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“I've often noticed that we are not able to look at what we have in front of us,  

unless it's inside a frame.” 

Abbas Kiarostami 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

      82	  	  |	  	  	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER	  5:	  TWO	  VOICES,	  ONE	  SONG	  

 83	  |	  	  	  	  

	  

	  

	  

Two	  Voices,	  One	  Song:	  The	  Effects	  of	  Multi-‐Frame	  Messages	  on	  Attitudes	  Toward	  

EU	  Immigration	  and	  Border	  Management	  

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Over the last several decades, European citizens have arguably become more skeptical of the 

EU. The media are thought to play a vital role in increasing Euroscepticism, which 

triggered several studies on the effects of framing on public opinion about the EU. Although 

media content usually contains diverse frames about an issue, prior research is commonly 

limited to the impact of single frame messages. This research occurs despite the high 

likelihood that the audience is confronted with and influenced by several frames at a time. 

To understand the complexity of framing effects on public opinion, I explore the effects of 

multi-frame messages (MFMs; conflict and valence frames) regarding EU immigration and 

border management on public support for the EU’s performance. A two-wave online panel 

survey experiment was conducted with a representative sample of the Dutch population (n = 

521). The results indicate that conflict framing slightly reinforces prior policy attitudes, 

whereas valence framing has the ability to change people’s policy attitudes. Although 

reinforcement and change are contradictory effects, the valence-framing effects persisted 

when people were also subjected to a conflict frame. 
 

 

 

 

 

A version of this chapter, co-authored by Hajo G. Boomgaarden & Claes H. de Vreese, has been 

submitted for publication. 
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The previous two chapters showed that news coverage with a negative valence had an effect on EU 

attitudes and that news coverage with a positive valence had an effect on immigration attitudes. 

Because of the ambiguity of these results, the aim of this chapter is to investigate the effects of multi-

frame messages (i.e., MFMs) on the individual level, paying specific attention to the effects of 

valenced news stories on individual attitudes. Meanwhile, elements of both dependent variables from 

the previous two chapters are combined in this study as I investigate attitudes regarding European 

immigration and border control management. 

As stated in the general introduction, the Maastricht Treaty (February 1992) is often considered the 

turning point for European integration. It is seen as the starting point for the EU’s increased 

political sovereignty, stretching beyond solely economic policies to social policies (Anderson & 

Reichert, 1995; Dinan, 1999; Gabel & Whitten, 1997). With greater involvement of European 

politics in various areas of life, and with the public increasingly voicing their opinions about Europe 

in national elections and referendums (Hooghe & Marks, 2008), public support for the EU became 

more important for the development of Europe as a supranational power.  

Because people consider the media the most important source of information about EU topics 

(Eurobarometer 59, 2003; Vliegenthart et al., 2008), media effects on public opinion are frequently 

studied. However, few studies have considered the role of the media on specific EU policy areas (e.g., 

De Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2003; De Vreese & Kandyla, 2009), and little is known about media 

messages that contain more than a single frame. The current chapter aims to contribute to this gap 

in the literature, and more generally, to provide an assessment of multi-frame political news 

messages. 

The EU went through a variety of processes that led to common rules and regulations regarding 

border security and migration (Huysmans, 2000). This policy area includes many facets, such as 

international stability and security, a border-free area, (labor) migration, the human rights of 

migrants and so on. However, there has never been clear consensus among the European countries 

on how to address immigration and border security (Cerami, 2011; Commission of European 

communities, 2004). This problem appeared, for instance, when Denmark introduced custom 

controls on illegal immigration in 2011 against the 1995 Schengen agreement (BBC, 2011); when 

Italian President Berlusconi operated against EU regulations by handing out temporary Schengen-

visas to immigrants on the island of Lampedusa (Kreikenbaum, 2011); or when Finland and the 

Netherlands vetoed the bid by Romania and Bulgaria to join the border-free Schengen area in 

September 2011 (euobserver.com, 2011). Hence, the topic is perceived as politically ambiguous and is 

depicted as such in the media. Because public support has become imperative for the development of 

the EU, it is crucial to study how such ambiguity in media messages may affect public support for 

Europe.  

The media may have the potential to shape and affect public opinion; however, the complexity of 

multiple frames that commonly appear in news media has not yet been captured in the literature on 
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political attitudes. The news media display a variety of different media frames over and within media 

messages (Sniderman & Theriault, 2004). For example, De Vreese and Boomgaarden (2003) found 

that news stories on EU policies show both advantageous and disadvantageous frames. When given 

a choice between different frames that emphasize different aspects of an issue, the audience will select 

between these frames and thus will become divided. Where single-frame messages are more likely to 

steer an audience in a single direction, MFMs will lead to diverse opinions. Therefore, the overall 

framing effects will decline (Zaller, 1992). The effects of single-frame messages have frequently been 

tested and found (Chong & Druckman, 2007a), but MFMs have received less attention (with the 

notable exceptions of Brewer & Gross, 2005; Chong & Druckman, 2007a; Sniderman & Theriault, 

2004).  By investigating MFMs, I aim to get closer to the complexity of real-life framing effects 

concerning political issues in general and Europe’s immigration and border management policies in 

particular. This chapter thereby adds to our understanding of the interplay between frames in 

political news coverage.  

