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Article

Episodic and Thematic  
Framing Effects on the  
Attribution of Responsibility:  
The Effects of Personalized  
and Contextualized News on  
Perceptions of Individual and  
Political Responsibility for  
Causing the Economic Crisis

Mark Boukes1

Abstract
The effects of episodic and thematic framing on the attribution of responsibility for 
societal problems have previously been investigated with experimental methods and 
mostly tested general effects on the public. The current work, instead, investigates 
episodic framing’s effect by linking a large-scale content analysis to data of a panel 
survey (n = 3,270) and assesses the conditionality upon citizens’ individual political 
ideology. It does so with a focus on perceptions of responsibility for the 2009–2015 
economic crisis and within the context of the Netherlands. Results demonstrate 
that exposure to episodically framed crisis news caused a decline in the attribution 
of responsibility to individual citizens, whereas thematic framing did not affect this. 
Framing effects on the attribution of political responsibility, instead, were conditional 
on political ideology: Episodic framing decreased the attribution of political 
responsibility, whereas thematic framing increased the attribution of responsibility to 
political actors, but both effects occurred primarily among citizens with a right-wing 
political-economic ideology. Accordingly, we add an explanation for the inconsistency 
of effect directions in previously published research on the effects that episodic and 
thematic framing may have on responsibility attributions.
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The European debt crisis (2009–2015) has been one of the most disruptive political 
events in the past decades. Conflicting views have been expressed about who was 
responsible for this crisis by specialists, citizens (Hobolt 2015) and journalists 
(Doudaki et al. 2016): Were it banks that sold unsolid mortgages, politicians failing to 
install sufficient checks on the financial system, or individual citizens who consumed 
too much with borrowed credit? The framing of news stories can influence such attri-
butions of responsibility (Iyengar 1991); episodic and thematic framing, in particular, 
have been shown to shift these perceived responsibilities. The latter, thematic framing, 
has been defined as stories that place “public issues in some more general or abstract 
context and takes the form of a ‘take out,’ or ‘backgrounder,’ report directed at general 
outcomes or directions” (Iyengar 1991: 14). Episodic framing, in contrast, is a way of 
storytelling that takes “the form of a case study or event-oriented report and depicts 
public issues in terms of concrete instances” (Iyengar 1991: 14). Episodically framed 
news stories often focus on specific exemplars—most often human exemplars—to 
illustrate broader issues through the appearance of unknown and ordinary citizens 
(Peter and Zerback 2020).

Journalists employ episodic frames to illustrate wider issues in ways that human-
ize their topic, which is especially common in commercially oriented outlets (De 
Swert and Kuypers 2020). Ordinary citizens have accordingly become increasingly 
prominent in news coverage (De Keyser and Raeymaeckers 2012; Kleemans et al. 
2017) for a variety of reasons: the urge for less costly content (Wheatley 2020); the 
commercial need to produce appealing stories (Skovsgaard and Hopmann 2020); and 
a movement toward public journalism (Ahva 2013). From a normative perspective, 
this increase in episodic framing is positive (Althaus 2012) when considering partic-
ipatory-oriented theories of democracy: It sparks a more diverse “market place of 
ideas” and allows citizens to represent themselves by breaking through the hegemony 
of elite sources. From the perspective of competitive democracy, which emphasizes 
informed citizenship, however, episodic framing might be undesirable, because it 
could harm the ability of citizens to understand the relationships between abstract 
political topics (Iyengar 1991).

Economic news frequently includes dramatization and personalization (Gonzalo 
et al. 2015)—both aspects being obviously linked to the concept of episodic framing. 
Episodic frames have been found in one-third of the poverty stories (S.-H. Kim et al. 
2012); more specifically, the frame that financial problems are a private concern rather 
than a societal issue has increasingly become prominent in journalistic descriptions of 
poverty (Rose and Baumgartner 2013) and political discourse (Guetzkow 2010). 
Episodic framing may be particularly influential in the context of economic news, 
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because this genre is often perceived as too abstract or too complex to be compre-
hended by the general audience (Adoni and Cohen 1978).

We investigate the effects of episodic and thematic framing in economic news from 
the Netherlands; a country that faced severe economic downturn during the European 
debt crisis and is characterized by a multiparty political system, media landscape 
(unpolarized, high trust, see Boukes 2020), and social welfare systems that are rela-
tively generalizable to other North-European countries. By employing a methodologi-
cal approach that links panel survey data to content analysis data (i.e., linkage analysis, 
see De Vreese et al. 2017), this study examines the effects of episodic framing and 
thematic framing on their own merits rather than comparing them vis-à-vis each other. 
This is important, because episodic and thematic frames are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive, but often co-occur in the same news story (Iyengar 1991; Rucinski 1992) or 
neither of these frames may be present. Besides being methodologically innovative, 
this study fills an important theoretical caveat by demonstrating the moderating impact 
of political ideology at the individual level.

Framing and Its Effect on Attributions of Responsibility: 
A Mixed Picture

Episodic framing is a particularly strong form of communication (Bas and Grabe 
2015) with a lasting impact through the recollection and transmission of information 
between people (Aarøe and Petersen 2018). The reason is that episodic frames reduce 
the complexity of social problems (Zillmann 2006). Aarøe and Petersen (2018) explain 
that the human mind is better suited to process, store, and recall vivid information that 
comes from concrete examples (i.e., episodic frames) compared with factual, abstract, 
or thematic kinds of information. Human exemplars help to structure citizens’ minds 
and, accordingly, influence thought processes by easing recall and functioning as 
availability heuristics (Schmierbach and Boyle 2020).

