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1
Chapter 1

 Introduction: 
Framing politics visually and verbally

“Between [image and text] the blur occurs. Each is altered by the other again and again, 
back and forth.”  Taryn Simon, photographer and artist.

 The interplay between image and text is central in today’s media experience. 
Improvements in image processing in the latter half of the twentieth century hailed 
a “visual turn” in news media (Magin, 2015; Mitchell, 1994). Nowadays almost every 
news article, whether online or in print, contains a picture or video to draw us in to a 
story, and TV, with its rich audio-visuals, remains the most popular source for news 
audiences (Fletcher et al., 2015). Thus, whenever we read or watch the news a seemingly 
effortless fusion of the visual and verbal modalities occurs. But how do audiences deal 
with “the blur” of multimodality and extract meaning from a news story?
 The centrality of images in this process can be explained by human’s evolutionary 
past. The vertebrate eye evolved some 500 billion years ago, compared to 50,000 
years ago for human speech; whilst the first cave drawings are dated at 30,000 years, 
compared to the earliest writing system approximately five thousand years ago (Parker, 
2003; see also Grabe & Bucy, 2009). This comparatively more ancient visual perceptual 
and communicative apparatus enables us to quickly extract meaning from eye-catching 
news images. Moreover, the elevation of particularly powerful images to “iconic” 
status is evidence that visuals are not merely the “window-dressing” of news media 
(Bucy & Grabe, 2007, pp.670). One example comes from the Vietnam War in 1972. 
Several Asian children run toward us along a road, screaming, with soldiers and a dark 
screen of smoke in the background. The primary subject of the photo, a nine-year-old 
girl Phan Thi Kim Phuc, had stripped herself of her clothes after being splashed with 
napalm. Captured by a Life magazine photographer, the ‘Napalm Girl’ image has been 
described as a “gut-wrenching photo which seemed to encapsulate the moral horror 
and military futility of war,” (Judson, 1995, pp. B1; Hariman & Lucaites, 2007).
 This “savage image” was flashed across the front pages of nearly every newspaper 
across the globe that year. It was not only emotionally evocative, but also a gift to 
U.S. anti-war propaganda. According to the Los Angeles Times the picture, “came to 
symbolize, more than any other photograph taken in Vietnam, the atrocity of the war,” 



10

Chapter 1

(Coburn, 1989, pp.8) and helped to move the U.S. to a peace agreement seven months 
later (Perlmutter, 1998). Ascribing an anti-war message to the photograph was an easy 
task. However this was not everybody’s reading of the image. Echoing suspicions of 
then President Nixon, General William Westmoreland, America’s chief commander in 
Vietnam from 1964-1968, claimed that it was a fake. He asserted that the girl had actually 
been burned in a hibachi accident at a family barbeque (Shannon, 1986). On this occasion 
the unambiguous nature of the image helped to quash such competing explanations. 
Nevertheless, it reveals how different words can turn the same graphic image into a tool 
for contradictory political purposes – in this case to promote or undermine the anti-war 
movement. 
 The interaction between words and images in delivering meaning to news stories is at 
the heart of this dissertation. It is also of vital importance to citizens’ political decision-
making and, in turn, broader public opinion. In order to make sense of the complexity 
of political events we all, more or less consciously, engage in a process in which we 
construct and continually update simplified mental models of the world around us based 
on prior experience, existing knowledge and incoming information (Friston, 2005). 
These models, or “pictures in our heads” (Lippmann, 1922), are invaluable in helping 
us to navigate all aspects of our political lives, from forming opinions about an issue 
and discussing it with friends, to casting a vote in a general election. Since most citizens 
have minimal direct experience and knowledge about many political issues (Wanta & 
Hu, 1993) these inevitably incomplete mental models are therefore highly susceptible 
to influence by news media. Even more so for geographically and culturally distant 
foreign affairs issues. Indeed, verbal rhetoric as well as graphic images of war, conflict and 
crisis have been attributed a leading role in driving public opinion and, in turn, policy 
making (Livingston, 1997; Perlmutter, 1998). In addition to Napalm Girl in Vietnam, U.S. 
humanitarian interventions in Somalia and the Balkans in the 1990s, recent conflicts in 
Libya, Syria and Iraq, and the image of the drowned Syrian boy Alan Kurdi during the 
European refugee crisis of 2015, attest to this (Entman, 2003; Robinson, 2002).
 This dissertation aims to establish how and why citizens’ political opinions and 
behaviours are influenced by visual and verbal modalities in news media. To address 
these fundamental questions, the empirical chapters comprise experiments in which the 
visual and verbal streams in actual news media content are manipulated. In doing so I 
aim to bring scholarly understanding of the meaning-making of news up to date with 
today’s multimodal media reality.
 The rest of this chapter is devoted to unpacking the relevance, rationale, theoretical 
framework and existing empirical knowledge required to address this overarching 
research question. Then the methodological approach and research design underpinning 
the empirical chapters is outlined. First, however, a fundamental question is addressed in 
more detail: why should we care about multimodal political communication at all?
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The democratic potential of multimodal news media
The idea that vivid visual images can influence public opinion and political policy – 
the concept of visual determinism (Perlmutter, 1998) – has been acknowledged as early 
as Plato’s Republic. Then the philosopher was concerned that painters and poets would 
stir the emotions and fool the senses, conflating reality with falsehood. In his allegory 
of the cave, the prisoners condemned to darkness staring at images manipulated by 
puppeteers represented the lowest form of consciousness. By contrast, verbal dialogue 
that stimulates education, knowledge and ideas was the route to “good” citizenship 
and society (386a, 595a; Plato, Grube & Reeve, 1992; Goldstein, 2014). 
 These ideals were solidified during the Enlightenment, when increasing verbal 
literacy was regarded as the arbiter of logic and reason and considered as the building 
blocks of society. But is such a conception of good citizenship actually possible, or 
relevant to society today? In such a model, the average citizen would be expected to 
possess the willingness and ability to be informed about every policy issue, in writing 
or heard speeches, and the press should supply this information (Strömbäck, 2005). 
However, scholars have long acknowledged this as an unsustainable belief – there is 
simply too much to know that requires complex political expertise (Graber, 2003; 
Zaller, 2003). But is there an alternative way to stimulate political literacy and engage 
citizens in public life?
 Visuals were used for informational purposes during the reformation (Bagchi, 
2016) as well as in early news in materials aimed at the less literate in forms such as 
pamphlets and chapbooks (Zaret, 2000). Doris Graber (1990, 1996; see also Hariman 
& Lucaites, 2007) harnessed this principle to argue that visuals can promote the higher 
democratic ideals of an engaged and informed citizenry. She pointed out that human 
physiology ordains that most people prefer political learning involving visuals. In 
contrast to the processing of words through the brain’s cortical pathways, visual input 
is initially processed through an evolutionarily old and fast route, directly from the 
thalamus to limbic system – the emotional centre of the brain. As such, compared 
to words, visuals are processed faster (Barry, 2005), requiring less conscious effort 
(Gazzaniga, 2004) and readily yield an immediate emotional response to guide the 
processing of news information (Bargh, 1988; Damasio, 2006). 
 Communication scholars have since proved that the combination of verbal and 
visual cues are essential for processing news messages (e.g., Graber, 1990; Bucy, 
2000). For instance, Graber (1990) showed that recall of television news stories was 
enhanced by visuals, and others have since highlighted that memory for visuals often 
trumps verbal content (e.g., Drew & Grimes, 1987; Grimes, 1991; Lang, 1995; Reese, 
1984). Grabe and colleagues (Bas & Grabe, 2015; Grabe, Bas & van Driel, 2015) have 
further broken from the “Gutenberg Legacy” that canonizes verbal content in political 
communication (Graber, 2001). They highlight that personalized emotional content, 
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and particularly visuals, show promise in closing the political knowledge gap between 
citizens of different education levels. 
 It seems, then, that the visual modality in vivid mediums such as TV – the very 
formats that advocates of Enlightenment ideals would most disdain – can promote 
political literacy in line with more lofty democratic objectives. However, learning is 
just one aspect of the meaning-making process which enables us to form opinions 
about political issues. As well as information, influence plays a role. Testament to this 
are political visuals in early modern placards and handbills with cartoonlike images 
ridiculing leaders (Burke, 1994), to the proliferation of twentieth century wartime 
propaganda. The question is, then: how does news media’s “visual turn” (Mitchell, 
1994) influence the “pictures in our heads” that guide political decision-making?  

Framing in multimodal news media
Until the 1970s the paradigm of rational choice dominated psychological models of 
social and economic decision-making. This tradition considered human behaviour, 
even when applied to the political and sociological realms (Lohmann, 2008), as an 
individualistic exercise in interest calculation and excluded emotion-related variables 
(Grabe & Bucy, 2009). That was until the prevalence of ‘irrationality’, or, more accurately, 
decision bias and heuristics (mental rules-of-thumb) was highlighted by the Nobel 
Prize-winning work of Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky (e.g., 1979). One aspect 
of this work demonstrated a “framing effect” (Tversky & Kahneman, 1985): that small 
differences in presentation of otherwise equivalent risky choices (e.g., the proposed 
number of lives saved or lost by different government policies) dramatically influenced 
decisions of participants in their experiments. 
 This framing effect was later shown to prevail in non-risky political decisions (Levin, 
Schneider & Gaeth 1998). Moreover, it sparked an abundance of dual processing 
theories of reasoning and persuasion (Chaiken, 1980; Epstein, 1994; Evans & Stanovich, 
2013; Kahneman 2011; Loewenstein, Weber, Hsee & Welch, 2001; Petty & Cacioppo, 
1986; Zajonc, 1980). These models contrasted automatic, unconscious and heuristic 
decisions with deeper processing that is systematic, conscious and deliberative. In this 
framework, visuals – especially personalized and affectively charged images of suffering 
children – are thought to increase the likelihood of heuristically-driven decisions 
(Slovic, Finucane, Peters & MacGregor, 2007). Initially these findings were negatively 
construed as imperfections in human decision-making. However, in Descartes Error, 
Damasio (2006) showed that affective cues are an indispensable element of human 
brain functioning – providing physiological “markers” to guide the conscious and 
unconscious mental processes underpinning behaviour. Such findings helped to break 
the prevailing wisdom of emotion and rationality as synonymous with ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
decision-making, respectively (see also Lau & Redlawsk, 2001).
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 News framing differs from Kahneman and Tversky’s equivalence framing, although 
they do rely on related principles of individuals using presentation cues to simplify 
complex decisions via their emotional and cognitive faculties (Druckman, 2004; Nabi, 
2003). Frames in news occur when journalists take necessary steps to simplify reporting 
about complicated issues by emphasising the most salient aspects at the expense of others 
(de Vreese, 2005). Frames help citizens engage with news by providing “interpretative 
packages” with a “central organising idea” that gives “meaning […] to an unfolding 
strip of events” (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; Goffman, 1974). This simplification 
process necessarily introduces bias in the presentation of an issue, and even more so 
for particularly complex and distant foreign affairs issues. As such, concerns abound 
that (especially traditional) media outlets readily adopt frames professionally produced 
by politicians, organisations and their spin doctors with the purpose of manipulating 
public opinion in their favour (Entman, 2003). Indeed, the express aim of public 
diplomacy is to exercise “soft power” through the media (Nye, 2008). 
 Whether and how frames in news influence citizens’ perceptions and political 
opinions is the study of framing effects research (Chong & Druckman, 2007; de Vreese, 
2005). For instance, coverage of a Klu Klux Klan rally framed either as a free speech 
issue or a disruption of public order can influence subsequent perceptions, opinions 
and behaviours towards the group (Nelson, Oxley & Clawson, 1997). Although the 
concepts underpinning the mechanisms of framing effects have been described as 
vague (amongst other terms; Scheufele & Iyengar, 2012; Scheufele, 2004), they are 
thought to involve two processes: accessibility and applicability. Frames make certain 
associations and ideas more accessible in mind when considering a political issue – 
also a central concept in agenda setting and priming research (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 
2007). Importantly, whether a news frame exerts an influence is determined by how 
applicable it is to an individual, which is depends on a host of factors such as one’s 
interests, knowledge and pre-existing attitudes about the issue (Scheufele & Scheufele, 
2010). As such, framing effects emphasise a “constructed reality” approach (McQuail, 
2010) to making sense of political news.
 Visuals operate as framing devices by visualizing and emphasizing a particular 
aspect of an issue (de Vreese, 2005; Entman, 1993; Tankard, 2001). The way in which 
visuals are manifest in news frames is determined by a multi-level “winnowing process” 
(Schwalbe, 2006, p. 269); including the photo journalist’s selection of what to capture 
and how (e.g., angle, perspective, cropping) and editorial decisions about what images 
to publish beside an article’s text, and in what size and position (Kress & van Leeuwen, 
1996). Content analyses of resultant visual frames have focused on sources of powerful 
visuals – war and conflict (Fahmy & Neumann, 2011; Griffin, 2004; Parry, 2010), protest 
(Corrigall-Brown & Wilkes, 2012; Gitlin, 1980), natural disasters (Fahmy, Kelly & 
Kim, 2007) and election campaigns (Coleman & Banning, 2006; Grabe & Bucy, 2009). 
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A select few have gone further to analyse visual and verbal content simultaneously 
(Huang & Fahmy, 2013; Ojala, Pantti & Kangas, 2017).
 Importantly for this dissertation, and despite the purported power of visuals, 
framing effects research is only beginning to catch up with the multimodal reality of 
news media (Coleman, 2010). Indeed, despite scholars having bestowed visuals with 
the potential to “revitalise” framing theory (Coleman, 2010; Scheufele & Iyengar, 2012), 
our understanding of visual effects still lags behind the verbal modality. Knowledge 
about the interactive effects of multimodal (visual and verbal) frames is scarcer still.

Visual and verbal framing effects
The contribution of visuals and verbals (i.e., the written and heard word) to framing 
effects depends on their unique characteristics (Geise & Baden, 2014; Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 2001). Visuals, especially those containing graphic content (Scharrer & 
Blackburn, 2015) or social cues (Findlay & Gilchrist, 2003), tend to be the first thing 
that capture readers’ attention (Garcia & Stark, 1991). Compared to text which is 
less salient, news visuals are psychologically activating – increasing heart rate (Lang, 
Newhagen, & Reeves, 1996) and appreciation (Reeves, Newhagen, Maibach, Basil, & 
Kurz, 1991) – and are particularly effective at evoking an emotional response (Iyer & 
Oldmeadow, 2006). In the domain of memory and learning, the picture superiority 
effect refers to the way named images are better recalled than named words due to the 
concrete imagery they generate (Nelson, Reed, & Walling, 1976; Paivio, 1991). In news 
media, memory for the visual modality typically exceeds the verbal modality (e.g., 
Lang, 1995), especially for compelling negative images (Newhagen & Reeves, 1992).
 The meaning of visuals is accessed faster than words (Smith & Magee, 1980). This 
is because images (both still and moving) are analogies of physical objects and events 
in the non-mediated environment, whereas words are abstract symbols that bear no 
physical resemblance to their referents (Messaris & Abraham, 2001; Sontag, 1977). 
However, since many camera and editing operations – such as zooming, panning and 
tilting – resemble human perceptual experiences, and because news visuals are often 
stereotyped, conventionalised and stylistically repetitive (Gartner, 2011), viewers are 
often not explicitly aware that media portrayals are constructed or artificial (Grabe & 
Bucy, 2009). In contrast, the written or heard word possesses an explicit propositional 
syntax for relaying meaning which is especially good for clearly conveying who did 
what to whom and why (Entman, 1993; Messaris & Abraham, 2001). Therefore, whilst 
decoding text does require a level of knowledge and abstraction not necessary for 
visuals (Messaris, 1994), verbal content is typically a more explicit purveyor of meaning 
(Geise & Baden, 2014).
 A fledgling body of literature have shown that these qualities influence framing 
effects. Grabe and Bucy (2009) systematically related image- and sound-bite framing 
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in American presidential campaigns to electoral outcomes – ranging from candidate 
image management and issue position, to editing techniques such as camera angles 
and zoom (see also Boomgaarden, Boukes & Iorgoveanu, 2016; Gadarian, 2014; 
Graber, 2001; Keeter, 1987; Rosenberg, Bohan, McCafferty & Harris, 1986; Sullivan 
& Masters, 1988; Todorov, Mandisodza, Goren, & Hall, 2005). Fewer studies have 
focused on how the visual framing of issues themselves can deliver effects. Insights 
from exemplification theory have shown that manipulation of an image whilst keeping 
an article’s text constant can affect perceptions of an issue (Gibson & Zillmann, 2000; 
Zillmann, Gibson & Sargent, 1999). Other studies have shown that graphic images of 
conflict can influence support for war (Gartner, 2011; Scharrer & Blackburn, 2015) 
and that visual effects can depend on participants’ interest in an issue (Arpan et al., 
2006; Soroka, Loewen, Fournier & Rubenson, 2016). Pfau et al., (2006; see also 2008) 
showed that an image plus caption can be particularly effective at eliciting an emotional 
response and opinion change. However, in contrast to studies implying the superiority 
of images, Domke, Perlmutter and Spratt (2002; see also Perlmutter, 1998) criticised 
the widely-held notion that vivid visuals drive public opinion. They argued that image 
content and accompanying narratives interact with individuals’ considerations to shape 
their affective and cognitive reactions. On the weight of evidence, then, the individual 
role of visuals and text in framing effects seems broadly in line with their unique 
characteristics and psychological consequences. However, evidence of their integrative 
influence is scarce. 

Moving towards multimodality
In their recent synthesis of this body of work, Geise and Baden (2014) proposed a 
multimodal theory of framing effects, and helped set the stage for the empirical 
investigations in this dissertation. At the heart of this work was the premise that visual 
and linguistic frame processing should not be understood as fundamentally distinct 
logics (Coleman, 2010; Mueller, 2007). What shapes frame processing is not necessarily 
the modality per se, but the degree to which the respective properties of visual, 
textual, or other framing devices are actualized (Geise & Baden, 2014). Specifically, 
they formulated several theoretical propositions about the contribution of images and 
text to multimodal frame processing. First, visuals are superior to text in their salience 
attribution (proposition 1a picture superiority), but texts have a more constrained and 
conventional structure (proposition 1b open/conventional structure). Second, visual 
representations permit multiple (iconic, indexical, symbolic/conventional) strategies 
for decoding meaning depending on the viewers’ available knowledge, whereas text 
promotes a more direct matching of signifier and signified (proposition 2 polysemy/
strong codes). Third, textual frames specify the nature of and relations between decoded 
elements, whilst visuals merely suggest associations between elements and provide 
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less guidance about their specific nature (proposition 3 associative/propositional). 
Fourth, the richness and ambiguity in visuals compared to texts results in a surplus 
of information available for integration, and thus produces higher variability in the 
formulation of a central organizing idea (proposition 4 iterative/focused integration). 
Thus, in Geise and Baden’s model, frames emerge from the interaction of modality-
specific potentials and the inter-semiosis of multimodal meaning (Martinec & Salway, 
2005; van Leeuwen, 2012). However, as yet, no studies have empirically tested these 
theoretical expectations to examine the relative power of visuals and text when presented 
alone, and, importantly, their integrative contribution to multimodal framing effects.
 These communication-related potentials of visuals and text suggests that they play 
unique but complementary roles in the mechanisms of multimodal framing effects 
(Geise & Baden, 2014). The salience-enhancing properties of visuals appear to make 
them particularly effective at the increasing the accessibility of considerations in the 
mind of the viewer. Indeed, inclusion of an image can increase the salience of one issue 
over another, prime that topic in the minds of citizens (Fahmy, Cho, Wanta & Song, 
2006; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007) and, in turn, raise it up the public agenda (Wanta, 
1988). By contrast, the formal syntax of a verbal narrative should more effectively 
disambiguate news frames and thus may play a stronger role in determining the 
applicability of a media frame to one’s pre-existing knowledge and beliefs (Domke et al., 
2002). These functions are, of course, are not mutually exclusive. For instance, visuals 
may capture one’s attention and evoke emotions, but they can also trigger cognitive 
elaboration (Russell, Marcus & MacKuen, 2000). This idea connects to dual pathway 
theories of persuasion (e.g., Chaiken, 1980; Kahneman 2011; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986): 
Visuals may typically trigger processing that is relatively more heuristic, affective and 
based on source cues, whereas verbal content may rely on more detailed systematic 
and cognitive processing (Chaiken & Eagly, 1976; Epstein, 1994; Pfau, Holbert, Zubric, 
Pasha & Lin, 2000; Sparks, Areni & Cox, 1998). Despite these ideas, no studies have 
systematically examined the processing of visual and verbal input in multimodal 
framing effects.
 Finally, although the reviewed literature focuses on newspaper articles and TV, there 
have been no direct comparisons of how multimodal framing effects differ in different 
media formats. This is becoming increasingly important since news producers and 
publishers are devoting more and more resources to news videos in place of (or in 
addition to) static articles (Kalogeropoulos, Cherubini & Newman, 2016). With the 
moving images of online video and TV providing a richer and more vivid depiction 
of reality (Pincus, Wojchieszak & Boomgaarden, 2016; Slater, Rouner & Long, 2006), 
one might expect the visual modality to dominate in these formats. In the domain of 
memory and learning, the interactive effect of dynamic visual and verbal streams in 
TV news have been subject of much attention. This has produced mixed findings, with 
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Annie Lang (1995; 2000) helping to clarify this body of work using a Limited Capacity 
Information Processing approach to argue for an overall memory benefit for visuals at 
the expense of verbal input. An important stipulation in this work was that structural 
characteristics inherent in multimodal TV and video content – including production 
techniques such as camera cuts and zoom – must be carefully conducted in order not 
to overload viewers’ limited processing capacity (Lang, Geiger, Strickwerda & Sumner, 
1993). Whether these factors apply to multimodal framing effects and contribute to 
meaningful differences between media formats is, as yet, unknown. 
 Despite the ever-accumulating body of literature, it is clear that multiple questions 
remain about how visuals and text interact to deliver multimodal framing effects. 
Before unpacking the main research questions of this dissertation, the next section 
first describes three hypothetical models of multimodal framing effects. These provide 
extra context for the research questions that follow and guide later discussions about 
the democratic implications of the empirical chapters.

Competing perspectives on multimodal framing effects
In this section the potential scope of visual and verbal effects in multimodal framing 
are outlined with the help of three hypothetical models. These models are useful not 
only for considering the potential findings that this dissertation might deliver, but, 
importantly, to connect results of the empirical chapters with their implications for 
democratic processes. The three hypothetical models in this section synthesise findings 
from the reviewed literature along with aggregate-level theories of media effects on 
public opinion and policy making. It is important to keep in mind that this dissertation 
focuses on multimodal framing effects at the individual level. Also note also that these 
perspectives are stylized: they depict simplified models of reality and are not entirely 
distinct – some overlap exists in the extent to which the visual and verbal modalities 
exert an influence. For clarity and succinctness the models are named according to the 
strength of visual effects in relation to verbal effects in the framing process. 

1. Strong visual effects
This model predicts that visuals trigger a robust emotional response and have 
strong effects on political opinions and behaviours. Visuals index reality and forge a 
connection between the subject of a news issue and the public (Chouliaraki, 2006) 
to stimulate emotions – sympathy for the starving child, anger at perpetrators of gun 
crime, fear towards threatening militiamen – which, in turn, moves citizens to action. 
The outpouring of donations, petition-signing and demonstrations that followed the 
publication of the picture of the drowned Syrian boy Alan Kurdi provides a recent 
example which, some have claimed, (temporarily) influenced refugee policy across 
Europe (Vis & Goriunova, 2015). In this perspective, visual effects should be widespread 
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and uniform – akin to the hypodermic needle of media effects (McQuail, 2010) – in 
that they apply to the majority of citizens, irrespective of individual differences in, for 
example, knowledge, and political beliefs. Moreover, visual effects should be magnified 
by vivid visual dynamic media, such as TV and online video, as they overpower the 
medium’s verbal stream and one’s ability for reasoned thought (Morrow, 1993).
 A strong media effects model emphasising the role of powerful visuals, particularly 
on TV, is the “CNN-effect” (e.g., Livingston, 1997; Robinson, 2002). Formulated in 
the 1990s, when foreign policy making, particularly US interventions in humanitarian 
crises in the Balkans and Somalia, were said to have been triggered by the broadcast 
of images of the ethnic cleansing of Bosniaks and emaciated Somali children on 
networks such as CNN. Proponents of the CNN-effect claimed that images contributed 
to “empathy framing” (Entman, 2003) which changed public opinion and subsequent 
policy towards war. Then, to the reverse effect, images from Somalia, and previously in 
Vietnam, of dead and mutilated US soldiers, were said to make the public war averse 
(but see Robinson, 2002).

2. Weak visual effects
This perspective considers visual effects as minimal, mainly due to their inherent 
ambiguity (Geise & Baden, 2014) and their conative qualities – that they trigger 
thoughts that are dependent on the experiences of the viewer (Zelizer, 2010). Instead, 
verbal narratives in news should play a larger role since they provide a clear meaning 
to stories which helps citizens determine whether a news story is applicable to their 
prior proclivities. Any effects that visuals might evoke – for example on emotions – are 
fleeting and fade quickly. As such, visuals in certain circumstances might lead to political 
behaviours such as donations to help identifiable individuals – in the case of Alan 
Kurdi, for example – but they have no major or lasting effect on public opinion at the 
aggregate level. Limited visual effects should not be magnified in richer media formats, 
but the qualities of news articles, allowing re-reading and more careful processing of 
textual content of news frames, might amplify the influence of the written word. As 
such, rational processing of news, and particularly the verbal modality therein should 
determine framing effects (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007).
 Perlmutter (1998; 2005) and colleagues (Domke et al., 2002) argued that the magnitude 
of visual effects are limited and overstated. Contrary to widely-claimed power of visual 
images, Perlmutter claimed that a first-person effect is at play. Here, those who have a 
strong reaction to an emotionally charged news image assume that others uniformly feel 
the same way, talk about the image with others, and in turn propagate this belief. This 
phenomenon is particularly strong for political elites for whom political media and its 
implications are magnified and play an integral part in their daily lives. These individuals 
also possess a platform from which an image can be popularised by projecting their 
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perception of powerful visuals onto the public at large. As such, Perlmutter argued that 
visuals can have an individual-level effect, but their aggregate effects are overstated 
and outweighed by the history, context and real-world events surrounding a political 
issue. Citizen’s political opinions may be shaped over time by repeated textual messages 
(Breckler & Wiggins, 1989) which have a greater potential for framing effects.

3. Moderate and conditional visual effects
This model represents a middle ground, where visuals may exert an strong emotional 
response and influence behaviours and opinions, however this depends on the news 
issue at hand and the experiences and motivations of the individual (e.g., Nabi & 
Oliver, 2009). Visuals are attention grabbing and their connotative qualities can help 
define an issue. These effects could be stronger for those disinterested in politics since 
visuals require minimal processing effort, and for images of high profile news issues 
that more easily reach citizens via incidental news exposure. By contrast, for political 
sophisticates and obscure issues minimally covered by mainstream media, ostensibly 
powerful visuals may provide a stimulus to elaboration and discussion with peers which 
can merely reinforce existing beliefs. In such cases, a detailed message delivered via the 
verbal modality should prove more influential. Furthermore, this perspective predicts 
that effects of different media formats are not universal. For some, news articles provide 
a desired opportunity to elaborate on political issues. For others, the image- and sound-
bites of audio-visual videos and TV are a good fit, especially for those minimally 
motivated to process the news. Furthermore, certain production techniques might also 
attract or distract citizens from the frames presented.
 A key perspective here, albeit one less applicable to aggregate-level effects, is that of 
Lang’s (2000) Limited Capacity Information Processing Model of media learning. Here, 
certain aspects of news media, including the motivational and personal relevance, 
medium, complexity and emotionality determines the information processing cascade 
and eventual outcomes for message storage, encoding and retrieval (e.g., Lang, 
1995; 2006). Importantly, if the properties of a certain media message overload an 
individual’s limited capacity then retention of it will be minimal. The extent to which 
Lang and colleagues’ observations extend to framing effects and public opinion is yet 
to be established. However, NGO and international aid research provide a relevant 
extension to the aggregate level, where shocking negative visuals, for instance showing 
third-world poverty, are often employed to stimulate large-scale helping behaviours, 
such as donations. However, over time, routinized visuals may lead to desensitisation 
and “aid-fatigue” and weaken longer-term engagement (Hudson, Van Heerde-Hudson, 
Dasandi, & Gaines (2016b). Instead, repeated substantive verbal messages might be 
more effective at encouraging longer-term engagement with the issue. As such, this 
perspective emphasises text-image relations and more nuanced effects.
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 This dissertation will shed first empirical light on multimodal framing effects by 
revealing which of these three perspectives is most appropriate. Research reviewed 
thus far can help to narrow down expectations in advance of the empirical chapters. 
The weight of theoretical argument suggests that strong visual effects (model 1) are 
possible, due to the assumed power of news visuals. However, after factoring in relevant 
existing empirical evidence, especially from studies that have manipulated visuals 
whilst keeping text constant (e.g., Domke et al., 2002) as well as studies of media 
memory (e.g., Lang, 1995), moderate and conditional visual effects (model 3) seem 
most plausible.  

Focus of this dissertation
This dissertation focuses on addressing a few fundamental research questions as 
a first step in understanding the interactive contribution of visual and verbal input 
to multimodal framing effects. Below, highlights from the reviewed literature are 
summarised and the research questions are outlined.
 The shift toward formats in which eye-catching images are presented with 
accompanying text kept to a minimum means that an image’s impact when viewed 
alone is no longer a trivial matter. Until now, no studies have compared the relative 
power of images and text in framing effects, which is also a fundamental prerequisite 
for understanding multimodal interactions. This motivates the first research question:

RQ1: When viewed in isolation, are images or text a more powerful in delivering 
framing effects? 

Since news articles most often consist of one or more images accompanying a text, 
a more important question for media theory and practice concerns the unique 
contribution of the visual and verbal modalities to multimodal effects. Multimodal 
frames in which the different modalities reinforce each other should benefit both from 
the salience and vividness of visuals, and from the guided structuring of linguistic 
representations. Where different modalities conflict, it is still unclear whether salient 
but ambiguous visuals or clear but less salient news texts prevail (Geise & Baden, 2014). 
Thus, the second research question is:

RQ2: What is the contribution of the visual and verbal modality to multimodal framing 
effects?