To understand the interplay between the effects of different frames, a baseline needs to be 

established. To that end, I first consider the effects of one frame while ignoring the other. 

Subsequently, I include the presence of the second frame. This approach enables me to compare the 

results of both analyses and determine whether the use of multiple frames actually reduces overall 

framing effects, strengthens them, or does not affect them at all. Whereas the general effect of 

negative- and positive-valence news messages about the EU on public skepticism was made clear in 

chapter 3, this chapter focuses on individual-level effects. I will investigate valence and conflict frames 

in a panel survey experiment, which will allow me to observe causal mechanisms and individual 

attitudinal changes.  

 

Two Frames 

The literature describes a variety of different types of frames (e.g., Johnson-Cartee, 2005; Gitlin, 

1980; Tuchman, 1978; Kahneman & Tversky, 1981; Kinder & Sanders, 1996). Framing often refers 

to “…subtle alterations in the statement or presentation of judgment and choice problems, and the 

term ‘framing effects’ refers to changes in decision outcomes resulting from these 

alterations”(Iyengar, 1991, p. 11). I define frames as objectively identifiable entities that can be found 

in political and/or media discourse, and I focus on the ability of frames to alter or reinforce political 

attitudes.  

My interest lies in the role of frames in connection to EU politics. For this reason, I combined two 

generic frames (see De Vreese, 2002) that are particularly common in political news about European 

democracy (Bizer, Larsen, & Petty, 2011) and that have been located in EU media messages in the 

past (see De Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2003). The conflict frame emphasizes conflict between 

individuals, institutions or groups, mainly to capture the interest of the audience (Neuman, Just, & 
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Crigler, 1992; Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). This study is unique because it looks at different 

degrees of conflict. The valence frame relates to a depiction or mention of an object, issue or event in 

negative or positive terms (De Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2003; Levin, Schneider, & Gaeth, 1998). 

Some frames are inherently valenced, while others are more neutral. De Vreese and Boomgaarden 

(2003) present the conflict frame as an example of a naturally non-valenced frame because it presents 

two opposing positions at the very least. Nevertheless, I argue that the arguments in a conflict frame 

may lean more to the positive or the negative side. Specifically, in the current chapter, conflict and 

valence relate to a discussion on the advantageous (positive valence) and disadvantageous (negative 

valence) aspects of immigration and border management policies.  

 

Conflict Frame 

The conflict frame appears fairly often in the news on political elites and topics and is often 

applicable during presidential election campaigns (Patterson, 1993) because it emphasizes 

disagreement between actors such as political candidates (Neuman et al., 1992). Neuman et al. (1992) 

found, for example, that journalistic traditions in the US lead to a relatively high emphasis on 

conflict relative to many issues in the media because it offers an intriguing narrative. Semetko and 

Valkenburg (2000) found that conflict was the second most visible news frame in the Netherlands 

(after the attribution of the responsibility frame) of the five that were investigated in that study. The 

frame was most apparent in combination with serious topics and in more serious Dutch media 

outlets. However, media have been criticized for using this frame because it is thought to make the 

public more cynical about politics (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997). However, little is known about the 

factual effects of the conflict frame on citizen’s’ attitudes toward specific policy areas. 

Although closely related to conflict frames, Chong and Druckman (2007a) investigated whether 

showing the competition between organizations and leaders (i.e., competitive frames) would improve 

the evaluative capacities of the public to choose among alternative arguments. Competitive frames 

present conflicting arguments in a single news story, where one of the arguments is either stronger 

or more prominent than the other. There is a clear conceptual overlap between competitive and 

conflict framing: both show two or more conflicting arguments within a single news item. However, 

there is a difference between the effects expected by Chong and Druckman (2007a) and those 

expected in this chapter: while they are interested in the relative impact of each argument depicted, 

my focus is on the effect of the juxtaposition of the arguments. Nevertheless, I acknowledge that 

their idea of competitive framing is closely related to conflict framing as used in the current chapter. 
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Conflict-Frame Effect 

However, what is the presumed effect of conflict framing? While frames are generally said to have 

the ability to resolve confusion about an issue (Sniderman & Theriault, 2004; Zaller, 1992), this 

function is impossible when a frame shows opposing arguments of equal strength (i.e., conflict 

framing). The farther apart these arguments are, the smaller the guiding function of a frame (Chong 

& Druckman, 2007a) and thus the less likely people are to adopt one of these arguments. In this 

chapter, I investigate the effect of the distance between arguments (i.e., the size of the conflict), and I 

expect that a low-conflict frame will have a different effect than a high-conflict frame.  

