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SIX
Visual Cues in the Formation of Affect

In 2004, Howard Dean’s presidential campaign suffered a blow when he
was shown on TV in what he himself called a “red-faced rant,” that was
quickly dubbed the “Dean Scream” or the “I Have a Scream” speech. In
1988, Michael Dukakis was ridiculed after being shown wearing an over-
sized helmet and riding in a tank. In 1972, frontrunner Edmund Muskie’s
campaign abruptly ended after he was shown with what looked like tears
on his face at a televised news conference, responding to an unflattering
report about his wife. More recently, Mitt Romney gave a speech in a
near-empty football stadium and political insiders agreed the visuals of
what looked like a poor turnout overwhelmed the message. Perhaps the
most famous example of how visual images can affect a candidate was
the sweating, five-o’clock shadowed Richard Nixon versus a handsome
and polished John F. Kennedy in the nation’s first televised debate in
1960. Historians say the course of that election changed overnight and
affected all future elections as well. Political folklore has it that those who
saw the debate said Kennedy won, but those who only heard it on radio
said Nixon was the victor. The problem for Nixon—88 percent of
American households had TV. After that, no politician could afford to
ignore the power of the visual.

Did these visual images contribute to the candidates’ downfalls? No
one can say for sure, but many agree they marked the beginning of the
end of these campaigns. Ever since, political strategists carefully orches-
trate their candidates’ “photo ops,” provide advice and even professional
training on gestures, facial expressions, and tips for appearing on TV. As
Barack Obama said when declining to wear a football helmet in 2013,
“You don’t put stuff on your head if you’re president. That’s politics
101.”1
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Photographs have long been extolled for the power that they hold.
They have been credited with “altering people’s minds and rearranging
their lives,”2 with ending wars, changing public policy and turning the
tide of public opinion.3 The power of photographs and video is taken
seriously by politicians and their staff. “Unless you can find a visual that
explains your message, you can’t make it stick,” wrote Michael Deaver,
Ronald Reagan’s media savvy chief of staff.4 Even before the age of tele-
vision, photographs had been anointed with political power when Abra-
ham Lincoln credited Matthew Brady’s flattering lighting and retouched
photograph with winning him the presidency. Larry Sabato, political an-
alyst at the University of Virginia, told Time magazine that one way polit-
ical parties pick candidates is by asking, who would look better on TV?5

After the Nixon-Kennedy debate, how a candidate looked, sounded, and
connected with audiences mattered enormously, Sabato said.6 Along
with the “sound bite” political strategists had the “image bite” to worry
about but also to wield. Even the sheer amount of visuals that voters see,
compared to the words, should be enough to convince anyone of their
importance—in U.S. presidential elections from 1996 to 2004, image bites
made up 25 percent of TV news coverage, but sound bites accounted for
only 14 percent.7 The growth of visual media means that people can be
influenced by candidates’ appearance and nonverbal cues in many more
channels than ever before.

And yet, despite both anecdotal and empirical evidence of the power
of the visual, research in political communication is still overwhelmingly
devoted to the study of words. As Barnhurst and Quinn8 note, most
political communication research that uses the term “image” refers to
people’s ideas or conceptions of a candidate, conveyed through written
or spoken words, rather than the visual aspects of his or her appearance
and presentation, as conveyed in pictures or video. There has been no
shortage of sustained calls for more studies of visuals. 9 And few dismiss
visuals as unworthy of scholarly study anymore, but yet the lack of re-
search continues. Much of the work in this book represents an effort to
heed that call. For this book, we have mainly studied visuals in tandem
with verbal information, which mirrors the way that people receive their
news from all sources except radio. This chapter reviews evidence of the
power of photographs and moving images—along with their deficits—
before laying out what our own research has found specific to visual
information and its influence on people’s perceptions of presidential can-
didates, that is, its agenda-setting effects at the affective level.