Mediated visual and verbal input are processed differently. Visuals are initially processed 
quickly via emotional centres in the brain and, as such, their effects are thought to 
involve more emotional and heuristic processing pathways. In contrast, verbal input 
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is processed more slowly, requires more effort in the abstraction of meaning from its 
formal structure, and thus is associated with more systematic and cognitive processing. 
The third research questions relates to whether these pathways characterise visual and 
verbal processing in multimodal framing effects.

RQ3: What are the mechanisms of multimodal framing effects: are visual and verbal 
modalities processed via more heuristic and systematic pathways, respectively?

The different qualities of static (i.e., news articles) and dynamic (i.e., news videos and 
TV) news media suggest that the influence of visual and verbal modalities in multimodal 
framing effects might depend on the communication medium. Dynamic audio-visual 
media are psychologically activating and may bias the visual stream. Static image-text 
articles, in contrast, are less vivid, and the more effortful reading required may bias 
framing effects toward the verbal modality. This begs the final research question:

RQ4: How does the processing and effects of multimodal frames differ in dynamic 
(videos) and static (articles) news media?

Research design
Three studies comprise this dissertation, all of which make use of the web-based 
experiment. A web-based experiment provides many of the benefits of a typical lab 
experiment, but takes place in an online setting in which news is often encountered. This 
provides participants with the comfort of an environment in which they would normally 
browse the web for news (Horton, Rand & Zeckhauser, 2011). The studies make use of 
representative U.S. (chapters 2 & 3) and Dutch (chapters 3 & 4) samples. For all studies 
these samples are drawn from different participant pools. Thus, our findings represent 
populations from both an archetypal Liberal media system (the U.S., Hallin & Mancini, 
2004) and a Democratic Corporatist media system (the Netherlands), providing a 
reasonably representative picture of Western media audiences (Brüggemann et al., 2014).
 The experimental method is fitting since experiments possess a number of attributes 
ideally suited to studying multimodal media effects and their underlying mechanisms. 
Importantly, the causal direction is unambiguous since the viewing of a stimulus 
precedes an effect. Moreover, random allocation to experimental conditions ensures 
that any potentially confounding participant characteristics should be randomly, 
rather than systematically, distributed amongst the conditions of interest. Thus the 
experimental researcher can be sure that self-selection into media exposure – the 
endogeneity problem – is not at play (Jackson, 1992). Furthermore, stimulus exposure 
can be carefully controlled by the experimenter to ensure that an effect is due to the 
manipulation of interest. All studies in this dissertation involved rigorous and multiple 
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pre-tests to ensure that the visual and verbal stimuli did indeed depict the frames of 
interest. Importantly, through pre-testing, several potentially confounding factors were 
controlled for, such as stimulus emotionality and complexity, that have been shown to 
be important in media effects research and particularly so for the study of visuals (e.g., 
Lang, 1995). By doing so, the internal validity of the studies here are assured.
 In all three empirical chapters that follow, a visual-verbal congruence (also known as 
redundancy) design is employed. This involves creating a multimodal stimulus in which 
the frames conveyed by the composite visual and verbal modalities are manipulated in 
a factorial design so that they are matching or non-matching. This design is informative 
for media effects researchers since it answers fundamental questions about which 
modality is more influential in determining outcomes on a dependent variable, or 
whether there is an interactive effect of visual and verbal input. The design was the 
driving force behind a body of literature about the contribution of visual and verbal 
modalities to media learning and memory (summarised in Lang, 1995). Furthermore, 
incongruence is relevant to media practice: it reflects the unintentional mismatches 
that sometimes occur in news, where visuals, often added as an afterthought and in 
haste from a limited pool of wire images, can be inappropriately paired with an article’s 
text. The same problem can occur with TV, where stock images or visuals from the start 
of a story no longer match with coverage as it progresses. In some cases, incongruence 
can be attributed surprisingly large effects (Fahmy, Bock & Wanta, 2014). This design 
has, to the best of my knowledge, rarely and only recently been applied in the study of 
multimodal framing effects (see Boomgaarden et al., 2016; Powell, Boomgaarden, De 
Swert, de Vreese, 2015; Seo & Dillard, 2016).
 The political issues used to investigate multimodal framing effects come from war, 
conflict and crisis contexts – a ready source of vivid visuals. The first context involves 
intervention in a little-known foreign conflict (in the Central African Republic, CAR). 
The second context is the highly mediatized European refugee crisis. Therefore, both 
low (CAR conflict) and high (refugee crisis) salience issues are investigated. This 
multiple issue approach helps to make improve the generalizability of this dissertations’ 
conclusions (Reeves, Yeykelis & Cummings, 2015).
 The dependent variables measured are those regularly employed in framing effects 
research. The first key variable is opinions about the framed topic of interest – for 
instance whether a participant supports or opposes allowing Syrian refugees into 
Europe. The second key variable are behaviours, of which we measure two types. One 
is concerned with participants’ intentions for political action – such as intention to 
donate money to a charity, sign a petition, or protest about an issue. In addition, actual 
monetary donations to charities relevant to the studied issues are taken. Arguably, 
donating behaviour should be less prone to social desirability effects and other 
confounds than self-reported opinion and intention measures.
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Outline of the dissertation
Th is dissertation consists of three separate studies. Each chapter documents one study 
and the chapters are self-contained. Th e chapters are empirical articles that contain 
abstracts, theoretical foundations, methods, results, and separate discussions and 
conclusions. Figure 1 shows a conceptual schematic describing how the chapters are 
related. 

Figure 1. Conceptual overview of the dissertation

 Chapter 2 proceeds by addressing the fundamental question of how the visual and 
verbal modalities in news articles (i.e., images and text) contribute to framing eff ects. 
Th is is fi rst investigated for images and text in isolation (RQ1), followed by images 
and text combined as in a typical multimodal news report (RQ2). Due to the ability 
of visuals to evoke an emotional response, the mediation of these eff ects by discrete 
emotions is also measured as a fi rst step in examining their mechanisms. Th e study is 
set in the US context, specifi cally concerning intervention in the confl ict in the CAR, a 
context relevant to existing visual framing research, humanitarian intervention, and to 
recent confl icts in Libya and Syria. 
 Th e mechanisms of multimodal framing eff ects are systematically studied in 
Chapter 3 (RQ3). Specifi cally, concepts from Chaiken’s heuristic-systematic theory are 
used to assess the extent to which visual and verbal modalities exert framing eff ects 
via processing pathways that are more heuristic and systematic, respectively. Th ese 
pathways were experimentally induced through manipulations of cognitive load 
and cognitive involvement, and dispositionally measured using the Need for Aff ect 
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(Sojka & Giese, 2006) and Need for Cognition (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982) scales. Two 
experiments set in two different contexts are presented. The first employs the same 
issue and frames as in chapter 2 but uses a different participant pool. The second draws 
on Dutch participants and their opinions and behaviours towards frames about the 
refugee crisis in Europe.
 In Chapter 4, the contribution of the visual and verbal modalities to multimodal 
framing effects is compared across different media formats (RQ4). Using careful control 
of experimental stimuli, the same news stories were presented in the growing medium 
of news video (audio-visual dynamic media) and typical online news articles (image-
text static media). The processing and effects of multimodal frames were compared, 
with the expectation that dynamic media would bias the visual modality and static 
media would enhance verbal effects. The European refugee crisis and Dutch context are 
used, but using a different participant pool to Chapter 3.
 Finally, in Chapter 5, the findings from the three empirical studies are assimilated 
into broader conclusions, from which theoretical and practical implications are drawn. 
Using the models in this chapter as a guide, the democratic potential of multimodal 
news frames is re-assessed. The shortcomings of this dissertation are considered and 
future steps for developing multimodal framing theory are explored.
 Taken together, this dissertation takes a first step towards studying framing effects 
in their proper multimodal context. The visual-verbal interactions investigated shed 
important new light on the democratic potential of multimodal news media by 
revealing their effects on political opinions and behaviours. At present, the impact of 
powerful news visuals alongside text are assumed but not quantified. By doing so, this 
dissertation brings framing theory up to date with today’s multimodal media reality.
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Chapter 2

A clearer picture: 
The contribution of visuals and 

text to framing effects

This study is published as: Powell, T. E., Boomgaarden, H. G., De Swert, K., & de 
Vreese, C. H. (2015). A clearer picture: The contribution of visuals and text to 
framing effects. Journal of Communication, 65(6), 997-1017

Abstract

Visuals in news media help define, or frame issues, but less is known about how they 
influence opinions and behaviour. I use an experiment to present visual and textual 
exemplars of frames from war and conflict news in isolation and in image-text 
congruent and incongruent pairs. Results show that, when presented alone, images 
generate stronger framing effects on opinions and behavioural intentions than 
text. When images and text are presented together, as in a typical news report, the 
frame carried by the text influences opinions regardless of the accompanying image, 
whereas the frame carried by the image drives behavioural intentions irrespective of 
the linked text. These effects are explained by the salience enhancing and emotional 
consequences of images
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Graphic visuals are a prominent part of today’s news coverage but how they affect public 
opinion and behaviour remains unclear. This is important since emotionally charged 
images are a powerful vehicle for the framing of political messages – conflicts in Libya, 
Palestine, Syria and Iraq provide recent examples – and emotional responses influence 
the decisions of public and politician alike (Damasio, 1996). In this study I presented 
visual and textual exemplars of frames from war and conflict news to shed new light on 
how visuals contribute to framing effects. In doing so I position visuals within a nascent 
multimodal verbal and visual framing theory.
 News frames are “interpretive packages”, consisting of a “central organising idea”, 
that are used by journalists to communicate the most salient aspects of an otherwise 
complex story to a reader (Entman, 1993; Gamson & Modigliani, 1989, p.3). By making 
these aspects more applicable in the mind of the reader, frames affect how people 
think about issues (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). This has been shown to influence 
readers’ information processing and recall (e.g., Newhagen & Reeves, 1992), attitude 
formation (e.g., Nelson et al., 1997), and opinions and behavioural intentions (e.g., 
Schuck & de Vreese, 2006). However, with a few exceptions (e.g., Arpan et al., 2006; 
Gibson & Zillmann, 2000; Iyer, Webster, Hornsey, & Vanman, 2014; Pfau et al., 2006), 
this research has focused on framing effects produced by an news story’s text, while 
the effect that images have on the viewer remains relatively under-researched (e.g., 
Coleman, 2010). 
 News visuals fulfil a unique role in international affairs by shedding light on far flung 
conflicts and bringing unfamiliar and complex stories to life. Indeed, graphic images 
of militiamen and their slain victims are beamed across the globe to meet the aesthetic 
demands of 21st century news production standards. Furthermore, a shift towards 
contemporary formats in which eye-catching images are presented with accompanying 
text kept to a minimum means that an image’s impact when viewed alone is no longer 
a trivial matter. Of course, news images still typically appear in the context of a report 
and therefore should also be considered alongside an accompanying text. Assimilation 
of these elements into a story, however, is not always done by the journalist themselves, 
or image selection can be from a limited set provided by wire services and based on 
a superficial notion of what might have an ‘impact’ on the reader (Huang & Fahmy, 
2013). Whatever the cause, haphazardly paired images and text have been shown to 
open the door to unexpected and as yet unquantified effects (Fahmy et al., 2014).
 Framing effects of images and texts depend on their unique characteristics (Geise 
& Baden, 2014). Images serve to index and reproduce reality (Messaris & Abrahams, 
2001) and are attention-grabbing (Garcia & Stark, 1991). By evoking a heightened 
emotional experience compared to text (Iyer & Oldmeadow, 2006), visuals connect 
with a reader and in turn might also be more persuasive. In contrast, text is less salient, 
but possesses a clear structure for inferring who did what to whom and why (Entman, 
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1993). Clarification of the individual and combined effects of images and text would 
be an important insight for those in the newsroom, and a first step towards integrating 
visuals into a multimodal framing theory.
 This study used an experimental manipulation of an online news report to pursue 
this goal. I presented images of victims and militants from a little known conflict and 
corresponding text frames in isolation and in congruent and incongruent image-text 
pairs. I measured how feelings of sympathy, fear and anger influenced participants’ 
support for military intervention and behavioural intentions towards the conflict. 
In doing so, I aimed to address three questions: Firstly, do images generate stronger 
framing effects than text when viewed in isolation? Secondly, what are the combined 
framing effects when image and text are presented together in different configurations? 
Finally, what role do emotionally charged visuals play in producing these effects?

The power of visuals
Scholars have long acknowledged visuals as a vehicle for news frames by visualizing and 
emphasizing a particular aspect of an issue (e.g., Grabe & Bucy, 2009; Graber, 1990). 
Plentiful examples come from war and conflict news (e.g., Fahmy & Neumann, 2011; 
Greenwood & Jenkins, 2013; Schwalbe, 2006), with one instance being coverage of the 
fall of Srebrenica in 1995. In this case, graphic images of the massacre of thousands 
of Bosniaks contributed to what Robinson (2002, p.78) called “empathy framing”. 
These images highlighted the obligation of the international community to intervene 
to prevent human rights violations, a topic of continued relevance since the end of the 
Cold War (Evans, 2004). In contrast, the risks of intervening – emphasised by images 
of belligerent militants – had, until the massacre, provided a strong counter-frame 
(Entman, 2003), and one that has also been prominent in coverage of recent conflicts 
in Libya, Syria and Iraq. Based in part on the lessons from Bosnia, Robinson (2002) 
proposed a model of media effects, stating that empathy-driven frames that are also 
critical of an indecisive government can influence policymaking. 
 Despite the intuitive link between powerful images and policy support (Domke 
et al., 2002), empirical knowledge of visual framing effects lags behind text in an 
increasingly multi-modal media reality (Coleman, 2010). Such insights are complicated 
by the multi-level “winnowing process” that determines how visuals contribute to 
frames (Schwalbe, 2006, p. 269). First, those events deemed newsworthy are ‘framed’ 
by the photojournalist’s selection of what to capture and how (e.g., angle, perspective, 
cropping). In the newsroom, editors choose which images to publish beside an article’s 
text, and in what size and position. These stylistic-semiotic decisions have a connotative 
influence over how visuals are decoded by the reader (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996) and 
how they resonate with the viewer’s internal frames of reference. In this study I employ 
obligation and risk frames in online news content1 to explore the final level of this 
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process – how images interact with text to influence political opinions and behaviours. 
 In contrast to their political effects, the impact of visuals on basic psychological 
processes is well established. For instance, the meaning of images is accessed faster than 
that of text (Barry, 1997). In the realm of memory and learning, the picture superiority 
effect describes how named images are better recalled than named words due to the 
concrete imagery they generate (Paivio, 1991; Nelson et al., 1976). These findings have 
been extended in the context of media and communication, where news visuals have 
been shown to be more memorable, leading to better recall of images over text (e.g., 
Newhagen & Reeves, 1992).
 Beyond memory, images are also more attention-grabbing than text. Eye tracking 
studies have shown that images are the most common entry point into newspaper 
pages (Garcia & Stark, 1991), which points to their amplifying effect on psychological 
processes. In this study I presented images-alone, text-alone, and text accompanied 
by an image, and confirmed that stimuli with an image were rated as more attention-
grabbing than stimuli without.2 Inclusion of an image, then, can increase the salience 
of one issue compared to the another, which in turn can raise it up the public agenda 
(Wanta, 1988) and prime these topics in the minds of readers (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 
2007). What remains unclear, however, is the link between salience and framing effects: 
Are visuals just eye-catching, or do they play a more meaningful role in highlighting 
particular parts of a message and influencing the reader? This is the principal question 
of visual framing effects.

Visual framing effects
Social psychologists studying attitude change made early inroads to clarify the 
persuasive effects of visual messages. A classic study by Chaiken and Eagly (1976) 
showed that (audio-)visuals were most effective at changing opinions when a message 
was easy to understand, whereas written text was more effective when a message was 
complex. Chaiken (1980) used this and related insights to develop a dual-route theory 
of persuasion - the heuristic-systematic model. She distinguished between systematic 
processing, an analytic orientation in which the recipient scrutinizes an argument, and 
heuristic processing, in which inferential rules based on a subset of information are 
used to form opinions. Furthermore, Sparks et al. (1998) argued that visuals should 
foster relatively more heuristic versus systematic processing, and vice-versa for text. 
These predictions have garnered some support in marketing psychology literature (e.g., 
Sojka & Giese, 2006) but have received little scrutiny in media effects research despite 
the continued relevance of dual-route models of persuasion (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo 
1986). 
 A small but rapidly expanding body of experimental research has since reinvigorated 
interest in visual framing effects. Two experiments by Gibson, Zillmann and colleagues 
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showed that manipulation of an image whilst keeping the accompanying text constant 
can influence perceptions of an issue and later recall of the image’s content (Gibson & 
Zillmann, 2000; Gibson, Zillmann & Sargent, 1999). Arpan et al. (2006) used images 
of social protests to show that images depicting higher levels of conflict led to more 
negative evaluations of the protest and protestors, but only when the issue was of 
interest to participants. More recent studies focused on international affairs to show 
that military images, particularly graphic photographs (Scharrer & Blackburn, In-
Press) and those showing conventional images of loss (Gartner, 2011) can decrease 
support for war. Taken together, these studies point towards picture superiority effects.
In contrast, Pfau et al. (2006) showed that the text accompanying an image can also play 
a role. They showed that images of the Iraq war with a caption, compared to images with 
full-text and text presented alone, led to a small decrease in support for U.S. presence 
in Iraq and an increase in negative emotional responses. Domke et al. (2002) criticised 
the widely held notion that vivid images drive public opinion. They argued that the 
inclusion of an image influences opinions, but the specific content of an image interacts 
with participants’ existing knowledge to shape information processing and judgements.
 Geise and Baden (2014) assimilated these insights and contrasted the characteristics 
of images and text to formulate a theoretical framework for multimodal visual 
and verbal (textual) framing effects. At the heart of their argument is that visuals 
have an “amplifying effect”, are perceived quickly and are highly salient, and their 
analogical quality can make them easy to understand. However, depending on an 
image’s compositional components and the prior knowledge of the recipient, various 
interpretations and effects can result (especially for highly ambiguous images). In 
contrast, text is typically less salient, with framing primarily achieved through the 
inclusion or omission of selected information which is fine-tuned thereafter (Geise and 
Baden, 2014). Text also has a conventional and highly learned syntax, which allows 
a more prescribed construction of meaning. However, if the recipient lacks required 
knowledge, of both of the language and the context, the text will not be decoded and 
framing will fail (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007).
 To our knowledge, no studies have explicitly tested these predictions about the ability 
of images alone to drive news framing effects, nor of the relative power of images alone 
compared to text. Based on the unique aspects of text and images, and particularly the 
power of images, I hypothesised that:

H1: When viewed in isolation, images and text both generate framing effects, with 
images being a stronger influence than text.
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 Multimodal framing effects
While the individual contribution of images and text to framing effects is interesting, 
their interactive effects is an underexplored and less predictable phenomenon relevant 
to modern media practice (e.g., Fahmy, Bock, & Wanta, 2014).
 When media messages are presented in both visual and verbal modalities, learning 
and memory is improved (Paivio, 1991). These effects might be further enhanced 
when these messages are highly congruent. By congruence, I refer to whether the text 
and image (or, in the case of television news, the audio and visual) are matching or 
not. A handful of empirical studies have used TV news to show that the addition of a 
congruent visual input to an audio input improved memory and issue understanding 
(Graber, 1990; Reese, 1984), with messages in separate modalities fusing over time 
(e.g., Drew and Grimes, 1987). However, when effects of congruent stimuli have been 
compared with incongruent results have been mixed, with a tendency for improved 
memory for the visual stream (e.g. Lang, 1995). At best, these findings suggest that 
when compared to incongruent stimuli, congruence increases media learning and 
salience. However, the impact of different combinations of multimodal messages on 
opinions and behavioural intentions is not known. 
 Congruent multimodal messages should be endowed with the salience, vividness 
and memorability of visuals, plus the guided structuring of text (Geise & Baden, 2014). 
When incongruent, the body of research highlighting the power of visuals suggests that 
attention-grabbing images may dominate and override divergent textual information 
(Gibson & Zillmann, 2000). On the other hand, it is plausible that the explicit structure 
of text could drive framing effects by disambiguating an image’s content and guiding 
interpretation (Huang & Fahmy, 2013). Indeed, instead of exerting a persuasive 
influence, the vivid qualities of images have been shown to merely attract attention and 
enhance the salience and recall of a linked text (Zillmann, Knobloch & Yu, 2001). 
 This study used two opposing media frames to shed new light on the relative 
impact of images and text when combined in congruent and incongruent pairs. Given 
the reported power of images and positive effects of congruence, but considering the 
uncertainty over whether image or text exert a defining influence, I tentatively proposed 
the following hypotheses:

H2a: Framing effects are strongest when image and text are congruent, compared to 
incongruent.

H2b: When image and text are incongruent, images are more important in determining 
framing effects.
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Emotions as a mechanism for visual framing effects
Time magazine’s Lance Morrow (1993) argued that powerful news images from foreign 
conflicts “are mainlined directly into the democracy’s emotional bloodstream without 
the mediation of conscious thought” (p. 36). Quantification of this claim comes from 
psychology and neuroscience research which shows that, in concert with more ‘rational’ 
processes, emotions play an important role in heuristics (mental rules of thumb) that are 
indispensable for human decision making (e.g., Damasio, 1996). This is particularly so 
when available information is incomplete or complex (Slovic et al., 2007). Since the very 
function of news frames is to reduce complex issues into interpretative packages, it follows 
that emotions elicited by powerful visuals could play a central role in framing effects.
 Although a large body of non-visual research has shown that emotions can shape 
individuals’ political behaviour (e.g., Neuman, Marcus, Crigler & Mackuen, 2007), few 
studies have assessed the contribution of affective responses to visuals in the framing 
process (Brantner, Lobinger, & Wetzstein, 2011; Iyer et al., 2014; Pfau et al., 2006). This is 
particularly surprising given that visuals play a leading role compared to text in triggering 
an emotional response (Iyer & Oldmeadow, 2006). 
 One area in which the emotional consequences of visuals have been credited is agenda 
setting research (Coleman, 2010; Wanta, 1988). For instance, Fahmy et al. (2006) used 
the context of 9/11 to show that memories of visuals from the attacks, and participants’ 
emotions, particularly sorrow and shock, predicted their sample’s concern with terrorism. 
As such, emotionally charged visuals can increase an issue’s salience, but less is known 
about how visuals evoke emotions that, in turn, influence opinions and behaviours 
towards issues.
 The mediating role of emotions in visual framing effects has been examined by Iyer et 
al. (2014). They showed participants a neutral text describing the 2005 London bombings 
followed by photographs, either focusing on victims or terrorists. Their results conveyed 
that the content of images elicited specific emotions of sympathy, fear or anger, which 
in turn predicted support for specific policies. In this way, specific “emotivational” goals 
expressed via an individual’s emotional response to an image can give rise to distinct 
attitudes and behavioural intentions (Frijda, 1988). 
 In this study, I measured how participants’ sympathy, fear and anger in response to 
image and text frames emphasising the obligation to protect suffering victims, versus the 
risks posed by belligerents, mediate support for military intervention and behavioural 
intentions towards a foreign conflict. For example, a frame conveying suffering victims 
should elicit sympathy, and sympathy should encourage helping behaviour (Iyer et al., 
2014). A frame emphasising dangerous militants should evoke fear, and provoke an 
avoidance response (Lazarus, 1991). Anger, triggered by a negative situation where 
responsibility can be attributed to an actor (in this case the belligerents in the conflict) 
should prompt an individual to act to confront the problem (Frijda, 1988). Crucially, 
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our experimental manipulations should clarify the specific role of images and text in 
delivering these effects. 
 Given the heightened potential of visuals to evoke an emotional response and the 
influence emotions can have on our decision making, I proposed the following hypothesis:

H3: Indirect effects of emotions on framing effects are stronger for images than text for 
both image/text-alone conditions and image-text combinations.

Method

Design
To test these hypotheses I conducted an online survey-embedded experiment. 
Participants were randomly assigned3 to the following conditions: For the image-text 
combinations, six conditions were arranged in a two (image frame: obligation, risk) by 
three (text frame: obligation, risk, control) factorial design.4 Two image-only conditions 
(obligation, risk) were used to isolate framing effects of images alone. Three text-only 
conditions (obligation, risk, control) were used to measure framing effects of text alone. 

Participants
A total of 1233 American adults aged 18-65 were recruited via Research Now, a data 
collection company. 128 of these were excluded because they dropped out before 
completing two-thirds of the survey. 12 were excluded for straight-lining behaviour 
(answering all questions with the same response). 11 who reported that they did not see 
the stimulus properly were also removed. The final sample included 1082 participants. 
The median time taken to complete the survey was 10.5 minutes, and additional checks 
suggested that participants were attentive during the experiment. 
 The sample was representative of the U.S. population (United States Census 2010) 
for age (M = 40.6, SD = 13.24) and sex (577 females). Participants came from a variety 
of racial backgrounds, although most were white and US-born. Participants came 
from a range of educational backgrounds, and on a continuous measure of political 
orientation were almost perfectly normally distributed around ‘moderate’ (1 = liberal, 
7 = conservative; M = 4.0, SD = 1.55). More details about the attentiveness checks and 
participant demographics can be found in Appendix A1.

Stimuli
Stimuli were selected from media coverage of the ongoing conflict in the Central 
African Republic (CAR). The conflict in CAR was chosen since it has received little 
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media attention, therefore reducing the likelihood that prior exposure would influence 
participants’ responses. 
 Two pilot experiments were conducted to choose stimulus images and articles that 
conveyed the respective frames and, importantly, to control for several factors that have 
previously been shown to influence framing effects (e.g., Schuck & de Vreese, 2006). 
The chosen images and articles were matched for perceived arousal, valence, salience, 
ambiguity, complexity, and credibility. The images (obligation image from The Guardian, 
UK; risk image from L’Express, France) clearly depicted victims of the conflict in the 
obligation condition and belligerent militants in the risk condition and were matched for 
size (130 cm2). The selected articles were originally downloaded from the BBC website 
and were shortened and modified to achieve the framing conditions. The obligation 
and risk versions were matched for length (277 and 278 words, respectively), whilst the 
control version was necessarily shorter (209 words) due to the removal of words and 
phrases used to achieve the frame manipulations. 
 Before combining the images and text in congruent and incongruent pairs, an 
additional pilot experiment was conducted to maximise congruence between image 
and text. An example incongruent stimulus combining a risk article with an obligation 
image, and the rationale for stimulus selection with details of the three pilot experiments 
can be found in Appendix A2 and Appendix A3. 

Procedure
Upon entering the survey, participants were asked to respond to questions that measured 
their knowledge of the conflict in CAR and their political orientation.
 Participants were then randomised to one of the stimulus conditions, which were 
presented on a blank screen. In the image-text combination and text-only conditions, 
participants were forced to spend at least 30 seconds viewing the stimulus. The pilot 
experiments showed this was long enough to ensure participants had enough time to 
process the stimuli and short enough that fast readers were not frustrated. In the image-
only conditions, images appeared for 10 seconds after which the survey automatically 
progressed. Immediately before the stimulus, participants were informed that they would 
be viewing a news image/article about the conflict in CAR and clearly told about the time 
they were given to do so.
 Next the dependent measures were displayed. Measures of policy support, behavioural 
intentions, salience, emotions and manipulation checks were shown on successive pages. 
At the end of the survey participants were asked to provide basic personal information, 
including age, sex, education level, race and birth country. 
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Measures
Participant’s knowledge of the conflict in CAR was measured prior to stimulus exposure 
(1 = Not at all knowledgeable, 7 = Extremely knowledgeable). Geise and Baden (2014) 
highlighted the potential for knowledge to influence visual and textual framing effects, 
a finding that is well established in the political communication literature (e.g., Nelson 
et al., 1997).5 As expected, the present sample was relatively unaware of the conflict  
(M = 2.76, SD = 1.55), but there was high variability ranging from not at all to extremely 
knowledgeable. 
 After viewing the stimulus, participants answered questions that measured the 
key dependent variables. Support for the policy of military intervention in CAR was 
measured with three items (e.g., “Sending an international peacekeeping force”; 1 = 
strongly oppose, 7 = strongly support; α = .84). Behavioural intentions were measured 
using four items (intention to discuss, donate, sign a petition, protest; 1 = very unlikely, 
7 = very likely; α = .87). Appraised salience of the stimulus was measured using one 
measure (“The image/article was attention-grabbing”; 1 = not at all, 7 = strongly). Finally, 
participants indicated the extent to which they felt various emotions while viewing the 
stimulus (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely), using the same measures as Iyer et al. (2014). 
Three items assessed fear (afraid, anxious, frightened; α = .88), three items measured 
sympathy (sympathetic, compassionate, empathetic; α = .90), and three items assessed 
anger (angry, outraged, furious; α = .91). A measure of distress was also included, in 
order to rule out the possibility that the stimuli in one condition were more disturbing 
or more generally emotionally moving than the other. Three items assessed distress 
(worried, upset, anguished; α = .87).

Manipulation Checks
To check that the framing manipulations worked, two questions assessed the extent 
to which the stimuli conveyed the obligation to intervene in the conflict in CAR (1 = 
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; r = .62, p < .001), and two measures assessed the 
extent to which the stimuli conveyed the risks of intervening in the conflict (r = .78, 
p < .001). A “frame index” was then calculated by subtracting each participant’s score 
for the risk scale from their score on the obligation scale, to indicate the extent to 
which the stimuli conveyed obligation versus risk. Importantly, there was a significant 
difference in frame index score between the obligation and risk stimuli for both images 
and text (both p < .001), and the control text achieved a good balance between the two. 
These results confirm findings from the pre-tests (see Appendix A3) that the frame 
manipulations were effective.
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Analysis
A series of ANOVAs were conducted to examine mean differences between the frame 
conditions for the dependent variables of support for intervention and behavioural 
intentions. The indirect effect of emotions in generating framing effects was assessed 
via ordinary least squares path analysis using Hayes PROCESS-macro in SPSS (Hayes, 
2013). For all mediation models the obligation and risk frame conditions were included 
as the two levels of the independent variable. Participants’ reported sympathy, fear and 
anger whilst viewing the stimulus were included in parallel as mediators. The indirect 
effect of each emotion on support for intervention and behavioural intentions was 
examined while controlling for the other emotions. 95% bias-corrected bootstrap 
confidence intervals based on 10,000 bootstrap samples were used for statistical 
inference of indirect effects. 