Several studies found that exposure to episodically framed news compared with 
thematically framed news causes attribution of responsibility to individuals rather than 
to society as a whole (Gross 2008; Hart 2011; Strange and Leung 1999). Reducing 
widely existing social problems to individual cases with episodic framing ignores the 
responsibilities on a higher societal level and emphasizes the individual responsibility 
(Iyengar 1991). Theoretically, this is explained as follows: When people are exposed 
to a news story focusing on one particular case (episodic framing) rather than an 
abstract story that presents broader societal/political patterns (thematic framing), cog-
nitions that deal with “a bigger picture” become less readily available. Therefore, 
people will focus their thoughts—and the responsibility of the issue—on the portrayed 
individual. Hence, people do not identify the issue as a society-wide phenomenon but 
as a private concern (Iyengar 1991; Rucinski 1992).

Effects in the opposite direction, however, have also been found. Aarøe (2011) and 
Boukes et al. (2015) found that episodically framed news stories are more likely to 
cause support for governmental policies that benefit the exemplified persons in a news 
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story than thematically framed news. Other studies found mixed or insignificant 
effects (Ben-Porath and Shaker 2010; Feezell et al. 2019; Hopmann et al. 2017; M. 
Kim et al. 2020; Krupnikov and Levine 2019; Ostfeld and Mutz 2014). Exemplification 
theory is often used to explain the contradictory findings (Krämer and Peter 2020): 
Exemplars—very similar to episodic frames, depicting public issues in terms of con-
crete, personal instances—cause people to generalize the presented case (Zillmann 
and Brosius 2000) and, hence, to overestimate the severity of social problems (Aust 
and Zillmann 1996). The latter would imply a wider societal problem. Moreover, a 
personalized focus in news stories increases narrative engagement (Oschatz et al. 
2019) and, thereby, may evoke emotions (Ciuk and Rottman 2020) and empathy with 
involved individuals (Aarøe 2011; Gross 2008), which makes an issue appear as more 
important (Grabe et al. 2017). Perceiving a problem as more wide spread and feeling 
empathy for the exemplar, eventually, may cause interpretations of societal responsi-
bility for solving the problem (Boukes et al. 2015; Oschatz et al. 2019).

Episodic Framing, Thematic Framing, and Responsibility 
for the Economic Crisis

It is important to consider cultural context when investigating framing effects, because 
strength and direction of framing effects depend on how strongly a news story reso-
nates with the cognitive schemas of its audience (Scheufele and Iyengar 2012: 8). 
Relevant for the current study—conducted in the Netherlands—is that the evidence of 
episodic framing causing individual responsibility was found in the United States 
(Gross 2008; Hart 2011; Iyengar 1991; Springer and Harwood 2015; Strange and 
Leung 1999). Studies finding the opposite—episodic framing causing attribution of 
societal responsibility—were conducted in North-European countries (Aarøe 2011; 
Boukes et al. 2015; Hopmann et al. 2017).

North-European culture, generally, is less defined by individualism than American 
culture (Hofstede 2001; Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 2012). This is also 
reflected in the strong social welfare systems with social insurance policy, high job 
security, and more income distribution (Aarøe and Petersen 2014). In episodically 
framed news, accordingly, North-Europeans may “see” an individual in need and they 
experience strong(er) feelings of empathy. This could be less likely for Americans for 
whom social welfare will not be on the top of their minds; so, they may be more 
inclined to attribute responsibility to the portrayed individual. As the current study 
relies on data from a single North-European country, it cannot give the definitive 
answer on how culture or context moderates the effect of episodic-versus-thematic 
framing, but it is important to be aware of this potential influence.

The current study investigates framing effects in the realm of the European debt 
crisis among Dutch citizens. The Netherlands is a country with a strong social welfare 
system. Hence, Dutch citizens will generally share the idea that the individual ought to 
be protected against major social issues by governmental institutions (Aarøe and 
Petersen 2014). The emotions and empathy evoked by episodically framed news 
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(Aarøe 2011; Grabe et al. 2017; Gross 2008) may thus strengthen the perception that 
political actors, and not individual citizens, are responsible for causing the portrayed 
problem. The expectation is, therefore, that episodic framing of economic crisis news 
causes (1) less attribution of responsibility to individual citizens and (2) more attribu-
tion of responsibility to national politics. It is important to distinguish the two out-
comes, because when perceptions of political responsibility are affected by framing, 
this does not necessarily imply that an opposite effect occurs for the attribution of 
individual responsibility, or vice versa (Ben-Porath and Shaker 2010; M. Kim et al. 
2020). Therefore, these outcome variables should be investigated separately. Hence, 
two hypotheses are formulated:

Hypothesis 1: Exposure to episodically framed news about the economic crisis 
decreases the attribution of responsibility of this issue to individual citizens.
Hypothesis 2: Exposure to episodically framed news about the economic crisis 
increases the attribution of responsibility of this issue to political actors.

The effect of episodic-versus-thematic framing has generally been explained 
through the vivid nature and individualized focus of episodic frames. Much less theory 
revolves around characteristics of the thematic frame, which usually has just been used 
as a base-line condition to compare episodic framing with. So, if episodic framing 
caused less individual attribution of responsibility, the thematic frame would in most 
experimental designs do the opposite and cause relatively more individual attribution 
of responsibility (because conditions are compared vis-à-vis each other). However, 
when both types of framing are studied on their own merits, this is not necessarily true: 
Both could, in principle, decrease the attribution of individual responsibility and spark 
political responsibility attributions compared with a situation without exposure to 
frames about this topic. Yet, the effects of episodic framing might be relatively stron-
ger than those of thematic framing (Aarøe and Petersen 2018; Bas and Grabe 2015) 
and, thereby, explain the patterns found in previous studies. If both frames indeed are 
not mutually exclusive, thematic framing may still have an effect on itself. Following 
Iyengar’s (1991) reasoning and repeatedly verified explanation that thematic framing 
has the ability to place issues in a wider perspective by focusing on broader patterns 
and therefore causes attributions of political responsibility instead of individual 
responsibility, we expect the following:

Hypothesis 3: Exposure to thematically framed news about the economic crisis 
decreases the attribution of responsibility of this issue to individual citizens.
Hypothesis 4: Exposure to thematically framed news about the economic crisis 
increases the attribution of responsibility of this issue to political actors.