THE POWER OF VISUALS

It has long been suspected that visual information is as important, or
maybe more so, than verbal information. “Stories are often complex com-
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binations of visual and verbal content—all too often the visual informa-
tion is so powerful that it overwhelms the verbal,” wrote two scholars.10

Yet another group of scholars admit that a limitation of their work was
failing to include visual elements, saying, “Our analysis may not tap
enough of the emotional impact of media coverage because we examined
only the spoken and written texts . . . The visual impact of (Bob) Dole on
television and in newspaper photos may have left a very different im-
pression.”11 Long before these words were written, Graber12 had already
concluded that visual images in TV news were more memorable than
verbal elements. She was an early pioneer in the study of visuals, finding
that visual news messages are twice as likely to be remembered as verbal
messages,13 investigating how visuals contributed to the way viewers
perceived candidate traits, 14 and viewer learning, 15 and how, compared
to words alone, audiovisual material helped viewers recall and under-
stand information better and become more emotionally involved in poli-
tics. 16

Visuals have a lot going for them when it comes to their effects on
viewers. They attract attention, 17 with audiences looking at 75 percent of
the pictures versus only 25 percent of the text. 18 People absorb informa-
tion from pictures faster than from words, 19 and pictures make things
seem more real than when they are described. 20 Moving images such as
those on TV especially have a life-like quality and produce a stronger
emotional response than still pictures. 21 Theories of information process-
ing predict this, and ample evidence backs it up (See chapter 3 for more
on information processing theories).

When visuals are combined with text, people absorb information even
more quickly and easily than when either is presented alone, 22 and they
remember more too. 23 They also use the pictures to help them interpret
information in the text. 24 Furthermore, memory for messages that use
both visual and verbal modes tends to be more accurate than for purely
verbal messages25 as long as the information in both modes is the same.26

When visual and verbal information conflicts, people remember what the
visuals show in what is called the picture superiority effect.27 An exam-
ple is the Time magazine cover of O. J. Simpson after he was suspected of
killing his ex-wife. The police mug shot was darkened in an attempt to
make it more dramatic, but many viewers were outraged saying it was
racist and made him look guilty. What viewers didn’t seem to notice was
the highly sympathetic headline, “An American Tragedy.” Nor did any-
one complain about the highly prejudicial headline, “Trail of Blood,” on
the cover of Newsweek, which had an un-retouched and less dramatic
photo. No doubt race was a factor as well. This is another example of
when images and words conflict, what people notice and remember are
the images. Visuals make stories on TV more credible and interesting. 28

People become more emotionally involved when pictures are present 29

and remember more detail from pictures than from words. 30 Finally,
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people judge the character of others based on what they see more than on
what they hear and read. 31

VISUAL LANGUAGE IS DIFFERENT

Graber also had pointed out the flaws in visual research that used verbal
coding strategies and concluded that visuals didn’t matter; visuals are
inherently different from words, and can’t be studied the same way. 32

Visuals are concrete representations of what they portray and so they
communicate by analogy—the relationship between them and their
meaning is based on the fact that they look similar.33 But verbal names
for things are arbitrary—a rose by any other name is still a rose, if you
will. But a picture or drawing of a rose can only be a rose. Photographs
and video take this even a step further with a stronger connection to
reality because they are made from the effects of light on the real object,
described by the term “indexical.”34 Because a photograph is an indexical
image of something real, people tend to believe what they see more than
what they read or hear, the old seeing-is-believing phenomenon.35 Final-
ly, images are different from words in that they cannot make claims the
way words do because they lack an “explicit propositional syntax.”36

Words can be used to make statements about cause and effect, general-
izations, comparisons and other types of connections. “Our chewing gum
gives you whiter teeth!” for example. Visuals can make these sorts of
statements, of course, but only implicitly, not explicitly the way words
can. In the gum example, a model holds the gum up next to her freakishly
white teeth and a sparkle appears. Most visual syntax is more subtle than
this. For example, instead of saying, “This candidate is the best leader,”
visuals would have to imply good leadership by juxtaposing the candi-
date with other good leaders, or by showing him signing legislation.
Viewers would have to make the connection. This can have pluses and
minuses; one drawback is that viewers may not make the connection that
was intended—the video of Michael Dukakis in a tank was supposed to
convey him as a savvy military leader; instead, it backfired and made
him look silly. Another characteristic of visuals is that they can say things
that would not be acceptable to say with words. For example, the Daisy
Girl commercial never said that if elected Barry Goldwater would start a
nuclear war—that would be instantly labeled as preposterous—but that’s
the message viewers took away from the image of a girl picking petals
and counting, juxtaposed with the countdown and imagery of a nuclear
missile launch.