Related to this idea, Rucker, Petty, and Briñal (2008) found that two-sided messages (i.e., messages 

that disclose both positive and negative information) tend to leave people better informed and thus 

more certain about their attitudes. Because conflict frames also present two sides of an issue (a more 

positive as well as a more negative side), these frames may elicit similar meta-cognitive processes 

that strengthen people’s attitudes. This occurs because people gain access to arguments to back up 

their own attitudes, but they also become familiar with opposing arguments, which makes them feel 

informed. In a way, they are given artillery to better defend their initial position. Arguably, the fact 

that the two arguments are so far apart makes it less likely that people will be drawn to one of these 

extreme stances. Low-conflict framing, however, may present more persuasive arguments because it 

represents more moderate positions and therefore may still serve a guiding function. Hence, the 

greater the conflict in a message, the more likely it is to induce attitude reinforcement rather than 

attitude change.  

H1: People who are exposed to a strong conflict-frame message will demonstrate stronger 

reinforcement of their attitudes than those exposed to a low-conflict frame. 

 

Valence frame 

Valence framing effects have been widely studied within communication science and beyond. In 

health communication` valence often relates to gains or losses (Rothman & Salovey, 1997). One of 

the most well-known examples is the ‘Asian-disease’ study by Kahneman and Tsversky (1981), who 

found that people who are given information in terms of gains are more risk averse than those given 

the same information in terms of losses. Similar effects were found by Banks, Salovey, Greener et al. 

(1995): when women were confronted with potential losses, they were more likely to get a 

mammography screening. 

Negative information was also found to amplify the feelings of risk felt by black bears—as a threat to 

people, livestock and pets— among those who live within close proximity of these mammals (Gore, 

Siemer, Shanahan, Scheufele, & Decker, 2009). Furthermore, Nelson, Rosalee, Clawson, & Oxley, M. 

(1997) found that framing a Ku Klux Klan rally as ‘disruptive of public order’ (negative valence) 
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rather than in terms of ‘freedom of speech’ (positive valence) significantly altered perceptions toward 

KKK rallies and speeches in line with these frames.  

Similar to the current study, scholars have found that valenced information has the ability to affect 

support for EU enlargement (De Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2003) and to mobilize people during a EU 

referendum (Schuck & De Vreese, 2009). Schuck and De Vreese (2009) confirmed Marcus, Neuman 

and MacKuen (2000) and Martin’s (2004) findings that people are mobilized more easily to avoid risk 

than to achieve possible gains.  Furthermore, De Vreese and Kandyla (2009) argued that ‘risk-‘ and 

‘opportunity’-framing of the Common Foreign and Security Policy of the EU affected public support 

for the policy.  

 

Valence-Frame Effects 

Although valence framing is often perceived as a single and clear concept, there are various types of 

valence frames. One of the most commonly used theories in relation to valence framing is the 

prospect theory (Kahneman & Tsversky, 1979). This theory states that a different decision is made 

when people are confronted with a problem that is framed in either a risky or a risk-free way. Thus, 

valence in this respect relates to risk, but Levin et al. (1998) also distinguish between goal framing 

and attribute framing. Goal framing relates to the negative or positive consequences of a certain 

goal; attribute framing is a fairly simple form of valence framing in which positive or negative 

framing of an object leads to, respectively, positive or negative evaluations of the object.  

These different types of valence frames yield different types of results (e.g., risk perceptions, item 

evaluation, or policy preference; see Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2001; Nelson et al., 1997; Price, 

Tewksbury, & Powers, 1997). My interest is in attribute framing, where the same issue, or 

information, is discussed in a positive, negative or mixed way. This approach complies with the ways 

in which valence and the tone of the news media are defined in chapters 3 and 4. However, simple 

across-the-board valence-framing effects—where a positive frame leads directly to positive 

evaluations and a negative frame to negative evaluations— can no longer be perceived as apt (see for 

example Barker, 2005; Chong & Druckman, 2007b; Nelson & Oxley, 1999). In the last two decades, 

the literature has described circumstances in which people resisted the effects of valence frames 

(Bizer & Petty, 2005; Nelson & Oxley, 1999) or circumstances in which the effect was even reversed 

(Barker, 2005; Chong & Druckman, 2007b). Hence, to fully grasp valence-framing effects, I must 

investigate changes in people’s attitudes. Therefore, prior attitudes on the EU policy area are taken 

into account. 

An opposing valence in a message can cause a clash between one’s attitudes and the depicted image 

in the media. This conflict causes cognitive dissonance; in other words, a person is confronted with 

two opposing cognitions (i.e., one’s thoughts, beliefs, or, in this case, attitudes) (Festinger, 1957). 

