely this reason warrants the 

continued investigation of attitudes. 

Attitudes toward groups.  Attitudes toward a lot of groups tend to be negative and 

result in prejudice, a preconceived opinion or feeling.  Intergroup prejudice is often the 

result of two groups being isolated from one another.  Group memberships often inform 

attitudes and stereotypes that affect intergroup relationships.  Results of Pettigrew and 

Tropp’s (2006) meta-analytic test of intergroup contact theory clearly indicated 

intergroup contact has the propensity to reduce intergroup negative stereotyping and 

prejudice toward outgroup members.  Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) proposed an 

underlying process in contact’s ability to reduce negative stereotyping and prejudice 

involves the tendency for familiarity to lead to liking: through contact we get to know  
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someone, and if the contact is positive it may lead to a feeling of affiliation or liking.  

Recent work has demonstrated increases in liking that derive from exposure can 

generalize to greater liking for related, yet unknown, targets (Rhodes, Halberstadt & 

Brajkovich, 2001).  While there are many examples of negative attitudes toward outgroup 

members, the aforementioned studies indicate people prefer familiarity and prefer 

ingroups to outgroups. 

Research shows intergroup contact is an influential factor in the formation of 

attitudes toward outgroup members.  Allport (1954) introduced one of the most 

influential statements of intergroup contact theory in The Nature of Prejudice.  His 

formulation of intergroup contact theory suggests that more positive attitudes will emerge 

as contact between members of different social groups’ increases (Allport, 1954).  

Brewer’s (1999) findings are consistent with Allport’s perspective reporting that many 

biased attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors are motivated by personal desire to initiate 

and maintain positive relationships within one’s ingroup.  Going beyond a focus on racial 

and ethnic groups, investigators have tested the theory with participants of varying ages 

and with target groups as diverse as older adult, physically disabled, and mentally ill 

participants.  Popan, Kenworthy, Frame, Lyons and Snuggs (2010) examined the process 

by which positive contact with a person from a different political affiliation can lead to 

improved attitudes toward that political outgroup overall.  In line with the meta-analytic 

findings of Pettigrew and Tropp (2006), Popan et al. (2010) found quality of contact with 

ideological outgroups to be consistently correlated with more favorable outgroup  
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attitudes and greater attributions of outgroup rationality and open-mindedness.  Further, 

results showed attributions of outgroup rationality to be a significant mediator of the 

contact-attitude relationship.  Quality of contact influences attitudes toward outgroup 

members which in turn influences attitudes toward the outgroup in general.  

One area of concern in contact theory has been the extent to which a specific 

intergroup experience generalizes to broader attitudes (Ortiz & Harwood, 2007).  Can a 

single interaction with an older adult, for example, change a young adult’s more general 

attitudes toward older adults?  Following Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis, Hewstone 

and Brown (1986) argued that group representativeness in intergroup encounters 

facilitates generalization from a specific experience to more general attitudes.  Many 

researchers have found evidence of this effect in a variety of contexts (e.g., attitudes 

toward immigrants: Voci & Hewstone, 2003; attitudes toward Catholics and Protestants 

in Northern Ireland: Paolini, Hewstone, Cairns & Voci, 2004).   

Attitudes toward older adults.  Research on attitudes toward aging has found that 

attitudes toward older adults are more negative than attitudes toward younger people 

(Kite & Johnson, 1988; Kite, Stockdale, Whitley, & Johnson, 2005).   Kite and Johnson  

(1988) point out that attitudes toward older adults are complex, and that in certain 

domains (e.g., physical attractiveness) they are more negative than others (e.g., wisdom).  

According to Cruikshank (2009) there has been little change over the last 40 years in 

regards to the negative attitudes people hold about aging.  The aging ideal continues to 

presumably make people unattractive, unintelligent, asexual, unemployable, and mentally  
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incompetent (Cruikshank, 2009).  Cruikshank (2009) argues that older adults have needs 

similar to the rest of the population; work to feel vital, money to live on, a home to live 

in, and people to care about them.  At present older adults are denied some of these by 

virtue of age.  However, some research has indicated that although general, negative 

stereotypes may exist, older adults are viewed as multidimensional people with both 

positive and negative attributes (Slotterback & Saarnio, 1996).  These results indicate 

people may hold stereotypic beliefs that differentiate older and younger adults. 

Intergenerational contact researchers have found evidence of contact effects in 

contexts such as attitudes toward older adults (Harwood, Hewstone, Paolini, & Voci, 

2005).  While our society continues to esteem youth over age, older adults remain in key 

social, political, and economic roles which directly affect the lives of young adults.  

Schwartz and Simmons (2001) examined the relationship between college students’ 

contact with older adults and their attitudes toward older adults in general, and found that 

young adults’ quality of contact, not the frequency, was strongly correlated with more 

positive attitudes toward older adults.  Hawkins (1996) examined college students’ 

attitudes toward older adults and found many of the stereotypes, such as the view that 

seniors are conservative, pessimistic, and complaining, from students who reported no 

close relationship to an older adult.  In contrast, students who reported they felt close to 

an older person were more likely to have a positive view of older adults in general 

(Hawkins, 1996).  These findings suggest quality of contact between ingroup and 

outgroup members likely leads to a sense of shared identity (e.g., similarity, likeness, or  
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affiliation) which in turn leads to more positive attitudes toward the representative 

outgroup member and the outgroup as a whole. 

Messages we receive from others about aging are often based on erroneous 

stereotypes.  The stereotype content model (SCM) is a psychological theory 

hypothesizing that stereotypes possess two dimensions: warmth and competence (Cuddy 

& Fiske, 2002).  In this theory, warmth is defined as how friendly, kind, and affectionate 

one seems, and competence is defined as how capable and efficient an individual appears 

to be.  The theory postulates that all societal groups (e.g., older adults, the homeless, drug 

addicts) are perceived along these two dimensions often resulting in mixed or ambivalent 

stereotypes.  For example, a test of the SCM found older adults who are perceived high 

on warmth are perceived low on competence, and often stereotyped as incapable and 

useless  (Cuddy & Fiske, 2002).  According to the SCM, when older adults behave 

consistently with negative stereotypes (e.g., incompetence), they are often rewarded with 

the positive stereotype of warm (Cuddy, Norton, & Fiske, 2005).  In contrast, older adults 

who behave inconsistently with negative stereotypes (e.g., competently) are often 

perceived as lower in warmth.   

The SCM further posits that increased liking of individuals who confirm 

stereotypes may also be due in party to predictability motives (Cuddy et al., 2005; Jost & 

Banaji, 1994).  People have a need to believe the world is an orderly, predictable place, 

and events that confirm our expectations serve this purpose (Fiske, 2004).  The strong 

desire to predict the behavior of others coupled with the use of stereotypes could mean  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stereotype
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that behavior confirming our stereotypes may lead to increased liking.  Social attitudes 

toward aging and older adults are important because they provide the framework for 

assessing one’s own aging experience as well as one’s attitudes and, therefore, behavior 

toward older adults.  Negative attitudes and stereotypes about aging are unique in the 

sense that age is a category which will change over an individual’s lifespan.  So, while 

most young adults experience negative attitudes about aging, they will eventually age and 

are likely to experience the same negative attitudes and stereotypes they once held. 

Attitudes in this study.  Of primary interest to this study are two factors that 

influence attitudes: symbolic representation and social norms.  A social norm refers to a 

certain behavioral expectation or cue from within the group whereas symbolic 

representation refers to the different meanings or associations messages can hold for 

different people.  According to the exemplar model of perception and categorization, 

groups are represented through concrete exemplars rather than through abstract 

representations of group members (Hilton & von Hippel, 1996).  Therefore, through 

observation of concrete representations around us, we form attitudes about/toward both 

ingroup and outgroup members. 

Current policy messages may have implications on these attitudinal dimensions.  

The proliferation of political messages about Social Security could influence young 

adults to form certain attitudes toward older adults in regards to their level of individual 

responsibility and capability to be self-reliant based on whether or not they receive Social 

Security.  For example, young adults could be influenced by these policy messages to  
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believe older adults who are receiving Social Security lacked the personal drive or work 

ethic to be able to afford their own retirement needs.  Further, these messages may lead 

young adults to think older adults are failing to be self-reliant, and, therefore, lacking 

overall character.  The perception that older adults who receive Social Security are taking 

advantage of others and failing to provide for their own needs, or just being greedy, is 

also possible.  Overall, political messages about drastic reductions to Social Security may 

influence young adults’ attitudes toward an older adult’s level of individual responsibility 

and their capability to be self-reliant.  Following is a summary of this study’s argument 

for how young adults’ attitudes toward older adults and Social Security are affected by 

message framing. 

Message Effects 

This portion of the paper will examine political message effects, then message 

effects and groups, and, finally, message effects and aging.  Explicitly, this study is 

interested in political message effects on attitudes, specifically young adults’ attitudes 

toward older adults and Social Security.   

Political message framing effects.  According to Zaller (1992), certain general 

topics, such as political attitude change, are typically addressed only in the context of 

particular substantive topics, such as “agenda setting” or presidential popularity, so that 

there is presently little general literature on attitude change within the public opinion 

field.  Assuming politicians communicate to the public mainly through mass media, 

Zaller (1992) proposed a model of how people form thoughts in response to information.   
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He found the reception and acceptance of new information is dependent on an 

individual’s level of political awareness: the higher a person’s level of political 

awareness, the greater the likelihood that the individual receives new messages, for 

example from the news (Zaller, 1992).  Attitude change then for some individuals occurs 

as a result of the composition of messages and ideas to which they have been exposed.  