The differences between visual and verbal language are obvious, and
one of Graber’s main points37 is that research needed to measure the
language of visuals differently than it measured the language of words.
Studies that concluded audiences didn’t learn from visuals weren’t meas-
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uring learning from images correctly, she said. Researchers who asked
viewers to remember factual details or names mentioned in the words
were using a verbal learning yardstick; it didn’t really get at what visuals
contributed independently. Instead, Graber’s research found that TV vis-
uals did in fact contain much information, but it was not what research-
ers expected. Pictures of places and things were mostly stereotypical or
redundant with the words or other pictures.38 When these types of pic-
tures were shown, people only learned from them if they were especially
vivid or dramatic,39 or were unusual or showed something novel.40 Pic-
tures of the poverty of New Orleans’ 9th Ward during Hurricane Katrina
were learning moments because they showed a side of the city that had
not been seen before, and were not the typical upscale tourist attractions
such as Bourbon Street. But these are rare among location and object
images in the news; mostly pictures of places and things are repetitive,
showing familiar sights and contributing nothing new. These were the
least frequent types of visuals used on TV.41

One thing that visuals contributed that researchers weren’t expecting
was their emotional effect on viewers. We delve more deeply into emo-
tion in another chapter (Chapter 8), but briefly, visuals excel at creating
drama and engaging viewers’ emotions.42 Words alone can’t produce the
same emotional punch.43 Pictures make information more touching than
words.44 Because they give viewers a sense of being there, they make it
easier to identify with people and situations and to become emotionally
involved.45 This is important for politics because these emotional re-
sponses contribute to assessments of a candidate’s character and issue
position above and beyond party identification.46 It’s important in other
ways because emotions are essential to learning, perception, all kinds of
decision-making, and even rational thinking.47

The other kind of visual that people learned from that early research-
ers didn’t expect was close-ups of people’s faces.48 This was the main
type of visual shown on TV and, contrary to what researchers expected, it
was the kind that conveyed the most information.49 Up until Graber
studied these “people pictures,” it was just assumed that once you had
seen the face of the president a few hundred times, there was nothing
new to learn from seeing his face over and over again. Not so. If you’ve
seen one, you haven’t seen them all. Even when the people were very
familiar, such as the president, the images were still memorable and peo-
ple learned something new.50 A columnist in the Austin (TX) American-
Statesman newspaper vividly illustrated when when he wrote about Ba-
rack Obama’s speech announcing his decision to authorize air strikes in
Iraq in 2014. “In eight minutes and 37 seconds, he never once looked
directly into the camera and, by extension, at me and at you,”51 wrote
Ken Herman. Instead, he swiveled his head between teleprompters—
seventy-one times to the left, and seventy-one times to the right. Herman
counted. He talked to a political science professor who said that fits in
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with people’s assessment of him as not interested in them. Herman
ended by telling a story from his own White House pressroom days,
where George Bush gave a speech that he read from a text while looking
directly into the cameras. “And that means he spoke directly to me and
everyone who was watching,” Herman ended. The point is that even
after six years in the Oval Office, the nonverbal behaviors of the president
are still noticed by people who come away having learned something
new.

NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR AS VISUALS

It was precisely this fact of nonverbal behavior being at least equal to or
more powerful than verbal communication52 that led us to study the
nonverbal behavior of presidential candidates for their visual agenda-
setting abilities. Nonverbal communication like facial expressions and
gestures account for between 65% and 93% of all communication.53 And
about 40% of the information we get about other people comes from
nonverbal behavior such as facial expressions and gestures rather than
words.54 Simply counting and categorizing people by some scheme such
as their gender, race, or by what they say or is said about them, misses
the important information that visuals convey, that is, facial expressions
about people’s affective states, which leads viewers to infer character
traits about them.55 This is exactly the type of measurement that has been
lacking in visual studies, and represents a better way to measure the
effects that come from visuals. By choosing certain images of politicians
smiling and waving, for example, and leaving out others, such as the
candidates looking tired, journalists impart powerful effects to viewers
whether they intend to or not. We decided to study the nonverbal behav-
iors and expressions of candidates because of the richness of information
conveyed by them and because they are by far the most frequent type of
visual shown on TV during campaigns.56 To ignore these would miss a
vast amount of what Americans see on their favorite news source.

Of all the nonverbal behaviors, facial expressions carry the most infor-
mation57 and convey it most effectively.58 Few people have a true poker
face; they make facial expressions unintentionally59 that convey much
subtle information in a few seconds or even fractions of a second,60 what
is called thin slices.61 These fleeting facial expressions can powerfully
influence people’s evaluations of the person making them, and even gen-
erate similar emotions to the ones being conveyed.62 Moreover, people
decode facial expressions quite accurately.63 Specific nonverbal behaviors
go hand-in-hand with certain feelings, and information about a person’s
mood and emotions are read quite accurately by others.64 It doesn’t take
any particular training or even experience to draw inferences from close-
ups of human faces; even children and untrained, average observers ac-
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curately and consistently interpret the meanings conveyed through facial
and body positions and movements in their culture.65

The impressions that facial expressions leave are more accurate than it
would seem,66 readily revealing the person’s mental state.67 Further-
more, facial expressions are at least as important as the verbal content of
a message,68 leading people to infer attributions about the sender’s char-
acter traits, such as whether he or she is competent or not. In fact, when it
comes to trustworthiness—a key characteristic people use in picking po-
litical leaders—the major way it is communicated is nonverbally. 69

FACIAL EXPRESSIONS IN POLITICS

When political candidates are shown on TV, audiences use their facial
expressions and body language to infer personality traits such as compe-
tence, integrity, leadership, and empathy, and those inferences are fairly
accurate.70 Facial expressions give viewers a mental shortcut about the
candidate’s personality and demeanor that directly shapes his or her im-
age in voters’ minds.71 Even a single photograph can give people an
impression of the candidate’s integrity, competence, and fitness for office.
Changing the photograph results in significantly different assessments of
the same candidate, even when the candidate’s party and issue positions
remain the same.72 The physical appearance of politicians drives many
votes,73 and people’s evaluations of a candidate’s competence based just
on his facial appearance strongly predicts the outcome of elections.74

Appearance-based inferences about a candidate’s character predict the
chances of winning with remarkable accuracy in the U.S. and other coun-
tries.75 Thus, a politician’s facial expressions can be decisive in his or her
success. No one knows if people’s judgments of the candidates’ character
traits based on nonverbal cues are accurate or not

VISUALS IN AGENDA SETTING

To the best of our knowledge, this program of work represents the only
longitudinal effort at examining visuals for their second-level agenda
setting effects in political communication. The first study of visuals and
agenda setting was concerned with the first level of issues, not the second
level of attributes as the research in this book is. That study in 198876 was
the first to determine that the size of a photograph could influence read-
ers’ perceptions of the importance of an issue. Issues whose stories had
dominant photos, or the largest picture on the page, were perceived as
more important than other issues with smaller photos or no photos at all.
Stories with smaller or more “balanced” photos were perceived as more
important than stories without any photos. It was not until eighteen years
later that two more studies of visuals and agenda setting came out, in
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2006—one, using the traditional agenda-setting methods of a content
analysis and survey by one of the authors, Renita Coleman, and colleague
Stephen Banning,77 and the other, an experiment, by Laura Arpan and
her colleagues.78 The Arpan et al. experiment demonstrated that photo-
graphs alone have the ability to affect viewers’ assessments of issues in a
controlled setting, and the Coleman and Banning article explored the
same idea in a real-world scenario—the 2000 presidential election. Since
then, we have repeated the results of both studies for this book— the
Arpan experiment, using visual images of a political candidate running
for office instead of the context of political protest photos, is reported in
chapters 5 and 7. The other study showing visuals can have an agenda-
setting effect is replicated in this chapter using three other U.S. presiden-
tial elections.