Results

Images alone vs. text alone 
Stronger framing effects were observed in the image-alone conditions compared to the 
text-alone conditions (see Table 1).
 For the image-alone conditions, participants reported higher support for 
intervention in the CAR after they viewed an obligation image compared to a risk 
image, F(1, 228) = 3.76, p = .05, ƞp

2 = .02. The same result was observed for participants’ 
reported behavioural intentions, F(1,228) = 9.74, p = .03, ƞp

2 = .02. For text-alone, the 
differences between the frame conditions for support for intervention, F(2, 167) = 0.24, 
p = .79, and for behavioural intentions, F(2,167) = 1.31, p = .27, were non-significant.
 Small and non-significant framing effects in the text-alone conditions were counter 
to our expectations and were explored further via a moderation analysis (Hayes, 2013). 
The effect of the text frames on support for intervention was moderated by participants 
issue-specific knowledge, R2 change = .05, F(1,109) = 5.87, p = .02. Probing the 
interaction (see Figure 2.1) showed that only participants with high knowledge of the 
conflict in CAR, and not those with low knowledge, were significantly more supportive 
after reading an obligation text compared to a risk text, MDiff = -.60, t = -2.04, p < .05. 
This shows that, when presented alone, the text frames did in fact affect participants’ 
support for intervention, but only for those with high issue-specific knowledge. This is 
examined further in the Discussion.
 These results support hypothesis 1: framing effects produced by images alone were 
stronger than by text alone. This was further supported by additional analyses that 
showed framing effects were statistically significantly stronger for images than text for 
the behavioural intentions variable.6
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Table 1: Mean support for intervention and behavioural intention ratings per frame condition. 

Image alone Text alone
Obligation Risk Obligation Control Risk

Support for intervention
4.43* 4.09* 4.66 4.51 4.57
(1.17) (1.42) (1.31) (1.19) (0.91)

Behavioural intentions
3.16т 2.75 т 2.92 2.75 3.17
(1.43) (1.38) (1.51) (1.30) (1.25)

N 113 117 59 57 54

Note. Standard deviations in parenthesis. Means with matching superscripts are statistically 

diff erent, p ≤ .05. Support for intervention scale: 1 = strongly oppose to 7 = strongly support. 

Behavioural intentions scale: 1 = very unlikely to 7 = very likely. 

Figure 2.1. Moderation of text framing eff ects on support for intervention by issue-specifi c 

knowledge.

Note. Showing those with relatively low (M = 1.19), medium (M = 2.78) and high (M = 4.37) 

issue-specifi c knowledge of the confl ict in CAR. An asterisk indicates a signifi cant diff erence 

between the text frame conditions, p < .05.

Image-text combinations
Results in the image-text combination conditions showed that, counter to our 
expectations, the frame carried by the text determined participants’ support for 
intervention. Conversely, the frame carried by the image determined participants’ 
behavioural intentions towards the confl ict in CAR.
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Figure 2.2. Mean diff erences between the image-text combination conditions for (a) support for 

intervention and (b) intention to donate.

Note. Panel A shows the main eff ect of text frame on support for intervention. Th e diff erence 

between the obligation and risk text frames is signifi cant (p = .02). Panel B shows the main eff ect 

of image frame on participants’ intention to donate. Th e diff erence between the obligation and 

risk image frames is signifi cant (p < .01). Means and standard errors are plotted. Note that the 

y-axes on both charts do not refl ect the full range of the scales.
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 There was a significant main effect of text frame on participants’ support for 
intervention, F(2, 676) = 3.44, p = .05, ƞp

2 = .01. Post hoc comparisons showed that, 
across text frame conditions, support for intervention was significantly higher after 
reading the obligation (M = 4.66, SD = 1.03) compared to the risk text (M = 4.43,  
SD = 1.04; MDiff = .23, p = .02). The difference between the control text (M = 4.60, 
SD = 1.04) and the obligation and risk texts were non-significant. In contrast, there 
was no main effect of image frame on participants’ reported support for intervention,  
F(1, 676) = 0.20, p = .89, and no interaction between image and text frame, F(2, 676) = 
1.19, p = .31. Therefore, when images are combined with text, participants’ support for 
intervention was influenced by the text frame, with the image frame having little to no 
effect (see Figure 2.2A).
 For the behavioural intentions measure, there was trend towards a main effect of 
image frame, F(1,676) = 2.17, p = .14 . This was significant for the intention to donate 
item, F(1,676) = 7.39, p < .01, ƞp

2 = .01. Participants who viewed a stimulus with an 
obligation image (M = 2.92, SD = 1.65) reported higher intention to donate to the cause 
in CAR than those who viewed a stimulus with a risk image (M = 2.60, SD = 1.45; see 
Figure 2.2B). The main effect of text frame did not approach significance, neither for 
the combined behavioural intentions scale (F(2, 676) = .43, p = .80) nor the individual 
items. No significant image by text frame interaction was observed, F(2,676) = 0.63,  
p = .54. 
 Taken together, these results partially support hypotheses 2a and 2b, and suggest 
that: when images and text are combined, the frame carried by the text influences opinions 
towards military intervention, regardless of the image frame. In contrast, the image frame 
determines participants’ behavioural intentions, particularly the intention to donate, 
irrespective of the text frame.

Indirect effects of emotions
For images-alone, but not text-alone, mediation analyses showed a significant indirect 
effect of emotional responses on support for intervention and behavioural intentions. 
 Mediation models for support for intervention and behavioural intentions were 
tested in the image-alone condition (Figure 2.3, panels A and B). A strong indirect effect 
of sympathy was observed for both measures. Participants who viewed an obligation 
image reported higher sympathy, and participants who experienced more sympathy 
displayed higher support for intervention and behavioural intentions towards the 
conflict in CAR. Furthermore, a significant indirect of fear on behavioural intentions 
was observed: participants who viewed a risk image reported higher levels of fear, and 
participants who experienced more fear reported stronger behavioural intentions. 
When frames were presented via text-alone, there was no indirect effect of participants’ 
emotions on effects for either measure.
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 For the image-text combinations, mediation analyses showed no indirect effect of 
emotions for support for intervention. Additional analyses showed that an indirect 
effect was in fact present but was moderated on the b-path by issue-specific knowledge. 
Since the purpose of this study was to focus on the previously untested main effects and 
take a first look how emotions contribute to multimodal framing effects, these results 
are included in Appendix A4.
 For the image-text combination conditions, there was an indirect effect of anger on 
participants’ behavioural intentions for the obligation image frame, and an indirect 
of fear on behavioural intentions for the risk text frame (see Figure 2.3, panels C and 
D). Participants who viewed a stimulus with an obligation image reported higher 
levels of anger, and those who experienced more anger reported stronger behavioural 
intentions. Participants who viewed a stimulus with a risk text reported higher fear, and 
those who experienced more fear reported stronger behavioural intentions.
 Taken together, these results support hypothesis 3: indirect effects of emotions on 
framing effects are stronger for images than text for both the image/text-alone conditions 
and image-text combinations. In a similar way to the main effects above, mediation 
results differ according to the dependent variable. In the combination conditions, 
indirect effects of emotions are present for behavioural intentions, but are absent, 
(or, rather, conditional on issue-specific knowledge – see Appendix A4) for opinions 
towards support for military intervention.
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Figure 2.3. Mediation models showing the indirect eff ects of emotions on framing eff ects. 

Unstandardized beta coeffi  cients are shown, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 95% bias-corrected 

bootstrap confi dence intervals based on 10,000 bootstrap samples are shown for signifi cant 

indirect eff ects at the bottom of each panel. Panel A: Indirect eff ect of the obligation image frame 

on support for intervention through sympathy in the image-alone condition. Panel B: Indirect 

eff ect of the image frame on behavioural intentions through sympathy and fear in the image-

alone condition. Panel C: Indirect eff ect of the obligation image frame on behavioural intentions 

through anger in the image-text combination conditions. Panel D: Indirect eff ect of the risk text 

frame on behavioural intentions through fear in the image-text combination conditions.
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Discussion

This study investigated the role of visuals and text in framing effects using the context 
of a little known conflict in Africa. The results showed that, when viewed in isolation, 
images delivered stronger framing effects than text. This was consistent with past 
research illustrating the power of visuals. In contrast, framing effects for the text-alone 
condition were only present for those with high issue-specific knowledge.
 When images and text were presented in combination, the results suggest a 
nuanced role of visuals (Domke et al., 2002). The frame provided by the image exerted 
a dominant influence over participants’ behavioural intentions (i.e., their intention 
to discuss, donate, sign a petition and protest in support of those embroiled in the 
conflict). In contrast, the persuasive power of text frames determined participants’ 
opinions towards military intervention irrespective of the accompanying image.
 Emotions played a leading role in explaining the observed effects. This was 
particularly the case for images-alone (but not text-alone) where sympathy was 
powerful in eliciting support for intervention and stronger behavioural intentions. 
For the image-text combinations, levels of anger and fear predicted framing effects 
for behavioural intentions, whereas there was no mediating effect of emotions over 
participants’ opinions. Taken together, these findings go beyond previous research 
(e.g., Iyer et al., 2014) to show that framing effects, and the mediating role of emotions 
therein, are dependent on the framing device and the dependent variable.
 To our knowledge this study is the first to show that images presented alone can 
have a direct framing effect on policy support. This is an interesting insight because, 
although seldom viewed in complete isolation, vivid visuals are increasingly prominent 
in contemporary news formats and have the potential to encapsulate an often apathetic 
public’s enduring perception of an issue (Barry, 1997). The images of victims produced 
strongest framing effects through sympathy, showing that sharing in the suffering of 
others predicts helping (Iyer et al., 2014). Therefore, in support of commentators who 
claimed that powerful media images can affect foreign policy, our results show that 
images alone can make a small but significant contribution to an interventionist public 
response.
 When framed messages are presented via text alone, prior knowledge is important 
(Schuck & de Vreese, 2006). The obligation frame failed to resonate in those lacking the 
cultural knowledge of the conflict and therefore did not trigger support for intervention. 
On the other hand, this contingency upon knowledge was absent for images-alone, 
where framing succeeded because the images’ key message was clear and participants’ 
emotional reaction was robust (Geise & Baden, 2014). These results are consistent with 
Sparks et al.’s (1998) proposal, built upon dual-route theories of persuasion (Chaiken, 
1980), that images change opinions by more heuristic processing via emotions 
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compared to text, whereas text exerts a persuasive effect through more systematic, 
cognitive processing, especially in knowledgeable recipients. The contrasting roles of 
emotions and knowledge in the visual and verbal framing effects observed require 
replication, but point towards message modality as a worthy addition to dual-route 
theories of attitude change. 
 I now turn to the image-text combination conditions, in which the influence of image 
and text over framing effects was contingent on the dependent variable. Consistent with 
our expectations, participants’ behavioural intentions towards the conflict in CAR were 
primarily driven by emotional responses to the image frame. Anger was particularly 
strong in generating these effects, suggesting that feelings of anger in response to the 
suffering inflicted on the victims prompted participants to confront a problem by 
taking action. 
 In his Laws of Emotion, Frijda (1988) emphasised that all emotional states 
involve some form of “action readiness” (p. 351) which corresponds to impulses, for 
example to approach or avoid, shout or move. These impulses either remain covert or 
manifest themselves in overt behaviour, which has been observed experimentally in 
the context of news media by measuring approach-avoidance responses to TV news 
images (Newhagen, 1998). I argue that the emotional consequences of visuals in this 
study elicited a heightened state of action readiness, which in turn resulted in higher 
behavioural intentions ratings. This contention is also supported by the affect heuristic 
(Slovic at al., 2007), which states that emotions provide a rapid and automatic feeling 
of the “goodness or badness” of a stimulus (p. 1333), which can guide behaviour. This 
requires verification, and measuring approach-avoidance behaviours should prove a 
useful direction in doing so.
 In contrast, the influence of text over opinions was contrary to previous research 
highlighting the powerful influence of visuals. This is a particularly striking result in 
light of the non-significant effects in the text-alone condition and significant effects 
in the image-alone condition. Our results suggest that the inclusion of an attention-
grabbing image increased the salience of and attention to the accompanying text7, 
whose structure in turn guided participants’ interpretation and support for intervention 
(Zillmann et al., 2009). For opinion formation, it seems that images are important but 
words “still exert defining power” (Entman, 1993, p. 104).
 The absence of a mediating effect of emotions on participants’ opinions is also 
consistent with Sparks et al.’s (1998) assertion that text frames generate persuasive 
effects through a more systematic, cognitive and less emotionally-driven route 
than images. Additional analyses in Appendix A4 lend a more nuanced perspective 
and further support for this notion. Moreover, Breckler & Wiggins (1989) point out 
that attitude and opinion change is highly reliant on cognitively elaborated verbal 
representations. It follows then, that cognitive elaboration of a framed text should be 
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well-suited to modifying verbally represented opinions, and certainly more so than a 
framed image. This contention also requires further examination, but is grounded in 
research emphasising a divergence between cognitive and affective decision making 
under risky conditions (risk as feelings versus risk as analysis, Loewenstein et al., 2001). 
The results also stimulate questions such as how these framing effects might differ if 
opinions were tested visually instead of verbally, and in those with a highly visual or 
verbal processing style (Sojka & Giese, 2006).
 The use of frames from war and conflict news in this study gave us a wealth of 
vivid images at our disposal. However, extraneous factors particular to this context 
warrant consideration. International relations research has shown that public support 
for military force is determined by a number of dynamics – primarily a war’s objective 
and its initial success and casualty rates (e.g., Eichenberg, 2005). However, since 
these factors were kept constant across conditions and, moreover, by matching our 
stimuli for other potential confounds – including arousal, valence, salience, ambiguity, 
complexity and credibility – increases the likelihood that our results generalise to other 
contexts. This, of course, requires further scrutiny and manipulation of constructs 
such as arousal, valence and ambiguity should provide clues to the prevailing factors in 
multimodal framing effects. 
 That said, there are notable limitations of this study. First, the findings concerning 
the mediating role of emotions can provide only a first estimation of the mechanisms 
of multimodal framing effects. For instance, the inclusion of participants’ cognitive 
appraisal of the stimulus (e.g., Lazarus, 1991; Iyer et al, 2014) would have better informed 
us of the cognitive components of the framing process. Furthermore, I did not explicitly 
manipulate emotions in our design, and thus strictly cannot make valid inferences about 
the role of emotions as a causal mechanism of framing effects (Imai, Keele, Tingley, & 
Yamamoto, 2011). Separately, like any media effects experiment, particularly using a 
one-shot design, ours sacrifices ecological for internal validity. It is also possible that 
the experimental context in this study could have had a particular influence over the 
image-alone conditions for which there was no accompanying text to guide participants’ 
perception of the stimulus. Although a precise estimate of this is not possible, inspection 
of the standard deviations in Table 1 suggest that any bias introduced was probably not 
systematic, since response variance was comparable in the image-alone and text-alone 
conditions. Finally, although the observed effects were significant the effect sizes were 
small and therefore require replication to reinforce our conclusions. 
 Before concluding, I briefly address the implications of these findings for democratic 
processes and policy-making that reflects public opinion. Our results chime with 
previous studies showing that vivid visuals can help typically apathetic citizens to make 
political decisions through minimally effortful heuristics (e.g., Lau & Redlawsk, 2001). 
This can be positive when the situation demands an active response, such as charity 
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appeals for natural disasters, or for raising a grave but little-known conflict up the public 
agenda (Wanta, 1988). However, deciding complex matters of foreign policy solely on 
an empathic emotional response is not uniformly desirable. An angry response to the 
beheading of western journalists, for instance, should not be the single determinant of 
an intervention against Islamic State. Fortunately, our results suggest that for opinion 
formation people are receptive to nuances outlined in an article’s text. Ultimately, 
normative conclusions about framing effects depend not only on the multimodal 
characteristics of the message, but also on the audience and media outlet. The interactive 
effects of these factors is a prime avenue for further research.
 To conclude, this study provided striking new insights about how images and text 
contribute to news framing effects and the mediating effect of emotions therein. The 
effects observed depended on the framing device and the dependent variable, with the 
emotional consequences of images playing a formative role. These findings go beyond 
previous studies and take a first empirical step towards a multimodal framing effects 
theory. In doing so, I provide a clearer picture to those in the newsroom by showing that 
the effects of powerful visuals on audiences are more nuanced than they appear at first 
sight.

Notes
1  The medium itself also has an impact. Our choice of online news is justified by a Pew 

Research Centre report (2012) showing that online news sources are now the second 
most popular in the US (39%), behind TV (55%) and ahead of radio (33%) and 
newspapers (29%).

  ANOVA showed a significant difference in salience ratings between the stimuli types, 
F(2, 1079) = 18.59, p < .001, ƞp

2 =.03. Post hoc comparisons showed that the image-
alone condition was judged most salient (M = 4.81, SD = 1.59), followed by the image-
text combination stimuli (M = 4.22, SD = 1.46), followed by the text-alone stimuli (M = 
3.95, SD = 1.56; all differences were significant, p < .05). Therefore participants judged 
stimuli with an image to be more attention-grabbing.

2  ANOVA showed a significant difference in salience ratings between the stimuli types, 
F(2, 1079) = 18.59, p < .001, ƞp

2 =.03. Post hoc comparisons showed that the image-
alone condition was judged most salient (M = 4.81, SD = 1.59), followed by the image-
text combination stimuli (M = 4.22, SD = 1.46), followed by the text-alone stimuli 
(M = 3.95, SD = 1.56; all differences were significant, p < .05). Therefore participants 
judged stimuli with an image to be more attention-grabbing.

3  Multivariate ANOVA indicated that randomisation to the experimental conditions 
was successful. No differences were observed between experimental groups for age, 
sex, educational background, race, birth country, political orientation, time taken to 
complete the survey, and instructional manipulation check success rate (all p > .09).
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4  For each condition in which the stimulus included an image, the design included 
a replica condition containing a cropped version of the image. This cropping 
manipulation was not examined in this study and therefore is not mentioned further. 
However, since both uncropped and cropped images were newsworthy exemplars of 
their respective frames, these conditions were included in all analyses. The effects 
presented in the results section remained in the same direction irrespective of the 
inclusion or exclusion of the cropped image conditions.

5  Since the UN has repeatedly called for increased international support to the conflict 
in CAR, those with an awareness of the conflict may well be inclined to support 
intervention. Indeed, knowledge of the conflict positively correlated with support 
for international intervention (r = .11, p < .001). Importantly, ANOVA showed that 
knowledge of the conflict in CAR did not differ across the experimental groups  
(p > .43).

6  To test whether the difference in magnitude of framing effects between the image-
alone and text-alone conditions was significant, we performed a two-way ANOVA 
for each dependent variable, with stimulus type (image, text) and frame (obligation, 
risk) entered as between-subjects factors. A significant type-by-frame interaction 
would reveal a difference in the magnitude of framing effects between stimulus types. 
For participants’ support for intervention this interaction was non-significant, F(1, 
395) = 0.74, p = .39, whereas a significant interaction was observed for behavioural 
intentions, F(1, 395) = 4.18, p = .04, ƞp

2 = .01. This shows that although framing 
effects were larger for images than text for both DVs, this was only significantly so for 
participants’ behavioural intentions. 

7  In addition to the salience results mentioned in the Introduction section, this assertion 
is supported by the image-text combination articles being read for, on average, 30s 
longer (M = 122s, SD = 565s) than the text-alone versions (M = 92s, SD = 249s). 
An independent samples t-test of the log-transformed time data showed that this 
difference approached significance, t(841) = -1.33, p = .18.
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Framing fast and slow:
The processing of visual and 

textual framing effects

This article is under review.
An earlier version of this article won a Young Scholar Top Paper Award in the 
Visual Communication Division at the 66th Annual Conference of the International 
Communication Association, June 9, 2016 in Fukuoka, Japan. The title of the paper 
was: ‘Framing fast and slow: The processing and duration of visual and textual 
framing effects’. 

Abstract

Human reasoning can be characterised by discrete information processing pathways 
– one that is fast, intuitive and emotional, and another that is slow, deliberative and 
rational. Despite theoretical linkages, no studies have empirically connected these 
pathways with the processing of visual and textual media. Tools from Chaiken’s 
heuristic-systematic theory are employed in a framing effects paradigm to test 
whether the effects of news visuals and text take place via heuristic and systematic 
information processing pathways, respectively. To do so I combine experimental 
manipulations and individual differences data collected across two experiments 
using different political issues. Results from experimental manipulations provide 
evidence consistent with discrete processing pathways for visuals and text. However 
individual differences data paint a more complex picture. This study integrates 
concepts from framing and persuasion research to shed new light on multimodal 
media effects, with clear implications for journalism practice and citizens’ political 
reasoning.
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News stories are very often told through a combination of text and images, which 
interact to frame our understanding of an issue. Everyday experience and psychological 
research tells us that vivid news visuals are eye-catching and can have an immediate 
emotional impact on the reader (e.g., Garcia & Stark, 1991), whereas the attached text 
elaborates the substance of a story and its meaning (e.g., Messaris & Abrahams, 2001). 
However, despite a burgeoning literature on visual media effects (e.g., Coleman, 2010; 
Gibson & Zillmann, 2000; Gadarian, 2014; Grabe & Bucy, 2009), little is known about 
how the unique qualities of visuals and text combine to affect citizen’s opinions and 
behaviour. In this study I assess whether visual and textual media influence political 
decision-making via distinct information processing pathways. In doing so I shed new 
light on the mechanisms of multimodal framing effects.
 News frames are “interpretative packages” employed by journalists to make complex 
stories more comprehensible (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989, p.3). Frames emphasise a 
particularly salient aspect of an issue, which, depending on the individual characteristics 
of the reader, can affect how they think about it. In turn, this can influence opinions and 
behaviours (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). The contribution of visuals and text to this 
process can be considered by the way in which they are processed (Geise & Baden, 2014). 
Generally, vivid visuals are eye-catching, perceived quickly, and can have an amplifying 
effect on our psychological processes by fostering an emotional connection with the 
reader which endures in memory (e.g., Barry, 2005; Paivio, 1991). By comparison, text 
is less salient but its syntactic structure lends itself to cognitive deliberation and, in turn, 
a more prescribed construction of meaning (Messaris & Abrahams, 2001). It follows, 
then, that visuals and text are subject to qualitatively different processing pathways – 
with visuals more automatically and emotionally processed than the systematic and 
cognitive processing of text. 
 These contentions have received indirect support from studies of dual processing 
pathways underpinning human memory (Lang, Potter & Bolls, 1999; Paivio, 1971, 
1991), reasoning (Epstein, 1994; Evans & Stanovich, 2013; Kahneman 2011) and 
persuasion (Chaiken, 1980; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Building on Chaiken’s (1980) 
heuristic-systematic theory in particular, a select few studies have attempted to clarify 
the position of message modality in these models (Pfau et al., 2000; Sparks et al., 1998). 
Key findings show that complex messages are more persuasive when delivered through 
text, whilst simple messages are best conveyed using visuals (Chaiken and Eagly, 1976). 
And those who possess a more affective processing style prefer visual advertisements, 
whereas those with a cognitive processing style prefer text (Sojka & Giese, 2006). 
However, no studies have explicitly tested whether these distinct processing pathways 
underpin visual and textual framing effects.
 To address this question I adopted concepts and tools from heuristic-systematic 
theory and employed them in a framing effects paradigm combining experimental 
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manipulations and individual differences measures. Across two experiments using 
different political issues, participants were asked to read an online news report 
containing different pairings of contrasting image and text frames from international 
affairs news. Whilst doing so, they were randomly assigned to conditions in which 
heuristic and systematic processing was either experimentally-induced or measured via 
standardised scales. Then, by measuring opinions and donating behaviour I assessed 
whether these different information processing styles pushed effects in the direction 
supported by the framed image or text. In doing so, this study makes two important 
theoretical and empirical contributions: 1) first empirical evidence of the mechanisms 
of multimodal framing effects; and 2) a test for the inclusion of frame modality in dual-
processing models of persuasion – bringing together two typically separate strands of 
media effects research.

Visual and verbal components of news framing
A modest but growing body of literature has examined the ability of media visuals to 
influence political opinions and behaviours (e.g., Brandtner, Lobinger & Wetzstein, 
2011; Geise & Baden, 2014; Grabe & Bucy, 2009; Scharrer & Blackburn, 2015). This work 
– referred to as visual framing effects research – has shown that different images can 
alter the perception of an accompanying text (e.g., Gibson & Zillmann, 2000; Gibson, 
Zillmann & Sargent, 1999; Pfau et al., 2006), with effects contingent on variables such as 
interest in the issue (Arpan et al., 2006; Domke et al., 2002). However, studies have rarely 
considered the combined effects of visuals and text (e.g., Nagel, Maurer & Reinemann, 
2012), let alone how these effects occur. That is the focus of the present study. 
 To establish the contribution of different modalities to media effects, prior research 
has manipulated the congruence of visual and textual information. Congruence refers 
to whether the visual and textual inputs (or, for TV news, the audio and visual) are 
matching or not. Manipulating congruence in this way has been used to determine the 
contribution of visuals and text to media learning and memory (e.g., Drew & Grimes, 
1987; Lang, 1995; Reese, 1984) and, more recently, to political opinions and behaviour 
(Powell et al., 2015; Boomgaarden et al., 2016; Seo & Dillard, 2016). This body of work 
has hinted at different mechanisms for visual and textual framing effects. Specifically, 
effects of visuals are mediated by participants’ emotional responses (Brader, 2005; Iyer, 
Webster, Hornsey & Vanman, 2014), whilst textual effects are moderated by issue-
specific knowledge (Powell et al., 2015). This distinction conforms to the mode-specific 
communication potentials of images and text (Coleman & Wu, 2015; Geise and Baden, 
2014; Paivio, 1991) and suggests that processing of visuals and text could weigh more 
heavily on emotion and cognition, respectively.1 A congruence design was used to 
test this proposal and examine whether image and text effects are strengthened under 
different information processing conditions.2
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Information processing and message modality
The distinction between emotion and cognition in information processing is grounded 
in dual processing-accounts of reasoning, decision-making and persuasion (Chaiken, 
1980; Epstein, 1994; Evans & Stanovich, 2013; Kahneman 2011; Loewenstein, Weber, 
Hsee & Welch, 2001; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Zajonc, 1980). These theories have in 
common two different modes of processing that guide decision-making. Namely, one 
that is fast, intuitive and emotional, and another that is slow, reflective and cognitive. 
These pathways mirror the fast and subconscious route through which our brains 
initially process visual stimuli – directly from thalamus to amygdala, the originator 
of affective reactions (Lang et al., 1999; Tamietto & de Gelder, 2010). Compared to the 
necessarily slower and conscious processing of textual stimuli via neocortex (Barry, 
2005; Pessoa & Adolphs, 2010). 
 Despite this theoretical and anatomical link, to our knowledge no media effects 
studies have explicitly connected these distinct processing pathways to message 
modality. However, dual-route theories of persuasion, in particular heuristic-systematic 
theory (Chaiken, 1980), come closest. Systematic processing is an analytic orientation 
in which the recipient engages in detailed processing of message content to evaluate its 
conclusions. In contrast, heuristic processing minimises detailed processing and focuses 
on the use of accessible and intuitive decision-rules to form opinions based on a subset 
of information. Although modality was not a defining characteristic of Chaiken’s model, 
she did contend that the often-persuasive decision cues possessed by visual messages 
(Hovland, Janis & Kelley, 1953) sit naturally within the heuristic processing pathway 
(Chaiken & Eagly, 1983). In contrast, the qualities of text lends itself to conveying 
information to the reader (Chaiken and Eagly, 1976) potentially via processing that is 
more systematic and elaborative. Despite this parsimonious distinction and wealth of 
research on dual processing models of persuasion that followed (e.g., Petty & Cacioppo, 
1986), there is only tentative empirical support for this notion (Lang et al., 1999; Pfau 
et al, 2000; Sparks et al., 1998).
 In this study I employed measures and manipulations from the heuristic-systematic 
model to study the mechanisms of visual and textual framing effects. I did so using 
a dual-method approach in which the research question was evaluated via both 
experimental manipulation and individual differences data. This follows the tradition 
of previous dual processing research (Evans & Stanovich, 2013; Petty & Cacioppo, 
1986) but an efficient design was used to obtain these insights in a single study which 
was repeated for two different political issues.
 The two experimental manipulations used are the mainstay of dual processing 
studies of persuasion. The first involves stimulating participants’ cognitive involvement 
(for a meta-analysis see Johnson & Eagly, 1989). By increasing the personal importance 
of a persuasive communication (Chaiken, 1980; Petty & Cacioppo,1986) participants 
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are encouraged to systematically scrutinise a message. In contrast, applying a cognitive 
load whilst participants read a message (e.g., Buller, 1986) disrupts working memory 
and forces participants’ processing towards the heuristic pathway (Evans and Stanovich, 
2013). In this study I manipulate both cognitive load and involvement, and, in doing 
so, go beyond previous studies that typically only manipulate one processing pathway. 
Based on the purported link between visuals and heuristic processing, and text being 
well-suited to systematic elaboration, I expect that:

H1a: Framing effects of visuals will be greater under heuristic processing compared to 
systematic processing conditions.

H1b: Framing effects of text will be greater under systematic processing compared to 
heuristic processing conditions.

