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Effects of Exemplars, Affinity and Affect on Reactions to Presidential Elec-

tion Stories
Shuhua Zhou*

432C Reese Phifer, Dept. of Telecommunication, University of Alabama, Tuscaoosa, AL. 35487, USA

Abstract: Affective reaction is a little researched area in political news. This study examined three factors that might gen-
erate affective responses in addition to the candidates themselves: the use of exemplars in television stories, the valence of
story content and the affinity of audience members toward candidates. A within subject experiment was conducted. Re-
sults indicated that candidates and valence had main effects on affective responses, whereas exemplars and affinity did
not. Exemplification affected perceived believability of stories, but not perceived informativeness and professionalism.

Implications were discussed.

INTRODUCTION

Charges of news bias have never subsided since the ad-
vent of television. In fact, it is presumed that news coverage
is always “biased” even when journalists try hard to be ob-
jective (Gans, 1979). After all, neither they nor anyone else
can proceed without values. However, people are concerned
about the selectivity of news because television creates an
instantaneous network in which millions are simultaneous
recipients of the same messages. Given television’s ability to
shape reality, presidential candidates have learned to adapt to
the medium. Studies on presidential elections have demon-
strated that the news media do exert some fairly significant
influences over the outcomes (Hansen & Benoit, 2007; Just,
1996; Pfau, 2002).

This paper focuses on the selectivity of exemplars in the
last US presidential election, which should offer valuable
insight to the current 2008 presidential election. Exemplars
are concrete information about individuals whose experience
illustrates the ramifications of particular issues. Ideally, ex-
emplars should be selected based on some pertinent proper-
ties of the issues. However, reporters do not always select
typical cases based on stringent criteria. Instead, cases are
often chosen for their dramatic and sensational values rather
than their accurate reflection on the political issues. Because
exemplars are concrete incidents, they can force attention
and impose themselves from memory. Given this superior
accessibility, exemplars exert disproportional influence on
the perception and assessment of political candidates.

However, it’d be naive to assume that exemplars exert
uniform effects. Apparently, all audience members will not
react in the same way to all exemplars. In a hotly contested
presidential election, the selection of positive exemplars es-
pousing one candidate often means negative reflection on the
other. As such, audience reaction to the candidates in the
exemplified stories may be very differently, depending on
their affinity to the candidates. Two forces are at play here,
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one being the affect of the exemplars, or whether it’s a posi-
tive exemplar or a negative one to a particular candidate, the
other being the affinity of the audience members to the ex-
emplified, or the degree of like or dislike toward the candi-
dates.

Research on news exemplars usually focus on the effects
of biased judgment of reality (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000),
and is seldom coupled with political affect to see its influ-
ences in the political process. In addition, the affinity of
audience members toward candidates is often overlooked.
This study, therefore, tries to understand the affect embedded
in the exemplars and the dispositional affinity of the audi-
ence members to investigate how they interact to induce re-
action toward political candidates.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Exemplar

The concept of exemplar has been explicated comprehen-
sively by Zillmann and Brosius (2000). An exemplar can be
an individual, his situation, events happening to him or what
he says if it exemplifies shared group attributes. In political
news, journalists often use exemplars to illustrate a particular
assertion or a controversial social issue. In a story about
casualty in Iraq and its traumatic effect on a family, for ex-
ample, reporters often use the death of a particular soldier to
illustrate the hardship his family goes through, rather than
using summary statistics to discuss the issue.

Because human beings are cognitive misers (Eysenck,
2001), exemplars offer heuristics to simplify and expedite
information intake and utilization. This process is especially
pertinent in political and social issues where evaluation and
judgments are often made without apparent elaboration. As
such, the effects of exemplars in the media are often inflated
because media time and space are limited and audience
members are limited to the bits and pieces of information
journalists can provide (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000). Re-
search has shown that exemplars lead media consumers to
overestimate incidence rates (Gibson & Zillmann, 1994;
Perry & Gonzenbach, 1997; Zillmann, 2006; Zillmann, Per-
kins, & Sundar, 1992). Although results varied according to
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different study orientations and manipulations, conclusions
drawn from these studies are almost uniform: exemplars
have a strong impact on people’s belief and perceptions
(Brosius, 2003).

Research on the characteristics of exemplars often focus
on their vividness and salient nature to explain effects. These
two concepts are related and they both ascribe to a central
role to attention (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000). The vivid char-
acteristic is in contrast to unattractive attributes of pallid
stimuli. Vividness can come from the power of the language
used, the imagery value or the emotional value of the stimuli.
Salience, on the other hand, refers to those stimuli that draw
more attention to others due to their unusualness that sticks
out. Both of these concepts are hard to measure (Brosius,
2003). Little research, however, focuses solely on the affec-
tive aspect of exemplars. This study, therefore, represents an
initial step investigating the effects of affective exemplars in
election coverage. Research in psychology has shown that
affective stimuli influence attention, perception, memory,
judgment and decision making (Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999),
making them highly pertinent in political coverage.