Likewise, Iyengar and Simon (2000) discuss how campaign message effects can be 

attributed to the interaction between the message content and prior preferences of voters.   

These studies suggest political message content and people’s predispositions toward the 

message content may affect how they perceive the message, and, ultimately, their attitude 

toward the message. 

One way that media messages define and give meaning to issues and connect 

them with the larger political environment is through framing.  Specifically, a frame may 

be defined as a “central organizing idea or story line” (Gamson & Modigliana, 1987, p. 

43) that “shape[s] individual understanding and opinion concerning an issue by stressing 

specific elements or features of the broader controversy” (Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley,  

1997, p. 568) “in such a way to promote a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (Entman, 1993, p. 

52)  Thus, a frame “generally implies a policy direction” (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987, 

p. 143) by providing more than a simple argument because a frame also “gives meaning 

to the issue, and suggests how the issue should be thought about and understood” (Nelson 

& Kinder, 1996, p. 1057).   
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News coverage of political issues generally comes in two types of framing: 

episodic and thematic.  As defined by Iyengar (2011), “a thematic news frame…usually 

takes the form of an in-depth background,” and “tend to be more sedate” in contrast to an 

episodic news frame which “depicts issues in terms of individual instances or specific 

events,” and “typically features dramatic visual footage and pictures” (p. 253).  Research 

on episodic versus thematic framing of political messages is generally in respect to the 

persuasive effects on viewers’ attributions of government versus individual responsibility 

for political issues (Iyengar, 1991).  For example, individual responsibility implies each 

person is responsible for both the cause and treatment of their predicament, whereas 

government responsibility implies societal conditions caused the predicament so 

treatment must be a societal effort (Iyengar, 1991).  Previous research shows the 

importance of understanding how changing the frame of a news story can result in a very 

different audience perception of that story.  This study looks to extend the research on 

episodic and thematic framing effects in the context of broader societal issues through 

examining the "unintended" effects on attitudes toward groups embedded in the messages 

in addition to simply looking at the effectiveness of the message in reaching its intended 

individual persuasive goal.  

Shen (2006) looked at issue-oriented versus character-oriented political 

advertising framing effects on voters’ evaluations.  Results indicated that message frame 

effects varied based on an individual’s political schema; when message frames were 

consistent with individual schemas, audiences were more likely to be affected than when  
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message frames were inconsistent (Shen, 2006).  These results suggest that identifying 

individual-level factors in the study of framing effects might be an important link in 

understanding the dynamic relationship between media frames and audience responses. 

Studies contend that no matter what the context of the message, framing can have 

significant consequences for how audiences perceive and understand issues and can 

ultimately alter public opinions (Iyengar, 1991).  Through selecting and highlighting 

certain information to the exclusion of other information, framing has the ability to shape 

public opinions and audience interpretations of issues and events.  The research above 

supports that framing affects how people evaluate political messages and impacts how 

audiences perceive and understand policy issues.  This study proposes that the framing of 

political messages about cuts to Social Security may affect young adults’ evaluations of 

this program, and their attitudes toward older adults in general. 

Message effects and groups.  Media messages affect attitudes toward members of 

different groups, often supporting stereotypes individuals may have about outgroup 

members.  Mastro (2003) examined the relationship between stereotypical media 

messages and subsequent outgroup social judgments based on mediated race depictions.  

Findings supported existing literature on the ability of media primes to impact social 

perception by illustrating that mediated messages may be an important consideration in 

determining attitudes toward outgroup members.  In fact, because category memberships 

defined by clearly observable differences between groups are most accessible, 

distinctions based on race/ethnicity are highly likely (Coover & Murphy, 2000).  Duck,  
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Hogg, and Terry (1995) examined the effects of group membership on perceived self-

other differences in media message influence.  Results suggested respondents who 

strongly identified with a preferred political party evaluated self and ingroup members as 

less influenced by campaign message content than did other respondents.  Therefore, 

evaluations of message impact on self and other may depend on the direction of the 

campaign message.  This research illustrates the importance of mediated messages, and 

how messages may factor in determining attitudes toward outgroup members.   

As previously mentioned, indirect contact via mediated messages may be just as 

influential in the formation of attitudes as direct contact.  Indirect contact is defined as 

contact through an intermediary agent, in this case mediated interactions, where 

individuals gain knowledge about outgroup members without having direct contact, and 

that knowledge may compel attitude changes toward the outgroup in general.  Fujioka 

(1999) demonstrated that even when individuals lacked direct contact and personal 

experience with outgroup members, indirect contact via mediated messages affected their 

impression of outgroup members.  Schiappa, Gregg, and Hewes (2005) also found that 

when direct contact is lacking, television can play an integral role in viewers’ attitudes 

toward outgroup members.  These studies suggest that indirect contact via mediated 

messages may actually be just as influential, if not more, in the formation of attitudes as 

direct contact (Harwood, 2010). 

Message effects and aging.  Media messages about aging often support 

preexisting stereotypes individuals may have about older adults.  Without question,  
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people sometimes say things about older adults that are based on negative stereotypes, 

but often these stereotypical concepts are supported by the way media messages are 

constructed.  In a study on messages relating to aging on television, Signorielli (2004) 

found that the world of television “celebrates youth while it neglects and negates” older 

adults (p. 279).  These findings suggest a world of diminished options for the aging in a 

variety of contexts.  More importantly for this study, Signorielli (2004) found 

occupations in which television’s characters are cast provide distinct messages about 

vitality in regard to who works and who doesn’t as well as messages about value and 

importance.  Prime-time network television has few positive or even adequate older 

occupational role models; consequently, viewers do not see a diverse group of characters 

in prestigious occupations.  This may lead viewers to perceive older adults should “retire 

from the work force sooner, rather than later, that they will be unable to continue working 

or they will be devalued once they become old” (Signorielli, 2004, p. 297).  These 

findings are particularly important because as fewer and fewer young adults have day to 

day contact with older adults, the negative messages about aging that television provides 

are one of the few easily accessible sources of information about aging (Signorielli, 

2004).  Healey and Ross (2002) found that older adult viewers are concerned about the 

lack of representation and the stereotypes of older adults on television, and feel these 

images might negatively influence how they are treated on a day-to-day basis.  Negative 

media messages about aging are likely to play a role in the formation of an individual’s  
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attitude about older adults, and stereotypical messages communicate erroneous 

information about aging that may further affect those attitudes. 

Message effects in this study.  This study focuses on episodic and thematic 

framing of political messages supporting the abolishment of Social Security and how 

these messages affect young adults’ attitudes toward older adults and Social Security.  

Understanding how message frames can affect attitudes toward older adults and public 

policy programs like Social Security may help us to better understand the tension 

between an aging society and a political environment that favors self-reliance over 

government intervention (Silverstein & Parrott, 2001).  Following, this study proposes 

arguments for how episodic and thematic framed messages may differentially affect 

young adults’ attitudes toward older adults and Social Security. 

Research on the framing of political messages shows framing can affect 

audiences’ perception and understanding of messages.  An episodic frame often focuses 

on a specific case study supported by an individual’s personal narrative.  Personal 

narratives in the episodic frame connect on a more personal level than thematic frames 

because of the focus on a particular individual's story.  This allows perceivers to gain 

personal knowledge and information about the particular older adult which broadens the 

scope for empathy and emotion for older adults in general.  The episodic frame allows 

perceivers to feel like they have had contact with the older adult, something absent in the 

thematic frame which offers only the general context of the story with an historical 

background.  Therefore, an individual exposed to an episodic frame should experience  
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more positive attitudes toward the individual in the story and outgroup members in 

general.  Overall, the more personal information young adults gain about a particular 

older adult’s perspective, the more positive their attitudes will be toward older adults in 

general. 

H1a: An episodic frame will lead to more positive attitudes toward older adults 

than a thematic frame. 

In addition, with the prevalence of stereotypes attached to older adults and aging, 

it is likely most young adults will be able to relate to the typical older adult in the 

episodic typical frame because this message is more in line with societal norms and 

expectations for aging.  Therefore, young adults who are exposed to the typical older 

adult in the message are likely to more easily identify with the character as ‘typical of 

older adults in general’.  Because the typical character aligns with stereotypes about 

aging, the message frame should lead to more positive attitudes toward the older adults in 

general than the atypical message frame. 

H1b: An episodic frame using a typical older adult will lead to more positive 

attitudes toward older adults than an episodic frame using an atypical 

older adult. 

While previous research has indicated episodic frames are more emotionally 

engaging, this alone does not make them a more compelling device for someone seeking 

to change opinion (Gross, 2008).  Young adults may find the episodic frame with the 

older adult’s narrative more engaging than the historical background information in the  
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thematic frame; however, the broader background information on Social Security may be 

perceived as more persuasive than the particular older adult’s narrative.  The background 

information in the thematic frame is more data-intensive than the episodic frame’s 

personal narrative, and should require a processing strategy similar to the central route 

processing of the elaboration-likelihood method (ELM) (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981).  The 

ELM proposes the central processing route is where critical thinking, or elaboration, of 

the message content occurs (Petty & Cacioppo, 1981).  Therefore, this study seeks to test 

the following hypothesis: 

H2: An episodic frame will lead people to be more supportive of abolishing 

Social Security than a thematic frame. 

 According to the SCM, older adults are often perceived as incompetent (Cuddy et 

al., 2005).  The specific older adult’s narrative in the episodic frame supporting the 

abolishment of Social Security discusses the values of individual hard work, 

independence and self-reliance.  Our society places a strong value on an individual’s 

ability to work, and an older adult who is able to work later into the lifespan like the older 

adult in the episodic frame will more likely be perceived by young adults as more 

competent than an older adult who is unable to work later into the lifespan.  Therefore, 

exposure to competent older adults in the episodic frame will lead to greater perceptions 

of older adults’ competence overall than the thematic frame in which there is no exposure 

to an older adult narrative. 
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H3: An episodic frame will lead to higher competence perceptions of older 

adults than a thematic frame. 