Conditionality of Framing Effects upon Political Ideology

The literature on the effects of episodic and thematic framing is dominated by a mix-
ture of findings (Krämer and Peter 2020). Recent studies pointed out message features 
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(issue salience, see Ciuk and Rottman 2020; or topic, see Feezell et al. 2019) and 
exemplar characteristics (deservingness, see Hopmann et al. 2017; and similarity, see 
Ostfeld and Mutz 2014) that could moderate the effects, and thus explain opposite 
results. One aspect of Markus and Zajonc’s (1985) Orientations-Stimulus-Orientations-
Response (O-S-O-R) model, however, requires more attention to understand the con-
ditional nature of episodic and thematic framing effects (see, e.g., Ben-Porath and 
Shaker 2010; M. Kim et al. 2020): The differences between people (i.e., “Orientations”) 
consuming the news may determine with which cognitive schema a frame resonates 
on the individual level and, thus, how the message is interpreted and, eventually, what 
effects will occur.

For the current topic—responsibility for the economic crisis—especially individual 
political-economic ideology should matter: Just as with cultural differences, episodic 
frames will resonate with different cognitive schemas for those on the left side versus 
the right side of the political spectrum. For instance, citizens with a left-wing ideology 
perceived news with exemplars more appealing than those with a right-wing ideology 
(Skovsgaard and Hopmann 2020), and only people with high trait-empathy increase 
their collectivistic attribution of responsibility after exposure to episodically framed 
news (M. Kim et al. 2020).

In our case, this could mean that those who favor income distribution (economi-
cally left) see an individual in need or an extra argument for more governmental inter-
vention when exposed to episodic framing. For those on the economically right, in 
contrast, this may strengthen their perception that individuals have their own respon-
sibility for the matter at hand. Similarly, a thematically framed message could rein-
force the perception of citizens with a left-wing ideology that society as a whole should 
be responsible for a problem, whereas among those with a right-wing ideology the 
idea might be evoked, instead, that there is already too much government intervention. 
Thus, we expect that moderation effects will occur in which people’s individual politi-
cal ideology determines the direction of the framing effects. Specifically, the expecta-
tion is that episodically and thematically framed messages are open to contradictory 
interpretations and may, therefore, cause effects in opposite directions for those on the 
left side and right side of the political spectrum. Accordingly, we put forward the fol-
lowing subhypotheses:

Hypothesis 5: Exposure to episodically framed news about the economic crisis (a) 
decreases the attribution of individual responsibility and (b) increases the attribu-
tion of political responsibility among people with an economically left-wing ideol-
ogy, whereas it (c) increases the attribution of individual responsibility and (d) 
decreases the attribution of political responsibility among people with an economi-
cally right-wing ideology.
Hypothesis 6: Exposure to thematically framed news about the economic crisis (a) 
decreases the attribution of individual responsibility and (b) increases the attribu-
tion of political responsibility among people with an economically left-wing ideol-
ogy, whereas it (c) increases the attribution of individual responsibility and (d) 
decreases the attribution of political responsibility among people with an economi-
cally right-wing ideology.
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Method

Content analysis data are linked to a panel survey data to estimate the amount of epi-
sodically and thematically framed news about the economic crisis that respondents 
had been exposed to and how this predicts developments in their responsibility attribu-
tion for this topic.

Content Analysis

A manual content analysis was conducted to identify the presence of news items about 
the economic crisis—and whether these carried an episodic or thematic frame. The 
most popular Dutch media outlets were analyzed for the period February 1 until July 
31, 2015, by a team of 22 student assistants. This time interval overlaps with the panel 
survey (described below). Newspaper articles about the economy were retrieved from 
LexisNexis using an extensive search string (see Supplementary Information file). The 
same search string was used to select news website items that were first scraped and 
stored in INCA (Trilling et al. 2018). Relevant television news items were manually 
selected by watching all the news broadcasts aired in the period under investigation. 
Articles were analyzed from the most consumed news outlets in the country (TV pro-
grams, newspapers, websites): Table 1 presents an overview of outlets and their 
respective content and consumption characteristics. Altogether, this resulted in a data-
set of 6,918 analyzed economic news item.

Measurements: Crisis news, episodic framing, thematic framing. For every economic news 
item, the coders answered this question in the codebook: “Is there an explicit reference 
to the (economic / financial) crisis? This means that the ‘crisis’ must be mentioned liter-
ally.” This was the case in 1,062 of the news items (i.e., 15 percent of the sample).

The presence of an episodic frame was measured with the following codebook 
question: “Does the news item include a personal example of a subject or problem to 
illustrate developments in the economy?” In total, 459 of such items were identified (7 
percent of the sample). More specifically, 10.4 percent of all news items referring to 
the crisis were covered using an episodic frame (n = 110). This percentage is compa-
rable to what is known about episodic framing generally (Wheatley 2020) and in eco-
nomic news specifically (Beier et al. 2020). The use of episodic framing differs widely 
between media (see exact pattern in Table 1): In particular, popular and regional news-
papers as well as television news framed news about the crisis episodically.

Thematic framing was detected through the topics of news stories. If the main eco-
nomic topic of the news item was “general development or state of the economy,” 
“general economic growth or shrinkage,” or “general crisis news,” this was used as an 
indicator of thematic framing. Thematic framing was present in 27.6 percent news 
items that contained a crisis reference (n = 293). Thematic framing was less common 
in television news than in articles of the newspapers and news websites (see Table 1 
for outlet details).