We do not mean to suggest that there have been no studies of visuals;
in fact, the study of visuals has grown exponentially in the past two
decades. Most notably, visuals are studied through the lens of framing
analysis rather than agenda setting. This visual framing research contrib-
utes valuable information in terms of documenting the prevalent frames
in the media, exploring the influences that lead news workers to select
these frames, and comparing and contrasting frames across different
news outlets, countries, and contexts. Some visual research extends to
viewers, asking them in surveys for their opinions or attitudes on various
kinds of visuals.79 Fewer take the next step to document visuals’ effects on
viewers. That is one purpose of this chapter, to replicate the finding from
the 2000 election80 that visuals can have an agenda-setting effect.

Additionally, we are interested in discovering whether the tone of
visual and verbal news content is congruent, that is, if the stories and
pictures of a candidate are both positive, both negative, or if one mode is
positive and the other negative. This matters because of a phenomenon
known as the “picture superiority effect,” described earlier.

DO VISUALS SET THE PUBLIC’S AFFECTIVE AGENDA?

Our most pressing goal was to discover whether the findings of visuals
being able to set the affective agenda in elections would hold up in cam-
paigns subsequent to the 2000 study. In order to have a direct comparison
with that study, we calculated our measures as closely as possible to the
2000 study. Our measure of affect in 2000 was an index of respondents’
emotions toward the candidates plus their assessments of each candi-
dates’ character traits. We combined emotions and traits for the analysis
of visuals because of evidence showing that emotions and visuals are
processed in the same area of the brain (See chapter 3) and that visuals
are especially adept at evoking emotions. We did the same for each elec-
tion after that, but some variations were necessary. For example, in 2004,
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we added two newspapers to the TV sample, so our variable measuring
news use summed people’s weekly use of both TV and newspapers. In
2008, we used only TV news programs, not newspapers, and added The
Daily Show, so the news use index summed people’s reported use of those
two kinds of media. In 2012, we went back to coding only TV content,
and the news use measure reflected that. In every election since 2000, we
controlled for respondents’ party identification, liberal/conservative po-
litical views, age, gender, and education level as these individual differ-
ences have been shown to affect people’s opinions of candidates.

In every presidential election since 2000, we did find that visuals had
an agenda-setting effect (see Table 6.1). While not every candidate had a
significant effect on both negative and positive dimensions, the ability to
replicate an agenda-setting effect of visuals in four different elections
makes us confident in saying that visuals can and do set the public’s
affective agenda. Watching the candidates on TV tells people how to
think about them. It’s not just written stories and spoken words that have
this power; still and moving images do too. Voters form affective impres-
sions of the candidates by seeing their facial expressions and body lan-
guage in video and pictures. They make assessments of the candidates’
character traits such as how honest, competent, and caring they are. And
people develop emotional reactions to the candidates, such as anger, fear,
pride and hope. Seeing positive or negative visuals of the candidates led
viewers to form congruent affective impressions in every election be-
tween 2000 and 2012. When we broke our analyses down to compare
how positive media visuals are correlated with positive public impres-
sions, and how negative media visuals are correlated with negative pub-
lic impressions for both candidates, giving us sixteen comparisons, we
found agenda-setting effects of visuals in more than 50 percent of the
comparisons (nine out of sixteen). John Kerry in 2004 was the only candi-
date who failed to set the public’s affective agenda with either positive or
negative nonverbal behaviors.

Not every election had as strong of a visual agenda-setting effect as
others. The 2000 election was particularly strong with three out of four
comparisons (positive and negative for both candidates) showing an
agenda-setting effect. It was the same in 2008 and 2012—there was an
agenda-setting effect on three of four comparisons. The weakest effects
were in the 2004 election, with a visual agenda-setting effect on only one
of four comparisons. There appears to be no clear pattern of to whether
the Republican or Democrat, or incumbent or challenger has more visual
agenda-setting abilities—we found it was about the same for candidates
of both parties, and for challengers and incumbents. One year, Republi-
cans had the edge, but the next year it was Democrats, and the same for
incumbents and challengers.