 Cuddy et al.’s (2005) findings on the SCM indicated there are consequences to 

older adults being perceived as competent.  For example, older adults perceived as 

competent are also perceived as needing less help.  As previously mentioned, an older 

adult who is competent behaves inconsistently with the negative stereotype, so is often, 

consequently, perceived as lower in warmth.  Therefore, exposure to hard working, 

independent, and self-reliant older adults in the episodic frame will lead to lower warmth 

perceptions of older adults’ warmth in general than the thematic frame focusing only on 

historical background information. 

H4: An episodic frame will lead to lower warmth perceptions of older adults 

than a thematic frame. 

Moderators 

This portion of the paper examines three potential moderators in the relationship 

between exposure to intergroup messages and attitudes toward outgroup members: direct 

contact, trait empathy, and critical consumption skills. 

Direct contact.  Direct intergroup contact allows people the opportunity to 

connect, or feel knowledgeable about outgroup members, and has played a prevalent role 

in contact theory research until recent years.  According to Dovidio, Eller, and Hewstone 

(2011), “positive direct intergroup contact can transform participating individuals’ 

attitudes,” (p. 148).  Allport (1954) suggested that by people from different social groups  
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coming together with one another, people would develop mutual understanding and 

uncover shared interests.  Personal experience or connections with older adults may 

compel young adults to more carefully consider the effects of the proposed policy 

changes, and how they may affect older adults in general.  In contrast, individuals who 

rely on indirect contact via mediated messages do not have the personal experiences from 

which to draw on, and may be less compelled to consider how the proposed policy 

changes would affect older adults in general.  Therefore, personal experiences from direct 

contact with older adults may outweigh the older adult represented in the episodic frame, 

moderating the frame’s effect. 

Unique to this study is the proposal of contact as a moderator in the relationship 

between intergroup political messages and attitudes toward outgroup members.  This 

study argues that message effects on attitudes toward older adults may be moderated by 

level of direct contact.   Through direct contact with older adults, young adults may have 

experiences that outweigh the personal narrative so they are unable to identify with the 

older adult in the message, whereas individuals who have less direct contact with older 

adults do not have personal experiences to draw on and may more easily identify with the 

older adult in the message.  Therefore, the episodic frame will have a stronger effect on 

individuals with less direct contact with older adults than individuals with more direct 

contact with older adults.  Specifically, this study will look at two main effects: a main 

effect of indirect contact that is moderated by levels of direct contact. 
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H5a: The effect in H1a is moderated by contact such that among individuals 

with less direct contact with older adults the effect of the frame will be 

stronger than among individuals with more direct contact with older 

adults. 

Typicality.  According to Hewstone and Brown (1986), perceived typicality of the 

outgroup member is an important element affecting generalization and attitude formation.  

Typicality refers to the representativeness of a particular older adult an individual has 

experienced as compared to older adults in general.  For example, if an older adult is 

perceived as similar to what an individual expects from older adults in general based on 

social identity schemas, they are categorized as typical.  If the older adult is perceived as 

being different than what an individual has experienced with older adults, the older adult 

may be categorized as atypical.  Therefore, the typical episodic frame will have a stronger 

effect on individuals who identify the character as more typical of older adults in general 

than on individuals who identify the character as more atypical of older adults in general.  

The current study will compare the effects of a typical and atypical portrayal of older 

adults.  

H5b: The effect in H1b is moderated by typicality such that among individuals 

who identify the character as more typical of older adults the effect of the 

frame will be stronger than among individuals who identify the character 

as more atypical of older adults. 
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This study proposes that political message framing has the potential to change or 

reinforce attitudes toward outgroup members, and direct contact likely will moderate this 

effect. 

Trait empathy.  Approaches to the study of empathy in communication can be 

categorized along two dimensions: (a) trait versus state empathy (Stiff, Dillard, Somera, 

Kim, & Sleight, 1988) and (b) empathy in message production versus processing, with 

substantially more attention to trait empathy in message production, particularly in 

medical and social support settings (Egbert & Parrot, 2003).  This study explored trait 

empathy in the processing of political messages.  Trait empathy could potentially 

moderate the relationship between the message frame and attitudes toward older adults.  

Individuals who are high in trait empathy are able to consider another’s perspective such 

as the older adult’s narrative in the episodic frame.  Individuals gain information or 

knowledge about the particular older adult which in turn allows them to feel more 

engaged or involved with the older adult.  The more engaged or involved an individual 

becomes with the older adult in the episodic frame, the more empathic an individual’s 

attitude may be about older adults in general.  Thematic frames focus on background 

information and do not offer an individual’s perspective, so there is less opportunity to 

feel empathy toward an individual. 

 This study argues that the personal narrative of the older adult in the episodic 

frame may have a stronger effect among young adults who are more empathic relative to 

those who are less empathic.  High trait empathy will lead to stronger effects of the  
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episodic frame on young adults because a real person is presented in the message with 

which trait-empathic individuals will identify relative to the thematic frame.  In contrast, 

for low trait-empathic individuals, the effects of framing should be weaker. 

H6: The effect in H1a is moderated by trait empathy such that among 

individuals who are high in trait empathy the effect of the episodic versus 

thematic frame will be stronger than among individuals who are low in 

trait empathy. 

 Further, trait empathy may also moderate the relationship between the message 

frame and attitudes toward Social Security.  The personal narrative of the episodic frame 

allows an individual to feel more involvement or engagement with the older adult as the 

subject of the story because they are gaining personal information and knowledge about 

them.  Therefore, the personal narrative of the older adult in the episodic frame may have 

a more persuasive effect among young adults who have a preference for being empathic 

relative to the thematic frame.  In contrast, the personal narrative of the episodic frame 

may have a less persuasive effect on young adults who have a preference for not being 

empathic. 

H7: The effect in H2 is moderated by trait empathy such that among 

individuals who are high in trait empathy the effect of the episodic versus 

thematic frame will be stronger than among individuals who are low in 

trait empathy. 
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In summary, this study argues that episodic framed messages which include 

personal narratives may have stronger effects for those who are high in trait empathy than 

the background information in the thematic framed messages. 

 Critical consumption skills (CCS).  The ability to critically process messages 

individuals consume is crucial (Harwood, 2010).  Media literacy courses available at 

many colleges and universities provide students with a framework to access, analyze, 

evaluate, create and participate with messages in a variety of forms from print to video to 

the Internet.  Further, this framework builds an understanding of the role of media in 

society as well as essential skills of inquiry and self-expression necessary for citizens of a 

democracy (Center for Media Literacy, 2009).  For example, individuals with limited 

media literacy skills might be more likely to unquestioningly accept what they view in 

the media as reality.  In contrast, individuals with higher levels of media literacy skills 

should have a greater tendency to consider media messages in the context of their 

personal experience and with an understanding of media biases (Ramasubramanian, 

2007).  While the episodic frame focuses on a particular older adult's narrative in support 

of abolishing Social Security, the thematic frame focuses on more concrete information 

such as historical background on Social Security.  Therefore, individuals high in CCS 

will be more compelled by the thematic frame's concrete background information 

supporting the abolishment of Social Security rather than the episodic frame's personal 

narrative where the older adult shares their perspective on why Social Security should be 

abolished. 



33 

H8: The effect in H2 is moderated by critical consumption skills (CCS) such 

that among individuals who are low in CCS the effect of the frame will be 

stronger than among individuals who are high in CCS. 

Although no formal hypotheses are presented here, this study will also examine 

political affiliation and work background as potential moderators in the relationship 

between exposure to intergroup messages and attitudes toward Social Security (see 

Appendix B).  Political affiliation may moderate the relationship such that young adults 

who associate themselves with more liberal political policies may be more likely to 

support public policy programs in general than those who associate themselves with more 

conservative political views.  Another potential moderator of interest is work 

background.  Given the undergraduate student sample for this study, it is likely 

employment history will vary greatly.  Individuals with longer employment history may 

consider their Social Security contributions to be an investment and, therefore, more 

supportive of the program.  On the other hand, individuals that have not paid as much 

into the system may be less likely to support it.  The frequency an individual refers to 

their paystubs may also be a factor where individuals who look at them more frequently 

may be more aware of Social Security deductions and, therefore, have stronger feelings 

about the program than individuals who look at them less frequently.  Therefore, this 

study posits individuals with a longer work history and who review their paystubs more 

frequently will be more likely to support public policy programs in general than  

 



34 

individuals with shorter or no employment history and review their paystubs less 

frequently. 

 These hypotheses suggest there are important observations about both the nature 

of attitudes toward older adults and Social Security, and the use of framing in persuasive 

political messages to promote different perspectives.  The current election cycle and 

ongoing debate over public entitlement programs provide rich media coverage which has 

the potential to persuade public opinion toward the programs and those who utilize the 

programs prior to making a final voting decision. 
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METHOD 

Participants and Procedure 

 A power analysis was performed using the GPower computer program (Faul & 

Erdfelder, 1998).  GPower indicated that a total sample of 158 people would be needed to 

detect medium effects (f = .25 under guidelines from Cohen, 2008) using an F-test with 

power set at .80, α = .05, two-tailed, numerator degrees of freedom = 2, number of groups 

= 3, and number of covariates = 3. Therefore, a total of 218 participants were recruited 

from communication classes at a large southwestern university.  They were exposed to a 

news story about abolishing Social Security.  Due to this study’s focus on how young 

adults evaluate news stories, five participants over the age of 30 were excluded from data 

analysis, and an additional 16 participants were removed for reasons to be explained 

below.  Of the remaining 197 participants, 72.1% were female and 27.9% were male (age 

range 18-27, M = 20.77, SD = 1.32).  Most participants were White (71.1%), indicated 

they obtain the majority of their news through the internet (76.6%), and spend 

approximately 1.5 hours per day paying attention to news stories (M = 98.29 minutes).  