The incongruence between cognitions causes pressure, which acts as a motivator to remove this 
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dissonance. Dissonance can be removed by ignoring or avoiding the opposing message; by waving it 

away and saying it is not truthful, right, or important; or by resigning oneself to the alternative 

cognition. I aim to study whether a greater distance between people’s attitudes and the valence in the 

messages causes people to stick to their initial position or change their position when they are 

confronted with an opposing cognition. Because resigning in the direction of the message is an easy 

and effective way to decrease the dissonance, I assume that: 

H2: Incongruence between one’s prior attitudes and the valence of the message will pull existing 

attitudes in the direction of the message. 

 

Effect of MFMs 

As stated above, I investigate the impact of MFMs (valence and conflict framing) on attitudes 

toward European immigration and border management. Thus far, the potential impact of each 

individual frame has been discussed while the other has been ignored. However, it is very likely that 

the valence-frame effect differs depending on the degree of conflict in a message and vice versa. 

Because I expected an attitude-reinforcing effect of conflict frames (based on Rucker et al., 2008) and 

an attitude-changing effect of valence framing (based on Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance 

theory), it is likely that the two frames in this study will negatively moderate one another.  

For example, a person who generally feels quite positive about the performance of the EU with 

regard to the policy might feel differently after reading an article that contradicts this position (i.e., a 

negative-valence message). However, when this same article also disputes some of these negative 

arguments, because of the counter-arguments that are given in the conflict frame, this person’s initial 

positive attitude may be strengthened. He or she now knows more about the disadvantages of the 

policies but is also more aware of the arguments against this standpoint. This may reduce any 

valence framing effects because the arguments given as part of the conflict frame have the potential 

to reduce some of the cognitive dissonance. 

H3: The change in attitudes caused by the incongruence between one’s prior attitudes and 

the valence of a message is reduced more when the message contains a high conflict frame 

rather than a low conflict frame. 

 

Method, Design and Analysis 

A two-wave online panel-survey experiment was conducted by TNS-NIPO with a representative 

sample of the Dutch population drawn from the research company’s database. This database includes 

over 200,000 people from the Netherlands. Recruitment took place via e-mail. These people 

regularly fill out surveys but are asked to participate no more than three times per month. To avoid 

non-compliance, financial incentives were given.  
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The first wave of the data was collected between the 17th and the 23rd of June 2011; the second wave 

was collected between the 11th and the 19th of July 2011. To test individual changes in attitudes and 

to determine whether people received a congruent or incongruent message, I conducted a pre-

stimulus questionnaire 2.5 weeks prior to manipulation and the second questionnaire. This lapse in 

time was necessary to make sure that the respondents would forget the questions and answers they 

had given during the first round. A total of 700 respondents were invited to participate in the first 

wave; of these, 637 filled out the first pre-manipulation questionnaire and were re-contacted for a 

second questionnaire. The total response rate after the two waves was 74.4 % (n = 521), with a 

gender division of 51 % men and 49 % women and an age range of 18 to 91. Compared with the first 

drawn sample, which was drawn to represent the Dutch population, the final sample remained 

compatible with respect to age, gender, education and social class.  

Design 

The study is a mixed-factorial (between-subjects and within-subject) online experiment. The 

between-subject factors combined two conditions to which each respondent was exposed: the degree 

of conflict (2) and the type of valence (3) within a single manipulated newspaper article. The within-

subject factor is the incongruence between the respondent’s prior attitude on the issue and the valence 

of the condition that was assigned them. The design includes a control condition; the people in this 

group were not exposed to any frame or to a newspaper article in any form. Random assignment to 

the conditions was again successful according to the distributions of age, gender, education and social 

class (see Table A5.1 in appendix 5a for the exact distribution per treatment). 

Stimulus material 

The stimulus was given in the form of a fictitious newspaper article about European immigration and 

border management (see Appendix 5b, Figure A5.1 for an example). A high conflict condition and 

three low conflict conditions were created; the high conflict condition had a mixed valence (condition 

A), whereas the low conflict conditions had either a positive (condition B), mixed (condition C) or 

negative (condition D) valence (see Appendix 5b, Figure A5.2 for schematic overview). These four 

conditions were created as such (the high conflict with a mixed valence only) because a high degree 

of conflict cannot be combined with a dominant negative or positive valence when the object remains 

the same; extreme conflict inherently shows opposing stances. 

Each manipulated article started with the same introduction that included simple facts about current 

European immigration and border management policies. The manipulation showed two (fictitious) 

people who gave their opinions on the current way that the EU is handling immigration. The 

opposition between the opinions (conflict) and the general valence of the message differed. Both 

actors were supposed experts on European politics. Only a surname was given, but no further 

information with regard to age, gender or any other type of background characteristics were 
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provided. The final paragraph of each newspaper article was the same in every condition (see 

Appendix 5b, Figure A5.3 for a translation of the stimulus material). 

