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Preface

News That Matters was conceived twenty — three years ago, in New
Haven, Connecticut, in the Department of Political Science at Yale Uni-
versity.

The systematic study of political communication was then in its infan-



cy, and the use of experimental methods in political science was a rarity.
Since 1987, when the book was finally completed (neither of the authors
was a particularly swift writer), the field of political communication has e-
merged as a central concern in political science, communications, and al-
lied social sciences, While the prominence of the field can be attributed, in
part, to the increased importance of the mass media in the American polit-

ical process, it’s new—{found stature also stems from the gradual accumu-

lation of a body of evidence much of it experimental showing that
media presentations do in fact leave their mark on the audience.

At the time, the publication of News That Matters represented a ma-
jor challenge to the conventional wisdom. Mass communication research in
the 1950s and 1960s generally concluded that media campaigns exerted
“minimal consequences. " Gradually, with the increased acceptance of ex-
periments, the development of more precise indicators of media exposure,
and more sophisticated statistical analysis, the doctrine of minimal conse-
quences was redefined. Today, sixteen years later, we are pleased that the
two major findings reported in the book — the classic agenda — setting
effect of news reports, and the associated priming effect, have survived
both the test of time and more sophisticated methodological scrutiny from
communication researchers. Agenda— setting and priming have been re-
produced in numerous studies, each spanning different time points, differ-
ent issues, elections, and methods of research. In fact it is now taken as
axiomatic that issues emphasized by the news media are deemed more sali-
ent by consumers and that more salient considerations exert a stronger in-
fluence on voting choice or evaluations of incumbent officials (the “prim-

ing" effect) Naturally, we are also pleased that experimental methods are

now used routinely in political communication research.
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The 21st century is an exciting time for research in political communi-
cation. The field has moved from a heavy reliance on survey research to
the current flourishing of methodological diversity. Not only is the field
armed with a powerful arsenal of research tools, the target of interest has
also grown in scope and significance. “Media politics" is pervasive, not
just in the United States, but everywhere. Conversely, the institutions
traditionally entrusted with organizing and aggregating public preferences
(such as political parties and interest groups) have declined in importance.

of

the mass media to promote political objectives is not only standard prac-

It is no exaggeration to assert that the use even manipulation
tice, but in fact essential to survival. Given the high stakes associated
with political communication campaigns, it is reassuring that research into

the consequences of these campaigns rests on a sound footing.
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