Although college samples are not representative of the population as a whole, their 

relative homogeneity in demographic characteristics allows for clarity of the message 

effects.   

Participants were recruited to take part in an online experiment about how young 

adults evaluate news stories, which took approximately 30 minutes.  Iyengar (1991) notes 

how experiments are widely accepted as a valid method for studying political  
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communication processes and effects such as message framing.  The direct manipulation 

of message content, coupled with random assignment to treatment or control conditions, 

produces strong implications about specific elements of the message that may affect 

people’s attitudes. 

 Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions: episodic typical (n 

= 47), episodic atypical (n = 51), thematic (n = 53), or control (n = 46) via an email link 

provided by the principal investigator.  Prior to beginning the experiment, all participants 

completed an online informed consent form and were instructed the investigation was 

about evaluating news stories.  The episodic typical group read an article advocating the 

abolishment of Social Security from the perspective of a typical older adult.  The episodic 

atypical group read the same article advocating the abolishment of Social Security as the 

episodic typical group, but from the perspective of an atypical older adult.  The 

differentiation between the atypical and typical older adult images is discussed in the 

messages section below.  The thematic group read an article advocating abolishing Social 

Security containing general background information supported by statistical figures.  The 

control group read an article not related to older adults, Social Security, Medicare, 

Medicaid, or national healthcare program cuts.   

 Before reading the news article, participants in all four conditions responded to a 

pre-test question to measure attitudes toward Social Security.  Following the article, all 

participants were instructed to complete a post-test questionnaire.  Thematic and control 

groups completed the same post-test questionnaire while episodic conditions responded  
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to additional questions regarding the older adult in the news article.  The post-test 

questionnaire provided a validity check to ensure participants read the article, as well as 

multiple items to measure attitudes and moderator variables (see below and Appendix B), 

and  demographic information. 

Messages 

Three versions of an editorial news article were created for this study to closely 

resemble a typical U.S. news article about abolishing Social Security.  To provide 

external validity, the articles were created using messages from online editorials which 

are representative of the kind of coverage people might actually read online.  An 

additional article not related to Social Security was downloaded from The Associated 

Press for the control condition.  All four articles are located in Appendix A.  

The thematic framed article focused on abolishing Social Security through the use 

of background information and statistics such as cost to maintain the program.  There 

were two versions of the episodic framed article focusing on the story of an individual 

retiree who supports the abolishment of Social Security, one told from the perspective of 

a typical older adult and one told from the perspective of an atypical older adult.  The 

distinctions between typical and atypical older adult were made through the use of 

photos, age, education, and reason for retirement.  In the episodic atypical condition, the 

older adult was depicted as a 73 year old CEO who is retiring by choice after 47 years in 

the workforce.  Atypicality in the character is represented through his age (he is older 

than the average American retiree), his title of CEO (he is in a high income bracket), and  
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he is retiring by choice (experienced financial success).  In addition, the atypical older 

adult had a graduate degree (MBA).  In contrast, the older adult in the episodic typical 

condition was depicted as a 65 year old who is being forced to retire due to memory 

problems.  The typical character is more in line with aging stereotypes; he is retiring at an 

age which most of the population would connect with retirement, and he is having 

memory problems which are often attributed to age.  The typical older adult was a high 

school graduate indicating he is in a lower income bracket when compared to the atypical 

older adult.  In addition, two different images were used to support the typicality 

manipulations in the articles.  The typical older adult photo was a head shot of a man 

dressed in a casual golf shirt that, through the furrow in his brow, appears to be confused.  

The atypical photo portrayed an older adult in a suit and tie comfortably leaning back in a 

high back, leather business chair.  His chin is resting on his hand and he appears to be 

looking at the camera with a wry smile.  The appearance of the atypical older adult 

indicates power and status which often are not attributed to older adults in general.  This 

combination of manipulations was made in an effort to distinguish between the typical 

stereotype of an older adult and an atypical or counterstereotypical older adult. 

To provide internal validity the three versions were comparable in length 

(thematic: 472 words; episodic atypical: 484 words; episodic typical: 497 words) and 

provided similar background information on Social Security.  Approximately the same 

number of arguments against Social Security appeared in each article, and the language 

used was similar in all versions as well (e.g., abolishment).  In addition, all versions  
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contained a visual aid to enhance the message (thematic: a statistical chart; and, episodic: 

a photo).  To be confident the effects observed are a result of the frame rather than other 

factors, these attempts were made to control extraneous variables. 

Measures 

The pre- and post-test questionnaire measures are included in Appendix B. 

Validity check.  To ensure participants read the articles, there were two multiple 

choice questions regarding the content of the articles.  As previously mentioned 16 

respondents answered either one or both of the validity questions incorrectly and were 

removed from data analysis. 

Episodic character assessment.  In the two episodic framed messages, attitudes 

about the specific older adult in the message were measured using three scales.  First, 

identification with the character was measured on a four-item scale (Joyce & Harwood, 

2012) in which participants rated the extent to which they felt they had an emotional 

connection with the character, identified with the character, felt similar to the character, 

and shared commonalities with the character.  Scores ranged from 1 to 5, where higher 

scores indicated greater identification with the character.  In addition, one item was added 

to this scale for participants to indicate how much they liked the older adult in the 

message. 

Next, participants rated the older adult character on eight trait adjectives, 

reflecting positive and negative aspects of warmth and competence.  Four competence 

traits and four warmth traits were randomly selected from the original 16 trait scale  
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(Fiske, Xu, Cuddy, & Glick, 1999).  Fiske et al. (1999) used a semantic-differential scale 

to measure items such as “how you perceive older adults.”  Because the website used to 

administer the survey, SurveyMonkey, did not support semantic-differential scales at the 

time this study was performed, a Likert-type scale was created for the competence and 

warmth measures.  Participants were asked to rate Thomas Smith, the older adult in the 

news story, on the following traits on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely): 

competent, likable, warm, dependent, greedy, competitive, passive, and complaining. 

Finally, typicality was measured by averaging four items from Harwood, Raman, 

and Hewstone (2006).  Items assessed participants’ perceptions of the older adult 

character in the news story as representative of his respective group, (e.g., “how similar is 

Thomas Smith compared to older people in general (people older than 65)”).  Responses 

ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a great deal). 

 Attitudes toward older adults.  Attitudes toward older adults in general were 

measured using the General Evaluation Scale (Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, & 

Ropp, 1997).  Participants rated their feelings about older adults (people 65 and older) on 

six items (negative, warmth, suspicious, friendly, respect, disgust) using a 5-point Likert-

type scale where higher scores indicate more positive attitudes toward older adults.  

These items were intended to provide a general positive-negative evaluation of the 

outgroup, specifically attitudes toward older people (Harwood, Hewstone, Paolini & 

Voci, 2005).   
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 Attitudes toward Social Security.  Attitudes toward Social Security were measured 

using five items on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 

agree); for example, “Social Security is not important for future generations” and “older 

adults should have access to Social Security.”  No existing measures could be located so 

these items were created specifically for this study. 

 Competence and warmth perceptions. Similar to the episodic character 

assessment of competence and warmth, participants were asked to rate older adults in 

general on the same eight trait adjectives: four competence and four warmth traits 

randomly selected from the original 16 trait scale (Fiske et al., 1999).  Since 

SurveyMonkey did not support the semantic-differential scales used by Fiske et al. 

(1999), the same process used to create a Likert-type scale of competence and warmth of 

the specific older adult was used to create a scale of competence and warmth of older 

adults in general.  Participants were asked to rate their responses to questions such as, 

“how competent do you perceive older adults” and “how likable do you perceive older 

adults” on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely); the other traits followed in the same 

manner (i.e., warmth, dependent, greedy, competitive, passive, complaining). 

Attribution of responsibility.  Attribution of responsibility was measured on a 5-

point Likert-type scale from 1 (none) to 5 (a great deal).  Participants were asked to 

indicate their response to two questions: “how much responsibility do older adults have 

for financing their own retirement needs”; and, “how much responsibility does the 

government have for supplementing older adults’ retirement needs.” 
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 Amount of direct contact with older adults. Participants were asked to think of an 

older adult, grandparent or otherwise, they have or have had a relationship with.  

Following Harwood et al.’s (2005) procedure, amount of contact was measured with two 

items; both scored 1 to 5, with high scores indicating higher amounts of contact: “during 

the relationship with the older adult you previously identified, approximately how often 

did you communicate with each other” (never—very often), and “for most of your 

relationship with the older adult you identified, approximately how far apart have you 

lived” (same town—500 + miles).  In addition, quality of contact was measured with one 

item scored 1 to 5, with high scores indicating higher quality of contact: “how 

emotionally close is/was your relationship with this older adult.” 

Trait empathy. Seven items on the empathic concern scale (ECS) measured 

participants’ feelings of warmth, compassion, and concern for others (Davis, 1983).  

Following Davis’ procedure, participants were asked to indicate for each question how 

well the item describes them on a five-point scale anchored by 1 (does not describe me 

well) and 5 (describes me very well). 