Procedure 

In the first part of the questionnaire, the participants were asked to state their opinion about a 

number of political topics including the issue of interest. In wave 2, the participants were randomly 

assigned to a treatment. After reading the article, they were asked to fill out a second questionnaire, 

which contained a condensed version of the first questionnaire, a manipulation check and several 

control questions. The control group received a shorter version of the questionnaire because they did 

not receive a newspaper article to read; for this reason, the questions related to the stimulus material 

were excluded from this version of the questionnaire, including those regarding the stimulus check. 

Manipulation check 

To determine whether the participants perceived conflict and valence in the message they were 

exposed to, they were asked to indicate on an eleven-point scale whether they thought the general 

valence of the message was negative (1) or positive (11), with balanced (6) as the mid-category, or 

completely neutral1. The results show significant differences between the four stimulus groups (F = 

29.32, p < .001). The respondents in conditions A (M = 5.94, SD = 1.51) and B (M = 6.16, SD = 1.12) 

hovered around the mid-category. As intended, the respondents in condition C indicated significantly 

more negative results (M = 5.53, SD = 1.32) than those in condition D (M = 6.88, SD = 1.51). This 

result shows that the valence manipulation was successful. Secondly, the respondents were asked 

whether they noted any disagreement within the article (conflict framing) and if they could indicate 

the scope of the disagreement on a ten-point scale. Most people (66 %) in the high conflict condition 

noticed this conflict (M = 7.22, SD = 1.46), compared with 40.9 % in the low conflict conditions (M = 

5.7, SD = 1.35). The differences between the four groups were significant (F = 47.64, p < 0.01), 

which indicates successful manipulation.  

Dependent variable 

Because immigration policy has been EU-regulated for some time now, my interest is in finding out 

how people perceive the EU’s performance in this policy area. These attitudes were measured with 

the average of the answers to two questions about the EU’s current performance with regard to 

immigration and border security. The first item read as follows: “The European Union has not taken 

enough measures to handle immigration toward Europe”. The second item read, “The European 

Union is adequately dealing with the immigration issue”. The responses were given on a scale 

ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 10 (totally agree). The variables were recoded in the same 

                                                
1 Unlike the other questions, this scale included a mid-point. For one, because it was possible that the article they 
read was exactly in the mid-region, there needed to be a mid-point so that there was a clear difference between balanced 
(both positive and negative) and neutral (no valence at all). Though there was no ‘neutral’ valence newspaper article, I was 
interested to see if there were people who did not notice any valence. Rather than forcing them into an answer on the scale, 
they could indicate that they did not notice any valence, which 13.8 % of the people did. 
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direction, and individual mean scores were calculated using the two variables indicating positive 

attitudes toward the EU’s current performance on immigration (M = 4.72; SD = 1.62)2. 

Prior attitudes 

Prior attitudes were measured by asking the same attitudinal questions as described in the previous 

section (M = 4.47; SD = 1.59). For analytical purposes and reasons of clarity, the respondents were 

divided into three categories: positive (attitudes ranging from 6.1 through 10; 4.6 % of the sample), 

negative (attitudes ranging from 1 to 4.9; 34.7 % of the sample) and balanced (attitudes between 5 

and 6; 35.5 % of the sample)3. This approach enables the calculation and comparison of the effects 

between three clearly defined groups.  

Incongruence 

Incongruence ranged from 0 (fully congruent) to 8 (fully incongruent). This variable was based on 

the distance between the valence in the newspaper article the people read and their initial attitudes 

on EU immigration. Every step away from complete congruence (i.e., 0) was considered a step 

toward greater incongruence (adding up to 8). This means, for example, that those who were 

exposed to a predominantly negative article and had very negative attitudes were given a zero on the 

incongruence scale, those who were balanced were given a four, and those with very positive 

attitudes were given an eight.  

Analysis 

First, a simple means test was performed to compare the outcomes of the different conditions. 

Second, OLS regression was used to investigate the effects of incongruence. Third, repeated 

measures models were created to investigate the individual changes between the two observation 

times. 