We again wish to clarify what we mean when we talk about a “media
agenda” with visuals. Unlike the words (except for quotes or sound bites)
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[T06_001.t1] Table 6.1. Partial Correlations between Media Visuals (Weighted
by News Use) and Public Affect for the 2000, 2004, 2008, and 2012 Elections (Test
of Agenda Setting)

2000 Gore (D) Bush (R)
Positive ***r = 0.202, p < 0.001 ***r = 0.129, p < 0.001

Negative r = 0.032, p = 0.17 ***r = 0.131, p < 0.001

2004 Kerry (D) Bush (R)
Positive r = 0.043 (564), p = 0.31 r = -0.017 (564), p = 0.695

Negative r = 0.005 (564), p = 0.912 *r = 0.107 (564), p < 0.05

2008 Obama (D) McCain (R)
Positive ***r = 0.211 (290), p < 0.001 r = -0.102 (290), p = 0.081

Negative **r = -0.162 (290), p < 0.01 r = 0.052 (290), p = 0.378

2012 Obama (D) Romney (R)
Positive ***r = 0.104 (5,203), p < 0.001 ***r = 0.075 (5,203), p < 0.001

Negative ***r = -0.053 (5,203), p < 0.001 r = 0.003 (5,203), p = 0.805

Note: Partial correlations controlled for party ID, liberal/conservative ideology,
age, gender, and education. 2000 and 2012 survey data from American National
Election Studies. Data from 2004 collected by Wu and Coleman at Louisiana State
University survey center. Data from 2008 collected by Coleman and Wu at Uni-
versity of Texas survey center.

in a story written by journalists, the visuals are not solely the product of
broadcasters in the case of TV, or photojournalists in the case of print and
Internet media. The candidates themselves are responsible in large part
for how they come across. They are the ones who are smiling, frowning,
waving, looking at their watches, and making all manner of other non-
verbal expressions that convey meaning to viewers. The journalists are
responsible for which video bites or photographs they select from the
many choices. However, research has found little if any systematic bias
by journalists.81 We also find no evidence for the idea that professionals
sworn to objectivity and balance would consciously abandon that imper-
ative to purposely select photos or video clips that show a candidate in a
consistently positive or negative light. Nor does the hypothesis of bias
hold up in these four elections because the positive and negative effects
are about evenly split between Republican and Democrat candidates.

We also wish to reiterate again that, while this chapter has focused on
the role of visuals in agenda setting, this effect is a product of written and
spoken words and visuals working together (correlations for that are in
chapter 7). Radio is the only medium that presents news solely in one
channel of communication. Newspaper stories may be presented without
photographs, but television is more skewed toward video. Unless view-
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ers are watching with the sound turned off, or listening to the news but
not watching it, then they are receiving information in both modes, and
that information is bound to interact. It is impossible to separate the
effects of words and pictures in a real-world study such as this. But it is
unrealistic to study words alone for agenda setting effects.

ARE VISUALS AND STORIES CONGRUENT IN TONE?

In addition to knowing if visuals alone can have an agenda-setting effect,
it’s important to know if the tone of the visuals is the same as the tone of
the stories because of something called the picture superiority effect,82

reviewed earlier. Importantly, when pictures and words leave different
impressions, people’s reactions shift from the perception left by the
words to that left by the pictures.83 When the words and visuals are not
the same, the visuals give viewers a different impression, and that is the
one they remember.84 As time passes, this is even more likely to be the
case. There is much evidence showing that words and pictures merge
over time to create new meanings. For example, in one study, the text
said that people on dating services often do not disclose their vices and
the picture showed a person with a bottle of gin; people in the study
remembered the message as saying people on dating services do not
disclose their alcoholism, not just their vices.85 Another study had people
read words that said a bird was perched atop the tree while showing a
picture of an eagle; people remembered the sentence as saying it was an
eagle that was perched in the tree even though an eagle was shown and
not stated.86 Culbertson87 had people read articles with balanced views
and showed pictures with biased views; people recalled the stories as
biased in the same direction as the pictures. Gibson and colleagues88