Although this happened rarely (n = 26), 8.9 percent of the articles with a thematic 
frame also carried an episodic frame, and 23.6 percent of the episodically framed articles 
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also contained a thematic frame—confirming that episodic and thematic frames do 
indeed co-occur (Iyengar 1991; Rucinski 1992). This is possible in the definition that 
frames place “an emphasis in salience of certain aspects of a topic” (De Vreese 2002: 
27); after all, multiple aspects might be emphasized in one article. Due to this operational 
definition of framing, there was also a share of news items (64.5 percent) that did not 
carry an episodic nor thematic frame regarding the economic crisis; these are articles that 

Table 1. Overview of Included News Outlets and Their Respective Characteristics.

Outlet Modality Genre Ntotal Ncrisis

% Episodic 
Framing 
in Crisis 
News

% Thematic 
Framing 
in Crisis 
News

Consumption 
(Days per 
Week),  
M (SD)

Algemeen 
Dagblad

Newspaper Popular 449 64 20.3 28.1 1.05 (2.14)

Metro Newspaper Popular 85 7 28.6 42.9 0.37 (1.00)
Telegraaf Newspaper Popular 1,062 138 10.1 33.3 0.98 (2.06)
NRC Handelsblad Newspaper Quality 615 142 12.7 21.8 0.71 (1.77)
Trouw Newspaper Quality 402 91 8.8 33.0 0.44 (1.46)
Volkskrant Newspaper Quality 545 102 8.8 23.5 0.98 (2.06)
Regionals: 

Persgroep
Newspaper Regional 365 30 13.3 20.0 0.59 (1.74)

Regionals: NDC Newspaper Regional 453 41 9.8 17.1 0.16 (0.92)
Regionals: TMG Newspaper Regional 292 36 5.6 36.1 0.31 (1.30)
Financieel 

Dagblad
Newspaper Financial 1,290 211 3.3 29.4 0.20 (0.90)

Nu.nl Website Popular 46 4 0.0 25.0 2.23 (2.78)
telegraaf.nl Website Popular 296 37 5.4 32.4 1.12 (2.30)
NOS.nl Website Quality 241 28 7.1 50.0 1.49 (2.38)
nrc.nl Website Quality 166 30 6.7 16.7 0.35 (1.25)
volkskrant.nl Website Quality 209 28 3.6 17.9 0.55 (1.58)
NOS Journaal Television Hard news 76 15 26.7 20.0 5.12 (2.33)
NOS op 3 Television Hard news 21 5 80.0 20.0 0.68 (1.20)
RTL Nieuws Television Hard news 76 14 28.6 7.1 2.53 (2.61)
EenVandaag Television Current 

affairs
24 4 100.0 0.0 1.92 (2.10)

Nieuwsuur Television Current 
affairs

63 14 42.9 21.4 2.35 (2.22)

RTL-Z Nieuws Television Financial 142 21 0.0 38.1 0.88 (1.57)

Note. For television, newspapers, and Nu.nl (website), all economic news was analyzed; for the other 
four news websites, 25 percent was randomly selected (due to budget constraints). Regional newspapers 
were included, because 39 percent of the newspapers consumed in the Netherlands are regionals. 
An open-ended question asked which regional newspaper respondents read. These responses were 
recoded to the level of the publishing house. In 2015, three publishers owned 98 percent of the regional 
newspaper market, which are also the owners of the three regional newspapers part of the content 
analysis: HDC, NDC, and Persgroep. Because regional outlets owned by the same publishing house 
share the production and coverage of non-regional news (see Hendrickx 2019), such as (inter)national 
economic news, the content scores of the regional outlet are matched according to which publishing 
house the outlet belongs to.
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do not emphasize personal circumstances of exemplars (episodic) nor emphasize broader 
societal conditions (thematic), but highlight another aspect of the topic.

Intercoder reliability was assessed using a set of 137 news items that were identi-
fied as economic news by a minimum of three coders (on average 5.85, resulting in a 
total of 801 coded units). Reliability statistics were calculated requiring a minimum of 
two comparisons using Python-script Nogrod 1.1 (Wettstein 2018). Reliability scores 
are generally influenced downward for variables that are skewed and for larger num-
bers of coders. Nevertheless, the reliability scores of our content analysis variables 
were acceptable: presence of crisis news (Cohen’s Kappa = .86; Krippendorff’s α = 
.63), episodic frame (Cohen’s Kappa = 0.81; Krippendorff’s α = .60), and thematic 
frame (Cohen’s Kappa = 0.76; Krippendorff’s α = .70).

Panel Survey

A three-wave online panel survey was fielded by I&O Research on February 23 (Wave 
1), April 20 (Wave 2), and June 15, 2015 (Wave 3). Reminders were sent after one and 
two weeks. A total of 9,112 respondents participated in Wave 1 of which 6,386 com-
pleted the survey (completion rate: 70.1 percent). Only respondents who participated 
in the previous wave were invited for the subsequent one. For Wave 2, 4,301 respon-
dents completed the questionnaire (completion rate: 69.0 percent). In Wave 3, there 
were 3,270 completed surveys (completion rate: 77.0 percent). The original pool of 
respondents was recruited using random sampling from population registers. The final 
sample was not fully representative of the Dutch population: Respondents were older 
than average (18–91 years of age, M = 61.32, SD = 11.14), included an overrepresen-
tation of males (66.2 percent) and more highly educated people (50.5 percent).