 

                                                
2 Four questions were asked to measure attitudes toward EU immigration and border management policies. The 
two items used in this study loaded high on the same factor (eigenvalue = 1.55) and were significantly correlated (r = 0.36 
p = 0.00); the other two loaded on a second factor (eigenvalue = 1.35). The two items were chosen on the premise that they 
best represented attitudes toward the performance of the EU in this policy area. 
3 The skewness of the attitudinal variable is unfortunate and unexpected. It appears that, even though the issue is 
fairly politicized, the consensus among the population is rather negative. The negative attitudes might reflect the radical 
position of the right-wing parliament (information about the country’s political situation to be formulated here) at the time 
of the survey. 
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Results 

The influence of conflict framing on policy attitudes 

Starting with the first hypothesis, I argue that exposure to a high level of conflict strengthens 

existing attitudes more than exposure to a low level of conflict. To test this hypothesis, I 

investigated the average change in attitudes. Because my interest lies in conflict framing, the four 

experimental conditions are combined into three categories in Table 5.1 (1: control, 2: low conflict 

(condition B, C and D), and 3: high conflict (condition A)). This Table shows the average attitudes of 

people in wave 1 and wave 2 and the average change between the two waves (see µ2- µ1). There is an 

overall tendency to regress to the mean. Even in the control group, the changes are quite large. The 

fact that the change in the control group is sometimes larger than the change in the low and high 

conflict conditions confirms the idea that conflict framing strengthens attitudes rather than changes 

them. A significantly smaller change is observed among those in the high-conflict condition than in 

the low-conflict condition. This pattern appeared among all types of prior attitudes. This result is in 

line with my expectations and supports the first hypothesis. 

 

Table 5.1 Means and Mean Change in Attitudes, by Prior Attitudes and the Level of Conflict 

Prior attitudes  negative (n = 178) balanced (n = 175) positive (n = 23)  

Conditions   µ (s.e.) µ2- µ1 µ (s.e.) µ2- µ1 µ (s.e.) µ2- µ1 n 

Controla t1 2.94 (0.13) 
+0.75 

5.53 (0.12) 
-0.60 

7.25 (0.38) 
-3.12b 79 

t2 3.69 (0.27) 4.93 (0.25) 4.13 (0.80) 

Low conflicta t1 3.02 (1.16) 
+1.10 

5.47 (0.33) 
-0.36 

7.43 (0.75) 
-1.56  227 

t2 4.12 (1.63) 5.11 (1.39) 5.87 (1.71) 

High conflicta t1 3.28 (0.96) 
+0.86 

5.41 (0.33) 
-0.19 

6.75 (0.29) 
-1.25b 70 

t2 4.14 (1.67) 5.22 (1.30) 5.50 (0.82) 

Note: Total n of analysis is 376; Cell entries are mean scores on a 10-point scale (1 = very negative attitudes; 10 = very 

positive attitudes); Standard deviations of the mean values show between parentheses; Superscript a indicates that the 

differences in the average change in the condition is significant across groups at least at p < .05 (one-tailed); Superscript b  

indicates that the outcome was based on ten respondents or less. 

 

Valence-frame effects 

With regard to the effects of valence frames, I hypothesized that incongruence between people’s 

attitudes and the valence of the newspaper article would pull existing attitudes in the direction of the 

valence in the stimulus material. To test this hypothesis, a repeated measures model was created to 
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compare the level of incongruence before and after manipulation. If the hypothesis is right, the level 

of incongruence should decline between the first and second observations as people move closer to 

the dominant valence of the message4. The results show a significant decrease in the average 

incongruence, which means that people tend to adapt to the main valence of the newspaper article. 

This effect is very strong among those with negative attitudes (M = 2.89, SD = 0. 17 to M = 2.41, 

SD = 0.16); the effect is also present among those who were initially positive (M = 2.90, SD = 0.45 

to M = 2.84, SD = 0.43). There is a minor increase in incongruence in the balanced group (M = 2.19, 

SD = 0.17 to M = 2.30, SD = 0.16). The changes are significantly different between the three 

categories (F = 5.65, p < .01). However, to test whether the changes are significant for each type of 

prior attitude, an OLS regression was conducted. 

 

Table 5.2 OLS Regression Showing the Degree of Change Due to Incongruence in the Message, for 

Each Type of Prior Attitude 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 b s.e. p b s.e. p 

Intercept -0.48 0.16 0.00 -0.22 0.19 0.25 

Prior attitude (balanced = ref.)       

Negative 1.31 0.18 0.00 0.73 0.29 0.01 

Positive -1.23 0.37 0.00 -1.68 0.71 0.02 

Incongruence (range 0 to 8) 0.07 0.04 0.10 -0.05 0.06 0.48 

Negative attitude * incongruence  0.23 0.09 0.01 

Positive attitude * incongruence   0.19 0.21 0.39 

Note: n = 297 (nnegative = 143, nbalanced = 135, npositive = 19); adj. R2 model 1 = 0.22 & model 2 = 0.23 

 

The results in Table 5.2 show that the attitudinal changes caused by exposure to an incongruent 

message are not significant across the board (model 1); they occurred only among those who were 

initially negative (model 2). The change among those who were initially positive was not 

significantly affected by incongruence. One should, however, note that the size of the latter group is 

fairly small; thus, the results should be interpreted with care. 