Affect

Affect is an important component in the political process,
so much so that it can make or break a political life (Shields
& MacDowell, 1987). The political arena also presents an
ideal situation for investigating affective effects as opinions
about political candidates are often polarized and affect-
laden. Bucy (2000), for example, found that valence of a
leader’s emotional display to be particularly influential in
predicting trait attributions. A previous study also indicated
that affect has played a major role in leader evaluation (Bucy
& Newhagen, 1999).

Affective experiences have often been described using a
dimensional conceptualization—that is, categorizing any
specific felt affect in terms of a common set of substrates. A
long history of psychological research identifies the two
primary factors common to all emotional experience as va-
lence polarization—how positive or negative the experience
is---and arousal level, or how much the emotional system is
activated by the experience (Bradley, 1994).

A group of researchers (Hullett, Louden, & Mitra, 2003)
assessed the usefulness of voters’ emotions toward presiden-
tial candidate in predicting voter attitude and learning. They
found that the most parsimonious bi-polar model, in which
affect is depicted as ranging from intensely positive to in-
tensely negative, to have the most consistent predicting
power. The valence of a voter’s affective response toward a
candidate is positively correlated with attitudes toward the
candidate. The valence dimension along is sufficient in pre-
dicting participants’ reactions to political candidates.
(Marcus & MacKuen, 1993).

Affinity

The projection that good news about a political candidate
induces positive reaction to the candidate and that bad news
evokes negative feelings, however, is too simple and unten-
able. The expectation of such affective congruence between
news revelation and audience reaction does not take into
account the affective dynamics.
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Research on empathic reactivity offers compelling evi-
dence that affective reactions are a function of a person’s
dispositions toward the agents to whom positive or negative
things are happening and who reacts positively or negatively
to these happenings (Eisenberg & Strayer, 1987). In other
words, the amount of affinity a person holds towards the
agent interferes with the affective reaction the person ex-
presses. When affinity is strong, persons respond in affec-
tively compatible manner to the good or bad fortunes of oth-
ers, that is, they will be pleased if positive things happen to
people they like and displeased when negative things hap-
pen. When affinity is weak, persons respond counter-
empathically, that is, people will be pleased when bad things
happen to people they don’t like and displeased when good
things happen to them. A study on how disposition affects
viewers’ reaction to news characters confirmed this predic-
tion (Zillmann, Taylor, & Lewis, 1998). Apparently a voter’s
affinity, whether he/she endorses or disapproves a candidate,
also plays a role in how the voter reacts to positive and nega-
tive content about the candidate in the news.

Taken these literatures together, it can be inferred that in
a political story, several factors may influence the affective
reaction of audience members. Foremost among them are the
political candidates, for being the persons they are and the
values and goals they represent. Apparently different candi-
dates induce different affective reactions. Secondly, the va-
lence of the story, whether a story contains positive or nega-
tive content about a particular candidate, plays a role in audi-
ence affective reaction. But this role is mediated by the affin-
ity of the audience members towards the candidates. If this
assumption about disposition and its relationship toward
agents of affect holds, the following hypotheses can be pro-
posed:

Hypothesis 1: Different candidates generate different af-
fective reactions.

Hypothesis 2: Valence of story content generate different
affective reactions.

Hypothesis 3: When affinity is high, valence of the story
is positively correlated to valence of the affective reactions
such that when a news story reports positively on a well-
liked candidate, affective reaction is also positive and when a
news story reports negatively on a well-liked candidate, af-
fective reaction is also negative.

Hypothesis 4: When affinity is low, valence of the story
is negatively correlated to the valence of the affective reac-
tion such that when a news story reports positively on a less-
liked candidate, affectively reaction tends to be negative and
when a news story reports negatively on a less-liked candi-
date, affectively reaction tends to be positive.

As discussed earlier, exemplars are often vivid and sali-
ent events or persons, they have more affective potential than
non-exemplar stories (Zillmann, 1999). However, no re-
search so far has supplied any evidence that exemplars has
the ability to generate affective reaction. The following re-
search question is thus proposed:

Research Question 1: Do exemplars generate more affec-
tive reactions than non-exemplars?
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The use of exemplars are often encouraged and practiced.
A content analysis of the US media, for example, found
exemplars to be abundant (Gibson et. al., 1994), obviously
for its perceived ease in information processing and for its
concreteness. Also, reporters who go the extra mile in
relating the story to the audiences are often praised for their
professionalism. Because no studies have been conducted on
exemplars’ effect on these variables, this study proposes the
following additional research questions:

Research Question 2: Do exemplars affect perceived in-
formativeness of the story?