Independent variable. The frequency with which individual media outlets were con-
sumed was asked on a scale from 0 (never) to 7 (all days in the week); all individual 
outlets that were part of the content analysis (see Table 1) were separately included in 
this survey battery. Values were recoded to range from 0 (i.e., no use, zero exposure) 
to 1 (i.e., maximal use, exposure to all items). Subsequently, the content features as 
revealed by the content analysis were multiplied by the consumption of specific out-
lets. Concretely, the frequency of consumption of a certain outlet (k) by an individual 
respondent (i) is multiplied by the summed amount of economic crisis news with epi-
sodic frame or with thematic frame present within this outlet k before every wave (j):

Exposure to episodically

/thematically framed crisis newsij == ∑

×

  consumption of  outlet  

summed presence of episo

ki

ddically/

thematically framed crisis news in outlet k j  .

Thus, an index was created that measured the actual number of episodically framed 
and thematically framed news items to which individuals were exposed before the 
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next survey wave. Without further rescaling, the minimum and maximum values of the 
independent variables ranged over time and across framing type. Respondents were, 
on average, exposed to 7.86 (SD = 4.84; min = 0; max = 32.85) episodically framed 
news items before Wave 2 and 8.88 (SD = 4.67; min = 0; max = 36.79) of such items 
before Wave 3. Exposure to thematic framing of the crisis occurred more frequently 
but was rather stable before Wave 2 (M = 15.00, SD = 11.90; min = 0; max = 92.42) 
and before Wave 3 (M = 14.93, SD = 11.93; min = 0; max = 91.42).

Dependent variable. Similar to previous studies (Ben-Porath and Shaker 2010; Feezell 
et al. 2019; Iyengar 1991; M. Kim et al. 2020), the attribution of causal responsibility 
was elicited with an open-ended survey question that was repeated in every survey 
wave: Who or what do you think is primarily responsible for causing the economic 
crisis? This open-ended question was asked in the beginning of the survey to avoid 
reactivity. An important divergence from previous (experimental) studies is that 
respondents were not asked to indicate responsibility for a particular story they had 
just been exposed to; responsibility attribution for the economic crisis was measured 
in general. This allows testing whether the effect of episodic/thematic framing also 
occurs outside of experimental circumstances, persists over longer periods of time, 
and applies to broader themes.

The open-ended answers of respondents that completed all the survey waves  
(n = 3,270 × 3 waves) were manually coded to detect the mentioning of responsible 
actors. Quality of coding was verified by testing the agreement between coder’s 
annotation and 327 randomly selected responses annotated by this paper’s lead 
author. Acceptable intercoder reliability scores were found for all the mentioned 
actors: national government and national politics (α = .89); European Union (α = 
.92); politics generally/unspecified (α = .83); banks (α = .90); and individual citi-
zens and “the people” (α = .82).1 Regarding the individual responsibility of citizens, 
respondents mentioned individual greed, naivety, stupidity, lack of discipline, and 
irresponsible financial decisions as reasons to attribute responsibility for the crisis to 
individual citizens. On average, people attributed responsibility to about one of these 
actors (M = 1.18, SD = 0.69, min = 0, max = 4).

In line with the theory, analyses focused on the first (societal responsibility of 
national government/politics) and last (individual responsibility of citizens) category 
of coded actors. Respondents attributed responsibility to individuals in 12.9 percent of 
the cases and in 20.3 percent to national politics. The relative predominance (i.e., per-
centage) of both these actor’s responsibility is calculated as the percentage of the total 
number of actors that were attributed responsibility to by the same respondent. 
Separate dependent variables were, therefore, created for individual responsibility 
(Wave 1: M = 10.88 percent, SD = 28.26; Wave 2: M = 8.69 percent, SD = 25.59; 
Wave 3: M = 8.89 percent, SD = 25.92) and societal responsibility (Wave 1:  
M = 14.35 percent, SD = 30.59; Wave 2: M = 13.07 percent, SD = 28.87; Wave 3:  
M = 13.37 percent, SD = 28.73). The relative responsibility of political actors and 
responsibility of individual citizens correlated weakly (r = −.14), implying that the 
two are mostly unrelated.
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Moderator: Economic left-right ideology. Political ideology in West-European coun-
tries consists of two dimensions: economic and (multi-)cultural policy preferences 
(De Vries et al. 2013). For the current topic, only the first dimension matters. In the 
first survey wave, economic left-right ideology was measured with two survey 
items answered on 7-point disagree-agree Likert scales (α = .61): (1) the govern-
ment must take measures to reduce income disparities and (2) it must be a priority 
for the government to ensure social security. Variables were recoded and centered, 
so higher scores implied a more right-wing ideological orientation (M = −1.21, 
SD = 1.35, min = −3, max = 3), indicative of preferring less economic state 
intervention.

Analysis

Data are analyzed in one pooled model, by reshaping the dataset such that every row 
reflects a unique respondent-wave combination. Clustered standard errors in a linear 
regression model are used to account for intra-individual correlation; these take into 
account that residuals are not independent but may correlate within respondents. In 
addition, analyses include a lagged dependent variable: By controlling for respon-
dents’ previous score on the dependent variable (responsibility attribution at t − 1), we 
test whether any remaining variance is explained by the other independent variables 
(i.e., exposure to episodic/thematic frames). Hence, we examine how between-person 
variation in the independent variables (i.e., more or less exposure to episodic and the-
matic framing compared with other respondents) explains variation in change on the 
dependent variable (i.e., attributing more or less responsibility to individuals or politi-
cal actors).

Control variables. To assure that it is frame exposure that causes the effect and not 
any confounding variables that are associated with both the independent and depen-
dent variables, we include several control variables in the regression models. First, 
analyses control for Wave (coded as −1, 0, 1) to capture general overtime trends. 
Second, to assure that it is the amount of episodically or thematically framed crisis 
news that respondents were exposed to that caused the effect—and not news con-
sumption as such—analyses control for the amount of news consumption (survey 
measurement).