Critical consumption skills. Critical consumption skills were measured using the 

nine item skepticism toward advertising scale (Obermiller & Spangenberg, 1998), on a 

five-point Likert-type scale with responses ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 

agree (5).  The original scale conceptualized skepticism as a lack of trust in advertisers 

and the information presented in advertisements, so for this study items were reworded to 

reflect a measure of skepticism toward news stories rather than advertising.  The scale  
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included items like “I can depend on getting the truth in most news stories” and “I believe 

the news is informative.”  

Work background. Three work background measures were created for this study.  

Participants were asked closed-ended questions about current employment, total length of 

employment, and how often they review tax deductions on their paystubs.  The current 

employment response was nominal and was removed from data analysis.  The other two 

items, total length of employment and frequency of paystub review, were analyzed as 

single item measures with high scores indicating higher amounts of both.  This study 

assumes individuals with more work background may have more of an investment in the 

current Social Security system, and, therefore, be more supportive of it than individuals 

with less work background.  
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DATA ANALYSIS 

Post data collection and prior to any analysis, the final data were downloaded 

from SurveyMonkey into an Excel file, and then uploaded into SPSS.  The four 

experimental conditions were merged into one file, and the data was inspected and 

cleaned.  A number of measures were reverse coded in the questionnaire, so those 

measures were recoded so all statistics consistently report lower numbers as less 

favorable and higher numbers as more favorable.  Data was then inspected for accuracy 

and validity by reviewing descriptive statistics such as the mean, standard deviation, and 

range.  In addition, the direction and size of correlations was reviewed. 

All scales were reviewed for reliability (see Table 1 for alphas).  Three scales 

reported Cronbach’s Alpha < .7: the competence scale measures for both the specific 

older adult (α = .36), and older adults in general (α = .25); and, the warmth scale for older 

adults in general (α = .60).  A single competence measure, “how competent do you 

perceive older adults/Thomas Smith,” and a single warmth measure, “how warm do you 

perceive older adults,” were used in the analyses.  Since these scales have proven reliable 

in previous studies, the unreliability of these scales is most likely due to changing the 

scales from a semantic-differential to a Likert-type format to accommodate the survey 

tool.  The contact scale initially reported unreliability as well (α = .59), so the distance 

measure was removed from the scale and used as a single item measure in analysis.  The 

final contact scale used for these analyses is a combination of the quantity measure  
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(frequency of contact) and the quality measure (closeness of relationship) where higher 

numbers indicate more direct contact with older adults (see Table 1). 

In addition, a number of major variables in this study were found to be negatively 

skewed > -.4, so a reflect/transform/re-reflect process was performed to obtain the log of 

the reflection (character warmth, warmth of older adults, and direct contact 

quantity/quality).  For those variables where the LOG function did not correct the 

skewness issue, the square root of the reflection was used (character competence, 

character typicality, attitudes toward older adults, trait empathy, and critical 

consumption).  After a successful transform process, LOG variables were re-reflected by 

subtracting the LOG from one and SQRT variables were subtracted from three to obtain 

the final reflected variables.  Descriptive reports after this process indicated all major 

variables in the appropriate skewness range. 

To analyze data collected on H1a, H1b, H2, H3, and H4, one-way, between 

subjects analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs) were performed to compare data from the 

three experimental conditions: episodic typical, episodic atypical, and thematic messages.  

In addition, the control group was included to provide baseline measures for comparison 

to any experimental effects found between the experimental conditions (e.g., means and 

standard deviations).  For instance, to address H1a that an episodic frame leads to more 

positive attitudes toward older adults than a thematic frame, attitude measures from both 

episodic groups were compared to the same attitude measures collected in the thematic 

group.  Similarly, to address H1b that an episodic typical frame leads to more positive  
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attitudes toward older adults than an episodic atypical frame, attitude measures from the 

two episodic conditions were compared.  Post hoc analyses were performed to 

decompose any significant effects using Tukey’s least significant difference (LSD) 

procedure because it has the most power in the four group case (Cohen, 2008).  

Covariates of preexisting attitudes toward Social Security, race, and political affiliation 

were controlled for in all data analyses.   

To analyze data collected on the moderator hypotheses (i.e., H5a, H5b, H6, H7, 

and H8) moderated multiple regression analyses (Cohen, 2008) were performed utilizing 

the MODPROBE macro (Hayes & Matthes, 2009).  Interactions between each of the 

moderators and the frame variable were tested, and simple slopes examined in an effort to 

decompose all significant interactions. 
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RESULTS 

Across all analyses involving attitudes about older adults, covariates of pretest 

attitudes about Social Security, race, and political affiliation were not significant 

predictors.  Across all analyses involving attitudes about Social Security, political 

affiliation was typically a significant predictor (explaining about 7% of the variance) as 

were preexisting attitudes about Social Security (explaining about 12% of the variance).  

Race was not a significant predictor.  In the subsequent reports, these covariates are not 

reported unless their effects deviate from this general pattern.  Descriptive statistics for 

the major study variables are reported in Table 1; differences across conditions are 

presented in Table 2; and, correlations related to the hypotheses are presented in Table 3. 

Hypothesis 1a explored whether the episodic frame would lead to more positive 

attitudes toward older adults than the thematic frame.  The episodic frame (M = 1.55, SD 

= .22), thematic frame (M = 1.58, SD = .22), and control group (M = 1.57, SD = .23) did 

not differ significantly in effect on attitudes toward older adults, F (2, 191) = 0.74, p = 

.48.  Preexisting attitudes about Social Security neared significance, F (1, 191) = 2.97, p 

= .09.  Results did not support the hypothesis. 

Hypothesis 1b examined whether the typical episodic frame will lead to more 

positive attitudes toward older adults than the atypical episodic frame.  The typical 

episodic frame (M = 1.57, SD = .23), atypical episodic frame (M = 1.53, SD = .21), and 

control group (M = 1.57, SD = .23) did not differ significantly in effect on young adults’  
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attitudes toward older adults, F (2, 138) = 0.58, p = .56.  The hypothesis was not 

supported. 

 Hypothesis 2 explored whether the episodic frame would lead people to be more 

supportive of abolishing Social Security than a thematic frame.  The three groups differed 

significantly in their effect on attitudes toward Social Security, F (2, 191) = 5.58, p = 

.004, ηp
2
 = .06.  Tukey’s pairwise comparisons indicated that the episodic group (M = 

3.51, SD = .68) had significantly lower support of Social Security than the thematic group 

(M = 3.81, SD = .68) and the control group (M = 3.76, SD = .67).  Results supported the 

hypothesis.   

 Hypothesis 3 examined whether the episodic frame will lead to higher 

competence perceptions of older adults than the thematic frame.  The episodic frame (M 

= 3.43, SD = .79), thematic frame (M = 3.19, SD = .74), and control group (M = 3.48, SD 

= .81) did not significantly differ in effect on perceptions about older adults’ competence, 

F (2, 191) = 1.60, p = .20.  The race covariate was significant, F (1, 191) = 3.86, p = .05, 

ηp
2
 = .02, but the other two covariates were non-significant: preexisting attitudes toward 

Social Security, F (1, 191) = 0.51, p = .48, and political affiliation, F (1, 191) = 2.33, p = 

.13.  The hypothesis was not supported. 

 Similarly, Hypothesis 4 explored whether the episodic frame would lead to lower 

warmth perceptions of older adults than the thematic frame.  Results indicated no 

significant differences between the episodic frame (M = 0.61, SD = .12), thematic frame 

(M = 0.58, SD = .13), and control group (M = 0.62, SD = .14) for effects on perceptions  
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about older adults’ warmth, F (2, 191) = 1.14, p = .32.  All three covariates were found to 

be non-significant as well: preexisting attitudes toward Social Security, F (1, 191) = 2.77, 

p = .10, race, F (1, 191) = 0.74, p = .39, and political affiliation, F (1, 191) = 0.04, p = 

.85.  The hypothesis was not supported. 

Hypothesis 5a explored whether the effect in H1a was moderated by contact.  The 

set of predictors did not perform better than chance in predicting attitudes toward older 

adults, R
2
 = .05, F (6,144) = 1.40, p = .22.  The moderator effect was not significant, b = -

.09, t = -0.46, p = .64, and does not support the hypothesis.  Direct contact, however, was 

a marginal predictor of attitudes toward older adults, b = .17, t = 1.90, p = .06.  This 

indicates respondents with more direct contact also had more positive attitudes toward 

older adults.  As already reported in the results for H1a, message frame did not 

significantly affect attitudes toward older adults, b = -.05, t = -1.31, p = .19. 

 Hypothesis 5b examined whether the effect in H1b was moderated by typicality.  

The set of predictors did not perform better than chance in predicting attitudes toward 

older adults, R
2
 = .07, F (6, 91) = 1.19, p = .32.  The moderator effect was not significant, 

b = .22, t = 1.19, p = .24, and does not support the hypothesis.  As with the previous 

analysis of H1b, the message frame effect was non-significant on attitudes toward older 

adults, b = .04, t = 0.85, p = .40.  The effect for typicality was also non-significant, b = 

.01, t = 0.11, p = .91. 

 Hypothesis 6 explored whether the effect in H1a was moderated by trait empathy.  

The set of predictors did not perform better than chance in predicting attitudes toward  
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older adults, R
2
 = .04, F (6, 144) = 0.99, p = .44.  The moderator effect was not 

significant, b = -.17, t = -1.09, p = .28, and does not support the hypothesis.  As 

previously mentioned, message frame was not a significant predictor of attitudes toward 

older adults, b = -.05, t = -1.33, p = .19.  Trait empathy was also non-significant, b = .03, 

t = 0.43, p = .67. 

 Hypothesis 7 explored whether the effect in H2 was moderated by trait empathy.  