Research Question 3: Do exemplars affect perceived be-
lievability of the story?

Research Question 4: Do exemplars affect perceived pro-
fessionalism of the story?

METHODOLOGY
Design

This study used a repeated-measures 2 x 2 x 2 x 8 fac-
tionally factorial experiment. The four factors of this ex-
periment were exemplification (exemplars and no exem-
plars), candidates (Bush, Kerry), valence (positive and nega-
tive) and eight news stories, held as a repeated measure.

Four presentation orders were created to randomize pri-
macy, recency, and other order effects. Participants were
assigned to only one experimental order. Exemplification,
candidate and valence were within subject factors. Order of
presentation was the only between subject factor. In other
words, all participants saw the same eight stories, thus par-
ticipants served as their own control.

Materials

All eight stories were taped from network evening news
during the 2004 presidential election beginning from the
Republican primary in August to the election day in Novem-
ber. The study was run in late 2006 so participants’ familiar-
ity and prior exposure to the stories were rendered non-
relevant in their perception. Four stories with exemplifica-
tion and four without were selected out of four months worth
of election stories. Exemplars were chosen for this study
based on whether the exemplars contained positive or nega-
tive assertions toward either Bush or Kerry. Efforts were
made to maximize the valence manipulation of the stories.
Manipulation checks using participants’ ratings on whether a
story was positive toward Bush or Kerry on a 7-point scale
anchoring Bush and Kerry indicated that the manipulation
was consistent and successful. Positive stories for Bush (m
=2.66) is statistically different from positive stories for Kerry
(m =5.67), t =-17.64, p <.001.

Participants

Thirty-seven student participants from a large Southeast
university took part in the experiment for extra credits. The
age of participants in the experiment ranged from 20 to 29,
with a mean age of 22. There were 22 females and 15 males.
They were mostly Whites (92%), with only 8% being
Blacks. The majority of them (65%) voted in the 2004 presi-
dential election. More than half of the participants (58.6%)
described themselves as being very interested in politics.
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Most watched network news (73%) at least two or three
times a week. Overall, participants appeared to be well-
educated and informed about current events.

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four
experimental orders. All presentations were played from the
four DVD order discs on a large projection screen. Partici-
pants were run in groups of 8-10 in a classroom environment
resembling a theatre.

Participants first read and signed a consent form. An ex-
perimenter explained that they would view eight news stories
and answer questions about each of them. The participants
first completed the front part of the experimental question-
naire which measured their demographic variables as well
they affinity toward Bush and Kerry. An additional scale on
their valence orientation, whether they generally feel positive
or negative on the average, was also included in the first
part. Data from that scale was not analyzed in the present
study. They were instructed to stop when they completed the
first part and wait for the stories to begin.

At the end of each story, the disc was paused and partici-
pants were instructed to give evaluative measures, first on
the valence of the story, that is, whether the story is positive
or negative toward Bush or Kerry, then on the informative-
ness, believability and professionalism of the story as well as
on their own affective reaction toward the story. This proce-
dure was repeated until all eight stories were shown and par-
ticipants had completed all answers.

MEASURES
Affinity

Affinity toward Bush/Kerry was measured using a 9-
item, 7-point semantic differential scale. The nine items were
modified from the McCroskey source credibility scale
(McCroskey & Young, 1981) by adopting two dimensions
pertaining to political leaders: authoritativeness and charac-
ter. These bi-polar adjectives included the following:
authoritative, unintelligent, visionary, dishonest, unfriendly,
pleasant, selfish, awful and virtuous. Bush and Kerry were
rated in two different sets. Reliability was acceptable (alpha=
.94 for Bush and .74 for Kerry).

Affective Reaction

Affective reaction was measured using 12-item, 5-point
Likert scales, adopted from Zillmann, Taylor and Lewis
(1998). Six of the items measured positive reaction (satisfy-
ing, amusing, hilarious, enjoyable, entertaining and inspir-
ing) and the other six measured negative reaction (offended
me, shocking, disturbed me, worried me, distressed me and
depressed me). Reliability was checked against reactions to
all eight stories. Except for a low alpha (.67) for the positive
reaction to the first story, all others showed acceptable reli-
ability, ranging from .70 to .93.