found the same thing using different issues.
At least two studies have investigated the interaction of photos and

people’s preexisting schemas about race. One study showed a woman
who was a resident of a neighborhood plagued by prostitution; the
words identified her as a resident, but people remembered her as a pros-
titute. The authors surmise that because she was Black, people’s schemas
about race interacted with the photo.89 The other study found that people
recalled the ethnicity of people in the pictures as being associated with a
tick disease even though the stories never mentioned ethnicity.90 In both
of these studies, people’s schemas about race interacted with the images
and text in the news, resulting in perceptions that were distorted by the
information in the pictures.

Theories of how people process visual and verbal information help
explain these effects, and we go into more detail on them in chapter 3.
The bottom line for news consumers and producers is that visual and
verbal information is encoded together, merges and interacts; when there
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are differences, the visual information tends to be what viewers remem-
ber and what changes their perceptions. Thus, it is important to examine
whether visual and verbal information is congruent or not to determine if
this is also the case in media coverage of presidential candidates.

MEASURING IMBALANCE

To answer this question of whether the visuals and stories were congru-
ent in tone in the elections we studied, we used the Janis Fadner Coeffi-
cient of Imbalance.91 Initially developed for analyzing wartime propa-
ganda, it measures the relative proportion of favorable to unfavorable
articles while controlling for the overall volume of articles. Each article is
given equal weight in the measure, and it allows for one variable that
measures bias rather than separate variables, one measuring positive, one
negative, and one neutral nonverbal expressions. It also eliminates the
problem of positive and negative values canceling each other out when
summing variables; after all, a positive expression does not “cancel out”
the effects of a negative one, resulting in a neutral. The coefficient is a
simple statistical measure of the extent of difference in the ratios of favor-
able, unfavorable, or balanced/neutral material assigned to the traits
within the analysis. It is designed so that it will always increase when the
frequency of favorable content increases, decrease when the frequency of
unfavorable content increases, and equal zero if the units of content are
balanced/neutral or if the numbers of units of favorable content are equal
to the number of unfavorable units. The formula can produce a number
between +1.0 and -1.0 representing the strength of candidates’ nonverbal
expressions and the tone of the stories. We used the Janis Fadner coeffi-
cient to perform t tests to see if there were significant differences in the
tone of the stories and visuals for each candidate, in each election (see
Table 6.2).

We found incongruent visual-verbal agendas in two out of three elec-
tions and for both candidates. Only in the 2004 election was the tone of
the pictures and words similar for both John Kerry and George W. Bush
(See Table 6.2). This comparison was not between candidates, but within
each candidate’s coverage; so, the tone of the words and pictures about
Kerry was about the same, and the tone of the words and pictures were
similar for Bush in 2004. In 2008 and 2012, each candidate’s visuals were
significantly more positive than the stories about him. Both Obama and
McCain in 2008, and Obama and Romney in 2012 had significantly more
positive pictures than words.

This reinforces the idea that the candidates are more in control of the
visual images of themselves than they are of the words that journalists
write and say about them. Journalists are trained to be objective and
neutral; our Janis Fadner coefficients for the words written by journalists
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[T06_002.t1] Table 6.2. T Tests of Janis Fadner Coefficients of Imbalance for
Congruence in Tone of Visuals and Stories for 2004, 2008, 2012

Election Candidate Visual Tone Story Tone Significance
Year Janis Fadner Janis Fadner t (df), p value

mean (sd) mean (sd)