The set of predictors performed better than chance in predicting attitudes toward Social 

Security, R
2
 = .20, F (6,144) = 6.19, p < .001.  The moderator effect was not significant, b 

= .58, t = 1.34, p = .18, and does not support the hypothesis.  As already reported in the 

results for H2, message frame had a significant effect on attitudes toward Social Security, 

b = -.33, t = -3.05, p = .003.  In addition, trait empathy neared significance, b = .36, t = 

1.69, p = .09, indicating respondents with higher trait empathy also had more positive 

attitudes toward Social Security.  

Hypothesis 8 explored whether the effect in H2 is moderated by critical 

consumption skills (CCS).  The set of predictors performed better than chance in 

predicting attitudes toward Social Security, R
2
 = .18, F (6, 144) = 5.39, p < .001.  The 

moderator effect was not significant, b = .13, t = 0.24, p = .81, and does not support the 

hypothesis.  As per the previous analysis, message frame showed as a significant 

predictor of attitudes toward Social Security, b = -.33, t = -2.98, p = .003.  There was no 

significant effect for CCS, b = -.23, t = -0.90, p = .37. 
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Additional Exploratory Analysis 

 A 3 x 3 factorial ANCOVA was performed to test whether the message effect on 

attitudes toward Social Security was moderated by political affiliation.  The political 

affiliation main effect was significant, F (2, 166) = 3.97, p = .02, and the message frame 

main effect neared significance, F (2, 166) = 2.82, p = .06.  However, the message frame 

by political affiliation interaction, F (4, 166) = 0.90, p = .47, was not a significant 

predictor of attitudes toward Social Security. 

Additionally, a moderated multiple regression analysis was performed to test 

whether the message effect on attitudes toward Social Security was moderated by 

employment history.  The set of predictors did not perform better than chance in 

predicting attitudes toward Social Security, R
2
 = .20, F (6, 144) = 5.96, p < .001.  The 

moderator effect was not significant, b = -.03, t = -0.28, p = .78.  As in previous analyses, 

message frame was a significant predictor, b = -.35, t = -3.15, p = .002, of attitudes 

toward Social Security.  Employment history neared significance as a predictor, b = .09, t 

= 1.92, p = .06, indicating respondents with more work background also had more 

positive attitudes toward Social Security. 

Finally, a significant effect of message frame on individual attribution of 

responsibility was indicated when descriptive statistics were run for these analyses.  An 

ANCOVA was performed to further analyze these findings.  The four groups differed 

significantly in their effect on individual attribution of responsibility, F (3, 190) = 2.73, p 

= .05, ηp
2
 = .04.  Tukey’s pairwise comparisons indicated that the atypical episodic group  
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rated individual responsibility significantly higher than the typical episodic group, 

thematic group and, control group (see Table 2).  There was a marginally significant 

difference between the control and thematic groups as well, p = .09.  Of the covariates, 

political affiliation was marginally significant, F (1, 190) = 2.72, p = .10, and preexisting 

attitudes about Social Security was non-significant, F (1, 190) = 0.51, p = .48.  
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DISCUSSION 

This study suggested that the framing of political messages about abolishing 

Social Security has a differential effect on young adults' attitudes toward the proposed 

public policy change and older adults in general.  In addition, three potential moderators 

were proposed: direct contact with older adults; trait empathy; and, critical consumptions 

skills.  While message frame did directly affect respondents’ attitudes toward Social 

Security across samples, it did not affect attitudes toward older adults.  Direct contact 

with older adults and trait empathy neared significance as moderators of the effect.  The 

results suggest that framing has more effect on intended attitudinal consequences of a 

message (e.g., attitudes toward Social Security) than the unintended attitudinal 

consequences (e.g., attitudes toward older adults). 

The experimental design allowed this study to provide evidence that message 

framing significantly impacts respondents’ attitudes toward Social Security, echoing past 

research indicating it has significant consequences for how audiences perceive and 

understand issues, and ultimately alters public opinions (Iyengar, 1991).  Results 

indicated significant differences in attitudes toward Social Security relative to the control 

condition.  The episodic condition differed significantly from the control condition and 

the thematic condition, but the thematic condition did not differ significantly from the 

control condition.  Therefore, the episodic condition had the greatest effect on young 

adults’ attitudes toward Social Security.  Young adults in the thematic condition rated 

attitudes toward Social Security significantly higher than those in the episodic condition,  
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indicating the thematic message led to more positive attitudes toward Social Security than 

the episodic message using an older adult’s perspective.  While results do support 

research indicating the emotional engagement of episodic frames (Gross, 2008), they do 

not support this study’s earlier proposition that young adults may find the broader 

background information in the thematic frame more persuasive than the particular older 

adult’s narrative in the episodic frame.   

In an effort to understand what this effect means, several factors were considered.  

As previously mentioned respondents averaged 21 years of age in this study.  It is 

conceivable a large portion of the sample lacked general knowledge or experience with 

the Social Security system. With little or no knowledge of the system, young adults may 

have found the older adult’s personal narrative more informative, as if learning from a 

trusted person with some experience with the issue.  Therefore, affiliation or liking of the 

older adult character is another factor to consider.  The episodic frame may have a 

stronger effect with young adults because it is ‘Joe Citizen’s’ opinion, not political-speak 

from a politician.  Thus, the fellow citizen may appear more reliable than the government 

sources referred to in the thematic frame.  Another factor to consider is how engaged 

young adults felt with the overall message.  The older adult’s personal narrative in the 

episodic frame may have been more engaging for respondents than the background 

information supplied through statistics in the thematic frame.  In general, the subject 

population may be more suitable for episodic framing.  Young adults in this study largely 

seek their news from the internet, and are accustomed to a world where anyone can  
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publish their opinion.  They may be more likely to absorb news information from 

personal sources (blogs, wikis, etc.), considering them more reliable.  In contrast, young 

adults may be less likely to seek news from authoritative sources, such as government 

entities.  Considering these factors, it is likely the episodic framing effect would lessen 

with more variation in age, work background, and overall knowledge about Social 

Security and other public policies. 

Furthermore, this study also provides evidence that message frame significantly 

affected respondents individual attribution of responsibility.  Results indicated young 

adults in the atypical episodic condition rated individual responsibility significantly 

higher than the other conditions, including the typical episodic condition.  Additionally, 

there was a marginally significant difference between the thematic and control 

conditions.  These results partially support previous research indicating that the episodic 

framing of messages about social welfare often leads participants to attribute individual 

responsibility for treatment of the issue (Iyengar, 1991). 

In addition to the significant evidence this study has provided, there are two 

nearly significant items that are also important to discuss.  First, there was a marginally 

significant message effect on affiliation, or liking of older adults.  Liking was measured 

in the two episodic conditions where respondents read a news editorial in support of 

abolishing Social Security from the perspective of an older adult.  Results indicated 

young adults in the typical episodic condition rated their liking of the character 

significantly higher than those in the atypical episodic condition.  The typical character  
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was developed using widely-held stereotypes about aging.  For example, age was 

manipulated so the typical character was 65, the average American retirement age, and 

the atypical character was 73, older than the average American retiree.  The typical 

character was a high school graduate while the atypical character held an MBA, which 

also indicates a difference in socio-economic status (e.g., the atypical character was a 

CEO indicating a higher income bracket). 

Key differentiations were also made in the reasons for retirement: the typical 

character was forced to retire because of recent problems with memory, often a 

stereotype attributed to age or aging, whereas the atypical character was retiring by 

choice after “experiencing financial success”.  Appearance of the characters in a photo 

included in the news article supported the manipulations above.  The typical character 

photo was a head shot of an older male dressed in a casual golf shirt.  He has a furrow in 

his brow which makes him appear somewhat confused.  In contrast, the atypical 

character’s appearance indicated power and status which is often not attributed to older 

adults.  He appeared in a suit and tie, reclining in a high back, leather business chair, with 

his chin resting on his hand while looking directly at the camera with a somewhat wry 

smile.  These results support prior stereotype content model (SCM) research indicating 

that a strong desire to predict the behavior of others coupled with the use of stereotypes 

could mean stereotypes confirming behavior may lead to increased liking (Glick & Fiske, 

2001).  Young adults in the typical condition rated liking of the character significantly 

higher than those in the atypical condition.  This supports prior findings that older adults  
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who confirm stereotypes about aging may lead to increased liking more so than older 

adults who disconfirm stereotypes about aging.  The typical older adult who behaves 

consistently with stereotypes is more predictable, and becomes more likable. 

This study also provides evidence that message frame has a nearly significant 

effect on respondents government attribution of responsibility.  Results indicated that 

young adults in the atypical episodic condition rated government responsibility 

significantly lower than the other conditions, including the typical episodic condition.  

Additionally, there was a marginally significant difference between the atypical and 

control conditions.  These results partially support previous research indicating that the 

thematic framing of messages about social welfare often leads participants to attribute 

government responsibility for treatment of the issue (Iyengar, 1991). 

Although they did not yield significant moderator effects, the nearly significant 

direct effects of three moderators merit discussion: direct contact, trait empathy, and 

work background.  This study posited that personal experiences from direct contact with 

older adults may outweigh the older adult represented in the episodic frame, moderating 

the frame’s effect.  While the moderator effect was non-significant, direct contact was a 

nearly significant predictor of attitudes toward older adults.  This supports Allport’s 

(1954) formulation of intergroup contact theory which suggests that contact between 

members of different social groups will increase positive attitudes toward outgroup 

members. 
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Similarly, trait empathy was explored as a moderator of the message effect on 

attitudes toward Social Security.  This study posited that the personal narrative of the 

episodic frame allows an individual to feel more involvement or engagement with the 

older adult as the subject of the story because they are gaining personal information and 

knowledge about them.  Therefore, this study predicted that the episodic frame would 

have a stronger effect than the thematic frame among more empathic young adults, 

relative to less empathic young adults.  While the moderator effect was non-significant, 

trait empathy was a marginally significant predictor of attitudes toward Social Security.  