Individual differences in processing style
In addition to experimental manipulation, I tackle our research question by measuring 
individual differences in dispositional processing style. The Need for Cognition scale 
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1982) indexes one’s intrinsic motivation to engage in and enjoy 
thinking. Those who score highly report expending more cognitive effort in evaluating 
messages and exhibit performance on experimental tasks equivalent to systematic 
processing conditions (e.g., Cacioppo, Petty & Morris, 1983; Griffin, Neuwirth, Giese & 
Dunwoody, 2002; Priester & Petty, 1992). In contrast, the Need for Affect measures an 
individual’s tendency to seek out and enjoy feelings (Maio & Esses, 2001; Sojka & Giese, 
1997). Those with a high need for affect are motivated to approach emotion-inducing 
situations and tend to use feelings and source-based cues to form judgments, akin 
to heuristic processing (Chaiken, 1987; Slovic et al., 2007). As such, these measures 
provide indicators of participants’ general tendency to engage in cognitive/systematic 
and affective/heuristic information processing. 
 Much evidence links affective and cognitive processing styles with message modality. 
Since images are effective at eliciting an affective response (Iyer & Oldmeadow, 2006) it 
follows that those with a high (compared to low) need for affect should be more strongly 
influenced by emotionally-charged visuals (see also Arceneaux & Vander Wielen, 
2013). By contrast, those with a high (compared to low) need for cognition score highly 
on verbal intelligence scales (Cacioppo, Petty, Feinstein & Jarvis, 1996) and gain more 
knowledge from newspaper use (a primarily textual medium; Liu & Eveland, 2005). 
Moreover, marketing research shows that cognitive processors have a more positive 
attitude towards an advertisement after viewing it in textual form. In contrast, affective 
processors are more positive towards the visual modality (Sojka & Giese, 2006). 
Finally, studies drawing on multimedia learning theory (Mayer, 2009) have linked 



56

Chapter 3

processing style to one’s preference for visual or verbal information in daily life. The 
Style of Processing Scale (Childers, Houston & Heckler, 1985) includes, for instance, 
whether one tends to use mental imagery or written notes, or prefers instructions in 
diagrammatic or written form. Those with a more visual or verbal learning style were 
more affective and cognitive processors, respectively (Sojka & Giese, 2001).
 In this study I assessed whether a tendency to adopt an affective/cognitive and 
visual/verbal processing style relates to the magnitude of visual and textual framing 
effects. Based on the association between visuals and affect and text and cognition, I 
expected that:

H2: Framing effects of visuals will be greater for individuals with a:
a) high need for affect compared to low need for affect. 
b) visual processing style compared to verbal processing style.

Framing effects of text will be greater for individuals with a:
c) high need for cognition compared to low need for cognition.
d) verbal processing style compared to visual processing style.

The experimental setting
These hypotheses were tested in two experiments employing the same design, but 
focusing on different international affairs issues with two different sets of news frames. 
This approach provides an indication of the reliability of the findings and improves the 
generalisability of conclusions (Jackson, 1992; Reeves et al., 2015).
 The first experiment used the context of military intervention in the little known 
ongoing conflict in the Central African Republic (CAR). The majority Christian 
country was plunged into turmoil in 2013 when Muslim rebels seized power. Despite 
international efforts and pressure for western intervention, violent responses from 
mostly Christian militias displaced over twenty percent of the population leading to 
humanitarian crisis.3  Two frames were prominent in coverage of the CAR conflict that 
have also been a steady feature of Western news coverage of war and conflict for the last 
thirty years.4 The first emphasises the moral obligation to intervene in the conflict. This 
frame is typified by graphic images of suffering victims (“empathy framing”; Robinson, 
2002), encouraging intervention to prevent further human rights abuses. The counter-
frame to this exhorts the risks of intervention. Here, images of belligerent militants 
emphasise potential dangers that confront allied troops in far-flung conflicts and the 
costs of becoming bogged down in a lengthy struggle (Entman, 2003).
 The second experiment used the issue of the ongoing refugee crisis in Europe and the 
Middle East. The crisis reached its peak in 2015, displacing the majority of the Syrian 
population and leading to the biggest influx of refugees to Europe since the second 
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world war. Images of families and children in distress – particularly the publication 
of the image of Alan Kurdi on 2nd September 2015 – magnified the plight of refugees, 
and typified the portrayal of refugees as victims. The ensuing public outcry encouraged 
governments across Europe to take steps to prevent further atrocities. However, over 
time, politicization of the crisis by the far-right and a few prominent violent flash 
points contributed to an increasingly prominent counter-frame depicting refugees as 
intruders. Here, images of large numbers of (often hostile and especially male) refugees 
portrayed them as dangerous strangers posing a threat to Europe’s safety and cultural 
and economic achievements. Framing refugees as victims (e.g., Van Gorp, 2005, 2006) 
and intruders (e.g., (Batziou, 2011; Bleiker, Campbell, Hutchison & Nicholson, 2013) is 
common media practice.

Experiment 1 Method

To test the hypotheses I used the CAR conflict (Experiment 1) and refugee crisis 
(Experiment 2) contexts in two online survey-embedded experiments. An online 
experiment provides many of the benefits of a typical lab experiment: random assignment 
of participants to conditions, systematic manipulation of variables, and control over 
extraneous sources of variance to provide causal insights about independent and 
dependent variables. As such, this method is well suited to examining the processing of 
media messages in an online setting in which news is often encountered.

Design
Participants were randomly assigned to eighteen conditions, arranged in a two (image 
frame: obligation, risk) by three (text frame: obligation, risk, control) by three (processing 
style: heuristic, systematic, control) factorial design. In order to assess individual 
differences in information processing, participants in the ‘control’ processing conditions 
were asked to complete additional questions measuring dispositional information 
processing style. This enabled us to test (Hyp. 2a-d) whether a general tendency to 
adopt a certain processing style influenced visual and textual framing effects in the 
absence of experimental manipulation. 

Participants
A total of 1547 American adults aged 18 to 86 were recruited via Amazon Mechanical 
Turk in October 2015.5 Of these, 163 either failed an attention check question or failed 
to complete over half of the survey. Two participants were excluded who took unusually 
short (<5 mins) or long (>3hrs) to complete the survey. 19 participants were removed 
for ‘straight-lining’ behaviour. 23 participants were also removed who reported a 
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problem viewing the article or complained of not having enough time to view it.6 The 
final sample contained 1340 participants. The median time to complete the experiment 
was 15min 18s. 
 The sample was fairly representative of the U.S. population (United States Census 
2010) for age (M = 38.36, SD = 13.08) and sex (698 females, 52%). Participants came from 
a variety of racial backgrounds, although most were white (74%) and US-born (89%). 
Participants possessed a range of educational backgrounds and political ideologies. 

Stimuli
Stimuli were selected from media coverage of the ongoing conflict in the Central African 
Republic (CAR), as previously used in Powell et al. (2015). Three pilot experiments were 
used to arrive at images and texts that conveyed the respective frames and, importantly, 
that were matched for several factors that have been shown to influence media effects 
(e.g., Lang, 1995; Schuck & de Vreese, 2006). This included perceived arousal, valence, 
salience, ambiguity, complexity, and credibility. This information can be seen in full in 
Powell et al. (2015) and so are not described in detail here. In short, the images clearly 
depicted victims of the conflict in the obligation condition and belligerent militants in the 
risk condition. The articles were downloaded from the BBC website and were shortened 
and matched in length, and modified to achieve the framing conditions.7 An example 
incongruent stimulus combining an obligation article with a risk image can be seen in 
Appendix B1.

Procedure 
Upon entering the survey, questions measured participants’ interest in politics and 
foreign affairs, issue-specific knowledge of the conflict in CAR, and political orientation. 
Participants were then randomized to one of the stimulus conditions, which were 
presented on a blank screen. In the control processing condition participants were 
merely asked to read the article and answer the questions that followed.
 In the heuristic processing conditions, a cognitive load was placed on participants 
whilst they read the article. This was done through an auditory 1-back task which involved 
clicking the computer mouse when the pitch of a piano note was higher in comparison 
to the one immediately preceding it (i.e., 1-back). Piano notes were separated in time 
by approximately five seconds and participants were given the opportunity to practice 
the task beforehand. Performance on the sound task was incentivized by informing 
participants that the top 50% most accurate would be awarded a small additional 
financial bonus. This was done to increase participants’ reliance on the heuristic 
processing pathway when reading the article.
 In the systematic processing condition, participants were told that they would take 
part in a debate on the topic of the article after completion of the survey. Specifically, 
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they were informed that they would be redirected to an online forum in which they 
would have to justify their judgements made in the survey to a subject matter expert and 
a fellow participant. Similar to the heuristic condition, participants were told that the 
top 50% performers in the debate would be awarded a small additional financial bonus. 
By explicitly manipulating load and involvement in these ways both the heuristic and 
systematic processing routes were activated. Moreover, by using a non-verbal auditory 
working memory task as a cognitive load and a debate for inducing involvement, the 
manipulations were orthogonal to the visual and verbal inputs assessed.
 In all conditions participants were forced to spend at least 30 seconds viewing the 
stimulus, and the survey automatically continued after 90 seconds. This was done to ensure 
that participants in the heuristic (load) condition could not compensate for reduced 
processing capacity by spending more time viewing the article. The pre-tests and standard 
average reading times showed this was an appropriate timeframe. In all conditions, 
participants were clearly told about the time they were given to view the article. After 
viewing the stimulus, participants responded to the dependent measures, followed by 
manipulation check questions. At the end of the survey participants were asked to provide 
basic personal information, including age, sex, education level, race and country of birth.

Measures
Dependent variables. Support for the policy of military intervention in CAR was 
measured with three items (e.g., “Sending an international peacekeeping force”; 1 = 
strongly oppose, 7 = strongly support; α = .86; M = 4.81, SD = 1.31). Actual donating 
behaviour was measured by awarding a financial bonus of 35 cents to all participants, 
instead of only 50% of the top performers as they were earlier informed. Then, at the end of 
the survey, participants were given the option to either keep the bonus or donate some or 
all of it to a charity in support of the conflict in CAR (an International Committee of the Red 
Cross campaign; M = 12.96 cents, SD = 14.70).8

 Moderator variables. Measures of trait processing style were included only for the six 
control processing conditions. These measures were taken in a follow-up survey so that 
they were as far removed from the stimulus as possible, thus minimising the possibility that 
the experimental conditions influenced these measures and vice versa.9

 Participants’ trait preference for affective processing was measured using the 11-
item Need for Affect scale (NfA; Sojka & Giese, 1997; α = .92; M = 4.45, SD = 1.21). 
Preference for cognitive processing was assessed using the 18-item Need for Cognition 
scale (NfC; Cacioppo, Petty & Kao, 1984; α = .96; M = 3.51, SD = 0.91). Preference for 
visual or verbal processing was assessed using the 22-item Style of Processing scale 
(SoP; Childs, Houston & Heckler, 1985; α = .73; M = 2.58, SD = 0.30; low scores indicate 
visual preference and high scores a verbal preference). The mean score on each of the 
trait processing style variables were comparable with previous research (e.g, Arceneaux & 
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Vander Wielen, 2013; Berinsky, Huber & Lenz, 2012; Sojka & Giese, 1997; Sojka & Giese, 
2006). Examples of items and scoring scales can be seen in Appendix B3.

Manipulation Checks
Manipulation checks from the pre-tests detailed in Powell et al., 2015 confirmed 
that the framing manipulations were achieved. The success of the processing pathway 
manipulations was confirmed in the main experiment using four items measuring 
information processing depth, adapted from Wolski and Nabi’s (2000) elaboration depth 
measure. Further details can be found in Appendix B3.

Analysis
Effects of the experimental manipulations of information processing were tested using 
a three-way ANOVA: including image frame, text frame and processing pathway as 
between subject’s factors. Moderation of framing effects by dispositional processing 
styles was analysed with the control processing conditions using Hayes PROCESS-
macro in SPSS (Hayes, 2013). The obligation and risk image and text frames were 
entered separately as the independent variables, and each processing style measure 
as was entered as a moderator. Each analysis was conducted on the two dependent 
variables: support for intervention in the conflict and donation amount.10

Experiment 1 Results

Processing pathway manipulations
 There was a main effect of image frame on participants’ support for intervention in 
CAR, F(1, 1139) = 3.93, p = .048, ƞp

2 = .003. Support was higher in those who viewed a 
stimulus with an obligation image (M = 4.89, SD = 1.22) compared to a risk image (M 
= 4.75, SD = 1.41). This was superseded by a significant text-by-processing interaction, 
F(4, 1139) = 2.51, p = .041, ƞp

2.= .01. In the heuristic processing conditions, post 
hoc tests showed no difference in support for intervention between those who saw 
the different text frame conditions. In contrast, in the control processing conditions 
support for intervention was significantly higher for those who read an obligation (M 
= 5.17, SD = 1.11) than a risk text (M = 4.68, SD = 1.35, p = 001), and higher for the 
control (M = 4.95, SD = 1.24) than risk text (p = .085). In the systematic processing 
conditions, there was also higher support for those who saw a control text (M = 4.87, 
SD = 1.35) compared to a risk text (M = 4.57, SD = 1.55, p = .082). See Figure 3.1A.
 The same pattern of results was observed for donation behaviour (see Figure 3.1B). 
The main effect of image frame on participants’ donations approached significance, F(1, 
1051) = 3.27, p = .071 ƞp

2 = .003. Again, this was superseded by a significant text-by-
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processing interaction, F(4, 1051) = 2.57, p = .037, ƞp
2 = .01. In the systematic processing 

conditions, donations were higher for those who read a control text (M = 13.61, 
SD = 14.52) than a risk text (M = 10.05, SD = 14.17, p = .068). No diff erences were 
observed between the text frames for those under control processing conditions. In the 
heuristic processing conditions there were signifi cant diff erences in donations between 
the text frame conditions, but in the opposite direction to expected. Th ose who read a 
risk text (M = 14.17, SD = 14.28) donated more than those who read an obligation text 
(M = 9.77, SD = 13.43, p = .028).
 Taken together, these results partially support hypotheses 1a and 1b. Systematic and 
control processing conditions infl uenced framing eff ects in the direction promoted by the 
text frame. However, inducement of heuristic processing did not push eff ects in the 
direction conveyed by the image frame.

Figure 3.1. Mean diff erences between the text frame and processing pathway conditions for (A) 

support for intervention, and (B) donation.

Note. Both Panel A and Panel B above show a text frame by processing pathway interaction. 

Means and standard errors are plotted. Note that the y-axes on both charts do not refl ect the full 

range of the scales.
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Moderation by processing style
The effect of the image frame on support for intervention was moderated by participants’ 
NfA, R2 change = .01, F(1, 371) = 4.00, p = .046. Probing the interaction (see Figure 
3.2A) showed that those with high NfA were more supportive of intervention after 
viewing a stimulus with an obligation image compared to a risk image, MDiff = -.26, 
t = -1.39, p = .16. In those with low NfA this was reversed: participants were more 
supportive after viewing a stimulus with a risk image than an obligation image, MDiff = 
.27, t = 1.44, p = .15. NfA did not moderate the effects of the text frames. Furthermore, 
participants’ NfC did not moderate the effects of the text frames nor the image frames 
for either of the dependent variables.
 Visual-verbal processing style moderated the effect of image frames on participants’ 
donations, R2 change = .01, F(1, 368) = 3.21, p = .073, albeit just short of conventional 
significant levels in a two-tailed test. Those with a visual processing style donated more 
after viewing a stimulus with an obligation image compared to a risk image, MDiff 
= -6.41, t = -2.97, p = .003. In contrast, those with a verbal processing style were not 
influenced by the image frames (see Figure 3.2B). In addition, the effect of the text 
frames on participants’ support for intervention was moderated by visual-verbal 
processing style, R2 change = .02, F(1, 247) = 4.35, p = .038. Verbal processors were 
more supportive of intervention after reading an obligation text compared to a risk text, 
MDiff = -.87, t = -3.86, p < .001. In visual processors, the text frames had little to no 
effect (see Figure 3.2C).
 These results show that those with a high need for affect were more strongly influenced 
by the frame of the images in our stimulus articles (H2a). However, those with a high 
need for cognition did not show a more pronounced effect of the text frames (H2c). 
Furthermore, those with a more visual/verbal processing style were more influenced by the 
frame of the image/text, respectively (H2b & H2d). 
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Figure 3.2. Moderation of framing eff ects by individual diff erences in (A) need for aff ect and 

(B - C) visual-verbal processing style. Note that values of the dependent variables are plotted for 

each frame condition at the mean and + and – 1 SD of the moderator variable.
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Experiment 1 Discussion

Taken together, Experiment 1 provided support for the proposal of distinct processing 
pathways to visual and textual framing effects. Evidence for the systematic processing 
of text comes from increased textual effects in our experimental manipulations of 
systematic (and control) processing. Support for the heuristic processing of images 
comes from individual differences data showing moderation of image effects by need 
for affect. Further support comes from the moderation of image and text effects by 
participants’ visual and verbal processing style, respectively.
 Not all results supported our hypotheses, however. Absent from the findings of our 
experimental manipulations of processing pathway was the connection between images 
and heuristic processing. Inducement of heuristic processing did not push framing 
effects in the direction of the image. One possible methodological cause of this could 
be the timing restriction given to participants. Most of those who were removed for 
not having time to read the article complained that there was insufficient time to read 
the article and complete the sound task concurrently. Although steps were taken in the 
pretests to ensure the timing was sufficient, in Experiment 2 this issue was rectified by 
shortening the stimulus articles.
 Also absent in the findings was increased text effects in those with a high need for 
cognition. Although it is not possible to draw conclusions from null findings, one 
possible reason could be that those with a high need for cognition possess relatively 
stable attitudes that are resistant to change (see Haugtvedt & Petty, 1992). Experiment 
2 provides another opportunity to test this using different stimuli material about a 
different political issue.

Experiment 2 Method

Experiment 2 tested the same hypotheses using a different context – the European 
refugee crisis. A Dutch sample was used since this issue is highly relevant to the 
Netherlands, and because using a different nationality would – in addition to using a 
different topic, stimuli, measures and sample – provide a more convincing replication 
of the findings from Experiment 1.11 The core part of the study, the design and 
procedure, remained the same as Experiment 1, except for the topic-specific frame 
conditions. Details of the new sample, stimulus materials and measures follow.

Participants
1388 Dutch adults aged 18 to 75 were recruited via an online data panel company, 
SSI Survey Sampling in early August 2016. The same exclusion criteria were used as 
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Experiment 1, leading to a final sample of 1249. The median time taken to complete 
Experiment 2 was 12min 19s.
 The sample was fairly representative of the Dutch population (CBS, 2016) for age 
(M = 46.71, SD = 16.67) and sex (633 females, 51%). 95% of participants were born in 
the Netherlands and 38% had at least one parent who was not born in the Netherlands. 
Again, there was a range of educational backgrounds and political ideologies.

Stimuli
Stimuli were selected from media coverage of the European refugee crisis. The same 
pilot testing procedure from Experiment 1 was used to select stimuli for Experiment 
2. This ensured that the stimuli conveyed the victim and intruder frames and, again, 
were matched for arousal, salience, ambiguity, complexity, and credibility (the pre-
tests are described in detail in Appendix B4). 
 The selected victim image (from Human Rights Watch) depicted a young boy pulled 
from a boat as a victim of the crisis and the selected intruder image (from Ruptly TV) 
showed violent refugees crowding around a fence. Stimulus texts were adapted from 
articles from the BBC News and UN High Commission for Refugees webpages. A few 
words and phrases were carefully changed in each condition to convey refugees as 
suffering victims, burdensome intruders, or a balance between the two for the control 
version. The victim and intruder versions were similar in length (112 words and 117 
words, respectively) with the control version necessarily slightly shorter (108 words). 
 When combining the images and text, two additional images were added containing 
simple graphics of the statistics behind the crisis. One showed the proportion of the 
Syrian population affected and the other showed numbers of asylum applications in 
Germany and the rest of Europe. These two graphics were added to all versions of 
the articles and thus were the same for all conditions. Since a typical online news 
article contains more material than a simple headline, image and text, this addition 
enhanced the external validity of our stimuli without compromising internal validity. 
An example incongruent stimulus combining a victim image with an intruder text is 
in Appendix B2. 

Measures
Dependent variables. Opposition to Syrian refugees was measured using the question, 
“Syrian refugees are a burden on the country because they take our jobs and social benefits” 
(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; M = 3.94, SD = 1.70). Donating behaviour was 
measured by awarding a financial bonus of 25 cents to all participants in the same manner 
as Experiment 1. This time, participants were asked to indicate (yes/no) whether they 
would like to donate to a charity supporting Syrian refugees (Doctors Without Borders). 
Participants who clicked yes (N = 127, 10.3%) were shown the link to the campaign page 
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on which they could make a donation, whilst those who clicked no (N = 1104, 89.7%) 
continued directly onto the next page of the survey.
 Moderator variables. In order to shorten the overall time of the survey some of the 
scales for the moderating variables were reduced. In line with previous studies (Bakker 
& Lelkes, 2016; Bullock, 2011), a 6-item NfC scale was used and formed a reliable scale 
(α = .72, M = 4.31, SD = 0.93). The SoP scale was also reduced to 12 items from the full 
22-item version (Childs, Houston & Heckler, 1985; α = .64, M = 2.43, SD = 0.31). The 
same 11-item NfA scale used in Experiment 1 was also used in Experiment 2 (α = .90, 
M = 4.53, SD = 1.00). The items in the shortened NfC and SoP can be seen in Appendix 
B3, including the steps taken to reach the shortened SoP scale.

Manipulation Checks
Manipulation checks from the pilot experiments and main study detailed in Appendix 
B4 confirmed that the framing manipulations were successful. The processing pathway 
manipulations were assessed in the same manner as Experiment 1. Processing depth differed 
significantly across the processing conditions, F(2, 1232) = 38.57, p < .001. Stimuli were 
processed significantly more deeply in the systematic (M = 4.25, SD = 1.12) and control 
processing conditions (M = 4.31, SD = 1.10) than the heuristic conditions (M = 3.69, SD 
= 1.04, both comparisons p < .001). However the difference between the systematic and 
control conditions was non-significant (p = .447). The relatively larger difference between 
the heuristic condition and the other two conditions was also present in Experiment 1 
(although all differences in Experiment 1 were significant, see Appendix B3), and should be 
borne in mind when interpreting the results.

Analysis
The analysis routine remained almost the same as in Experiment 1. The only exception 
was analysis of the binary donation variable, for which logistic regression was used. 
Here the image and text frame variables were included model, as well as the image-by-
processing and text-by-processing interactions.

Experiment 2 Results

Processing pathway manipulations
There were no significant main effects or interactions observed for the opposition to 
refugees variable. However, for the donation variable there was a significant effect of 
image frame, b = -0.90, ExpB = 0.40, SE = 0.37, p = .016. Those who viewed a stimulus 
with a victim image were more likely to donate than those who saw an intruder image. 
This was superseded by an image-by-processing interaction, which was significant 
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between the heuristic and control processing conditions, b = 0.98, ExpB = 2.67, SE 
= 0.44, p = .025, and borderline signifi cant between the heuristic and systematic 
processing conditions, b = 0.86, ExpB = 2.36, SE = 0.48, p = .072. Participants were 
more likely to donate aft er seeing a stimulus with a victim image than an intruder image 
under heuristic processing conditions, but not under control or systematic processing 
conditions (see Figure 3.3). 
 Results partially support hypotheses 1a and 1b. Heuristic processing conditions 
infl uenced framing eff ects in the direction promoted by the image frame. However, 
inducement of systematic processing did not push eff ects in the direction conveyed by 
the text frame.

Figure 3.3. Interaction between the image frame and processing pathway conditions for 

probability of donation. Means and standard errors are plotted. Note that the y-axes on the chart 

does not refl ect the full range of the scale.

Moderation by processing style
 Th e eff ect of the text frames on participants’ opposition to refugees was moderated 
by NfC, R2 change = .01, F(1, 329) = 3.00, p = 085. Probing the interaction (see Figure 
3.4A) showed that those with high NfC were less supportive of refugees aft er reading 
a stimulus with an intruder text compared to a victim text, whereas the opposite was 
true for those with a low NfC. NfC also moderated the eff ects of the image frames on 
participants’ donating behaviour, b = -0.65, SE = 0.31, Z = -2.11, p = .034 . Th ose with 
a high need for cognition donated more aft er viewing a stimulus with an victim image 
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than an intruder image. The opposite was true for those with a low need for cognition 
(see Figure 3.4B). Separately, participants’ NfA moderated the effect of the text frames 
on their opposition to refugees, R2 change = .01, F(1, 329) = 4.38, p = .037. Those with 
a high need for affect were less supportive of refugees after reading an intruder text 
than a victim text. The opposite was true for those with a low need for affect (see Figure 
3.4C).
 Participants’ style of processing moderated the effect of the image frames on 
opposition to refugees, R2 change = .01, F(1, 502) = 3.65, p = .056. Those with a more 
visual processing style were less supportive of refugees after viewing a stimulus with an 
intruder image than a victim image. This was not the case for participants with a more 
verbal processing style (see Figure 3.4D). The same moderation result was observed for 
donation behaviour, b = -1.43, SE = 0.70, Z = -2.04, p = .041. Participants with a more 
visual (compared to verbal) processing style donated more after viewing a stimulus with 
a victim image than an intruder image. Participants’ visual-verbal style of processing 
did not moderate the effect of the text frames, neither for opposition to refugees nor 
donating behaviour.
 These results provide partial support for H2c: Those with a high NfC were more 
strongly influenced by the text frames, however they were also influenced by the frame of 
the images. In opposition to H2a, the effect of the text frames was stronger in those with 
a high NfA. Furthermore, visual processors were influenced by the frame of the image 
(supporting H2b), but there was no pronounced effect of text frames in verbal processors 
(H2d). 
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Figure 3.4. Moderation of framing eff ects by individual diff erences in (A-B) need for cognition, 

(C) need for aff ect, and (D) visual-verbal style of processing. Values of the dependent variables 

are plotted for each frame condition at the mean and + and – 1 SD of the moderator variables.

Experiment 2 Discussion

Results from Experiment 2 provide some support for the notion of separate processing 
pathways to visual and textual eff ects, albeit less convincing than Experiment 1. 
Evidence for heuristic processing of images comes from our processing pathway 
manipulations where strong eff ects of the image frames were observed under heuristic 
processing conditions. Th e link between images and heuristic processing was also 
evidenced by the moderation of image eff ects by SoP. And the moderation of text eff ects 
by NfC supports the link between text eff ects and systematic processing. However, the 
individual diff erences data also produced results that ran counter to our expectations: 
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Image effects were stronger in those with a high NfC and text effects were stronger in 
those with a high NfA. In the following section I integrate and discuss these results with 
the findings from Experiment 1. 

General Discussion

These two studies combined experimental manipulations and individual differences 
data to investigate the processing pathways that underpin visual and textual framing 
effects. Across two experiments using stimuli from two different political issues, 
support is found for the notion that the effects of visuals and text occur via relatively 
more heuristic and systematic processing pathways, respectively (e.g., Chaiken and 
Eagly, 1976; Sojka & Giese, 2006). The experimental manipulations of processing 
pathway showed converging evidence for this contention, whilst individual differences 
data (particularly from Experiment 2) painted a more mixed picture. Given the body 
of research indicating different processing of images and text (e.g., Lang et al., 1999; 
Paivio, 1991), I expected to find more convincing evidence for distinct pathways to 
multimodal media effects.
 That notwithstanding, across the two experiments our manipulations of processing 
pathway show converging support for heuristic and systematic routes to visual and 
textual effects. Experiment 1 showed that inducing systematic processing increased 
the magnitude of textual effects, while Experiment 2 showed heuristic processing 
conditions led to increased visual effects. Taken together, these findings establish a 
causal link between heuristic and systematic processing and visual and textual framing 
effects. However, non-identical results across the two experiments show that a dual-
pathway explanation does not hold for all news topics and/or stimuli. In light of past 
research this can be expected. For instance, Chaiken & Eagley’s (1976) early study 
into the heuristic-systematic model manipulated message complexity to show that 
complex messages were more persuasive via text, whereas simple messages were most 
persuasive via images. If text is indeed prone to systematic processing, it follows that a 
more complex (compared to simple) text should show stronger framing effects under 
systematic conditions. This was indeed the case for Experiment 1, where the stimulus 
text was longer and rated in the pretest as more ambiguous and less clear than the text 
from Experiment 2.12 Although I chose not to systematically manipulate these variables 
in our study and thus cannot draw firm conclusions in this regard, this illustrates how 
the characteristics of a news article could produce different processing and effects, and 
highlights the importance of research using multiple message exemplars and careful 
stimulus pretesting (Reeves, Yeykelis & Cummings, 2015). Of course, it is also possible 
that factors of the issue – for instance complexity, salience, perceived importance and 
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emotionality – could also engage systematic and heuristic pathways to different extents. 
Systematic examination of such contextual and stimulus characteristics would help 
to establish the veracity of the causal link between images and text and heuristic and 
systematic processing observed in this study.  
 Mixed results from the moderation analyses imply more nuance than simple discrete 
pathways to visual and textual effects. Counterintuitive findings using the NfA and 
NfC scales in Experiment 2 suggest a weaker link between images and the tendency 
to use feelings, and text and the tendency to think. Emotion researchers have argued 
that those with a high NfC may also better able to integrate emotions, such as those 
elicited by a news image, into a more holistic mental representation of the issue at 
hand (Kühne, 2012; Maio & Esses, 2001). It follows, then, that donation behaviour 
of high-NfC participants was influenced by both the images and the text frames in 
Experiment 2. Moreover, like any other news story, our texts contained emotional 
language. Therefore it is plausible that high-NfA participants in Experiment 2 were 
particularly receptive to these aspects of the text and adjusted their opinions about 
refugees accordingly. Ultimately, the correlational nature of these analyses should 
be borne in mind: Inspection of bivariate correlations between NfC, NfA and our 
dependent variables show significant relationships between these moderator and 
outcome variables, as well as other variables such as issue-specific knowledge.13 Thus, 
although there is a sound theoretical basis for using NfC and NfA as indicators for 
systematic and heuristic processing, as with any correlational analysis such measures 
also share variance with other potentially confounding participant characteristics. As 
such, I argue that these moderation analyses provide a relatively weaker test of the 
hypotheses than the causal insights obtained through the experimental manipulations 
of processing pathway (e.g., Jackson, 1992).
 That said, the results of participants’ visual and verbal processing style suggest 
that distinct dispositional processing styles can produce consistent visual and textual 
effects. In both experiments visual processors were strongly influenced by the image 
frames, and in Experiment 1 verbal processors were influenced by the text. This extends 
research on modality-specific styles of learning and memory (e.g., Mayer, 2009) to 
political opinions and behaviour. To further this line of inquiry, future studies could 
more closely examine information processing typologies. For instance, “combined 
processors” exist who possess a highly affective and cognitive processing style, or are 
highly receptive to both visual and verbal modalities (Sojka & Giese, 2006, p. 997). In 
contrast, “low motivation” processors (i.e., low affect, low cognition, or low visual, low 
verbal) may be a reasonable characterization of the way in which particularly apathetic 
citizens process news frames. 
 This study has several limitations. In Experiment 1 the processing pathway 
manipulation checks showed significant differences between all processing conditions, 
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albeit the difference between the control and systematic conditions was relatively small. 
In Experiment 2 the difference between control and systematic conditions was non-
significant, which appears to be reflected in the similar effects on our dependent variables. 
However, since the relatively deep processors (i.e., systematic and control) showed 
stronger effects of text in Experiment 1 and shallow processors (i.e., heuristic) showed 
strong image effects in Experiment 2 this does not affect the veracity of our conclusions, 
but may have reduced the size of the observed effects. It is probable that these results are 
at least in part due to social desirability demand characteristics influencing manipulation 
checks in the control condition, which future studies should seek to minimize. Separately, 
using a shortened 6-item version of the NfC may have contributed to the unexpected 
moderation results in Experiment 2. However, since this version of the NfC is well 
established (Bakker & Lelkes, 2016; Bullock, 2011), and since the full NfA inventory was 
used, this cannot fully explain the anomalous results. Finally, this study necessarily forced 
participants into viewing the framed stimulus articles. In reality, citizens self-select into 
content, which could influence information processing and effects in ways that cannot be 
accounted for in this study (e.g., Garret, 2009).
 The practical implications of this study are twofold. Firstly, viewing conditions can 
have a meaningful influence on framing effects of visuals and text: Those who foresee 
debating a news issue can be more influenced by a story’s text, and those who listen 
to distracting music can be more influenced by news images. Journalists could exploit 
these findings, for instance by including a debate/chat function alongside news content 
to encourage deeper processing of arguments in their articles. Concurrently, media users 
should bear these factors in mind when reading the news. Secondly, those who tend to 
rely on visual or verbal thinking in daily life will be more readily influenced by news 
images and text, respectively. This has implications for emerging online formats in which 
users can choose, tailor or personalize the content and modality to their own preferences 
(Bas & Grabe, 2015; Nguyen et al., in press; see also blendle.com). The qualities and 
effects of such personalized visual political communication is a prime avenue for future 
research.
 Finally, this study makes important theoretical contributions. By using manipulations 
and measures from the persuasion literature to shed new light on multimodal framing 
effects, this study connects two typically separate fields of media effects research (for a 
related theoretical consideration see Chong & Druckman, 2007). This study is, to the best 
of my knowledge, the first to empirically position message modality in dual-processing 
theories of persuasion. Furthermore, this approach suggests that framing theory can 
be enriched by employing concepts from psychology and persuasion to complement 
the currently underspecified concepts of applicability and accessibility (Scheufele & 
Tewksbury, 2007). Indeed, rather than abandoning emphasis framing (Cacciatore, 
Scheufele & Iyengar, 2016), this study shows that the paradigm can yield externally valid 
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insights, which, when combined with well-specified constructs from broader media 
effects literature, equips researchers with the toolkit to study multimodal framing effects.