Third, analyses control for time-invariant demographics (age, gender, education) 
and political variables that were measured once: internal efficacy; political economic 
knowledge (see Boukes and Vliegenthart 2019); frequency of talking about current 
affairs (see Boukes and Morey 2019). Fourth, five time-variant variables were mea-
sured in all three survey waves. Hence, we controlled for respondents’ score on these 
variables for the specific survey wave (full scales available on request): attention to 
economic news (three items, Cronbach’s α = .74); trust in economic media coverage 
(three items; α = .86); the consumer confidence index (five items per wave, α = .78, 
see Boukes et al. 2019); political trust (four items; α = .80); and mental well-being 
(five items, α = .86, see Boukes and Vliegenthart 2017).
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To test Hypotheses 5 and 6, two interaction effects—that is, between economic 
left-right ideology and exposure to episodic framing and to thematic framing—are 
added to the models. It is necessary to simultaneously include these in the same 
model, because exposure to episodic framing and exposure to thematic framing  
correlate rather strongly (on average: r = .77). Hence, when testing one interaction 
effect, the other should be held constant in the model, to avoid that a confounding 
influence of the other content feature is detected.

Robustness. The Supplementary Information file demonstrates the robustness of the 
models and shows that substantively the same findings are yielded when two alterna-
tive analysis techniques are used. Findings are largely the same in a fixed-effects 
regression model with (but also without) the time-variant control variables (see Tables 
A1 and A2 in the Supplementary Information file). Moreover, similar findings are 
yielded when simply the mentioning of responsibility of individual citizens or national 
politics (constructed as dummy variable rather than as percentage) is used as a binary 
dependent variable in a pooled logistic regression model with clustered standard errors 
(see Tables A3 and A4 in the Supplementary Information file).

Results

Main Effects of Episodic and Thematic Framing

Table 2 shows the estimates for the effects of independent variables on the attribution 
of responsibility to individuals (Model 1) as well as to national politics (Model 2). The 
first regression model demonstrates a negative effect in the hypothesized direction for 
exposure to episodically framed crisis news (b* = –.05; p = .046): People who were 
exposed to more episodically framed news about the economic crisis than others 
attributed relatively less responsibility to individual citizens compared with other 
responsible actors. This finding supports Hypothesis 1.

Attribution of responsibility to political actors for causing the economic crisis was, 
in contrast, not susceptible to episodic framing effects. This did not increase or 
decrease with more or less exposure to episodic framing of this topic (p = .750). Thus, 
Hypothesis 2 is rejected. 

No convincing main effects were found of exposure to thematically framed crisis 
news: More exposure to thematic frames in news about the financial crisis did not 
increase nor decrease the attribution of individual responsibility (p = .189) and the 
effect on the attribution of political responsibility was within the margins of signifi-
cance (p = .045) but failed to replicate in the robustness checks (see Supplementary 
Information file). Hence, Hypotheses 3 and 4 are not supported. 

One interesting pattern—also confirmed in the robustness checks—is that the time-
variant constructs of consumer confidence and political trust negatively influence 
political responsibility attributions. So, people who are more optimistic about the 
economy and have more trust in politics are less likely to blame political actors for 
causing the economic crisis.
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Table 2. Ordinary Least Squares Regression Models Predicting the Relative Predominance 
of Responsibility for the Crisis as Attributed to Individual Citizens (Model 1) or National 
Politics (Model 2).

Model 1: Individual 
Responsibility (%)

Model 2: Political 
Responsibility (%)

 B (SE) b* p b (SE) b* p

Intercept 6.79 (2.80) .015 35.46 (3.54) .000
Lagged D.V. t-1 0.34 (0.02) .34 .000 0.29 (0.02) .29 .000
Wave 0.87 (0.63) .03 .166 1.25 (0.70) .03 .073
Age −0.07 (0.03) −.03 .034 −0.03 (0.03) −.01 .340
Female 1.17 (0.68) .02 .087 0.67 (0.75) .01 .367
Lower-educated −1.87 (0.77) −.03 .015 2.55 (1.08) .03 .019
Higher-educated −0.22 (0.72) −.00 .763 −1.41 (0.72) −.02 .051
Left-right ideology 0.57 (0.22) .03 .011 −0.43 (0.23) −.02 .068
Internal efficacy −0.01 (0.10) −.00 .896 0.15 (0.11) .02 .176
Current affairs knowledge 0.15 (0.16) .01 .338 −1.13 (0.18) −.09 .000
Talking about current affairs 0.29 (0.22) .02 .188 −0.28 (0.24) −.01 .249
Economic news attention t −0.41 (0.18) −.03 .023 0.44 (0.20) .03 .025
Trust in media t −0.50 (0.19) −.03 .009 −0.42 (0.20) −.02 .037
Consumer confidence t 1.02 (0.28) .04 .000 −2.84 (0.42) −.11 .000
Political trust t 1.57 (0.28) .07 .000 −2.00 (0.30) −.08 .000
Mental well-being t −0.44 (0.36) −.01 .220 0.29 (0.51) .01 .569
News consumption (survey) −0.05 (0.27) −.00 .862 −0.48 (0.28) −.03 .081
Exposure to episodically 
framed crisis news t

−0.25 (0.12) −.05 .046 −0.04 (0.14) −.01 .750

Exposure to thematically 
framed crisis news t

0.05 (0.04) .02 .189 0.10 (0.05) .04 .045

R2 .161 .187  
N(Wave 2 + Wave 3) 6,384 6,384  

Note. Cells contain unstandardized (b) coefficients with robust clustered standard errors (SE) in 
parentheses, standardized coefficients (b*), and probabilities (p; two-tailed).