The strongest effect of trait empathy on attitudes toward Social Security was in the 

episodic condition which support’s this study’s initial proposition.  Results also support 

previous research findings on trait empathy and social support (Davis, 1983; Egbert & 

Parrot, 2003).   

Work background was also examined as a moderator of the message effect on 

attitudes toward Social Security.  This study posited that respondents with a longer 

employment history may consider their Social Security contributions to be an investment 

and, therefore, more supportive of the program.  On the other hand, respondents that have 

not paid as much into the system may be less likely to support it.  Results indicated the 

moderator effect was non-significant, but work background was a nearly significant 

predictor of attitudes toward Social Security.  This study made no specific predictions 

about work background, but found its strongest effect on attitudes toward Social Security 

in the thematic condition. 
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Limitations and Future Directions 

The strong results of message frame effect on attitudes toward Social Security 

found in this study are an important reminder of the persuasiveness of political messages.  

However, one limitation to this study is the inability to know the precise direction of the 

change in attitudes that occurred.  In the pre-test questionnaire respondents were ask to 

rate whether they felt favorable or unfavorable toward the Social Security system, 

whereas the post-test measure requested respondents to rate their feelings from strongly 

disagree to strongly agree on five different statements about Social Security (e.g., Social 

Security helps deserving people).  In order to gain understanding about the direction of 

attitude change that occurs, future research should contain the pre-test measure in the 

post-test questionnaire as well. 

A second limitation to this study was the average age of the undergraduate sample 

was only 21 years old (M = 20.77, SD = 1.32), and had minimal work background.  

Results showed 26% of respondents worked less than 12 months, 15% worked one to two 

years, 40% worked two to five years, and 19% worked more than 5 years.  It is likely 

these two factors affected the amount of engagement respondents felt with the message 

about abolishing Social Security.  As respondents become more invested in the work, 

taxes, and politics of their future, it is likely they will become more engaged with policies 

such as Social Security.  Over time, then, attitudes toward Social Security may change.  

A sample more representative of the population as a whole would allow for an 

examination of how variation in age and work background may affect such attitudes.   
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One final limitation that should be noted in this study is the SCM scales.  Three of 

the four competence and warmth scales this study, which were intended to measure 

attitudes about the older adult character and older adults in general, resulted in unreliable 

alphas.  Most likely this is connected to this study using a Likert-type scale with four 

competence and four warmth items in place of the original 16 item semantic differential 

scale (Cuddy & Fiske, 2002).  As a result of these changes to the scale, only the specific 

older adult warmth scale was reliable.  Single items were used to assess competence of 

the specific older adult and older adults in general, and to assess warmth of older adults 

in general.  While it is believed this item effectively captured a general sense of young 

adults’ perceptions of older adult’s competence and warmth, a multi-item scale would be 

more appropriate. 

 As previously discussed, the respondents engagement with the message is an 

important factor that could be addressed in future studies.  This study used a text version 

of the news stories to deliver the message about abolishing Social Security, but future 

studies should consider examining the effects of video news stories.  Video news stories 

using a specific older adult may be more engaging for respondents than print news stories 

because they allow for more verbal and nonverbal communication cues to be observed.  

Transportation is the phenomenon whereby individuals are deeply involved in a narrative 

or story to the extent they feel “transported” by it (Green, Brock, & Kaufman, 2004).  

Feelings of being transported by the message should enhance involvement and exacerbate 

contact effects, while feelings of being uninvolved in the message should yield smaller  
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effects.  Examining the transportation phenomena may be an important step in engaging 

respondents more with the older adult character in the message, and allow for a deeper 

exploration into the effects of direct versus indirect contact. 

A second recommendation for future studies would be to use more variation in the 

political affiliation measures.  This study used a single item to measure political 

affiliation; the respondent self-identified as Democrat, Republican, Independent, 

Libertarian, or other.  Failing to account for the multidimensional nature of ideological 

preferences can produce inaccurate predictions about the voting behavior of the 

American public (Treier & Hillygus, 2009).  In addition to including a political ideology 

measure to account for multidimensionality, future studies may want to consider a 

measure of political involvement.  Respondents that feel more politically involved may 

have stronger preexisting attitudes about political topics, which may result in smaller 

message effects.  Adding these additional political affiliation measures would enhance 

the ability to understand how the framing of political messages interacts with an 

individual’s political predispositions to either enhance or change preexisting attitudes. 

This study did not explore any mediating effects, so a final recommendation for 

future studies would be to examine potential mediators such as perception of older adults’ 

support of Social Security.  Perspective taking refers to perceiving the thoughts, feelings, 

or emotions of others, and has been shown to correlate positively with contact (Paolini et 

al., 2004).  Consideration of both sides of an argument prior to making a decision is one 

outcome of perspective taking.  Resistance to the "abolish" Social Security message is  
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likely to be grounded in the perspective that older adults need and want Social Security.  

An individual older adult expressing an idea opposing that notion reduces the perception 

that all older adults need and want Social Security.  Overall, this may lead to more 

willingness to abolish Social Security.  The addition of testing potential mediators in the 

relationship between message effects and attitudes will only further understanding of how 

the effects occur. 

In all, this study provides a valuable addition to the research on framing and 

contact theories within the context of political message effects on attitudes.  The results 

support the value of utilizing specific framing for political messages related to public 

policies and how these messages may be associated with attitudes toward those policies 

and the people who use them.  Results partially support the value of direct contact and 

trait empathy in promoting more positive attitudes toward outgroup members. 
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TABLE 1 

Descriptive Statistics for the Major Study Variables 

Variable    M        SD            α Theoretical Empirical  

 Range  Range 

Character Assessment 

 Identification/Liking 2.55 0.85 .83 1 – 5 1 – 4 

 Competence 1.52 0.31 --- 0.76 – 2 0.76 – 2 

 Warmth 0.58 0.10 .71 0.30 – 1 0.35 – 0.82 

 Typicality 1.31 0.24 .84 1 – 5 0.76 – 2 

Attitudes 

 Toward Older Adults 1.56 0.22 .76 0.76 – 2 0.76 – 2 

 Toward Social Security 3.65 0.69 .73 1 – 5  2 – 5 

Competence 3.38 0.78 --- 1 – 5  1 – 5 

Warmth 0.60 0.13 --- 0.30 – 1 0.30 – 1 

Attribution of Responsibility 

 Individual 3.89 0.87 ---  1 – 5  1 – 4 

 Government 3.33 0.93 --- 1 – 5 1 – 5 

Direct Contact    

 Quantity/Quality 0.78 0.20 .77 0.30 – 1 0.40 – 1 

 Distance 3.29 1.61 --- 1 – 5 1 – 5 

Trait Empathy 1.57 0.24 .77 0.76 – 2  1 – 2 

Critical Consumption 1.34 0.22 .89 0.76 – 2 0.76 – 2  

________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. N = 98 for the first four variables; N = 197 for the remainder of the variables. 

Alphas not reported for single item measures.  Transformations to obtain appropriate 

skewness ranges were performed on the following variables: character warmth, warmth 

of older adults, and direct contact quantity/quality (LOG10), character competence, 

character typicality, attitudes toward older adults, trait empathy, and critical consumption 

(SQRT).  In the re-reflection process, LOG10 variables were subtracted from one and 

SQRT variables were subtracted from three to obtain the final reflected variable. 
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TABLE 2 

Means and Standard Deviations for Major Study Variables across Conditions 

 Episodic  Thematic Control 

 Atypical Typical 

Variable M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)  M (SD)  

Character Assessment 

 Identification/Liking 2.41 (.83) 2.70 (.86) --- ---  

 Competence 1.51 (.33) 1.53 (.30) --- ---  

 Warmth 0.57 (.09) 0.59 (.10) --- ---  

 Typicality 1.32 (.22) 1.31 (.26) --- ---  

Attitudes Toward 

 Older Adults 1.53 (.21) 1.57 (.23) 1.58 (.22) 1.57 (.23)  

 Social Security** 3.59 (.70) 3.43 (.65) 3.81 (.68) 3.76 (.67)  

Competence 3.35 (.77) 3.51 (.80) 3.19 (.74) 3.48 (.81)  

Warmth 0.61 (.11) 0.61 (.14) 0.58 (.13) 0.63 (.14)  

Indiv. Attribution* 4.12 (.79) 3.87 (.99) 3.62 (.79) 3.96 (.87)  

Govt. Attribution 2.92 (.94) 2.57 (.93) 2.57 (.89) 2.61 (.95)  

Direct Contact    

 Quantity/Quality 0.78 (.21) 0.78 (.20) 0.77 (.19) 0.80 (.20)  

 Distance 3.20 (1.74) 3.21 (1.59) 3.47 (1.60) 3.26 (1.51)  

Trait Empathy 1.60 (.27) 1.58 (.24) 1.57 (.25) 1.51 (.20)  

Critical Consumption 1.33 (.22) 1.31 (.19) 1.33 (.21) 1.38 (.25) 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Note. Preexisting attitudes toward Social Security, race, and political affiliation variables 

controlled for in all analyses.  Transformations to obtain appropriate skewness ranges 

were performed on the following variables: character warmth, warmth of older adults, 

and direct contact quantity/quality (LOG10), character competence, character typicality, 

attitudes toward older adults, trait empathy, and critical consumption (SQRT).  In the re-

reflection process, LOG10 variables were subtracted from one and SQRT variables were 

subtracted from three to obtain the final reflected variable. 