Notes
1  Due to the complimentary role of emotions and cognition in human decision-making 

(Damasio, 1996) I avoid reifying the role of emotions and cognition in political 
judgments (Erisen, Lodge & Taber, 2014; Geise & Baden, 2014). As such, visual and 
textual processing and effects are characterised as relatively more emotional and 
cognitive, respectively.

2  Because this study is focused on processing pathways underpinning multimodal 
framing effects, no hypotheses are offered on the outcomes of the basic congruence 
manipulation. However, since a control processing condition was included (in which 
no specific processing style was induced) a replication of the studies described can be 
attempted. This analysis is shown at Appendix B5.

3  In our stimuli care was taken not to label the warring factions as Christian or Muslim, 
in order to minimise the possibility of religion biasing the results.

4  Obligation and risk frames rose to prominence during U.S. media coverage of the 
conflicts in Somalia, Rwanda and the Balkans (Entman, 2003; Robinson, 2002). 
They have also been used heavily in recent coverage of deliberations over military 
intervention in Libya in 2011, Syria in 2013, and in Iraq and Syria from 2014 to 2016. 
Moreover, the obligation frame promotes the responsibility to protect civilians from 
human rights violations, which is also grounded in international law (“Responsibility 
to Protect”; United Nations, 2000). A selection of recent news media reporting from 
many instances is listed in Appendix B6.

5  The principal motivation for the use of MTurk in this study (implemented via the 
MTurk-R package in R) was its provision of considerable control and flexibility over 
participant contact and donation collection, to an extent that is not provided by most 
data collection companies and participant pools. Furthermore, a growing body of 
research shows that the quality of MTurk samples is comparable to other participant 
pools (Berinsky et al., 2012; Hauser & Schwarz, 2015; Leeper & Mullinix, 2014; 
Mullinix, Leeper, Druckman & Freese, 2015; Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010).

6  This was captured in a free-text response box. For those with insufficient time their 
comprehension of the article was checked using four multiple choice answer questions 
(e.g., “What kind of intervention was called for in the article?”, M = 2.53, SD = 1.08). 
These participants scored 1 out of 4 or less on this measure, suggesting their reports were 
accurate.

7  The obligation and risk versions were 277 and 278 words, respectively, whereas the 
control version was necessarily shorter (209 words) due to the removal of words and 
phrases used to achieve the frame manipulations.
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8  A total of $280 was raised by the participants and donated to the International 
Committee of the Red Cross. All participants were re-contacted and informed of this 
after the study.

9  All participants in the control processing conditions were invited to complete the 
follow-up survey. Of the 435 who completed the main experiment 375 completed the 
follow-up survey (86%). Only those who completed the follow-up were included in 
the moderation analyses.

10  Inspection of the donation data showed that it was not normally distributed – with 
inflated tails at either end of the scale. However, there is much evidence to suggest that 
the ANOVA’s F test performs well under conditions of non-normality (Donaldson, 
1968; Lumney, 1970). As a robustness check the donation scores were recoded into 
a binary variable (i.e., donated or not) and the analyses in the Results section were 
replicated using logistic regression. Findings were the same using this alternative 
method of analysis.

11  Translations of measures and stimulus materials from English to Dutch were 
conducted using the widely accepted translation-back-translation method, with the 
authors resolving any discrepancies in the translations.

12  An independent-samples t-test showed a significant difference in clarity of the text 
used in experiment 1 and 2, where 1 = very ambiguous and 7 = very clear: MExp1 = 
4.80, SDExp1 = 1.55, MExp2 = 5.29, SDExp1 = 1.20, p = .020.

13  In Experiment 1, NfC was correlated with support (p = .005), donations (p < .001) 
and issue knowledge (p = .010), and NfA was correlated with support (p < .001) and 
issue knowledge (p = .007). In Experiment 2, NfC was correlated with opposition  
(p < .001) and issue knowledge (p < .001).
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Video killed the news article?
Comparing multimodal framing effects in news 

videos and articles

This article is under review. 
An earlier version of this article was presented at the 67th Annual Conference of the 
International Communication Association, May 25, 2017 in San Diego, USA.

Abstract

The recent proliferation of vivid online videos captured at the scene of news events 
begs the question: do news videos have a meaningful impact on citizens’ political 
opinions and behaviours compared to news articles? This was examined in an 
experiment using carefully matched videos and articles about the European refugee 
crisis. Counter to expectations, results showed that articles generated stronger 
intentions to help refugees than videos, and this was mediated by the depth to which 
the news story was processed. Despite their increasing prominence and intuitively 
impactful qualities, news videos do not deliver more powerful effects than news 
articles.
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An increasingly visual media landscape provides an ever more vivid insight into news 
stories. The advent of TV provided a visual connection with news beyond that of 
newspaper photographs, and the explosion of videos captured via mobile technology 
mean that journalists more regularly transport audiences closer to the visceral reality 
of news stories than ever before (Bock, 2016; Kalogeropoulos et al., 2016). In a typical 
news article, an impactful image alongside a text is known to evoke emotions and 
frame citizens’ perceptions of politics (Grabe & Bucy, 2009; Graber, 1996; Scharrer 
& Blackburn, 2015; Zillmann, Gibson & Sargent, 1999). However, it is not known 
whether the richer and more psychologically-activating qualities of dynamic audio-
visual news videos exert a relatively more powerful influence over political opinions 
and behaviours. In this study I use an experiment to shed new light on the contribution 
of visual and verbal modalities to framing effects generated by news videos and articles. 
 The ongoing refugee crisis in the Middle East and Europe provides a prime example 
of how journalists, via various news media formats and particularly visuals therein, 
can frame a political issue. On 2nd September 2015, publication of the photo of the 
death of Alan Kurdi magnified the plight of refugees and emphasised their role as 
innocent victims in the crisis. In a matter of hours the image went viral and prompted 
an emotional outpouring of support for refugees, which found expression via a surge 
in charity donations and petition-signing, and widespread, albeit temporary, policy 
change across Europe (Vis & Goriunova, 2015; see also Perlmutter, 1998). However, 
politicization of the issue by the far-right and several violent flash points contributed 
to the counter-frame depicting refugees as intruders. Here, visuals of large numbers of 
often intimidating and especially male refugees portrayed them as dangerous strangers 
posing a threat to Europe’s safety and cultural and economic achievements. Framing 
refugees as victims (e.g., Van Gorp, 2005) and intruders (e.g., Batziou, 2011; Bleiker et 
al., 2013), both visually and verbally, exemplifies how news media can make certain 
aspects of an issue more salient (Entman, 1993), which, depending on the reader, serves 
to change political opinions and behaviours (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007).
 The media via which these frames were presented throughout the crisis have been 
diverse. Written articles remain the norm, both online and offline, and are typically 
accompanied by one or more images. Due to advancements in mobile internet technology 
and editing software, videos embedded on news websites containing moving images 
and a verbal narration provide an attractive alternative (Bock, 2016). Although these 
media formats can often contain substantively the same information, their properties 
promote a very different reception experience. Intuitively, the dynamic visual flow of 
videos is more immersive and promotes a richer and potentially more emotionally-
gripping depiction of reality than static images that leave storytelling to the conative 
abilities of the receiver (e.g., Green et al., 2008; Zelizer, 2010). A video’s auditory 
narration externalizes the implied message of the visuals (Messaris & Abrahams, 
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2001), albeit in a less structured way than the self-paced and more systematic reading 
of a news article’s text (Tukachinsky, Mastro & King, 2011). Despite these seemingly 
straightforward routines, existing studies comparing static and dynamic media paint 
a mixed picture about their relative influence over (political) learning and memory, 
and the underpinning emotional and cognitive mechanisms (e.g., Lang, 1995; Pincus 
et al., 2016). Importantly for this study, no prior research has systematically examined 
the contribution of the visual and verbal streams in videos and articles to news framing 
effects.
 To pursue this goal this study used carefully controlled experimental manipulations 
of a news story about the ongoing European refugee crisis. I presented articles and 
videos comprising visual and verbal exemplars of victim and intruder frames combined 
in congruent and incongruent (i.e., matching and non-matching) pairs. Then I 
measured how participants’ information processing depth and emotions influenced 
their opinions and behavioural intentions to help refugees embroiled in the crisis. 
In doing so three questions are addressed: Firstly, do news videos generate stronger 
framing effects than news articles? Secondly, do these different media differentially 
enhance the impact of the visual and verbal modalities on framing effects? Finally, what 
role do emotions and depth of information processing play in producing these effects? 
These insights shed light on the understudied phenomenon of framing effects via news 
videos, and represent the first systematic study of multimodal framing across different 
media formats.

Multimodal framing effects
A growing body of research has emphasised the importance of visuals to news media 
effects (e.g., Arpan et al., 2006; Grabe & Bucy, 2009; Coleman, 2010; Graber, 1990; Pfau 
et al., 2006; Zillman, Gibson & Sargent, 1999; Wanta, 1998). However, only a handful 
of studies have focused on the interactive effects of visual and verbal modalities in 
combination (Coleman & Wu, 2015; Geise & Baden, 2014; Nagel et al., 2012; Powell, 
at al., 2015; Seo & Dillard, 2016). A common way to examine this is by exploiting 
the natural variability in the congruence (or “redundancy”) – i.e., matching or non-
matching – of visual and verbal information in news items (e.g., Coleman & Wu, 2015; 
Graber, 1996; Fahmy, Bock & Wanta, 2014). Experimental manipulation of visual-verbal 
congruence allows one to identify the contribution of each modality to media effects. 
Congruence studies of media learning and memory (e.g., Brosius, Donsback & Birk, 
1996; Drew & Grimes, 1987; Reese, 1984; Severin, 1967) have produced mixed findings, 
with a tendency for improved memory when visual and verbal input are congruent, and 
intact memory only for the visual stream when incongruent (Lang, 1995). 
 The few studies that have manipulated visual-verbal congruence to study framing 
effects show signs of more consistency. Namely, visuals tend to determine behaviours 
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such as donations and petition-signing (Seo & Dillard, 2016), whilst verbal input 
influences political opinions (Powell et al., 2015; see also Boomgaarden et al., 2016). 
Furthermore, studies point towards modality-specific processing pathways, with visuals 
being processed more emotionally or heuristically, and text more systematically or 
cognitively (Chaiken & Eagly, 1976; Lang et al., 1999; Sparks et al., 1998; Tukachinsky 
at al., 2011). Indeed, the drive to position visuals alongside verbal information in 
political communication follows an increasing recognition of the role of emotions and 
heuristics in political decision-making (e.g., Lodge & Taber, 2013). However, no studies 
have examined whether the processing and effects of multimodal news frames might 
differ in different media, such as article and videos. That is the goal of this study.

Effects of dynamic and static media
Framing effects of news videos and articles can be informed by considering their  
distinguishing characteristics. Compared to articles, videos are richer, with their 
moving images providing a closer approximation to everyday visual experience. By 
indexing reality (e.g., Messaris and Abrahams, 2001) videos are thought to be more 
immersive and suited to transporting viewers into a story (Green, Brock & Kaufman, 
2004; Slater et al., 2006). Moreover, compared to the unbroken narrative flow of a 
video’s audio stream, the self-paced reading of an article’s text requires more pro-active 
and effortful attention-allocation and imagination on the part of the reader.
 These unique qualities have mainly been studied in terms of their effects on media 
learning and memory, which is used to inform this study of framing effects. Prominent 
scholars in psychology (e.g., Broadbent, 1956) and communication (e.g., Graber, 1990, 
1996) and the body of research that followed (e.g., Grabe et al., 2015; Mayer, 2009) 
point to cumulative effects of visual and verbal streams when presented in parallel 
as in a typical news video. Dual-coding theory (Paivio, 1971, 1991) states that two 
sub-systems exist that operate independently – one specialised for processing verbal 
information and the other for visual stimuli. When both modalities are used, learning 
should be enhanced. Moreover, since the reception of visuals occurs quickly and 
holistically (Barry, 1997; Geise & Baden, 2014; Graber, 1996) the addition of visual to 
verbal input should not burden information processing but benefit learning (see also 
Cue-Summation Theory, Severin, 1967). It follows, then, that attention-grabbing news 
videos and viewers’ ability to process their synchronous visual-verbal streams supports 
learning and perhaps also produces robust framing effects.
 Theories that emphasise information processing requirements over information 
richness provide an alternative perspective. The Limited Capacity Information 
Processing Approach (Lang, 1995, 2000) states that visual and verbal streams can 
facilitate learning as long as the receiver’s processing capacity is not overloaded. Lang 
(1995) synthesised a previously mixed body of research to argue that the structural 
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characteristics inherent in multimodal TV and video content – including potentially 
distracting production techniques such as camera cuts and zoom – introduces 
complexity which can readily overload viewers’ limited processing capacity (Lang, 
Bolls, Potter & Kawahara, 1999; Lang et al., 1993; see also Wickens, 2002). By contrast, 
although news articles with a text and image(s) engender serial processing by the 
viewer, they possess fewer structural constraints and self-paced reception allows the 
receiver to operate within capacity (e.g., Sundar, 2000; Unnava, Burnkrant & Erevelles, 
1994). As such, a limited capacity approach might propose that rich and dynamic news 
videos contain more unintended obstacles to information processing and learning 
than articles, and thus will not necessarily exert a more powerful impact on political 
opinions and behaviours.
 To test these proposals, I use only congruent visual-verbal stimuli to compare the 
relative power of videos and articles in framing effects. Although prior literature on 
media learning is mixed, the weight of evidence leans towards the intuitively impactful 
qualities of visceral news videos. Therefore I tentatively propose the following 
hypothesis: 

H1:  When visual and verbal streams are congruent, framing effects are stronger in news 
videos than articles.

Visual and verbal effects in different media
Further inspection of the distinct characteristics of news videos and articles point to 
potential differences in the relative power of the visual and verbal modality to influence 
framing effects. I propose that visuals should disproportionately drive effects in videos, 
whereas text should determine effects in articles.
 Videos are primarily visual in nature. A ten second video clip typically contains 
hundreds of still images which are fused by the visual system into continuous motion. 
The human brain is finely tuned for perceiving moving stimuli, particularly of other 
people (Pelphrey & Morris, 2006), in order to provide clues for social interactions and 
decision-making (van Driel, Grabe, Bas & Kleemans, 2016). Moreover, the vividness 
of a video’s visual stream mirrors direct experience, something which has been shown 
to improve media memory, evoke emotional reactions and may be more persuasive 
(for a review see Taylor & Thompson, 1982). Finally, when learning from congruent 
and incongruent visual and verbal streams in TV news has been compared, a relatively 
consistent superiority is observed for the visual stream (Nelson et al., 1976) to the 
detriment of the verbal modality (Lang, 1995; but see Nagel et al., 2012).
 In contrast, news articles may bias verbal input. Although images are attention-
grabbing (Garcia & Stark, 1991), the meaning of a news article is primarily deciphered 
through text (Grimes & Drechsel, 1996) which in turn can influence political opinions 
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(Powell et al., 2015). Eye-movement routines learned from years of reading experience 
help readers to automatically decipher the syntactic structure of text (Liversedge & 
Findlay, 2000). Moreover, articles provide the opportunity for detailed re-reading 
and resolution of opacities in a manner which is not possible for the audio stream of 
news videos. Furthermore, static images in news articles tend to possess a degree of 
connotative ambiguity (Geise & Baden, 2014) which can be clarified by an accompanying 
text (Müller, Kappas & Olk, 2012). Indeed, compared with their central role in videos, 
for articles vivid images may serve as a “conceptual peg” on which the more substantive 
meaning of a news text can be ‘hung’ (Paivio, 1991; Zillmann et al., 2001).
 I use a congruence manipulation to unpack the relative contribution of visual and 
verbal inputs to framing effects in videos and articles. Based on research highlighting 
the relative bias of videos and articles towards visual and verbal inputs respectively, I 
propose the following hypotheses:

H2a: Visual framing effects are stronger in news videos than articles.

H2b: Verbal framing effects are stronger in news articles than videos.

Processing routes to medium-specific effects
The differential impact of videos and articles on visual and verbal framing effects begs 
the question of how these effects might occur. Along with dual-coding theory (Paivio, 
1991; see also Lang, Potter & Bolls, 1999), neuroscience research has argued for a fast and 
subconscious route through which our brains initially process visual stimuli (Tamietto & 
de Gelder, 2010), compared to the necessarily slower and conscious processing of verbal 
stimuli via neocortex (Pessoa & Adolphs, 2010). This is also theorised in the reasoning and 
persuasion literature (Chaiken, 1980; Epstein, 1994; Kahneman 2011; Petty & Cacioppo, 
1986). In particular in Chaiken’s (1980) heuristic-systematic theory, involving persuasion 
via intuitive versus analytic processing, respectively. Although modality was not a defining 
aspect of this model, Chaiken and Eagly (1983) proposed that decision cues possessed 
by visual messages sit naturally within the heuristic pathway, whereas text lends itself to 
processing that is more systematic.
 This processing pathway distinction also conforms to the mode-specific communication 
potentials of visual and verbal content (Coleman & Wu, 2015; Geise and Baden, 2014), 
which highlight the idea that visuals are more emotionally processed than the cognitive 
processing of verbal content (Iyer & Oldmeadow, 2006; Pfau et al., 2000; Sojka & Giese, 
2006; Sparks et al., 1998). Pertinent to this study, framing effects research has shown that 
visual effects on political opinions and behaviours are mediated by participants’ emotional 
responses (Brader, 2005; Iyer, Webster, Hornsey & Vanman, 2014), whilst verbal effects are 
moderated by issue-specific knowledge (Powell et al., 2015).
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 In this study I use the context of the ongoing European refugee crisis to investigate 
whether the role of distinct visual and verbal information processing pathways are 
accentuated in different news media. In line with previous studies, I propose that visual 
frames are well suited to evoke emotions which in turn influence political opinions 
and behaviours. The visual portrayal of refugees as victims should elicit sympathy or 
guilt which may in turn trigger helping behaviour (Iyer et al., 2014). In contrast, when 
portrayed as intruders, one may feel fear or disgust towards the presence of unwanted 
strangers, leading to an avoidance response (Lazarus, 1991). Both victim and intruder 
visual frames might invoke anger – either from the perceived unnecessary suffering of 
refugees or the unjust intrusions of foreigners – which should inspire steps to resolve 
the situation (Kühne, 2014). In this way, specific “emotivational” goals expressed via 
an individual’s emotional response to news visuals can influence political opinions and 
behavioural intentions (Frijda, 1988)
 In contrast, I operationalise more systematic and cognitive processing of verbal 
frames as increased information processing depth (Craik & Lockhart, 1972; Lang, 
1995; Wolski & Nabi, 2000). Deeper information processing has been used to index 
systematic processing of media messages (Griffin, Neuwirth, Giese & Dunwoody, 
2002) and is particularly necessary in processing words compared to visuals (Smith 
& Magee, 1980). As such, verbal presentation of victim and intruder frames should 
require comparatively deeper and more elaborative processing than visual input, which 
in turn might influence political opinions and behaviours. Crucially, the manipulation 
of medium allows us to test whether the effects of discrete visual and verbal processing 
pathways are more accentuated in news videos and articles, respectively. 
 Based on expectations of increased visual and verbal effects in news videos and 
articles, and integrating this with insights about distinct heuristic and systematic 
processing pathways for visual and verbal media, I propose the final set of hypotheses:

H3a: Effects of visual frames in news videos are mediated by emotions.

H3b:  Effects of verbal frames in news articles are mediated by information processing 
depth.
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Method

Design
An online experiment in the context of the ongoing European refugee crisis was 
conducted to test the hypotheses. Participants were randomly assigned to twelve 
conditions in a two (medium: article, video) by two (visual frame: victim, intruder) by 
three (verbal frame: victim, control, intruder) factorial design.1

Participants
1123 Dutch adults aged 18 to 75 were recruited via an online data collection panel, 
Survey Sampling International, in early August 2016. The Dutch case was chosen since 
the issue is relevant, comparatively so with the rest of Western Europe. Of the original 
sample, 169 participants dropped out before completing half of the survey or failed 
an attention-check question. 27 were removed for ‘straight-lining’ behaviour and 7 
were excluded after reporting that the stimulus did not display properly. 7 participants 
were removed who took unusually short (<5 mins) or long (>3 hours) to complete the 
survey. The final sample comprised 923 participants, for whom it took a median time of 
12 mins 11s to complete the experiment. 
 The sample was representative of the Dutch population for gender (466 females, 
51%) and fairly representative for age (M = 47.32, SD = 16.54). 93% of participants 
were born in the Netherlands and 40% had at least one parent who was not born in the 
Netherlands. There was a range of educational backgrounds and political ideologies.2 

Participants were reasonably knowledgeable about the refugee crisis (1 = Not at all, 7 = 
Extremely, M = 4.50, SD = 1.27). 

Stimuli
Stimuli were selected from media coverage of the European refugee crisis. A rigorous 
pretesting procedure, explained in Appendix C1, helped us to: (1) achieve the victim 
and intruder frame manipulations in the visual and verbal modalities3; (2) maximise 
visual-verbal congruence/incongruence; (3) keep the content of the articles and videos 
the same as far as possible; and, importantly, (4) control for factors known to influence 
media effects – including perceived arousal, salience, complexity, ambiguity and 
credibility (Lang, 1995; Severin, 1967; Powell et al., 2015).
 Briefly, the following steps were taken in developing the stimuli: Several article 
texts were downloaded from the BBC News and UN High Commission for Refugee 
websites and modified to reflect the victim, intruder and control frames. The victim 
texts comprised words such as protect victims, suffering, help, sad, sympathy, desperate 
and tragedy. The victim texts included words such as protect borders, burden, violence, 
hostile, threat and flood of migrants. For the control texts we removed words and phrases 
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included as part of the frame manipulations. The final framed texts were then used as 
the script for the audio stream, which were read by a professional broadcast journalist. 
The videos were made using clips from online news sites (e.g., The Guardian, SkyNews, 
RuptlyTV and Human Rights Watch’s YouTube channel). Victim videos included scenes 
of refugees being pulled from the sea, receiving medical care and sleeping on streets. 
Intruder visuals included large numbers of refugees near security fences and acting 
violently towards border guards. Still images were captured from these videos to be 
used in the articles. The final framed victim image (from Human Rights Watch) depicted 
a young boy recently pulled from a boat, and the selected intruder image (from Ruptly 
TV) showed violent migrants crowding around a fence.
 These elements were combined so that the final articles and videos contained 
the same basic structure: a first section containing basic factual information about 
development of the crisis, a central part containing the core framed content, and an 
end section containing factual information concluding by stating the crisis is not yet 
resolved. This operationalisation is consistent with the definition of news framing 
as the same factual information presented with a different emphasis (e.g., de Vreese, 
2005). In the articles, each of the three sections was each around 35 words in length. 
For the videos, each section lasted approximately 15 seconds. A still image from all 
three sections was inserted into the articles so that all parts of the video were visually 
represented in the articles. The images presenting factual information showed charts 
of the statistics behind the crisis. The image taken from the first part of the video showed 
the proportion of the Syrian population affected, and the image from the concluding part 
showed numbers of asylum applications in Germany and the rest of Europe. These two 
graphics were added to all versions of the articles and thus were the same for all conditions. 
Since a typical online news article contains more visual material than merely framed 
elements, this addition enhanced the external validity of our stimuli whilst ensuring the 
articles and videos contained the same information as far as possible, thus also maximizing 
internal validity.4

 The final selected articles were matched in length (victim text: 112; intruder text: 117; 
control text: 108), and the videos lasted just under 50 seconds. An example stimulus article 
can be seen at Appendix B2 and all stimulus videos can be seen at Appendix C2.5

Procedure
After entering the survey, participants were asked about their knowledge of the refugee 
crisis, their preferred political party, and their political orientation.
 Participants were then randomly assigned to one of the stimulus videos or articles, 
which were presented on a blank screen. In the video conditions, participants saw the 
stimulus video on the page and clicked on it to start watching. Participants were not 
allowed to progress until at least 55 seconds had elapsed – enough time to view the 
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video in its entirety. A test question ensured that participants had the sound on before 
viewing the video. In the article conditions, participants were not allowed to progress 
before 25 seconds had passed, and the survey automatically progressed after 90 
seconds – more than enough time to read the article. Immediately before the stimulus, 
participants were informed that they would be viewing a news video or article about 
the refugee crisis and clearly told about the time they were given to do so.6

 Next, the dependent variables were displayed. Questions measuring support for refugees 
coming to Europe, behavioural intentions to act in support of refugees, emotions felt when 
viewing the stimulus, and information processing depth were shown on successive pages. 
At the end of the experiment participants provided basic personal information, such as 
age, gender, education level, birth country and parents’ birth country.

Measures
After viewing the stimulus, participants answered questions measuring the key 
dependent variables. Support for the policy of allowing Syrian refugees into Europe was 
measured using two items: “There should be more Syrian refugees allowed into Europe”, 
and “Syrian refugees should be prevented from seeking asylum in Europe (reversed)” 
(1 = strongly oppose, 7 = strongly support, M = 3.82, SD = 1.65, r = .69). Behavioural 
intentions to act in support for Syrian refugees were measured using three items 
(intention to: share the news item on social media, donate to charity, sign a petition; 1 = 
very unlikely, 7 = very likely; M = 2.81, SD = 1.38, α = .75).
 Questions measuring the mediator variables followed. Participants indicated the 
extent to which they felt a number of relevant emotions of interest whilst viewing the 
stimulus (1 = not at all, 7 = extremely), in the same manner as Iyer et al. (2014). Two 
items assessed fear (afraid, anxious; r = .58), anger (angry, furious; r = .73), sympathy 
(sympathetic, compassionate; r = .76), disgust (disgusted, repulsed; r = .64), and guilt 
(guilty, ashamed; r = .64). Processing depth was assessed using four items adapted 
from Wolski and Nabi’s (2000) Depth of Processing Scale. These included: I was motivated 
to read this article; I paid close attention to each point that was made; I thought deeply about 
the contents; my mind wandered as I read the article (reversed) (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 
strongly agree; M = 4.22, SD = 1.15, α = .74).

Analysis
All analyses were conducted on the two main dependent variables – support for refugees 
and behavioural intentions. Hypothesis 1 was tested using only the congruent visual-
verbal frame conditions in a two-way ANOVA – with stimulus frame and medium as 
between subjects’ factors. Hypotheses 2a and 2b were tested using all congruent and 
incongruent conditions, entered into a 3-way ANOVA, with visual frame, verbal frame 
and medium as between subjects’ factors. 
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 Hypotheses 3a and 3b – indirect effects of emotions and processing depth 
conditioned by medium – was tested with ordinary least squares path analysis using 
Hayes PROCESS-macro in SPSS (Hayes, 2013; Model 7). For all moderated mediation 
models the visual and verbal conditions were tested separately, with the victim, control 
and intruder frames included as the levels of the independent variable. For emotions 
as mediators, participants’ sympathy, guilt, fear, disgust and anger were included in 
parallel. For processing depth, the depth of processing scale was entered as the mediator. 
For each model, stimulus medium was entered as the moderator on the a-path. 95% 
bias-corrected confidence intervals based on 10,000 bootstrap samples were used for 
statistical inference of conditional indirect effects. 

Results

The relative power of videos versus articles
We observed a significant main effect of medium on participants’ behavioural intentions 
to help refugees, F(1, 302) = 15.47, p = .003, ƞp

2 = .03. Participants who read an article 
(M = 2.95, SD = 1.29) reported significantly stronger behavioural intentions compared 
to those who watched a video (M = 2.49, SD = 1.34). No frame-by-medium interaction 
was observed. See Figure 4.1. There were no significant main effects or interactions 
observed for the support for refugees variable.
 These results were counter to the tentative expectations of H1: Regardless of the 
frame, those who read an article had stronger intentions to help refugees than those who 
watched a video.
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Figure 4.1. Mean diff erences in behavioural intentions between the frame conditions across 

diff erent media. 

Note. Using the congruent visual-verbal frame conditions only. Th e main eff ect of medium on 

behavioural intentions is shown (p = .003). Means and standard errors are plotted. Note that the 

y-axes on both charts do not refl ect the full range of the scales.