Moderation by Left-Right Economic Ideology

Table 3 includes the interaction effects with political ideology in the regression models. 
No significant interaction effects were yielded on individual responsibility (Model 3). 
Rejecting Hypotheses 5a and 5c, the negative effect of episodic framing on individual 
responsibility was not conditional upon political ideology. Neither was thematic fram-
ing’s effect on individual responsibility conditional upon this factor, thus rejecting 
Hypotheses 6a and 6c. In sum, framing effects on individual responsibility—by epi-
sodic framing—occurred across-the-board.

The interaction effects on political responsibility were both significant. Whereas no 
main effects of framing were yielded for this dependent variable, the effects were 
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conditional upon political orientation. Regarding episodic framing, a negative interac-
tion effect was found. Figure 1 shows that exposure to episodically framed news about 
the economic crisis did barely influence the attribution of political responsibility 
among people with an economically left-wing ideology. In contrast, the attribution of 
political responsibility of this issue considerably decreases among people with an eco-
nomically right-wing ideology when they were exposed to more episodic framing. 
This pattern of findings provides evidence in support of Hypothesis 5d but not 5b.

Table 3. Ordinary Least Squares Regression Models Predicting the Relative Predominance 
of Responsibility for the Crisis as Attributed to Individual Citizens (Model 3) or National 
Politics (Model 4) as Moderated by Political Ideology.

Model 3: Individual 
Responsibility (%)

Model 4: Political 
Responsibility (%)

 B (SE) b* p b (SE) b* p

Intercept 7.14 (2.83) .012 38.29 (3.70) .000
Lagged D.V. t-1 0.34 (0.02) .34 .000 0.29 (0.02) .29 .000
Wave 0.84 (0.63) .03 .182 1.16 (0.70) .03 .096
Age −0.07 (0.03) −.03 .039 −0.03 (0.03) −.01 .391
Female 1.18 (0.68) .02 .083 0.67 (0.75) .01 .370
Lower-educated −1.88 (0.77) −.03 .015 2.51 (1.09) .03 .021
Higher-educated −0.23 (0.72) −.00 .752 −1.41 (0.72) −.02 .051
Left-right ideology −0.01 (0.10) −.00 .888 −0.07 (0.50) −.02 .885
Internal efficacy 0.15 (0.16) .01 .339 0.14 (0.11) .02 .206
Current affairs knowledge 0.29 (0.22) .02 .184 −1.12 (0.18) −.08 .000
Talking about current affairs −0.41 (0.18) −.03 .022 −0.27 (0.24) −.01 .278
Economic news attention t −0.50 (0.19) −.03 .009 0.44 (0.20) .03 .026
Trust in media t 1.02 (0.28) .04 .000 −0.41 (0.20) −.02 .040
Consumer confidence t 1.57 (0.28) .07 .000 −2.84 (0.42) −.11 .000
Political trust t −0.44 (0.36) −.01 .226 −1.99 (0.30) −.08 .000
Mental well-being t −0.06 (0.27) −.00 .829 0.30 (0.51) .01 .558
News consumption (survey) 0.91 (0.45) .03 .043 −0.49 (0.28) −.03 .079
Exposure to episodically 

framed crisis news t

−0.32 (0.16) −.05 .050 −0.24 (0.16) −.00 .124

Exposure to thematically 
framed crisis news t

0.07 (0.06) .02 .216 0.17 (0.05) .03 .001

Episodic framing × Left-right 
ideology

−0.06 (0.08) −.02 .419 −0.17 (0.08) −.04 .045

Thematic framing × Left-right 
ideology

0.01 (0.03) .01 .677 0.07 (0.03) .04 .032

R2 .161 .188  
N(Wave 2 + Wave 3) 6,384 6,384  

Note. Cells contain unstandardized (b) coefficients with robust clustered standard errors (SE) in 
parentheses, standardized coefficients (b*), and probabilities (p; two-tailed).
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A positive interaction effect was found between thematic framing and political ide-
ology. Figure 2 demonstrates that thematic framing only had an effect among people 

Figure 1. Effect of exposure to episodic framing on the attribution of political responsibility 
for citizens with a left- and right-wing political orientation regarding economic issues.
Note. The x-scale ranges from 0 to 16 to plot 95 percent of the data points (i.e., only few respondents 
were exposed to more episodically framed news).

Figure 2. Effect of exposure to thematic framing on the attribution of political responsibility 
for citizens with a left- and right-wing political orientation regarding economic issues.
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with a right-wing political orientation. Concretely, it demonstrates that a positive 
effect of thematic framing on political responsibility only occurred among right-wing 
citizens. People with a left-wing ideology were not affected. As exposure to thematic 
framing increased, right-wing citizens held a similar perception of political responsi-
bility as left-wing people (see overlapping confidence intervals). Thus, Hypotheses 6b 
and 6b are rejected: Thematic framing narrows rather than amplifies the initial gap 
between citizens with a left-wing versus right-wing ideology.

Discussion

The current study demonstrates that more exposure to episodically framed news about 
the economic crisis caused less attribution of responsibility to individual citizens for 
causing this crisis. The exposure to thematically framed crisis news did not affect the 
attribution of responsibility to individual citizens. Thus, it is especially episodic fram-
ing that may function as a counterweight to the increasingly dominant neoliberal dis-
course of elite policymakers who put blame on individual citizens rather than on 
system failure (Guetzkow 2010), whereas thematic framing on itself does not affect 
attributions of individual responsibility. A decreasing attribution of responsibility to 
individual citizens as the outcome of more exposure to episodic framing aligns with 
the conclusions of previous experiments in the North-European context (Aarøe 2011; 
Andersen et al. 2017; Boukes et al. 2015). However, it conflicts with U.S.-based stud-
ies and Iyengar’s (1991) prediction that episodic framing restricts citizens’ ability to 
place public issues in a more general or abstract context and, therefore, would make 
the individual a more likely target for responsibility attributions.