*p < .05, **p < .01. 
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TABLE 3 

Correlation Matrix 

 (1a) (1b) (1c) (1d) (2a) (2b) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7a) (7b) (8) (9) 

1. Character Assessment 

a. Identification/liking - .29
**

 .50
**

 .18 -.13 -.24
*
 .01  -.20

*
 -.01 -.08 -.01 -.08 .05 -.01 

b. Competence  - .44
** 

.20 .13 -.20 .33
**

  -.06 .08 -.22
*
 .05 .08 .21

*
 .11 

c. Warmth   - .15 .12 -.35
**

 .24
*
  -.05 .09 -.07 -.03 -.03 .11 .11  

d. Typicality      - .05 .01  .13  .13 .09 .02 .13 -.11 .10 .10 

2. Attitudes 

a. Toward older adults     - .09  .13  .28
**

 .09 -.01 .15
*
 .01 .10 .04 

b. Toward Social Security     - -.14
*
  .04 -.19

**
 .27

**
 .07 .09 .20

**
 -.02 

3. Competence         - .31
**

 .06 -.14 .11 -.05 .05 .16
*
 

4. Warmth            - .07 .08 .19
**

 .03 .17
*
 .02 

5. Individual Attribution            - -.27
**

 -.16
*
 .02 .12 -.01 

6. Government Attribution            - -.08 -.03 -.19
**

 .05 

7. Direct Contact 

a. Quantity          - .31
**

 .16
*
 .15

*
 

b. Quality           - -.06 .10 

8. Trait Empathy                    - .05 

9. Critical Consumption              - 

 

Note. Correlation matrix generated using “pairwise” deletion, so N = 98 for Character Assessment variables and N = 197 for all 

other variables. 

*p < .05, **p < .
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APPENDIX A 

Experimental Manipulation: Thematic condition (472 words) 
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Experimental Manipulation: Episodic atypical condition (484 words): 
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Experimental Manipulation: Episodic typical condition (497 words): 
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Experimental Manipulation: Control condition (448 words): 
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APPENDIX B 

Survey Instrument 

Pre-test measure 

Attitudes toward Social Security (1 item) 

Social Security is a federal program that provides money for people who are 

retired.  It pays out billions of dollars a year to retirees.  Social Security is funded 

through taxes which come out of everyone's pay-checks and are placed into a 

Trust Fund.  Payments are managed by the government along with the Federal 

Reserve Board.  People who receive Social Security have previously paid into the 

system through taxes. 

I’d like to get your feelings about the Social Security system.  On a scale that runs 

from 1 to 10 please tell me how favorable or unfavorable your feelings about 

Social Security are.  Use 1 to indicate you dislike the system and 10 to indicate 

you like the system.  Where on that scale of 1 to 10 would you rate the Social 

Security system? 
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Post-test questionnaire 

Validity check (2 items) 

1) What was the subject of the news article? 

 Science 

 College basketball 

 Social Security 

 Agriculture  

2) What does the news article propose? 

 Changes necessary to March Madness invitation process 

 Land regulations for farming in Arizona 

 Abolishment of Social Security 

 Bees are extroverts 

Episodic character assessment 

Consider Thomas Smith, the subject of the news article, when responding to the 

following: 

Liking (5 items) 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=not at all, 2=slightly, 3=moderately, 4=very 

much, 5=extremely) 

Please rate your feelings on the following: 

1) To what extent do you feel an emotional connection with Thomas Smith? 

2) To what extent do you feel you identified with Thomas Smith? 

3) To what extent do you feel similar to Thomas Smith? 

4) To what extent do you share commonalities with Thomas Smith? 

5) To what extent do you like Thomas Smith? 

Competence and warmth perceptions (8 items) 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=not at all, 2=slightly, 3=moderately, 4=very, 

5=extremely) 
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How would you rate Thomas Smith on the following: 

1) Competent 

2) Likable 

3) Warm 

4) Dependent 

5) Greedy 

6) Competitive 

7) Passive 

8) Complaining 

Typicality (4 items) 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=not at all, 2=very little, 3=somewhat, 4=much, 

5=a great deal) 

Please rate your feelings on the following statements: 

1) How similar is Thomas Smith compared to older adults in general (people 

older than 65)? 

2) To what extent is Thomas Smith ‘typical’ of older adults in general? 

3) To what extent is Thomas Smith like older adults in general? 

4) Is Thomas Smith representative of his age group? 

Attitudes toward older adults (6 items) 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3=undecided, 4= 

agree, 5=strongly agree) 

Please rate your feelings about older adults (people 65 and older) on the following 

dimensions: 

1) Negative 

2) Warm 

3) Suspicious 

4) Friendly 
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5) Respect 

6) Disgust 

Attitudes toward Social Security (5 items) 

You may recall, Social Security is a federal program that provides money for 

people who are retired.  It pays out billions of dollars a year to retirees.  Social 

Security is funded through taxes which come out of everyone's pay-checks and 

are placed into a Trust Fund.  Payments are managed by the government along 

with the Federal Reserve Board.  People who receive Social Security have 

previously paid into the system through taxes. 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3=undecided, 4= 

agree, 5=strongly agree) 

Please rate your feelings about the following statements: 

1) The Social Security system is not important for future generations. 

2) Social Security helps deserving people. 

3) Taxpayers should not continue funding Social Security. 

4) Older adults should have access to Social Security. 

5) Older adults have paid into Social Security and have earned the right to 

receive the benefits. 

Competence and warmth perceptions (8 items) 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=not at all, 2=slightly, 3=moderately, 4=very, 

5=extremely) 

Please rate your feelings about the following statements: 

1) How competent do you perceive older adults? 

2) How likable do you perceive older adults? 

3) How warm do you perceive older adults? 

4) How dependent do you perceive older adults? 

5) How greedy do you perceive older adults? 

6) How competitive do you perceive older adults? 
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7) How passive do you perceive older adults? 

8) How complaining do you perceive older adults? 

Attribution of responsibility (2 items) 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=none, 2-little, 3=some, 4=much, 5=a great deal). 

 Please indicate your response to the following questions: 

1) How much responsibility do older adults have for financing their own 

retirement needs? 

2) How much responsibility does the government have for supplementing older 

adults’ retirement needs? 

Amount of direct contact with older adults (3 items) 

Think of an older adult, grandparent or otherwise, with whom you have had the 

closest relationship in your life. 

Frequency of contact 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=never, 2=once or twice, 3=sometimes, 4=regularly, 

5=very often) 

1) During your relationship with this older adult, approximately how often did 

you communicate with each other? 

Distance 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=same town, 2=Less than 50 miles, 3=50-249 miles, 

4=250-500 miles, 5=500 + miles) 

2) For most of your relationship with this older adult, approximately how far 

apart have you lived? 

Quality of contact 

5-point Likert-type scale (1= very distant, 2=distant, 3=fair, 4= close, 5=very 

close) 

3) How emotionally close is/was your relationship with this older adult? 
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Trait empathy  

5-point Likert-type scale (1=does not describe me well, 2=slightly describes me, 

3=about halfway describes me, 4=mostly describes me, 5=describes me very 

well). 

Please indicate for each question how well the item describes you. 

Empathic Concern Scale (7 items) 

1) When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective 

toward them. 

2) When I see someone being treated unfairly, I sometimes don't feel very much 

pity for them. 

3) I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me. 

4) I would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearted person. 

5) Sometimes I don't feel sorry for other people when they are having problems. 

6) Other people's misfortunes do not usually disturb me a great deal. 

7) I am often quite touched by things that I see happen. 

Critical consumption skills 

5-point Likert-type scale (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=undecided, 

4=agree, 5=strongly agree). 

Please indicate for each item how well the item describes your views on news 

information. 

Skepticism in advertising scale (9 items) 

1) Information in the news is generally truthful. 

2) The aim of news reporting is to inform consumers about an issue. 

3) I can depend on getting the truth in most news stories. 

4) The news is truth well told. 

5) In general, news stories present a true picture of the issue at hand. 

6) Most news stories provide the public with essential information. 

7) I believe the news is informative. 
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8) I feel I have been accurately informed after reading most news stories. 

9) The news can be a reliable source of information. 

Media use (2 items) 

Consider your own media use to answer the following: 

1) Please rank each form of media based on how much you use it for news 

(1=use the most and 6=use the least).  For example, if you get most of your 

news from Television, you would check the "1" next to Television. 

_______ Television 

_______ Newspaper 

_______ Magazine 

_______ Radio 

_______ Internet 

_______ Podcast 

2) How much time do you spend each day paying attention to the news? 

Hours _______ 

Minutes _______ 

Demographics (7 items) 

1) Please indicate your sex. 

 Female 

 Male 

2) Please provide your age in years ___________ 

3) What is your race/ethnicity? 

 White 

 Black / African American 

 Asian - American 

 Latino / Hispanic 

 American Indian or Alaskan Native 

 Other 
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4) With which political party do you most strongly identify? 

 Democrat 

 Republican 

 Independent 

 Libertarian 

 Other 

5) Are you currently employed? 

 Yes, full-time 

 Yes, part-time 

 No, I do not have a job 

6) Considering all of the jobs you have worked, what is your total length of 

employment? 

 None, I’ve never had a job 

 Less than 12 months 

 13-24 months 

 2-5 years 

 More than 5 years 

7) How often do you review the deductions on your paystub? 

 Never 

 Rarely 

 Sometimes 

 Very often 

 Always 

Extra credit (2 items) 

1) Please provide your first and last name. 

2) What course would you like the extra credit applied to? 
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