Visual and verbal effects in different media
A main effect of medium was again observed for participants behavioural intentions 
to act to help refugees, F(1, 907) = 7.83, p = .042, ƞp

2 = .01. Participants reported 
higher behavioural intentions to help refugees after reading an article compared to 
watching a video. This was superseded by a verbal frame-by-medium interaction, F(2, 
907) = 2.56, p = .078, ƞp

2 = .01, albeit just short of conventional significant levels in 
a two-tailed test, where the effects of the verbal frame was stronger for articles than 
videos. Stronger behavioural intentions were observed for those who read an article 
compared those who watched a video for both the victim (victimarticle, M = 2.93, SD = 
1.31; victimvideo, M = 2.62, SD = 1.40) and intruder (intruderarticle, M = 2.90, SD = 1.32; 
intrudervideo, M = 2.54, SD = 1.40) framed stories. Whereas behavioural intentions were 
equivalent in those who watched a video or read an article with a control/balanced 
frame (controlarticle, M = 2.87, SD = 1.40; controlvideo, M = 2.97, SD = 1.44). This is 
shown in Figure 4.2 and discussed further in the Discussion section. There were no 
significant main effects or interactions for the support for refugees variable.
 These results support H2b: Verbal framing effects were stronger in those who read an 
article than those who watched a video. However, Counter to H2a, no differences were 
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found in the strength of visual framing effects between those in the video and article 
conditions. 

Figure 4.2. Mean diff erences between the text frame conditions on behavioural intentions by 

article and video mediums. Th e chart shows the main eff ect of medium (p = .042) and the text 

frame-by-medium interaction (p = .078). Means and standard errors are plotted. Note that the 

y-axis does not refl ect the full range of the scale.

Conditional indirect processing pathways
Testing conditional indirect eff ects to examine H3a and H3b showed non-signifi cant 
results for the full depth of processing scale and emotion variables. However, a 
signifi cant conditional indirect eff ect on behavioural intentions was observed for one of 
the processing depth measures – “I was motivated to read/watch the article/video.” Th e 
eff ect of the victim versus control verbal frame on motivation to process the story was 
greater in those who viewed an article compared to a video, and this in turn increased 
behavioural intentions to help refugees (see Figure 4.3B). No conditional indirect 
eff ects were found for the support for refugees dependent variable.
 In addition, potential mediators of the consistent main eff ect of medium on 
behavioural intentions were assessed. To do so, two mediation models were tested with 
medium (article vs. video) as the IV and processing depth and emotions as possible 
mediators. A strong indirect eff ect was observed for depth of processing. Th ose who 
read an article processed the story more deeply than those who watched a video, and 
this increased participants’ intentions to act to help refugees (see Figure 4.3A).
 Th ese results provide partial support for H3b: stronger verbal eff ects in those who read 
an article were mediated by their motivation to process the article’s content. Moreover, the 
consistent main eff ect of medium was mediated by processing depth – those who read 
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an article processed the story more deeply than those who watched a video and, in turn, 
showed increased intentions to help refugees. Counter to H3a, no support was observed 
for conditional indirect eff ects of the visual frames via emotions for those who watched 
a video.

Figure 4.3. Path analysis models showing the (conditional) indirect eff ects of processing depth 

on framing eff ects. Panel A shows the indirect eff ect of medium on behavioural intentions 

through processing depth. Panel B shows the indirect eff ect of text frame on behavioural 

intentions through processing depth (item 1), conditioned by medium.

Note. Unstandardized beta coeffi  cients are shown, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 95% bias-

corrected bootstrap confi dence intervals based on 10,000 bootstrap samples are shown for 

signifi cant indirect eff ects at the top of each panel. 

Discussion

I used an experiment employing carefully controlled stimuli about the European 
refugee crisis to assess the relative impact of different media formats on framing 
effects. Counter to expectations, those who viewed a news article compared to a video 
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reported stronger intentions to help refugees by sharing a story, signing a petition and 
donating money. Compared to the dynamic flow of a news video, the self-paced and 
pro-active engagement associated with reading a news article (Sundar, 2000; Unnava 
et al., 1994) led to deeper and more elaborative processing of the story (e.g., Chaiken, 
1980; Geise & Baden, 2014), which translated into stronger intentions to help refugees. 
Moreover, effects of the verbal frame was greater in news articles than videos, and this 
was also mediated by the depth to which the story was processed (Tukachinsky et al., 
2011). 
 Stronger intentions to help refugees in those who read an article was counter to 
our expectation that visceral news videos would yield stronger framing effects (Barry, 
1997; Graber, 1990; Paivio, 1991; Severin, 1967). Instead, regardless of how it was 
framed, those who read an article processed the story more deeply, and in turn 
were more inclined to engage in helping behaviour. This fits with the expectations 
of limited-capacity models of media effects (e.g., Lang, 1995), which suggest that 
although videos are information-rich and psychologically-activating, their structural 
properties such as camera cuts (Lang et al., 1993) that punctuate the parallel stream 
of visual and verbal input can be distracting and may more readily overload viewer’s 
processing capacity than an article (Lang et al., 1999).7 This is in contrast to the 
self-paced processing of news articles, where attention can be allocated serially and 
more deeply to the verbal and visual content which, regardless of the frame of the 
article, delivered stronger effects than the videos in this study. This is interesting for 
producers of political communication, including parties, campaigns, charities and 
news publishers who might normally invest resources in producing more vivid but 
less effective videos.
 In addition, results showed that articles accentuated the effects of news frames 
transmitted via the verbal modality. The syntactic structure of verbal content is 
particularly powerful in textual form, where well-learned reading routines decode a 
message’s meaning and, unlike videos, allow for complex information to be re-read 
and disambiguated (Geise & Baden, 2014; Sundar, 2000; Tukachinsky et al., 2011). 
Going further, our findings suggested that this stronger effect of verbal information 
in articles is mediated by the depth with which the story was processed (Griffin, 
Neuwirth, Giese & Dunwoody, 2002). This is consistent with previous studies hinting 
at the systematic processing of textual content, compared to the heuristic processing 
of visuals (e.g., Chaiken & Eagly, 1976; Pfau et al., 2000; Powell et al., 2015; Sparks et 
al., 1998). Compared to dynamic videos, the static depiction of a news story in article 
form is particularly suited to the systematic elaboration of frames delivered via text, 
which, in turn, influences behavioural intentions.
 A number of findings inconsistent with prior expectations are worthy of further 
scrutiny. For example, when testing hypothesis 1, we did not observe significant effects 
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of the victim and intruder frames. This may be due to the refugee issue, which is probably 
the most salient and politicized news topic of the past two years. Given that factors such 
as issue knowledge and prior attitudes have been shown to influence framing effects 
and persuasion (e.g., Arpan et al., 2006; Nelson et al., 1997; Zaller, 1994), a less salient 
issue might have produced the expected group-level framing effects. Systematic study of 
medium-specific effects in issues of different salience would help verify this speculation. 
Separately, vivid news videos did not accentuate framing effects produced by the visual 
modality. This was unexpected since the moving images of videos are a rich index of 
real-world visual experiences. Again, it could be that the structural features of news 
videos distract from the viewer’s emotional experience required to accentuate the effect 
of the visual frames (Lang, 1995), or that scenes from the refugee crisis were too familiar. 
Alternatively, the uniquely conative quality of still images – i.e., that the events and 
context that surround a captured image are left to the imagination of the viewer – rival 
video’s moving images in their ability to frame an issue (Barthes, 1978; Zelizer, 2010).
 The main limitations of this study are twofold. First, only one political issue was used 
which limits the generalisability of our conclusions. I chose this approach since the crisis 
provides a highly interesting context that is well-suited for studying visual and verbal 
framing. Moreover, importantly, I was able to take utmost care in ensuring that the stimuli 
were comparable in article and video form, and that the framed stimuli were matched 
for several factors known to influence framing effects – including perceived arousal, 
salience, complexity, ambiguity and credibility. An alternative option would have been 
to use multiple different issues possessing counter-frames which can be readily depicted 
visually, and then use multiple exemplars of videos and articles from each issue. This 
approach would indeed improve generalisability, but lacks the control required for this 
first systematic comparison of multimodal framing effects in different media. A multiple 
issue and exemplar approach would be an important next step to verify the conclusions 
of this study. Second, participants were forced participants to view certain articles and 
videos. In reality, news audiences have the freedom to select content and media formats 
of their choosing. This may preclude users from selecting articles in the first place (but 
see Kalogeropoulos et al., 2016) and can influence information processing and effects in 
ways that cannot be accounted for in this study (Arceneaux, Johnson & Murphy, 2012). 
Future research should study the selection of different media formats, and compare the 
effects of videos and articles in forced and selective exposure environments. 
 This study has several practical implications, particularly for publishers, producers 
and journalists. Firstly, news articles have a stronger influence over behavioural 
intentions compared to the same content presented in video form. Therefore political 
parties, social movements, campaigns or charities who might invest extra resources 
in creating videos should think again: articles are more likely to influence citizens’ 
political behaviour. Secondly, the verbal content of a framed news item is especially 
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powerful in news articles compared to videos. Thus if journalists wish to emphasise 
verbal over visual information then they should use an article. Thirdly, news articles 
are processed more deeply than news videos. Therefore, if journalists have a complex 
story that requires an audience’s careful consideration then they should deliver it article 
form, not video.
 Finally, this study makes important theoretical contributions. To my knowledge, 
this is the first study to directly compare framing effects in articles and videos. By 
drawing on media effects theories from different subfields and through careful control 
of experimental news items, I take news framing effects into the rarely studied medium 
of video and, in doing so, set visual and verbal news content on an equal footing. As 
such, I extend the boundary of multimodal framing theory from static image-textual 
media to dynamic audio-visuals. Moreover, when taken together with recent research 
highlighting online news audiences’ preference for articles over video (Kalogeropoulos 
et al., 2016), these findings reinforce the status of articles, and the inherent flexibility 
and depth of analysis they provide, as publishers’ medium of choice.
 To conclude, this study provided surprising new insights into framing effects in 
different news media and the contribution of visual and verbal modalities therein. 
Findings showed that news articles were processed more deeply than news videos, and 
as a result were more likely to encourage political behaviours such as petition signing 
and charitable donations. These findings provide clear insights for journalism practice 
and multimodal framing theory by showing that, despite their increasing prominence, 
news videos do not deliver more powerful effects than news articles.
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Notes
1  The experimental groups did not differ on age, gender, education, religious background, 

place of birth, nor political ideology (all p > .1).
2  21% were low educated, 37% were middle educated, 42% were high educated. Political 

ideology was normally distributed around ‘moderate’ (1 = left, 7 = right; M = 3.95,  
SD = 1.52).

3  Success of the frame manipulations was also confirmed in the final experiment using 
two questions: “to what extent did the video/article portray refugees as 1) victims, 2) 
intruders?” Two-way ANOVA with two-tailed significance testing showed that the 
visual frames (p < .01) and verbal frames (p = .093) differed in the extent to which 
they depicted refugees as victims and intruders. The control verbal frame achieved a 
good balance between the victim and intruder frames.

4  In addition, like any other news articles, our stimulus articles also contained a (framed) 
headline. To reflect this in the videos, a short 5s segment was inserted at the start, in 
which the headline was heard and the framed still image was seen.

5  Translations of stimulus materials and measures from English to Dutch were done 
using the widely accepted translation-back-translation method, with the authors 
resolving any discrepancies in the translations.

6  Inspection of the mean viewing times for videos and articles showed that they 
were viewed for reasonably similar durations, with longer viewing times for videos  
(M = 64.95s, SD = 17.69) than articles (M = 43.01s, SD = 17.26). This difference is to 
be expected since the minimum limit for the videos was longer than for the articles.

7  I checked to ensure that the structural features of the videos in this study were not 
unusually complex and likely to overwhelm participants’ processing capacity. Indeed 
the videos were rated in the pre-tests as slightly lower than ‘moderately complex’  
(1 = very simple, 7 = very complex). Moreover, complexity ratings for the different 
media and modalities were similar: video visuals (M = 3.33, SD = 1.63); article images 
(M = 3.49, SD = 1.42); article texts (M = 3.66, SD = 1.49).
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Conclusion:
To multimodality and beyond 

Summary of findings
How do visual and verbal modalities in news media combine to frame our 
understanding of political issues? In addressing this question this dissertation responds 
to long-standing claims that visuals play a powerful role in framing citizens’ political 
perceptions, juxtaposed with an imbalance of evidence in favour of the verbal modality. 
As such, this dissertation contributes to the sub-field of political communication, as 
well as the broader communication science literature on media effects, by setting visual 
and verbal media modalities on an equal footing.
 The relevance of multimodal news media to citizens’ political opinions and behaviours 
was introduced in Chapter 1. A theoretical framework for multimodal framing effects 
was articulated and three hypothetical models were outlined. These models will help 
extract from the empirical findings the key implications for democratic processes that 
reflect public opinion. Four research questions were then formulated which defined the 
scope of this dissertation.
 In Chapter 2, I addressed the fundamental question motivating this thesis: what 
is the contribution of the visual and verbal modality to multimodal framing effects? 
Using images and text from news articles about a little-known foreign conflict I showed 
that, when presented alone, visuals delivered stronger framing effects than text (RQ1). 
Moreover, when presented together, as in a typical news article, the contribution of 
each modality depended on the outcome variable: visuals drove framing effects for 
participants’ behavioural intentions (e.g., to donate money and sign a petition), 
whereas text determined participants’ opinions about the conflict (RQ2). I also took a 
first look at the mechanisms of multimodal effects by showing that emotional responses 
mediated framing effects driven by visuals and were less influential in effects that were 
guided by text. These findings provide nuance by showing that although visuals can be 
emotionally charged, they do not always play the leading role in multimodal effects.
 I delved deeper into the underlying mechanisms of multimodal news framing 
in Chapter 3 (RQ3). Using news articles drawn from two different political issues, 
experimental manipulations showed that when forced into a heuristic or systematic 
processing style, participants’ opinions towards the issue and donation behaviour 
were influenced by the visual and textual modalities, respectively. However, individual 
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differences measures showed that those with a predisposition for heuristic or 
systematic processing were not always biased towards the visual or textual modality. 
For the little-known conflict issue, participants’ predisposition for heuristic and 
systematic processing did bias their opinions and behaviours in line with the visual 
and text, respectively. However, for the highly salient issue of the European refugee 
crisis, these prior processing tendencies were not predictive of visual and textual 
effects. In line with prevailing theory, heuristic and systematic processing pathways 
are a good characterisation of how visuals and text are typically processed. However, 
characteristics of the individual and particularities of the political issue can interrupt 
these mechanisms and lead to less predictable interactive effects.
 In Chapter 4, I compared the processing and effects of multimodal frames in 
different media formats (RQ4). Using coverage of the European refugee crisis, findings 
showed that news articles were processed more deeply than news videos and, in 
turn, delivered stronger framing effects on intentions to help refugees. No framing 
advantage was found for ostensibly psychologically-activating and vivid news videos. 
Moreover, for news articles compared to videos, the textual modality played a leading 
role in multimodal framing effects. These findings suggest that despite the increasing 
prominence and intuitively impactful qualities of news videos, they do not provide a 
particularly powerful platform for multimodal frames.
 Taken together, these findings reveal that news framing effects of visual and verbal 
input occur through distinct processing pathways to produce nuanced effects on 
political opinions and behaviours. These effects depend on the medium via which they 
are delivered as well as citizens’ individual characteristics and the outcome variable. 
Therefore, modalities, mechanisms and media formats matter in news framing research.

Overall Discussion

A move towards multimodality
When images are presented in isolation (i.e., uni-modally), they trigger an emotional 
response that can deliver stronger framing effects than text-alone. Thus, images alone 
can provide an unambiguous stimulus to opinion and behavioural change, even without 
the presence of a text to guide their interpretation (Müller et al., 2012). The same cannot 
always be said, however, for text alone, where the level of abstraction required meant 
that only those with sufficient knowledge were influenced by its frame. This moderation 
reinforces individual differences in the susceptibility to media effects (Nabi & Oliver, 
2009; Valkenberg & Peter, 2013) and supports much past research showing increased 
textual framing effects with higher issue knowledge (Druckman & Nelson, 2003; 
Lecheler & de Vreese, 2012; Nelson et al., 1997; but not all, Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 
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2001; Kinder & Sanders, 1990; Schuck & de Vreese, 2006). Specifically, it is consistent 
with the idea that text is effective at conveying meaning but can fail if knowledge of its 
code and context is lacking (Geise & Baden, 2014). Taken together, in response to RQ1, 
I conclude that visuals can produce stronger framing effects that text. Furthermore, these 
findings provide clues to the emotional mechanisms of these effects which are explored 
in more depth in response to RQ3.
 More relevant to everyday media practice is how visual and verbal framing 
devices combine to influence political opinions and behaviours. Based on the unique 
communication-related potentials of images and text, one might expect an interaction 
between their salience-enhancing and meaning-making qualities – with image-
text congruence producing strongest effects (Geise & Baden, 2014). However, main 
effects of images over behaviours and of text over opinions point to outcome-specific 
multimodal effects. The visual modality and its emotional consequences provide an 
“emotivational” stimulus to action (Frijda, 1988; Valentino et al., 2011), for instance 
by evoking sympathy for suffering victims which triggers helping behaviour, such 
as donations or petition-signing. In contrast, text seems better suited for relaying 
arguments and causal statements about who did what to whom and why which, in 
turn, change political opinions (Entman, 2003; Messaris & Abraham, 2001). Of note 
is that this textual impact was not present when viewed in isolation, which suggests 
that visuals play an additional role in capturing attention and drawing the reader into a 
story (Zillmann et al., 2001). In response to RQ2, then, I conclude that the contribution 
of visual and verbal modalities to framing is nuanced and dependent on the outcome 
variable. 
 The conclusions thus far are broadly in line with theoretical predictions about 
multimodal frames that, “depending on the message type, the availability of intuitive 
representations, and the knowledge brought to the task, different modalities may be 
better suited to convey specific meaning” (Geise & Baden, 2014, p.17). Indeed, the 
nuanced findings suggest that multimodal framing effects depends not on the modality 
per se, but on the degree to which framed cues are present, stimulate attention and 
are relevant to the political decision at hand. This chimes with proposals from NGO 
research about poverty aid appeals: Emotive negative visuals can be effective at 
producing monetary donations in the short-term, however audiences may experience 
“aid-fatigue” with no real engagement in an issue without more substantive textual 
arguments (Hudson et al., 2016b). A comparison of visual and verbal contributions 
to multimodal effects over time would shed light on this contention. Going further, 
employing a competitive framing approach (Chong & Druckman, 2007; Lecheler & 
de Vreese, 2013) in longitudinal studies would maximise external validity and better 
reflect today’s diverse news media environment.
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Inside the ‘black box’
How multimodal news frames are processed to deliver the effects described above 
was the focus of RQ3. In addressing RQ1 and RQ2 we peeked inside the ‘black box’ 
to show that visuals play a leading role in evoking emotionally mediated effects. To 
explicitly test the processing pathways to multimodal effects I drew on well-established 
and operationalizable concepts from persuasion research: Chaiken’s (1980) heuristic-
systematic theory. Experimental manipulations showed that relatively more heuristic 
and systematic processing does underpin visual and verbal effects, respectively. This 
is in line with the unique properties of visuals and text (Barry, 2005), their theorized 
role in framing (Coleman, 2010; Geise & Baden, 2014) and media effects more broadly 
(Graber, 1980; Lang et al., 1999). However, importantly, individual differences data 
emphasised that these processing pathways also depend on the particular political 
context at hand, the individual characteristics of the viewer and particularities of the 
news article. Indeed, striking and emotionally-charged visuals might trigger some 
viewers to engage in a more detailed and systematic scrutiny of a news story (Russell, 
Marcus & MacKuen, 2000). Furthermore, a news text can contain cues to heuristic 
decision-making, such as party positions, candidate endorsements or emotional 
language (Lau & Redlawsk, 2001; Nabi, 2003). 
 From these findings I conclude that there exist qualitatively distinct but interactive 
processing pathways to multimodal framing effects. What does this mean in practice? 
From neuroscience we know that brain anatomy is wired for fast and automatic 
processing of visuals (Gazzaniga, 2004; Lang et al., 1999; Pessoa & Adolphs, 2010). 
Thus, as citizens go about their daily, habitual and minimally-effortful news routines 
(e.g., checking a news site on a smart-phone, skimming a free newspaper on the train, 
glancing at the evening news broadcast), visual content is easily processed without 
triggering engagement of systematic processing systems. Given the majority of citizens’ 
low interest in political affairs, this can be described as a “default” processing mode 
for news media (Zaller, 1992). The empirical findings show that in this minimally 
effortful mode, subsequent decisions are more likely to be driven by easily-processed 
visual cues. However, such automatic routines are often interrupted and systematic 
processing is engaged – for instance by characteristics of the stimulus or issue (e.g., 
an especially salient topic), individual motivations (e.g., prior interest in an issue), or 
environmental cues (e.g., a friend offering their opinion). In such instances that trigger 
more effortful processing, results suggest that decision making of the viewer will be 
more readily influenced by textual cues in news frames. 
 The processing states described above are, of course, idealised and, in reality, 
attention can be briefly piqued and processing capacity temporarily increased, whether 
to a high or medium capacity. In such conditions, textual and visual cues are likely to 
interact in political decision-making. As part of this process, a long list of factors may 
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determine the reliance on text and visuals in frame processing. These include: interest 
and knowledge of the topic; content and complexity of the news item; its specific 
composition; an individuals’ trait personality characteristics and state motivations and 
mood; their prior attitudes towards the issue or actors; the specific political decision at 
hand; the media format and the viewing experience it engenders; and one’s immediate 
or anticipated environment. These are all prime variables for future studies investigating 
the link between visuals and text and heuristic and systematic frame processing. In the 
Theoretical Implications section that follows I offer concrete hypotheses on several of 
these factors.

Multimodal media formats
The use of videos in online news is on the rise, for mainstream news sites and social media 
platforms alike (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2016). Despite their ostensibly psychologically-
activating properties, multimodal frames delivered in video form were less effective 
in stimulating helping behaviour than news articles. The self-paced reading of a news 
article led to deeper processing of the news story (e.g., Sundar, 2000; Tukachinsky et al., 
2011) which, in turn, increased participants’ intentions to help refugees. Furthermore, 
this more elaborative processing of news articles compared to videos also increased the 
influence of textual content in political decision-making. By comparison, news videos – 
a highly visual medium with moving images that resemble real-world visual experience 
– did not stimulate strong emotional responses nor influence opinions or behavioural 
intentions.
 These findings offer answers to RQ4: multimodal news videos do not deliver stronger 
framing effects than articles. In fact, by virtue of being processed more deeply, articles 
deliver stronger effects. Moreover, this deeper processing causes the verbal component of 
a multimodal news frame to exert stronger effects in article compared to video format. 
The absence of effects for vivid news videos runs counter to theoretical expectations of 
media effects researchers (Green et al., 2004 Taylor & Thompson, 1982) and framing 
theorists more specifically who argue that frames operate through increasing the 
salience and accessibility of considerations in the mind of viewers (Entman, 2003). 
Should not videos, with their rich and salience-enhancing qualities, exert stronger 
framing effects? Contemporary conceptualizations of framing effects have argued to 
the contrary: viewers also assess a frame’s applicability (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007) 
to their own “constructed-reality” of political issues (McQuail, 2005). If deemed 
applicable in light of a citizen’s prior knowledge and attitudes towards the issue, then 
a frame will exert an effect (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). I argue that news articles 
allow the reader to reflect, re-read and introspectively imagine the story at their own 
pace, and this facilitates both accessibility and applicability processes. The time afforded 
for associations related to the issue to be brought forward in the mind of the reader 
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enables accessibility, whilst the opportunity to actively and systematically reflect and 
disambiguate parts of the frame facilitates applicability considerations.
 Therefore the qualities of the media format influence multimodal framing effects. 
Framing research has, aside from the focus on the emotional content of news frames (e.g., 
Lecheler, Schuck & de Vreese, 2013; Nabi, 2003), been largely agnostic to fundamental 
characteristics of the stimulus – for instance medium, complexity and emotional arousal. 
Instead, the field has deployed numerous issue-specific frames, studied characteristics 
of the receiver as moderators of framing effects (Slothuus, 2008), and a variety of 
factors (including emotions) as mediators (e.g., Lecheler, Bos & Vliegenthart, 2015). 
Throughout this dissertation stimuli were matched stimuli on several fundamental 
factors pertaining to media complexity and emotionality. Future framing research 
should respond to critics of the field (Cacciatore et al., 2016; Scheufele, 2004) in a 
similar manner by taking such stimulus factors into account, or even systematically 
manipulating them. Indeed, much could be gleaned from the approach of the broader 
mass communication literature which has sought to chart stimulus characteristics that 
increase or decrease media learning and persuasion (e.g., Lang, 2000). Investigating 
whether factors important for media learning are also relevant in framing is a prime 
avenue for further research. Doing so would shed much needed light on the extent to 
which these separate fields of media effects share underlying mechanisms (e.g., Baden 
& Lecheler, 2012), and, importantly, would elucidate framing as a paradigm described 
as fractured and fading (Cacciatore et al., 2016; Entman, 1993).
 With regard to media format, future research can usefully draw on the work of Annie 
Lang (e.g., Lang, 2000; 1995). She showed that, although numerous studies argue for the 
persuasive effects of vivid audio-visual news, structural characteristics of the medium 
may qualify these effects. For instance, arousing content, production pacing (Lang et 
al., 1999) and related and unrelated camera cuts (Lang et al., 1993) were observed to 
influence memory of TV content, especially the verbal stream. Such factors could also 
help account for why framing effects are relatively weaker in news videos since their 
inherent qualities may interrupt frame processing, as evidenced by their more shallow 
processing. This dissertation represents a first step in bringing the careful consideration 
of stimulus characteristics in different media formats to the study of framing effects. 
Future steps should investigate how viewing these formats on media platforms like 
Facebook that contain highly integrated multimodal content might produce different 
effects to the more structured offerings of mainstream online news sites.

The democratic reality of multimodal news frames
What are the implications of these findings for democratic processes that reflect public 
opinion? In this section, I return to the hypothetical models of multimodal framing 
effects outlined in Chapter 1. They relate to the relative power of visuals versus text in 
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the framing process and structure the discussion that follows about how multimodal 
news frames contribute to democracy. The models are: 1) Strong visual effects; 2) Weak 
visual effects; 3) Moderate and conditional visual effects. In light of the conclusions of 
the three empirical chapters I consider which model is best supported. Note again 
that these perspectives conform to an ideal-type where stylized models have been 
substituted for the complexity of reality and some overlap necessarily exists between 
them. The perspectives can be most usefully deployed as they are here: as a tool to aid 
investigation of multimodal framing effects, as well as media effects more broadly – 
across different topics, contexts, populations and message-types.
 Depending on the political decision at hand – either forming an opinion or deciding 
how to behave – visuals or text exert a relatively stronger influence, respectively (RQ2). 
This is firmly in line with the conditionality of Model 3. However, the comparatively 
stronger influence of visuals compared to text when they are presented in isolation 
(RQ1), as well as the mediation of visual effects by emotions, also speaks to Model 1. 
The emotional outpouring of aid in response to the image of Alan Kurdi in 2015, as well 
as natural disasters such as the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and 2010 Haiti earthquake 
coverage, are testament to potential power of images. However, counter to theories 
promoting powerful visual media effects, for instance the CNN-effect (Livingston, 
1997), the findings show that verbal content can play the leading role.
 More support for Model 3 was provided by the investigation into the mechanisms of 
multimodal framing (RQ3). Although heuristic and systematic pathways characterise 
visual and verbal frame processing, this did not hold for all individuals and issues. 
In a default low-effort mode, visuals can effectively impart information and influence 
decisions with minimal processing demands (Lang et al., 1999). However, depending 
on a number of factors – including the motivations of the viewer and the topic at hand 
– citizens may be inclined to systematically process an accompanying text.
 Compared to news videos, the deeper processing and stronger effects produced by 
news articles (RQ4), especially for the textual modality, is in line with minimal visual 
effects proposed by Model 2. In contrast with scholars advocating the power of dynamic 
TV visuals (Graber, 2001), the perception of emotionally-evocative visual frames 
might be prone to a “first-person effect” (Perlmutter, 1998). This involves journalists or 
politicians projecting their own emotional response to visuals, which is magnified by 
their proximity to the issue, onto the population at large – to whom they have access 
due to their profession. Thus, the real-world impact of visuals may be overstated, and 
particularly so for news videos. Instead, by providing the opportunity for deliberative 
processing, news articles and the text therein can be effective framing devices.
 Taken together, the weight of empirical evidence points towards Model 3: moderate 
and conditional influence of visual and verbal modalities in framing effects. This is further 
supported by the relatively small effects throughout in all empirical chapters. With this 
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in mind I now offer a normative assessment of this dissertations’ conclusions in light 
of the aspirations of liberal participatory democratic values (Strömbäck, 2005; Althaus, 
2012). 
 Contrary to the Enlightenment ideals of literacy and reason as the vessel for political 
decision-making, I argue that the influence of vivid visuals need not be a cause for 
democratic concern. Visual effects on political opinions and behaviours are contingent 
on the outcome variable, context, and medium and thus are not large and across-the-
board. Moreover, visual effects can sometimes be overshadowed by verbal input. That 
is not to say that visual political effects are non-existent. On the contrary, research has 
emphasised their impact, particularly when judging candidates (Grabe & Bucy, 2009; 
Todorov et al., 2005), and many instances – such as the image of Alan Kurdi in 2015, 
the beheading of western journalists by ISIS in 2014, and Sarin gas attacks in Syria in 
2013, to name a few recent examples – illustrate that an emotional response to images 
trigger (at the least) a discussion about international affairs issues and raise them up the 
public agenda (Wanta, 1988). Stimulating public deliberation about politics is certainly 
a positive contribution to democracy. However, deciding complex matters of foreign 
policy solely on an emotional response is not uniformly desirable. Fear in response 
to images of massed migrants at border fences, for instance, should not be the single 
determinant of immigration policy. Fortunately, my findings show that such reactions 
are probably not universal enough to engender an enduring change in public opinion. 
Moreover, practicalities of the situation and the historical and unfolding political 
dynamics are likely to outweigh visually-evoked popular sentiment in policy-making 
(Perlmutter, 1998; Robinson, 2002). 
 That said, normative assertions about multimodal effects should also consider 
their influence over different sectors of society. More or less politically sophisticated 
individuals, for instance, process information differently which leads to different 
outcomes. Political sophisticates are typically good at using heuristic decision cues, 
such as a candidate’s appearance, to make an informed voting decision, whereas non-
sophisticates perform less well (Lau & Redlawsk, 2001). Conversely, the ease with 
which visuals are processed and impart information mean that they may help to close 
the knowledge gap between citizens possessing different levels of education (Grabe & 
Myrick, 2016). Thus, as well influencing visuals can inform, and future research aiming 
to deliver normative assessments about multimodal media should study how these 
outcomes interact in political decision-making.
 To summarise: the evidence thus far points to citizens being only moderately 
influenced (see Model 3) and potentially better informed (e.g., Graber, 1996) through 
visuals in multimodal media. Ultimately, more focus is needed on the individual and 
stimulus-level differences that determine responses to multimodal news frames, which 
then should be linked to the aggregate level. As such, the jury is still out. However, when 
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considered in their proper multimodal context the democratic potential of visuals is 
promising. 