Thus far, I have shown that a message with a positive valence can make negative people more 

positive, but a negative valence does not necessarily make positive people more negative. However, 

                                                
4 The total n for this analysis was 297 (19 in the positive, 135 in the balanced, 143 in the negative category) due to 
the exclusion of the control group. 
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to fully uncover the effect of valence framing and to test the second hypothesis, we need to know 

whether those who are in the middle (balanced) are vulnerable to valence framing effects. Among 

those who had balanced attitudes, the results show that those who read the positive message did 

become more positive (mean change of 0.11). Those who were exposed to a negative message became 

more negative (mean change of -0.87), while those who were exposed to a message with a mixed 

valence also became somewhat more negative toward the issue (-0.22). This latter effect may have 

occurred because the negative arguments were perceived as more convincing than the positive ones 

(see Soroka’s 2006 asymmetrical effects thesis in chapter 3). Of the three conditions, the changes 

were significant among those who had balanced attitudes (F = 3.95; p = 0.01).  

To conclude, higher levels of incongruence led to an attitudinal adaption in the direction of the 

message, mostly among those whose prior attitudes were negative and balanced. Hence, the findings 

tentatively support hypothesis 2. 

Combined framing in single media messages  

While testing the first two hypotheses, it was established that conflict framing reinforces attitudes 

and valence framing (at times) has the ability to alter them. Thus far, the fact that the two frames 

were present in the same message was deliberately ignored to create a baseline. In this section, the 

results of each condition are extracted to determine whether the two frames moderate each other’s 

effects. 

 

Table 5.3 Means and Mean Change in Attitudes, by Experimental Condition and Prior Attitude 

Prior attitudes   Negative  Balanced  Positive  

Conditions   µ (s.e.) µ2- µ1 n µ (s.e.) µ2- µ1 n µ (s.e.) µ2- µ1 n 

Control t1 2.94 (0.19) +0.75 35 5.53 (0.30) -0.60 40 7.25 (0.32) -3.12 4 

t2 3.69 (0.28) 4.93 (0.25)   4.13 (0.79) 

Low conflict/ 

positive valence 

t1 3.00 (0.21) +1.46 28 5.49 (0.33) +0.11 35 7.58 (0.26) -2.00 6 

t2 4.46 (0.31) 5.60 (1.43)   5.58 (0.64) 

Low conflict/ 

negative valence 

t1 3.14 (0.18) +0.69 36 5.46 (0.31) -0.87 39 7.00 (0.26) -1.42 6 

t2 3.83 (0.28) 4.59 (1.11)   5.83 (0.64) 

Low conflict/ 

balanced valence 

t1 2.93 (0.18) +1.20 42 5.45 (0.34) -0.25 32 8.00 (0.37) -1.50a 3 

t2 4.13 (0.25) 5.20 (1.57)   6.50 (0.91) 

High conflict/ 

balanced valence 

t1 3.28 (0.18) +0.86 37 5.41 (0.33) -0.19 29 6.75 (0.32) -1.25 4 

t2 4.14 (0.27) 5.22 (1.30)   5.50 (0.79) 

Note: n = 396; Total n of those with a negative attitude is 178, 175 in the balanced, and 23 with a positive attitude; Cell 

entries are mean scores on a 10-point scale (1 = very negative attitudes; 10 = very positive attitudes).  a  This change 

significantly  differs from the change in the control group (p = 0.08). 
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Attitudinal changes caused by the incongruence between people’s prior attitudes and the valence of 

the message were expected to decline with a higher degree of conflict framing (H3).  The bottom two 

rows in Table 5.3 show the results of low and high conflict framing when the valence is held 

constant (i.e., valence is mixed). Again, regression to the mean needs to be taken into consideration, 

which clearly appears in the control group. This result means it is necessary to compare the results 

of the two conditions to the changes observed in the control group. 

From these results, one can draw the conclusion that neither the low- nor the high-conflict condition 

differed significantly from the control group for almost all prior attitudes. Among the initially 

negative group, there was a consistent shift toward more positive attitudes, with a greater change in 

the low-conflict framing conditions than in the high-conflict framing condition. This result is in line 

with the idea that an incongruent valence frame causes people to adapt in the alternative direction 

but that the change is limited by the conflict in the message. However, this was the only group that 

produced a larger attitudinal shift than the control group, which does not convincingly show that 

greater conflict leads to a larger reduction in valence-framing effects. 

Among those who held initially balanced attitudes, the changes are generally in line with the 

direction of the message, but the shifts were slightly larger in the low-conflict condition than in the 

high-conflict condition. Among those who were positive, all the participants appeared to have shifted 

toward more negative attitudes. The ones exposed to a positively valenced message even shifted 

more than those who received a balanced or negative message. Although it is difficult to draw 

conclusions from such a small number of respondents (23 in this group), the differences between the 

low-conflict and the high-conflict conditions were small and insignificant. Therefore, the results do 

not support the third hypothesis. 