The question remains what would happen when both an episodic and thematic 
frame are present in one news story. Unfortunately, too few of such “mixed frames” 
stories were detected in the content analysis (n = 26) and citizens were, accordingly, 
too rarely exposed to them (M = 2.09, SD = 1.43) to test this in a statistically robust 
manner. However, exploratory analyses suggest that mixed-frames stories have a neg-
ative effect on individual responsibility attribution—just as was found for exposure to 
episodic framing. When combined, the effect of episodic framing may thus be domi-
nant; this finding is in line with previous experimental research (Boukes et al. 2015) 
and can be explained by the strong and lasting impact of episodic framing (Aarøe and 
Petersen 2018; Bas and Grabe 2015). Further research is necessary to confirm this.

The responsibility that was attributed to political actors did not increase (nor 
decrease) across-the-board with more/less exposure to episodically or thematically 
framed crisis news. Framing effects on political responsibility, however, were condi-
tional on economic ideology. Episodic framing’s effect reinforced citizens’ existing 
beliefs (left-wing people attributing slightly more responsibility to political actors, and 
right-wing people attributing considerably less responsibility to political actors). 
Thematic framing, in contrast, increased the attribution of political responsibility 
among people with a right-wing economic ideology. Right-wing citizens actually 
responded to thematic framing in the way that Iyengar (1991) predicted and what pre-
vious U.S.-based studies found. Arguably, North-European citizens with a right-wing 
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ideology hold political-economic preferences that are more similar to the average 
American citizen—which explains why they respond similarly to this type of framing. 
These right-wing people may not feel more empathy after exposure to a personal nar-
rative, but may be more persuaded that there is a political responsibility after a story is 
framed in abstract and general terms. After studies showing that the mixture of find-
ings regarding effects of exemplars in the news are potentially explained by cultural 
context (Aarøe and Petersen 2014), news item topics (Feezell et al. 2019), or exemplar 
features (Ben-Porath and Shaker 2010; Hopmann et al. 2017; Ostfeld and Mutz 2014; 
Springer and Harwood 2015), the current study demonstrates that audience character-
istics (i.e., ideological orientation) are an additional factor to explain why framing 
effects might run in opposite directions.

Compared with existing (experimental) research that demonstrated the one-shot, 
short-term effect of episodic framing, the current work revealed that this effect can 
also be detected on the long-term (e.g., Aarøe and Petersen 2018). The approach of 
linking content analysis data to panel survey data, thereby, stays close to the funda-
mentals of framing theory (see Chong and Druckman 2007), which states that framing 
effects are a learning outcome that benefits from repeated exposure (Chong and 
Druckman 2007: 111). Framing effects are “an accumulative and dynamic effect  
process” (Lecheler et al. 2015: 339), because people are not exposed to frames in a 
vacuum of alternative messages, but they consume multiple news stories in which dif-
ferent frames continuously compete with each other (Sniderman and Theriault 2004). 
The current study, by means of its repeated measurements, thus, contributes to the 
literature with the insight that episodic and thematic framing also have a cumulative 
and lasting effect in real-world conditions where the frames compete with alternative 
journalistic interpretations of this topic.

Although this study benefits from its unique methodological design, this simultane-
ously is also the cause of its main limitation (see, e.g., Fazekas and Larsen 2016; 
Schuck et al. 2016). Using the linkage approach rather than a clean experimental 
design, we cannot be 100 percent sure that the effects of episodic and thematic framing 
are not the outcome of associated content features that were not measured (e.g., expo-
sure to other frames). Fortunately, our data allow including general media consump-
tion (survey measurement) and frame exposure variables in one model: Because we 
included a rich variety of media outlets that differed considerably on the presence of 
these content features (see Table 1), multicollinearity was not problematic when all 
three independent variables are included in one model (VIFmax = 4.66). Hence, we 
could disentangle the effect of general news consumption from the impact of exposure 
to episodic and thematic framing. Nevertheless, the linkage approach inherently 
involves unreliability in linking content analysis to panel survey data (Scharkow and 
Bachl 2017). Both methods cope with measurement imprecision—either in the judg-
ments of coders (Bachl and Scharkow 2017) or in respondents’ self-reports of news 
consumption (Prior 2009). The consequence is that when using this method, “most 
likely, the true effects are stronger than the observed effects” (Scharkow and Bachl 
2017: 337). Thus, the effects found in this study could potentially be even more vigor-
ous in reality.
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Altogether, the current study employed a unique empirical approach and provides 
new evidence that episodic framing negatively affects the attribution of responsibility 
to individual citizens. Moreover, it fills an important caveat in the literature by showing 
that individual left-right ideology is a crucial moderator that determines the direction of 
framing effects on the attribution of political responsibility. Just as in previous studies 
on this topic, one important limitation is the ecological validity of findings. The only 
clean way to test whether and how the effects of episodic and thematic framing differ 
among European and American citizens (or any other geographic area) is a comparative 
experiment conducted in multiple countries on the same moment and with the same 
(translated) stimuli. This is a crucial next step to be taken by future research.
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Note

1. The coding for responsibility by “the people” and individual citizens was initially too 
broadly understood by the student assistant (α = .67) by also including individual bank-
ers, elite people, and investors. After a correction by the lead author, reliability of the vari-
able was reassessed (n = 414) by a third person uninvolved in the project: Krippendorff’s 
α = .82, Cohen’s Kappa = 0.88. Notwithstanding this correction, substantively the same 
results were yielded for the corrected and uncorrected measurement.
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