Theoretical implications
The core theoretical contribution of this dissertation is to place visuals alongside the 
verbal modality to build a multimodal understanding of how news frames influence 
decision-making. This heeds the call of scholars like Doris Graber and Roger Masters to 
take visuals seriously in political communication, and builds upon the efforts of those 
who have focused more squarely on visual media effects (e.g., Grabe & Bucy, 2009). 
Indeed, multimodality has mainly been studied in the realm of learning and memory 
(Graber, 1990; Lang, 1995; Reese, 1984), much of which focused on non-political 
content (e.g., Lang, 2006; Unnava et al., 1994), where the visual and verbal modalities 
are considered in terms of their information value. Thus, the empirical chapters fill 
a considerable research gap in our understanding of meaning-making in multimodal 
political communication. Moreover, they contribute to broader media effects research 
by systematically studying the processing and effects of multimodal messages in 
different media formats.
 The empirical chapters also build directly on Geise and Baden’s (2014) theoretical 
formulations of multimodal framing introduced in Chapter 1. The findings provide 
much corroborating evidence for their propositions, but also introduce nuance 
(e.g., outcome-specific results) as well as counterintuitive findings (e.g., stronger 
effects in articles than videos and articles) which extend current theory. Thus I now 
spend some time comparing the empirical findings with Geise and Baden’s (2014) 
theoretical assertions, addressing each of their propositions in turn. First, visuals are 
indeed superior to text in their salience attribution (proposition 1a picture superiority 
supported) and the open structure of visuals does allow interpretations and opinions to 
be guided by text. However, visuals can also convey a clear and powerful frame in their 
own right, which can evoke emotions and trigger political behaviours (proposition 
1b open/conventional structure partially supported). Second, the conventional codes 
of text can be particularly reliant on prior knowledge to decode, whereas, as long as 
images present a clear frame they can be quickly and easily interpreted with minimal 
polysemy (proposition 2 polysemy/strong codes not supported). That said, results 
suggest that this is contingent on the context, the specific frame, and the media format. 
Third, the relatively more systematic processing of text does guide interpretation better 
than the heuristic cues of images (proposition 3 associative/propositional configuration 
supported). Fourth, rich visuals do seem to provide a surplus of information for 
integration. Particularly in video form where structural production features and 
forced-pacing can detract from the frame compared to the more focused integration of 
verbal content (proposition 4 iterative/focused integration supported).
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 This updated state-of-affairs not only highlights where theory and empirical 
evidence diverge, but helps to sketch a research agenda for multimodal framing theory. 
Future studies should identify the conditions under which visuals’ relatively open and 
associative structure engenders polysemy and when it does not. One way to do this, in 
line with the earlier suggestion of increased focus on stimulus characteristics in framing 
research, is to systematically study ambiguity in news visuals. This would identify what 
level of visual clarity is required for visuals to drive interpretations, and when visual 
ambiguity would cause meaning to be determined by verbal content. This could be 
done with reference to specific political issues and contexts. For instance, by comparing 
the clear and readily-visualized contexts of war, conflict and protest, with issues that 
are more challenging and ambiguous in their visualisation, like climate change – where 
the onus is now on communication professionals and scholars to effectively convey 
the acute importance of this complex issue (O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Rebich-
Hesphana et al., 2015). Of course, future research effort should also be devoted to cross-
examining the other propositions supported by this dissertation. 
 Looking beyond Geise and Baden’s model, more research is needed on how multimodal 
effects endure over time and in today’s crowded, fragmented and competitive media 
environment. Indeed, future studies should focus on the extent to which motivated 
political reasoning, especially along partisan lines (Slothuus & de Vreese, 2010), applies 
to guiding our interpretation of visual as well as verbal news content. Another avenue 
to explore is the effects of the fleeting and fragmented viewing experiences promoted 
by scrolling through social media “timelines”. Does scanning of multimodal content in 
this way promote a more heuristic information processing approach that biases visual 
content over text? Finally, comparative studies could illustrate how the present media 
landscape affects the emergence of recent “iconic” images (e.g., Alan Kurdi) compared 
to those from the twentieth century (e.g., the ‘Napalm Girl’ or ‘Tank Man’ images). The 
trajectory of images from different generations to icon status is likely to differ greatly. 
Whether their effects on public opinion also differ is an interesting empirical question.
 Finally, this dissertation has empirically linked visual communication to frame 
processing research – identified as a lifeline for framing theory (Coleman, 2010; 
Cacciatore et al., 2016). Having taken this first step, I argue that a multimodal 
perspective can bring clarity to the underspecified mechanisms of accessibility and 
applicability (Scheufele & Iyengar, 2012). Specifically, I propose that the typically 
heuristic processing of salience-enhancing visuals have a particular ability to increase 
the accessibility of news frames in the minds of citizens. Visuals are both readily 
mediatized (e.g., the highly visual and personalized European refugee crisis) and 
quickly and easily processed by the viewer (Barry, 2005). Thus, highly visual issues 
should be both prominent in news and easy accessible in the mind of even minimally 
politically sophisticated citizens. In contrast, the systematic processing of a less 
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salient text should be an especially useful guide for determining the applicability of 
a frame. This may be particularly the case for complex issues, whose essence is less 
readily visualised (e.g., scientific and less temporally proximate issues such as climate 
change) and thus necessitate more systematic processing favouring textual content. So, 
for a highly salient issue that is subject to repeated news coverage, the visual content 
of multimodal news should increase its accessibility, but applicability may already be 
determined by one’s prior attitudes. For a less salient issue, visuals can also engender 
accessibility as long as the topic is visualizable enough to stimulate interest in the issue, 
whilst a text would be important for an applicability judgment as long as the reader has 
sufficient knowledge to decode it. Such complex and non-linear relationships between 
contextual, individual and stimulus factors provides ample opportunity for hypotheses 
testing and specifying the concepts underpinning multimodal framing effects.   

Practical implications
This dissertation offers up a number of concrete practical implications for producers as 
well as consumers of multimodal news media. 
 For journalists, the key take-away is that the choice of image to accompany a news 
text matters. Although a text is a stronger guide for the perceived meaning of the 
story and opinion formation (e.g., that measures to resettle refugees are failing and 
more resources should be devoted to help), the chosen image will determine viewers’ 
emotional response and subsequent actions (e.g., sympathy for homeless refugees 
which triggers donating behaviour). Therefore an unintentional clash between visual 
and verbal elements can lead to unwanted consequences. Furthermore, even when 
images are displayed in isolation – such as in online photo galleries or albums on highly 
visual social media platforms like Facebook – viewers are still able to extract a visual’s 
meaning and the resultant emotional response can influence political opinions and 
behaviours.
 Journalists should also consider the viewing experience of their readers, as this 
can exert a predictable influence on multimodal media effects. Viewers who foresee 
debating a news issue are more likely to be influenced by a story’s text. With this in 
mind, journalists could include a debate/chat function alongside news content to 
encourage deeper processing of textual arguments in their articles. By contrast, the 
perceptions and behaviours of a reader who is distracted (e.g., listening to music) will 
be swayed by news images. This is a useful insight for producers of charity material who 
could consider using emotional soundtracks to bolster the emotional and behavioural 
impact of their promotional images.
 Political parties, charities, NGOs, and other publishers attempting to endorse a 
particular frame should consider the format of their media message. Videos may be 
rich and vivid, but articles are more likely to influence viewers’ behaviours since they 
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are processed in greater depth. This is consistent with recent research showing that 
citizens still overwhelmingly opt for articles over videos when online (Kalogeropoulos 
et al., 2016), but is in contrast with increasing resources that have been devoted to 
creating video content in recent years (Bock, 2016).
 Finally, citizens should be receptive to their own perceptual preferences when 
viewing news media. This dissertation showed that the opinions and behaviours of 
those who tend to rely on visual or verbal thinking in daily life will be more strongly 
influenced by images and text, respectively. Thus, to achieve a more gratifying news 
media experience, users would be advised to consider emerging online journalistic 
formats in which news content and modality can be tailored or personalized to their 
own preferences (Bas & Grabe, 2015; Nguyen et al., 2017; see also blendle.com). The 
qualities and effects of such personalized visual political communication is a ready 
avenue for future research.

Methodological reflections
This dissertation used simple manipulations of visual-verbal congruence to test 
fundamental questions in multimodal framing theory. By adopting this design from 
studies of media learning and memory, the empirical findings set the stage for further 
investigations of both multimodal framing and media effects more broadly. The design, 
for instance, can be used to answer questions such as how visual and verbal streams 
contribute to media effects over time, and the extent to which each modality contributes 
to news selection.
 The degree of experimental control of potentially confounding factors is a particular 
strength of the empirical chapters. In all studies I matched the visual and verbal 
stimuli for several key variables in media effects research – including arousal, valence, 
salience, complexity, ambiguity and credibility. By doing so one can be highly certain 
that the findings are a result of the experimental manipulations and not an artefact. 
Maximising internal validity in this way is a novel approach to concept explication in 
visual communication and is a vital step towards heeding the call for increased rigour 
in framing research (Liu & Scheufele, 2016; Scheufele & Iyengar, 2012).
 This strength, however, could also be considered a weakness. Careful pre-testing to 
select a small number of stimuli in specific political contexts has the drawback of limiting 
the generalizability of the conclusions. I attempted to mitigate this issue, especially 
in Chapter 3, by using multiple issues relevant to different countries. Moreover, the 
control of extraneous factors means that the stimuli in the empirical chapters can 
be considered as archetypal visual and verbal exemplars of the frames they depict. 
Nevertheless, to complement the approach taken in this dissertation and evaluate the 
veracity of its conclusions, I urge for a multiple stimulus and context approach in future 
experimental studies of multimodal framing effects (Reeves et al, 2015). Better still 
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would be to seek triangulation through alternative methodologies. For instance, by 
harvesting and analysing visual and textual content on social media and linking this to 
online or real-world behaviour such as protesting (Corrigall-Brown & Wilkes, 2011). 
Or through field experiments whereby naturally-occurring variation in the occurrence 
of visual and multimodal political media is exploited – such as estimating the political 
effects of the use of candidate photographs in voting booths in different countries.
 The use of the experimental method necessarily limits external validity, although all 
stimuli in the empirical chapters did contain material drawn from actual news media. 
In Chapter 4 this also included a professional broadcast journalist who reviewed the 
articles and provided voice-overs for the news videos. A related artificiality is that 
participants experienced forced exposure to one of the stimulus conditions and thus 
were not able to select content of their own choosing. For a first investigation into 
multimodal framing effects this was a necessity. Moreover, this issue might not be so 
great since particularly powerful visuals are typically offered by news wire companies 
which are then used by multiple outlets and shared widely on social media – thus 
increasing the potential for incidental exposure. Nevertheless, testing multimodal media 
effects in free-choice environment is a vital next step, especially since the diversity of 
media choice engenders (partisan) selective exposure which is reinforced by the filter 
bubbles of social media (Sunstein, 2009; Van Aelst et al., 2017). Estimating multimodal 
effects in conditions of selective exposure is a vital step in gaining a full picture of the 
contribution of visuals and text to media effects (Arcenaux, Johnson & Cryderman, 
2011). Existing research suggests salient images could play a leading role (Zillmann et 
al, 2001). Moreover, this approach would help address the more fundamental question 
of the continued relevance of framing in today’s highly fragmented media environment 
(Cacciatore et al., 2016). 

Concluding remarks
People today are bombarded with more images than ever before in human history. How 
visuals interact with text in citizens’ sense-making of political issues is an important 
and understudied phenomenon at the heart of this dissertation. Despite a prevailing 
wisdom that powerful news images are “mainlined directly into the democracy’s 
emotional bloodstream,” (Morrow, 1993, p. 36), this dissertation shows that the impact 
of visuals in the multimodal media environment is more nuanced. Visuals evoke an 
emotional reaction which can drive political behaviour, but their heuristic cues often 
play second fiddle to systematically processed verbal content, especially when presented 
in news videos compared to articles. As such, I argue that visuals play a positive role 
in connecting with an often politically-detached audience. Moreover, citizens’ political 
preferences are not mindlessly given over to their gut-reaction to visual content. Rather, 
modalities, mechanisms and media formats matter when considering the effects of news 
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frames. By studying these factors this dissertation has taken a first step towards a fully 
multimodal empirical and theoretical explication of framing effects. Only once visuals 
are considered in their proper multimodal context do we achieve a clearer picture of 
their democratic potential.
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Appendix A1

Attention check results

65% of respondents passed an instructional manipulation check. 87% and 85% claimed 
to have been more than moderately attentive to the stimulus and survey questions, 
respectively. Inclusion or exclusion of relatively inattentive participants did not change 
the results.

Participant demographics: race, birthplace and education.

78% of participants were white, 8.3% Hispanic, 4.3% black or African American, 4% 
American Indian or Alaskan native, 0.9% another race, and 4.3% declined to respond. 

87.4% of participants were U.S. born, 8.3% foreign born, and 4.3% declined to respond.

Educational background ranged from those with no high-school diploma to those with 
a doctorate degree, with over a third (36.6%) educated to Bachelor’s degree level.
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Example stimulus from Chapter 2. An incongruent image-text stimulus is shown, 
combining a risk text with an uncropped obligation image.

Central African Republic: UN ‘may need 10,000 
troops’

The UN believes at least 10,000 peacekeeping troops will be required 
in any force sent to end violence in Central African Republic, the 
French UN envoy says.

Ambassador Gerard Araud described the bloodshed in CAR as “uncontrollable”. 
Speaking to reporters, Mr Araud said the African Union force in the country, intending 
to reach 6,000 troops, “is considered now too low because frankly the situation is very 
very dire and the country is huge”.
About a million people - 20% of the population - have fl ed their homes during months 
of fi ghting, aft er rebels seized power in March.

“Terrorising with the threat of violent militancy”
Security Council members have been alarmed by the cycle of vengeance between 
warring militia in the Central African Republic, says Professor Patrick Larson, chair of 
international relations at the London School of Economics and Political Science.
“Th e aggressors in CAR are inciting fear, terrorising others with the threat of violent 
militancy.” He adds, “Th ere is concern that without an international response the 
situation will degenerate into a countrywide sectarian divide and anger and violence 
will spiral out of control.”
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“A dangerous proposition”
“There is, however, real scepticism whether international powers will take the risks and 
contribute to the force. A mission to deliver peace is a dangerous proposition, and the 
international community is reluctant to accept the hazards of a distant and perilous 
conflict.” Professor Larson said there is fear that intervention will threaten spreading 
Islamic extremism across the region, fanning the flames of hatred and violent conflict.
France, the former colonial power, currently has 1,600 troops in CAR, working with 
some 4,000 from African countries.



126

Appendix A3

Rationale and details of the three pilot experiments used to generate 
experimental stimuli.
Extra steps were taken to pre-test a number of candidate images and text articles. This 
was with the aim to ensure that the chosen stimuli depicted the obligation and risk frames 
and were matched on several measures of stimulus appraisal. These included arousal, 
valence, salience, ambiguity, complexity, and credibility. These stimulus characteristics 
have been shown to influence framing effects (e.g., Schuck & de Vreese, 2006), memory 
(e.g., Oschner, 2000), and emotional responses (e.g., Russell, 1980; Ewbank, Barnard, 
Croucher, Ramponi & Calder, 2009). By matching these variables across experimental 
conditions, I was able to rule out the influence of many extraneous factors of particular 
importance when considering visual effects. Therefore a strong claim can be made that 
results were a product of the framing manipulation. The following paragraphs describe 
steps taken to select the stimuli via three pilot experiments. 

Pilot experiment 1: Image selection
I evaluated ten candidate images from the obligation frame that clearly depicted 
victims of the conflict in CAR and ten from the risk frame that clearly depicted 
belligerent militants in CAR. N = 286 American adults were recruited via Amazon 
Mechanical Turk. Participants viewed one randomly selected obligation and one 
risk image, after which they were asked to judge the extent each image conveyed the 
“obligation to intervene” in the conflict in CAR and the “risks of intervening” in the 
conflict. Several measures of participant’s appraisal of the image were also taken. These 
included appraised arousal (“the image made you calm – alert”), valence (“the image 
was negative – positive”), salience (“the image was attention-grabbing”), ambiguity (“the 
situation conveyed in the images was ambiguous – clear”), visual complexity (“the image 
was visually simple – complex”), and credibility (“the image was similar to other images 
you see in war and conflict news reporting”). All measures used a 1-7 Likert scale. Aside 
from one exemplar which was excluded from further comparisons, all images in the 
obligation category conveyed significantly more obligation than risk (all p < .03), and 
all images in the risk category conveyed significantly more risk than obligation (all 
p < .002). Images were then compared on the image appraisal measures and one was 
selected from each framing category that were matched on all measures (all p > .3). 

Pilot experiment 2: Maximising image-text congruence
A student sample (N = 159) were asked to list their thoughts and feelings they had 
whilst viewing the 20 images rated in pilot experiment 1. The most frequently listed 
thoughts for the selected obligation image included words such as piteous, poor 
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conditions, poverty, hunger, sorry and compassion. Most frequently elicited thoughts 
for the risk image included violence, weapons, war, fear, danger, anger and scared. Next, 
three candidate stimulus articles were downloaded from the BBC website. These were 
shortened and several words and phrases were modified to achieve an obligation and 
risk version of each. These modifications used phrases typical of the obligation and risk 
frames and the key words and phrases from the thought listing output. In addition, the 
obligation articles emphasised the plight of victims like those depicted in the obligation 
image, and the risk articles described the terror caused by militants like those depicted 
in the risk image. A control version of each article was also created by removing the 
words and phrases used to achieve the frame manipulations.

Pilot experiment 3: Text selection
The three candidate articles with an obligation, risk and control version of each (nine 
articles in total) were included in the final pilot experiment. Participants were again 
recruited via Amazon Mechanical Turk (N = 261) and asked to complete the same 
measures as in pilot experiment 1. Again, I aimed to select an article that best met 
the frame manipulations and that was matched on the stimulus appraisal measures. 
An article that best met the selection criteria was chosen, with the obligation version 
rated as conveying significantly more obligation than risk and vice versa for the risk 
version (both p < .004). To assess the control version, a difference score was generated 
by subtracting the risk rating from the obligation rating for each participant so that 
positive scores indicated perceived obligation and negative scores indicated perceived 
risk. The mean difference score for each version of the article was as follows: obligation 
(M = 3.07, SD = 2.13), control (M = 0.86, SD = 2.12), risk (M = -1.33, SD = 2.43),. 
Importantly, there was a significant difference between the obligation and risk frame 
manipulations (p<.001) and the control article achieved a good balance, almost exactly 
between the obligation and risk versions. Furthermore, the difference between the 
control compared to the obligation and risk conditions was strongly significant (control 
vs. obligation, p < .001; control vs. risk, p < .001). Finally, but importantly, each version 
of the article were matched on all stimulus appraisal measures – arousal, valence, 
salience, ambiguity, complexity and credibility (all p > .1).



128

Appendix A4

Additional analyses showing the mechanisms of framing effects for 
support for intervention in the image-text combination conditions.
This appendix supplements the ‘Indirect effects of emotions’ subsection of the Results 
section. The aim is to provide additional insights on the emotional and cognitive 
consequences of images and text that are beyond the scope of the main study, but 
which can inform future research on the mechanisms of multimodal framing effects. 
Shown here are moderated mediation of participants’ support for intervention in the 
image-text combination conditions. The results, showing indirect effects of emotion 
conditioned (on the b-path) on participants issue-specific knowledge, are described 
below. 

Moderated mediation results
As in the main study, conditional indirect effects were assessed using Hayes PROCESS-
macro in SPSS (Hayes, 2013, model 14) and 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence 
intervals based on 10,000 bootstrap samples were used for statistical inference. 
 For the main effect of image frame, there was a conditional indirect effect of anger on 
participants’ support for intervention. Those who viewed a stimulus with an obligation 
image experienced increased anger which in turn increased support for intervention, 
but only for those with low knowledge of the conflict in CAR. This is shown in Figure 
1 and Table 1a.
 For the main effect of text frame, there was a conditional indirect effect of fear on 
participants’ support for intervention. Those who viewed a stimulus with a risk image 
experienced increased fear which in turn decreased support for intervention, but only 
for those with low knowledge of the conflict in CAR. This is shown in Figure 2 and 
Table 1b.



129

+

Appendices

Appendix A3, Figure 1. Mediation model for the main eff ect of image frame in the image-text 

combination conditions. Showing the indirect of anger conditioned on the b-path by participants’ 

issue-specifi c knowledge. Unstandardized beta coeffi  cients are reported, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p 

< .001. Th e confi dence interval for the conditional indirect eff ect of anger (b = .02, SE = .01) was 

entirely above zero (.0013 to .0497).

Appendix A3, Figure 2. Mediation model for the main eff ect of text frame in the image-text 

combination conditions. Showing the indirect of fear conditioned on the b-path by participants’ 

issue-specifi c knowledge. Unstandardized beta coeffi  cients are reported, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p 

< .001. Th e confi dence interval for the conditional indirect eff ect of fear (b = .02, SE = .01) was 

entirely above zero (.0013 to .0587).
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Table 1. Statistical inference for conditional indirect effects.

a) Main effect of image frame: Effect of anger on support for intervention at different levels of 

issue-specific knowledge.

Moderator value Conditional indirect effect at mean and ±1 SD
(N = 673) Boot effect Boot SE 95BCI-LL 95BCI-UL
Low knowledge, -1 SD (1.20) -.04 .02 -.1034 -.0035
Average knowledge (2.74) -.01 .01 -.0481 .0050
High knowledge, +1 SD (4.28) .02 .02 -.0100 .0707

b)  Main effect of text frame: Effect of fear on support for intervention at different levels of issue-

specific knowledge.

Moderator value Conditional indirect effect at mean and ±1 SD
(N = 445) Boot effect Boot SE 95BCI-LL 95BCI-UL
Low knowledge, -1 SD (1.17) -.05 .03 -.1358 -.0078
Average knowledge (2.67) -.02 .02 -.0773 .0014
High knowledge, +1 SD (4.16) .00 .02 -.0357 .0666

Note. Bootstrap confidence intervals (95BCI) that do not contain zero within their lower (LL) or 

upper (UL) limit indicate significant moderation.

The results in this appendix show that framing effects occurred indirectly through 
participants’ emotional responses, which influenced participants’ support for a policy 
of intervention conditionally depending on their knowledge of the issue. Knowledge 
effectively dampened the framing effects observed by moderating the influence of 
emotions on policy support. Furthermore, this supports the proposal in the main 
chapter that when text exerts a framing effect, the psychological mechanisms involve 
relatively more cognitive processing dependent on prior knowledge than framing 
effects driven by an image (Sparks et al. 1998).
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Appendix B1

Stimulus from Chapter 3 Experiment 1. An incongruent image-text stimulus is shown, 
combining a risk image with an obligation text. Other stimuli from study 1 can be 
requested from the authors.

Central African Republic: UN ‘may need 10,000 
troops’

The UN believes at least 10,000 peacekeeping troops will be required 
in any force sent to end sorrow in Central African Republic, the French 
UN envoy says.

Ambassador Gerard Araud described the humanitarian crisis in CAR as “unbearable”. 
Speaking to reporters, Mr Araud said the African Union force in the country, intending 
to reach 6,000 troops, “is considered now too low because frankly the situation is very 
very dire and the country is huge”.
About a million people - 20% of the population - have fl ed their homes during months 
of misery, aft er rebels seized power in March.

“Helpless to crippling poverty and hunger”
Security Council members have been alarmed by the cycle of vengeance between 
sectarian groups in the Central African Republic, says Professor Patrick Larson, chair 
of international relations at the London School of Economics and Political Science. 
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“The people in CAR are living in piteous conditions, helpless to crippling poverty 
and hunger.” He adds, “There is concern that without an international response the 
situation will degenerate into a countrywide sectarian divide and misery and despair 
will spiral out of control.” 

“Show compassion”
“There is now a real obligation for international powers to show compassion and 
contribute to the force. A mission to deliver peace is a realistic proposition and the 
international community have a responsibility to protect the population and end their 
grief.” Professor Larson said there is hope that intervention will curb a spreading refugee 
crisis in the region, providing much needed humanitarian relief and preventing famine.
France, the former colonial power, currently has 1,600 troops in CAR, working with 
some 4,000 from African countries.
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Appendix B2

Stimulus from Chapter 3 Experiment 2, and Chapter 4. An incongruent image-text 
stimulus is shown, combining a victim image with an intruder text. Th e other stimuli 
from study 2 (including the Dutch versions) can be requested from the authors.

EU immigration crisis: More efforts needed to 
share the burden in 2016

In the summer of 2015 Europe experienced the highest infl ux of refugees since the 
second world war. 
Most have come from war-torn Syria where a third of the population has been displaced, 
and over 4 million have fl ed the country.

Antonio Guterres, head of the UN refugee agency, said “more eff orts are needed to 
share the burden but there are clear anti-foreigner sentiments.”
“Many governments in Europe are rigidly interested in preventing intrusions by illegal 
immigrants. Some will use their armed forces to protect their borders.”

Germany took in approximately 800,000 people in 2015 – more than the entire EU in 
2014 – only to later impose temporary border controls. As yet, no EU-wide solution 
has been found.
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Appendix B3

Details of the scales used in the study. Including the processing pathway manipulation 
check scale, and the processing style variables used for moderation analyses.

Processing pathway manipulation checks
Four items were adapted from Wolski and Nabi’s (2000) message processing depth scale, 
designed to assess ability, motivation and overall depth of information processing. Th e 
four items included: I was motivated to read this article; I paid close attention to each point 
that was made; I thought deeply about the contents; my mind wandered as I read the article 
(last item reversed; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .81). In Experiment 1, 
processing depth was signifi cantly diff erent across the processing conditions, F(2, 1241) = 
157.05, p < .001, ƞp

2 = .20. Stimuli were processed most deeply in the systematic processing 
condition (M = 5.46, SD = 1.17), followed by the control condition (M = 5.28, SD = 1.28), 
followed by the heuristic condition (M = 3.97, SD = 1.15). Post-hoc tests showed that all 
diff erences were signifi cant (all p < .03), suggesting that the processing manipulations were 
successful. 
 Th e same items were used to assess the success of the processing pathway 
manipulations in Experiment 2. Th e outcome of these checks are included in the main 
text. 

Moderator scales
Th is section includes details of the information processing style moderator variables 
used in Experiment 1 and Experiment 2. Reliability scores for these scales from both 
experiments are detailed in the main study.

Need for Cognition
As detailed in the chapter, the 18-item Need for Cognition scale was used in Experiment 
1 (Cacioppo, Petty & Fao, 1984). A 6-item version used in previous studies (Bakker & 
Yelkes, 2016; Bullock, 2011) was used in Experiment 2. Th e 6-item version is shown in 
the table below. Dutch translations of these items were taken from the Longitudinal 
Internet Studies for the Social sciences (LISS; 2015) study panel (www.lissdata.nl/
dataarchive/study_units/view/639). 
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6-item Need for Cognition (from Bullock, 2011)

Item Wording Response scale

1 Some people prefer to solve simple problems instead of complex 
ones. Other people prefer to solve complex problems instead of 
simple ones. What is your preference?

Greatly prefer simple 
problems (1); greatly prefer 
complex problems (7).

2 How much pleasure do you get from thinking? None (1); a great deal (7). 

3 Some people prefer to think about small, daily projects. Other 
people prefer to think about big, long-term projects. What is your 
preference?

Greatly prefer small, daily 
projects (1); greatly prefer 
big, long-term projects (7).

4 How much do you like or dislike thinking long and hard for hours? Dislike a lot (1); like a lot (7).

5 How much do you like or dislike having responsibility for handling 
situations that require lots of thinking?

Dislike a lot (1); like a lot (7).

6 After finishing a task that required a lot of mental effort, do you feel 
more relieved than satisfied, or more satisfied than relieved?

Much more relieved than 
satisfied (1); much more 
satisfied than relieved (7).

Need for Affect
The 11-item need for affect scale (Sojka & Giese, 1997) was used in both Experiment 
1 and Experiment 2. Examples of scale items include, “I am a feeling person,” “I make 
decisions with my heart,” and “I enjoy trying to explain my feelings – even if it’s only to 
myself.” (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree).

Visual-Verbal Style of Processing
Preference for a visual or verbal information processing style was assessed in Experiment 
1 using the 22-item Style of Processing scale (Childs, Houston & Heckler, 1985). The 
scale comprises a visual subscale (11 items) and a verbal subscale (11 items). These are 
recoded in the full scale such that low scores indicate a preference for visual processing 
and high scores a preference for verbal processing. 
 Due to time and resource restrictions in Experiment 2, the SoP scale was reduced 
to 12 items. A combination of methods were used to inform this decision, including 
content validity checking, and principal components analysis and reliability analysis 
using the data from Experiment 1. Principal components analysis showed that most of 
the items (16) loaded on two factors concerning (a) mental imagery and (b) word use/
enjoyment. These factors closely matched the concept of interest – i.e., the mental use 
of words and pictures when processing information. Other items, for instance those 
regarding daydreaming, did not and were discarded. Reliability analysis converged on 
12 items that both formed a reliable scale and met the content validity checks. These 
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comprised six items from the visual subscale and six from the verbal subscale, striking 
a balance between economy of space and optimization of scale reliability and content 
validity (Bakker & Yelkes, 2016). The final 12-item scale is shown in the table below.