It seems that people generally move in the direction of the message when their attitudes are 

incongruent with the valence in the message. However, the change is slightly smaller when a 

message also has a high-conflict frame because a higher degree of conflict results in attitude 

reinforcement rather than attitude change. Overall, the direction of these results is in line with the 

third hypothesis for those with negative and balanced attitudes; however, because the changes 

between the conditions were insignificant, hypothesis 3 was not confirmed. 

 

Discussion 

A single message can contain different frames (Sniderman & Theriault, 2004). It is pertinent to 

understand how these framed messages reach the audience and what their alleged effects will be on 

political attitudes. Hence, I argued that MFMs merited further investigation. I tested the effects of 

valence and conflict frames on attitudes regarding EU immigration and border management because 

Europe is often under scrutiny and because media frames are an expected source of increased 

skepticism. In this chapter, I aimed to contribute to the understanding of increasing skepticism 
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toward the European Union by studying whether framing effects retained their alleged influence 

with the addition of a second frame. 

This study revealed three important findings: 1) Greater conflict framing in news messages reinforces 

attitudes; 2) Incongruence between the valence frame in the message and an individual’s prior 

opinion causes those who are balanced or negative to adapt their attitudes in the direction of the 

valence; 3) Valence framing effects are present even when there is a conflict in the message; however, 

conflict framing did not significantly reduce valence framing effects.  

The latter finding warrants further explanation. As stated before, frames can guide people’s political 

attitudes, but only when there is a clear valence (Sniderman & Theriault, 2004). Two-sided frames 

tend to leave people more informed but also more certain about their initial attitude (Rucker et al., 

2008). The unique approach in this study (i.e., observing the impact of low- and high-conflict frames) 

enables me to observe a slight but steady difference between the effects of low- and high-conflict 

frames while valence was held constant. Although this result was insignificant, it is possible that the 

effects of valence would have been larger had there been no conflict in the message. It would be 

interesting to determine whether conflict framing reduces valence-framing effects more than this 

chapter found. Therefore, these findings merit further investigation. 

Nevertheless, even with conflict frames, I was able to find systematic valence framing effects, in line 

with the findings of Levin et al. (1998). Thus, framed messages can affect people’s perceptions, even 

with the addition of a second frame and even if this second frame is considered to have opposite 

effects. 

Assume that these effects are generalizable to other political messages; thus, people’s attitudes are 

adaptable to some degree when they are confronted with opposing information. However, when 

people encounter information that argues for as well as against their own attitudes, their attitudes are 

somewhat strengthened and stabilized. Does this mean that the media have the ability to steer the 

opinion of an entire population in one direction? This is very unlikely. First, the audience is not 

passive and will remain critical of the information they receive, so there is a limit to the extent to 

which the media can alter attitudes. Second, it is very unlikely for an audience to receive only one-

sided messages, especially within a democratic country. A third reason is selective exposure 

(Freedman & Sears, 1965): people are more likely to select information that is in line with their 

political attitudes than to seek out information that is not. Hence, exposure to counter-attitudinal 

information is less common, and therefore, it is not likely that people will move from one end of the 

scale to another.    

There are, however, some limitations to this study, starting with the fact that the tests were 

performed on a single issue. The fact that the EU’s immigration and border management issue is 

such an ambiguous topic that concerns many European countries made it a relevant topic to study. 

However, because the pilot study indicated that attitudes in this policy area were equally distributed 
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and because previous research found that attitudes regarding a similar policy area (EU defense 

policies) were equally divided (Carrubba & Singh, 2004), I did not anticipate the fact that most of the 

respondents had negative attitudes toward EU border management and immigration policies. This 

problem limited the analytical leverage with respect to the number of respondents in the positive 

category, which should be taken into consideration in subsequent research.  

To conclude, Chong and Druckman (2007a) argued that single-argument frames have frequently 

produced results, but multi-argument frames have been tested less frequently. This study 

contributes to this gap in the framing literature by focusing on two frames in a single news message. 

The current chapter has shown that conflict framing or valence framing in news stories can lead to 

attitude reinforcement as well as attitude adaptation. The strength of the effect depends on the 

presence of a second frame and the degree of incongruence between the message and people’s initial 

attitudes. It is important to recognize the presence of MFMs, first of all, because news messages 

often show more than one frame, and second, because these frames might moderate one another’s 

effects. However, this work is not all-inclusive. There are a variety of frames that are often used 

together and can still be studied together for a variety of different political and non-political topics. 

This study serves as a starting point but raises new questions regarding the combined framing effect. 

In the next chapter, the main results of the four empirical chapters are recapitulated. The findings 

are related to the general trend of increasing Euroscepticism, and the implications for the field of EU 

research as well as societal implications are discussed in this dissertation’s final chapter. 

 