Story Perception

Story perception was measured using 5-point Likert
scales. Respondents were asked to indicate to what extent
they agreed that the stories were informative, believable and
professional.
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RESULTS

Hypothesis one tested if different candidates generated
different affective reactions. Repeated measure ANOVA
indicated that candidate had a main effect on positive reac-
tion F (1, 36) =13.08, p < .001. Post hoc analysis showed
Bush drew stronger positive reaction (m = 3.63, SD = .45)
than Kerry (m =3.82, SD = .55), t =-3.0, p < .005. Candidate
also had an main effect on negative reaction, F (1, 36)
=32.53, p < .001. Post hoc analysis showed Bush drew less
negative reaction (m = 4.14, SD = .62) than Kerry (m =3.80,
SD =.63), t =4.65, p < .001.

Hypothesis two tested if valence of story content gener-
ated different affective reactions. Repeated measure
ANOVA indicated that valence had a main effect on positive
reaction F (1, 36) =10.26, p < .005. Post hoc analysis showed
stories with positive affect drew weaker positive reaction (m
= 3.63, SD = .45) than those with negative affect (m =3.83,
SD = .55), t = 3.2, p < .005. Valence also had an main effect
on negative reaction, F (1, 36) =4.65, p < .05. Post hoc
analysis showed stories with positive affect drew stronger
negative reaction (m = 3.92, SD = .59) than those with nega-
tive affect (m =4.03, SD = .61),t=-2.16, p < .05.

Hypothesis three tested the relationship between affinity
and affective reaction such that when affinity was high, va-
lence was positively correlated with affective response. No
statistically difference was found for this hypothesis.

Hypothesis four tested the reverse effect of hypothesis
three in that when affinity was low, valence of the story was
negatively correlated to the valence of the affective reaction.
Statistical analysis did not show any difference either.

Research question one wondered if exemplars generated
more affective reactions than non-exemplars. F-test did not
indicate any difference in either positive or negative reac-
tions.

Research question two wondered if exemplars affected
perceived informativeness of the story. Results did not indi-
cate that that was the case.

Research question three wondered if exemplars affected
perceived believability of the story. Statistically difference
was found, F (1, 36) =6.30, p < .05. Exemplars increased
perceived believability of the stories (m =2.04, SD = .67) as
compared to non-exemplars stories (m = 2.24, SD = .67), t =
2.51, p < .05.

Research question four wondered if exemplars affected
perceived professionalism of the story. No statistically dif-
ference was found.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Affective reaction is a little researched area in political
communication. Because affective responses can reliably
predict attitude and perception of political issues and candi-
dates (Hullett et al., 2003), more efforts are needed to un-
ravel factors influencing such responses.

Results of this study indicated that the candidates and the
valence of stories both generated different affective re-
sponses. For the participants of this study, Bush generated
more positive and less negative responses than Kerry. In a
larger context, this attests to the importance of choosing a
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viable candidate who appeals to a wide political constituent.
Valence of the story, on the other hand, had the potential to
induce both positive and negative affects. The more interest-
ing findings, however, seemed to lie in the counter-intuitive
fact that negative stimuli generated stronger positive affect
than positive stimuli. This was perhaps due to the fact that as
consumers, we are more used to seeing negative stimuli than
positive ones in the news (Newhagen & Reeves, 1992). As
such, negative stories, fulfilling the surveillance function of
news (Gans, 1979), were perceived to be more informative
and thus enjoyable for its perceived consequences and util-
ity, whereas the presentation of positive stories appeared to
be less important, making them less enjoyable and satisfying.

Affinity is an important concept to explore. However,
evidence in this study did not support the assertion that affin-
ity induced affective responses. Theoretically, the disposition
of person strongly influences affective responses. The non-
significance findings in this study could be attributed to three
factors. Firstly, the number of participants in this study was
small, limiting the power of exploration. Secondly, the
measurement of affinity along the two dimensions of
authoritativeness and character might not be adequate. A
more comprehensive scale factoring in sociability, shared
ideology and competence might do a better job of capturing
the variance of this variable. Thirdly, there might be a differ-
ence between affinity to a character than affinity to a politi-
cal candidate, who often is a symbol of ideology. It is possi-
ble that the lack of affinity may still induce positive reaction
toward a political candidate. In other words, politics may be
an area where rationality plays a bigger role than affect.

The use of exemplars were often found to influence
judgment and evaluations of issues. The dependent variables
designed in this experiment, namely, affective response and
story perception, were new to exemplar research. Results
indicated that the use of exemplars only affected perceived
believability of the stories, probably due to the vividness
nature of exemplars. This may indicate that at least in the
realm of political communication, exemplars do not show
any effects in mediating audience affect. In practice, this
may be good news for journalists who try to make complex
political issues easy to understand.
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