12-item Style of Processing Scale (adapted from Childers, Houston & Heckler, 1985)

Item Wording Visual/Verbal subscale

1 I enjoy doing work that requires the use of words. Verbal

2 There are some special times in my life that I like to relive by mentally 
“picturing” just how everything looked.

Visual

3 I do a lot of reading. Verbal

4 I think using mental images and not using words. Visual

5 I generally prefer to use a diagram than a written set of instructions. Visual

6 I like to picture how I could fix up my apartment or room if I could buy 
anything I wanted.

Visual

7 I enjoy learning new words. Verbal

8 I find it helps to think in terms of mental pictures when doing many 
things.

Visual

9 I like learning new words. Verbal

10 When I have forgotten something I frequently try to form a mental 
“picture” to remember it.

Visual

11 I prefer to read instructions about how to do something rather than have 
someone show me.

Verbal

12 I prefer activities that don’t require a lot of reading. Verbal

Note. Response scale: always false (1); usually false (2); usually true (3); always true (4).
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Details of the pilot experiments used to generate stimuli for Chapter 3, 
Experiment 2.
Extra steps were taken to ensure that the images and texts used to construct the stimulus 
articles clearly showed the victim and intruder frames, and also that they were matched 
on several important and potentially confounding factors. These factors included 
perceived arousal, salience, ambiguity, complexity, and credibility, which have been 
shown to influence framing effects (Schuck & de Vreese, 2006), information processing 
(Lang, 1995), memory (Oschner, 2000) and emotional responses (Russell, 1980). By 
matching the frame conditions on these variables one can rule out the extraneous 
influence of these potential confounds, which is particularly important for visual stimuli 
that by nature are difficult to control in an experimental context. Therefore a strong 
claim can be made that the results were a product of the framing manipulation. The steps 
taken to select the stimuli via two pilot experiments are described below.

Pilot experiment 1: Image selection and thought-listing
In the first pre-test I evaluated five images from the victim frame that clearly showed 
refugees as suffering victims of the crisis, and five images from the intruder frame the 
clearly showed refugees as burdensome and hostile intruders. N = 110 British adults 
were recruited via the online panel Crowdflower. Participants viewed four images – 
two randomly allocated from the victim frame condition and two from the intruder 
condition. After viewing each image they were asked to rate the extent to which the 
image showed Syrian refugees attempting to travel to Europe as: (1) victims and 
(2) intruders. Afterwards the other image appraisal measures were taken: arousal  
(“the image made you calm – alert”), salience (“the image was attention-grabbing”), 
ambiguity (“the situation conveyed in the images was ambiguous – clear”), visual 
complexity (“the image was visually simple – complex”), and credibility (“the image 
was similar to other images you see in news coverage of the European refugee crisis”). All 
measures used a 1 – 7 Likert scale. One image was selected from each frame category 
that differed significantly on the victim and intruder frame rating scales (both p < .001) 
and that was matched on all of the control measures (all p > .05).
 In addition to these measures, participants were also asked to list the thoughts and 
feelings they had when viewing each image. For the victim images words included 
sorry, sad, sympathy, desperate, pity and displaced. For the intruder images, listed words 
included angry, worried, violence, intruders, borders and scared. These words were then 
used in writing the stimulus texts – described in more detail below. This was done to 
maximize congruence between the visual and text stimuli.
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Pilot experiment 2: Text selection
Three candidate articles were downloaded from the BBC News website. These were 
shortened and phrases were modified to achieve the victim and intruder framed version 
of each article. In addition to the words from the thought-listing output described 
above, reports from the websites of the UN High Commission for Refugees and the 
Daily Express were used to source words and phrases for the frame modifications. These 
included words such as protect victims, suffering, humanely, help, sorrow, tragedy and 
refugee in the victim condition, and protect borders, burden, hostile, violence, intruders 
and flood of migrants in the intruder condition. A control/balanced version of each 
article was also created by removing the words and phrases used to achieve the frame 
manipulations. The articles were then translated to Dutch using the widely accepted 
translation-back-translation method with the authors resolving any discrepancies. 
The three articles with a victim, intruder and control version of each (nine articles 
in total) were included in the pilot experiment. Crowdflower was used to recruit  
N = 93 Dutch adults who were asked to read three articles – one framed version of each 
article – and completed the same measures as in pilot experiment 1. Again, the aim 
was to select an article that best achieved the frame manipulations and was matched 
on the control measures. Since a control version was included for each article, a ‘frame 
index’ was calculated by subtracting the intruder rating from the victim rating for 
each participant so that positive scores indicated perception of victims and negative 
scores indicated perception of intruders. For the selected article, the mean frame index 
score for each version was as follows: victim (M = 2.65, SD = 2.88), control (M = 1.35,  
SD = 3.01), intruder (M = -0.50, SD = 2.87). There was a significant difference in 
frame rating between each version (p < .001). Moreover, each version of the article 
was matched on the control measures – arousal, salience, ambiguity, complexity and 
credibility (all p < .2).
 Finally, the framed versions of the images and texts were combined into the 
congruent and incongruent stimuli, one of which can be viewed at Appendix A2.

Manipulation checks in the main study
Manipulation checks were also included in the main study to assess whether the 
frame conditions were detected with the images and texts combined in congruent and 
incongruent pairs. Note that this provides a stricter manipulation check than the pilot 
experiments above which tested the images and texts in isolation. To do so, the same 
frame rating measures were collected and a frame index score was again calculated. 
Stimuli with a victim image (M = 2.51, SD = 2.56) had a higher frame index score than 
stimuli with an intruder image (M = 1.81, SD = 2.64), F(1, 1223) = 22.40, p < .001. In 
addition, stimuli with a victim text (M = 2.43, SD = 2.61) had a higher frame index 
score than stimuli with a control text (M = 2.15, SD = 2.55) which were higher than 
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stimuli with an intruder text (M = 1.89, SD = 2.67), F(2, 1223) = 4.43, p = .012. This 
confirms the results from pilot experiments 1 and 2 that the framing manipulations 
were effective.
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Appendix B5

Image-text congruence analysis
The experimental design provided the opportunity to attempt a replication of findings 
from previous media effects studies of image-text congruence. This specifically refers 
to the recent studies comparing the effects of congruent and incongruent image-text 
pairings on opinions and behavioural intentions, rather than earlier literature focusing 
on memory and learning. To summarize, this work has shown that visual inputs tend 
to determine behavioural intentions (Seo and Dillard, 2016) whilst text can influence 
opinions (Powell, Boomgaarden, De Swert & de Vreese, 2015). However, this can 
depend on the context and the dependent variable (Boomgaarden et al., 2016). 
 Using the control processing conditions from Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 
(i.e., only those participants who experienced no load and no debate manipulation), 
I assess whether these results replicate in two different samples drawn from different 
participant pools when reading news articles about different issues. This approach is 
important for assessing the veracity of previous findings in the literature. Moreover, 
actual donation behaviour was measured, this goes beyond previous studies using self-
reported behavioural intentions. 
 Analyses were conducted on the data from Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 separately. 
For Experiment 1 this involved two 2-way ANOVAs: one for each dependent variable 
– opinion (i.e., support for intervention in the conflict) and monetary donation (to 
the Red Cross). For Experiment 2 a two-way ANOVA was conducted on the opinion 
variable (i.e., opposition to refugees), whilst a logistic regression was conducted on the 
binary donation variable (to Doctors Without Borders). For all analyses, main effects 
of the image frame (obligation, risk) and text frame (obligation, control, risk) and 
image*text interaction effects were tested.

Experiment 1
There was a significant main effect of the text frame on participants’ support for 
intervention, F(2, 429) = 5.83, p = .003, ƞp

2 = .026. Support was lowest in those who 
viewed a stimulus with a risk text (M = 4.68, SD = 1.25), and significantly lower 
compared to those who read a control text (M = 4.95, SD = 1.24, p = .068) and 
obligation text (M = 5.17, SD = 1.11, p = .001). The difference between the obligation 
and control text conditions did not reach significance at conventional levels (p = 
.116). Shown below in Figure D1. No main effect of the image frame, nor image*text 
interaction was observed. 
 For participants’ donations a significant main effect of image frame was observed, 
F(1, 402) = 8.42, p = .004, ƞp

2 = .021. Those who viewed a stimulus with an obligation 
image (M = 15.53, SD = 15.20) donated more than those who viewed a risk image 
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(M = 11.29, SD = 14.08). See Figure D2 below. No main effect of the text frame, nor 
image*text interaction was observed. 

Experiment 2
No significant effects of the image and text frames, nor image*text interactions, were 
observed on the data from Experiment 2. 

Summary
Findings from Experiment 1 replicate the results of AUTHORS and Seo and Dillard 
(2016). Opinions were influenced by the frame of the text regardless of the accompanying 
image. Donation behaviour was determined by the image frame irrespective of the 
linked text. 
 However, this was not the case for Experiment 2. Effects of the image and text frames 
were only observed when the processing pathway manipulations and processing style 
measures were included in the analyses (i.e., in the analyses presented in the main 
staudy).
 Taken together, these results provide some corroboration for distinct roles of images 
and text in framing effects that has been observed in other contexts beyond international 
affairs news (Seo & Dillard, 2016). However, the null findings in Experiment 2 show 
that this pattern of results does not hold for all contexts and stimuli. Indeed, it could 
be that highly salient context of the refugee crisis contributed to this outcome, which 
discussed further in the Discussion section of the main chapter. 
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Appendix B5,Figure 1. Main eff ect of text frame on opinion towards intervention.

Appendix B5, Figure 2. Main eff ect of image frame on donation behaviour.
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A small selection of online news articles from 2011-16 showing examples of the 
obligation and risk frames used in Experiment 1.

Libya 2011
Clemons, S. (2011, March 12). Viewpoint: Libya intervention ‘brings huge risks’. 
Retrieved from http://www.bbc.co.uk/. 

Syria 2012-13
Fox News (2013, August 30). Obama says US has ‘obligation’ to act on Syria, cites intel 
findings. Retrieved from http://www.foxnews.com/; 

Myers, S. L. & Shane, S. (2012, August 21). Risks of Syrian intervention limit options for 
US. Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/. 

Iraq and Syria 2014-16
Coughlin, C. (2015, November 26). Britain has a moral obligation to intervene militarily 
in Syria. Retrieved from http://www.telegraph.co.uk/. 

Heydemann, S. (2016, March 14). Why the United States hasn’t intervened in Syria. 
Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/.
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Appendix C1

Rationale and pre-testing procedure for stimulus selection.
I wanted to ensure that the victim and intruder (and control) framed stimuli depicted 
these frames but also, importantly, were matched for several potentially confounding 
factors known to influence framing effects (Schuck & de Vreese, 2006), emotional 
responses (e.g., Russell, 19880) and information processing (Lang, 1995). These factors 
included perceived arousal, salience ambiguity, complexity and credibility. In doing 
so I can be reasonably certain that any differences between the frame conditions are 
caused by the frame manipulation themselves and not by other confounds. In addition 
I wanted to ensure that the video and article versions of the stimuli contained the same 
content as far as possible. This enables us to make a meaningful comparisons of the 
frames presented in the article and video formats. These goals were achieved through 
three pilot experiments are described below.

Pilot experiment 1: Video selection
First I collated clips from videos on various news websites and YouTube that showed 
refugees from the crisis as victims and intruders. For the victim frame this included 
refugees, especially women and children, suffering tragic conditions – including being 
huddled into boats, being pulled from the sea and being given medical care and sleeping 
on streets without proper shelter. For the intruder frame this included large numbers 
of often hostile adult male refugees who appeared threatening – including hordes 
of refugees climbing over or under security fences, acting violently towards border 
security, and large groups walking along the side of a road. These clips were combined 
to form 15 second segments which were sandwiched between two factual video clips 
about the crisis which remained the same across all conditions (as described in the 
main study). In total six candidate victim videos and six candidate intruder videos 
were taken forward to the pilot experiment. All candidate videos lasted approximately 
50 seconds and contained the same structure – factual introduction, framed content, 
factual conclusion. Background sound was removed from the videos so that participants 
in the pilot experiment only saw the visual stream without any audio. 
 N = 236 British adults were recruited via Crowdflower, an online crowdsourcing 
panel. Every participant was randomly assigned to view one of the six videos in each 
frame condition – i.e., one victim video and one intruder video. After viewing each 
video, participants were asked to rate the extent to which the video showed Syrian 
refugees attempting to travel to Europe as: (1) victims and (2) intruders. Then followed 
questions assessing the control measures: arousal (“the image made you calm – alert”), 
salience (“the image was attention-grabbing”), ambiguity (“the situation conveyed in 
the images was ambiguous – clear”), visual complexity (“the image was visually simple 
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– complex”), and credibility (“the image was similar to other images you see in news 
coverage of the European refugee crisis”). All measures used a 1 – 7 Likert scale. A 
victim video and intruder video were chosen that differed significantly in the extent to 
which they depicted refugees as victims and intruders (both p < .001). Importantly, the 
selected videos were also matched on all of the control measures (all p > .1).

Pilot experiment 2: Image selection and thought-listing
Screenshots were taken of the framed sections of the videos in order to obtain images 
to be used in the articles. Five screenshots of the selected victim video and five of the 
intruder video taken forward for pilot testing. Again, the aim was to select a victim and 
intruder framed image that differed in their portrayal of the frames but were matched 
on the control factors. N = 110 British adults were recruited Crowdflower. Participants 
viewed four images – two randomly allocated from the victim frame condition and two 
from the intruder frame. The same frame ratings and control measures were asked after 
participants viewed each image. A victim image and intruder image were selected that 
differed significantly on the frame rating scales (both p < .001) and that was matched 
for arousal, salience, ambiguity, complexity and credibility (all p > .05).
 In addition to these measures, participants were also asked to list the thoughts and 
feelings they had when viewing each image. For the victim images words included 
sorry, sad, sympathy, desperate, pity and displaced. For the intruder images, listed words 
included angry, worried, violence, intruders, borders and scared. These words were then 
used in writing the stimulus texts – described in more detail below. This was done to 
maximize congruence between the visual and verbal stimuli.

Pilot experiment 3: Text selection
Three candidate article texts were downloaded from the BBC News website. These were 
shortened and phrases were modified to achieve the victim and intruder framed version 
of each text. In addition to the words from the thought-listing output described above, 
reports from the UN High Commission for Refugees and the Daily Express were used to 
source extra words and phrases for the frame modifications. These included protect victims, 
suffering, humanely, help, tragedy and refugee in the victim condition. And protect borders, 
burden, hostile, threat and flood of migrants in the intruder condition. A control/balanced 
version of each article was also created by removing the framed words and phrases. After 
being translated to Dutch, the victim, intruder and control versions of each of the three 
candidate articles (nine articles in total) were included in the pilot experiment. 
 Crowdflower was used to recruit N = 93 Dutch adults who were asked to read three 
articles – one framed version of each article – and completed the same measures as the 
previous pilot studies. Again, we aimed to select an article text that best achieved the frame 
manipulations and was matched on the control measures. To analyse the control version 
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of each article, a ‘frame index’ was calculated by subtracting the intruder rating from the 
victim rating for each participant so that positive scores indicated perception of victims and 
negative scores indicated perception of intruders. For the selected article, the mean frame 
index score for each version was as follows: victim (M = 2.65, SD = 2.88), control (M = 1.35, 
SD = 3.01), intruder (M = -0.50, SD = 2.87). There was a significant difference in frame 
rating between each version (p < .001). Moreover, each framed version was matched on all 
control measures (all p < .2).
 To create the audio for the stimulus videos, a professional radio broadcaster was 
recruited to read the selected texts. When recording these audio clips he made every effort 
to ensure that his tone of voice remained the same for each of the framed versions.
 Finally, the framed versions of the visuals and audio (for the videos) and images and 
texts (for the articles) were combined into the congruent and incongruent stimuli. All of 
the video stimuli can be viewed in Appendix C2 below. One article stimulus can be viewed 
in Appendix B2.
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Appendix C2

Stimulus videos used in the study.
All six stimulus videos (in Dutch) can be viewed by following the links below.

1. Victim visual – victim audio: https://youtu.be/jkJoJl0Fx6k 
2. Victim visual – control audio: https://youtu.be/l5AuWl7Lf9k 
3. Victim visual – intruder audio: https://youtu.be/vs2CMWNGSS8 
4. Intruder visual – victim audio: https://youtu.be/q5gnpjB6cLs 
5. Intruder visual – control audio: https://youtu.be/H5aUOsSW3Mw 
6. Intruder visual – intruder audio: https://youtu.be/xuAOqUTN7b8 
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English Summary

Words and images in news media play a vital role in defining, or framing, citizens’ 
understanding of political issues. The European refugee crisis provides a prime example 
of news frames in action. On the one hand, many news outlets framed refugees in 
written texts as innocent victims of the Syrian war, alongside images of suffering families 
sleeping rough or being pulled out of stricken boats. On the other hand, other news 
media wrote of ‘floods’ of hostile intruders posing a threat to Europe, accompanied by 
images of aggressive (especially male) crowds. Both still and moving images were an 
important part of this news coverage – the widespread public outcry to the image of 
the drowned Syrian boy on a beach in Turkey is testament to this. So far, however, no 
research exists about how visual and verbal elements in news work together to frame 
citizens’ understanding of politics.
 This dissertation fills this gap by providing first evidence of how images and text 
combine to deliver multimodal framing effects. This is important since news frames 
influence the decision making of public and politicians alike, and, in turn, can impact 
policy-making. To explore the influence of multimodal media over political decision-
making, I use three experimental studies employing news coverage about war, conflict 
and crisis – a prime source of powerful visual news coverage. I measure citizens’ 
emotional and cognitive responses. And, in turn, how these responses influence 
political opinions and behaviours (such as support for asylum seekers, and donating 
money and petition-signing to help refugees). Finally, I examine how the effects of 
multimodal frames differ in different media formats – news articles and videos. Four 
key conclusions are drawn from this research:

Conclusion 1: When presented in isolation, news images produce 
stronger effects on political opinions and behaviours than text.
Visuals are more frequently taking centre-stage in news coverage, and often appear in 
stand-alone image galleries – especially in reporting of conflict and crisis. The second 
chapter of this dissertation shows that even single images presented in isolation can 
influence political opinions and behaviours, and in fact are more powerful than news 
text. For instance, citizens who see an image framing refugees as suffering victims of 
foreign war are more likely to support military intervention in the conflict than if they 
read a text with the same frame. Emotions play an important role in these image effects 
– sympathy evoked helping behaviour and fear triggered avoidance.
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Conclusion 2: When images and text are presented together, as they 
are in a typical news report, the image influences political behaviours, 
whereas the text determines political opinions.
Of course, news articles typically contain an image and text together. A second goal of 
the second chapter was to investigate how these modalities interact to frame political 
opinions and behaviour. Findings show that the contribution of visual and textual 
modalities is nuanced, depending on the outcome variable. Specifically, political 
behaviours, such as donating money or petition-signing, are driven by the image of 
an article regardless of the linked text. Conversely, political opinions, for example 
regarding military intervention in a foreign conflict, are influenced by an article’s 
text irrespective of the accompanying image. This shows that images and text act 
differently to frame viewers’ understanding of the news.

Conclusion 3: The effects of news visuals and text occur through 
more automatic versus systematic information processing pathways, 
respectively.
The third chapter of this dissertation focused on establishing how multimodal news 
media produce their effects. Results show that images are processed via a fast and 
automatic information processing pathway, compared to a more systematic and 
controlled processing of text. This conclusion fits with the intuitive idea that news 
images are a visual reproduction of reality, are understood quickly, and help the 
viewer emotionally connect with a story. By contrast, the syntax of a news text can 
unambiguously relay meaning, but demands more processing effort for a reader to 
gain an understanding of a story. Using experimental manipulations and individual 
differences data, this study shows, for the first time, how visual and textual elements 
of news combine to frame political opinions and behaviours.

Conclusion 4: The effect of textual content is stronger in news articles 
than news videos, because news articles stimulate deeper information 
processing.
The fourth chapter of this dissertation compares the effects and mechanisms of 
multimodal news frames in different media formats. News videos are increasingly 
prominent in online news coverage, with moving images and audio proving a richer and 
more visual viewing experience than the text and image of a news article. By presenting 
the same story in different media formats I show that articles produce stronger effects 
on citizens’ intentions to help refugees compared to news videos. This is because 
articles allow for deeper information processing compared to videos. As a result, effects 
of the verbal modality are also stronger in news articles than videos. Although news  
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organisations are investing more and more resources into news videos, this study shows 
that they are less impactful than news articles.
 People today are bombarded with news images more than ever before, and it is 
imperative to understand how they interact with text to shape citizens’ understanding 
of political issues. Taken together, this thesis shows that visuals evoke an emotional 
reaction which can drive political behaviour. However, visual cues can be overpowered 
by systematically processed verbal content, especially when presented in news 
articles compared to videos. I therefore argue that visuals play an important role in 
connecting with an often politically-detached audience, but that the impact of visuals 
in the multimodal media environment is nuanced. Citizens’ political preferences are 
not mindlessly given over to their gut-reaction to visual content. Instead, modalities, 
mechanisms and media formats matter when considering the effects of news frames. 
This dissertation shows that only by considering news media in their proper multimodal 
context do we achieve a clearer picture of their democratic potential.
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Nederlandse Samenvatting

In nieuws media spelen woorden en afbeeldingen een cruciale rol bij het vormen, ofwel 
framen, van mensen hun begrip van politieke issues. De Europese vluchtelingencrisis is 
een goed voorbeeld van hoe nieuws frames in de praktijk worden gebracht. Enerzijds 
worden vluchtelingen in de media beschreven als onschuldige slachtoffers van het 
conflict in Syrië waarbij gebruik wordt gemaakt van foto’s van lijdende families op 
krakkemikkige boten. Anderzijds wordt een heel ander soort vocabulaire gebruikt 
in de berichtgeving over vluchtelingen, denk hierbij aan vloedgolven van agressieve 
indringers die een gevaar vormen voor Europa, vergezeld van foto’s met daarop 
agressieve (voornamelijk mannelijke) groepen asielzoekers. In de beeldvorming van 
beide frames spelen zowel bewegende beelden als afbeeldingen een belangrijke rol -   
geïllustreerd door de impact van de foto van het levenloze lichaam van het Syrische 
jongetje op het strand van Turkije. Tot nog toe is er echter nog geen onderzoek gedaan 
naar hoe de interpretatie van burgers geframed wordt door de combinatie beeld en 
tekst in het nieuws. 
 In deze dissertatie wordt dit gat gedicht door ten eerste inzicht te geven in hoe 
beeld en tekst samen multimodale  framing  effecten veroorzaken. Dit is van belang 
omdat nieuwsframes invloed hebben op de besluitvorming van het publiek, en zo ook 
politici, waarmee indirect ook de beleidsvorming beïnvloed wordt. Om de invloed 
van multimodale media op deze politieke besluitvorming te onderzoeken, presenteer 
ik drie experimentele studies waarin ik gebruik maak van de berichtgeving rondom 
oorlogs-, conflict- en crisissituaties. Contexten die zich goed lenen voor sterke visuele 
verslaggeving. Hierbij meet ik de emotionele en cognitieve reacties van mensen. 
Vervolgens kijk ik hoe deze reacties enerzijds de politieke opinievorming beïnvloeden 
- zoals bijvoorbeeld het al dan niet verlenen van hulp aan asielzoekers op een nationaal 
niveau. Daarnaast kijk ik maar de invloed van dergelijke frames op gedrag - zoals het al 
dan niet zelf doneren van geld aan een goed doel dat zich inzet voor vluchtelingen. Tot 
slot kijk ik hoe de effecten van multimodale framing verschillen tussen twee vormen 
van media: nieuws artikelen en video’s. Op basis van dit onderzoek worden vier globale 
conclusies getrokken. 

Conclusie 1: Wanneer beelden in het nieuws geïsoleerd worden 
gepresenteerd, hebben ze een sterker effect op opinievorming en 
gedrag dan wanneer tekst geïsoleerd wordt gepresenteerd.
Steeds vaker nemen beelden een centrale plek in bij berichtgeving in verschillende 
media. Ook komen beelden steeds vaker geïsoleerd voor in bijvoorbeeld online galerijen, 
met name in de berichtgeving rondom conflictsituaties. In het tweede hoofdstuk van 
deze dissertatie wordt laten zien dat ook geïsoleerde beelden politieke opinie en gedrag 
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kunnen beïnvloeden. Sterker nog, framing via beelden heeft zelfs een sterker effect dan 
via tekst alleen. Ter illustratie, mensen die een afbeelding zien waarbij vluchtelingen 
geframed worden als slachtoffers van oorlog, zijn meer geneigd een militaire interventie 
te steunen dan mensen die een dergelijk geframde tekst lezen. Emoties spelen een 
belangrijke rol in dit effect - medelijden veroorzaakt meer behulpzaam gedrag, terwijl 
angst juist leidt tot meer vermijding.

Conclusie 2: Wanneer afbeeldingen en tekst samen gepresenteerd 
worden, zoals we in de meeste media zien, blijkt dat de afbeelding 
vooral het gedrag beïnvloedt, terwijl de tekst vooral invloed heeft op 
de politieke opinie.
In de meeste media zien we dat beelden en tekst samen worden gepresenteerd. In het 
tweede hoofdstuk zal dan ook aanvullend ingegaan worden op hoe deze verschillende 
modaliteiten interacteren in het proces van het framen van politieke opinie en gedrag. 
De resultaten laten zien dat het effect van visuele en tekstuele modaliteiten genuanceerd 
is, afhankelijk van wat er precies gemeten wordt. Met name politiek gedrag, zoals het 
doneren van geld of het tekenen van een petitie, wordt bepaald door de gepresenteerde 
afbeelding, en niet door de tekst. Voor politieke opinie, zoals het al dan niet steunen 
van een militaire interventie, geldt precies het omgekeerde. Deze opinie wordt bepaald 
door de tekst, en niet door de gepresenteerde afbeelding. Deze bevindingen laten zien 
dat afbeeldingen en tekst verschillende effecten hebben op hoe framing het begrip van 
het nieuws beïnvloedt. 

Conclusie 3: De effecten van beelden versus tekst in media vinden 
plaats in meer automatische versus systematische informatie 
verwerkingsprocessen.
In het derde hoofdstuk van deze dissertatie ligt de focus op de vraag hoe multimodale 
nieuws media effecten uitoefenen op gedrag en opinievorming. De resultaten laten 
zien dat afbeeldingen verwerkt worden via een snelle en automatisch route, terwijl 
verwerking van tekst op een veel systematischere en gecontroleerde manier plaatsvindt. 
Deze bevinding is in lijn met het intuïtieve idee dat nieuwsafbeeldingen een visuele 
representatie van de werkelijkheid geven. Deze zijn snel verwerkt en begrepen, en 
helpen de ontvanger zich emotioneel te binden met het verhaal. Dit in tegenstelling 
tot een tekst, waarin exacte betekenis van de situatie beschreven kan worden. Hiervoor 
is wel meer verwerkingscapaciteit voor nodig. Door middel van experimentele 
manipulaties en individuele verschillen laat deze studie voor het eerst zien hoe visuele 
en tekstuele elementen werken in het framen van opinies en gedrag.
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Conclusie 4: Het effect van tekstuele content is sterker in nieuws-
artikelen dan in nieuwsvideo’s, omdat nieuwsartikelen en diepere 
informatieverwerking in gang zetten. 
In het vierde hoofdstuk van deze thesis worden de effecten van multimodale nieuws 
frames in verschillende mediavormen vergeleken. Steeds vaker zien we nieuwsvideo’s 
op het internet, waarbij bewegende beelden en audio een rijkere en meer visuele 
ervaring verschaffen dan tekst met een afbeelding in een artikel dat doen. Door 
hetzelfde verhaal in verschillende mediaformaten te presenteren, laat ik hier zien dat 
artikelen een sterker effect hebben op onze intentie om vluchtelingen te helpen dan 
video’s. Dit kan verklaard worden omdat artikelen een diepere verwerking vereisen 
dan video’s. Ondanks het groeiend aantal investeringen van nieuwsorganisaties in het 
verkrijgen van kwalitatieve goede video’s, laat deze studie zien dat deze minder impact 
hebben dan nieuwsartikelen.
 Tegenwoordig wordt men meer dan ooit overspoeld met nieuwsbeelden. Hierdoor is 
het cruciaal om beter te begrijpen hoe deze beelden in interactie met tekst bijdragen aan 
burgers’ begrip van politieke vraagstukken. Samenvattend tonen de resultaten van deze 
dissertatie aan dat visuele informatie een emotionele reactie teweegbrengt, wat vervolgens 
politiek gedrag kan sturen. Emotionele signalen kunnen echter worden overstemd 
door systematisch verwerkte verbale informatie, voornamelijk wanneer deze worden 
gepresenteerd in nieuwsartikelen in plaats van video’s. Op basis hiervan beargumenteer 
ik dat visuele informatie een belangrijke rol speelt in het verbinden van een vaak 
politiek ongeïnteresseerd publiek. De invloed van visuele informatie in een multimodale 
mediaomgeving is echter genuanceerd. De politieke voorkeuren van burgers worden niet 
simpelweg gestuurd door hun onderbuikgevoelens, of hun ongecontroleerde reactie op 
visuele informatie. Integendeel, modaliteiten, mechanismen, en mediaformaten spelen 
een belangrijke rol voor de effecten van nieuwsframes. In deze dissertatie laat ik zien dat 
we nieuwsbericht in hun daadwerkelijke multimodale context moeten beschouwen om 
een helder beeld te krijgen van hun democratische invloed.  
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Visuals in news media play a vital role in framing citizens’ political preferences. Yet, 
compared to the written word, visual images are an undervalued part of political 
communication. Using framing theory, this thesis redresses the balance by studying 
the combined, or multimodal, effects of visual and verbal media. Three experimental 
studies using international affairs news – a ready source of compelling visuals – ad-
dress the following questions: (a) what is the individual and combined contribution 
of visuals and text to framing effects? (b) what information processing mechanisms 
underpin multimodal framing effects? And, (c) how do multimodal framing effects 
differ in different media formats (i.e., news articles and videos)? Findings show that 
visuals evoke an emotional reaction that drives political behaviour. However, visual 
cues can be overpowered by systematically processed verbal content, especially when 
presented in news articles compared to videos. By placing visuals and text on an 
equal footing this thesis takes a step towards a fully multimodal news framing theory.