2004 Kerry .112 (.293) .073 (.719) t =.929 (351.93),
n = 755 n = 310 p = .354

Bush .139 (.296) .087 (.689) t = 1.30 (356.78),
n = 755 n = 310 p = .194

2008 Obama .325 (.364) .085 (.449) ***t = -8.78 (900),
n = 453 n = 449 p < .001

McCain .308 (.342) .005 (.385) ***t = -12.360
n = 468 n = 449 (892.38), p < .001

2012 Obama -.019 (.106) -.001 (.010) ***t = -4.87 (858.02),
n = 816 n = 254 p < .001

Romney -.013 (.092) -.004 (.011) **t = -2.78 (911.16),
n = 836 n = 237 P < .01

Note: Levene’s test for equality of variances showed significant differences for all
comparisons except Obama in 2008, so the t test results for when equal variances
are not assumed was used everywhere else. Data collected by Coleman and Wu.

hovered around the neutral mark of zero in 2004 and 2008—ranging
between .005 and .087. The coefficients for the words were only slightly
in the negative territory in 2012, -0.001 and -0.004. Recall the Janis Fadner
statistic ranges from -1.0 representing completely negative, to 0 indicat-
ing perfectly neutral, and +1.0 representing completely positive. This
finding of the written and spoken component of news coverage being in
the neutral range illustrates that journalists are mostly succeeding at bal-
anced stories. This is especially difficult given the overwhelmingly nega-
tive rhetoric of campaigns, where candidates and their spokespersons
attack their opponents and news people need to use quotes and sound
bites in their coverage. It shows that they are succeeding in achieving
balance if not true neutrality.

The visuals, however, are another story, with positive coverage reach-
ing as high as 0.325 for one candidate in 2008. Given that we were meas-
uring the nonverbal expressions of the candidates, this shows that they
were indeed putting their best faces forward. Journalists can only choose
from among the visuals that the candidates provide them, and in 2004
and 2008, all the candidates were using positive body language. Only in
2012 did both candidates exhibit more negative nonverbal expressions,
with Janis Fadner coefficients of -0.013 and -0.019. Still, these visuals were
significantly more positive than the written and spoken words.



Chapter 6

While it is good that journalists were mostly presenting a balanced
tone in stories, the fact that there was incongruence between the tone of
words and pictures in two of three elections leads to concerns about
visuals swaying voters. If the picture superiority effect was at work, then
the positive tone of the pictures should have more impact on voters than
the balanced stories. Viewers who watch more TV coverage of these cam-
paigns should be coming away with more positive impressions of the
candidates than are those who only read about them. We did not find
that to be the case, however. In 2008, Obama’s visuals were significantly
more positive than the stories about him, and there was a significant
positive agenda-setting effect, but there was also a significant negative
agenda-setting effect for him. It was the same him in 2012, and for
McCain in 2008. Only George Romney had significantly more positive
visuals than words in 2012, and only a significantly positive agenda-
setting effect. We do not find strong relationships between the picture
superiority effect and affective agenda setting when it comes to the agen-
da of candidates.

CONCLUSION

With this program of work we can say definitively that visuals have the
ability to set the public’s affective agendas. We replicated the findings of
the 2000 election study in all three elections after it. No longer should
research ignore the visual elements of media coverage. We acknowledge
that expressions and gestures of candidates, which is what we measured
as “visuals” in these studies, are not the only type of visual that affects
viewers, but they are among the important ones.

We also find that words and pictures are not always congruent in
their tone. Previous research has shown that when words and pictures
conflict, people remember the pictures. We found that tone was largely
not congruent between words and pictures in past campaign coverage,
but that did not translate into a congruent agenda-setting effect.

There is perhaps little that journalists can do about the incongruence
between words and pictures, given that candidates are in control of their
own nonverbal behaviors, media events are staged by campaign manag-
ers, and visual journalists are limited in what they can capture. Further-
more, the world is becoming more visual and the media along with it; not
using dramatic and compelling visuals is just not an option. But it does
not appear to be related to affective agenda setting about candidates.
That is, when visuals were significantly more positive than the stories for
a particular candidate, there did not seem to be a corresponding positive
agenda setting-effect. More research would be needed to explain why the
picture superiority effect failed to produce more corresponding feelings



Visual Cues in the Formation of Affect

about the candidates, but we view it as good news that voters are not
being swayed unduly.

Having unpacked the differences between the two major modes of
communication—visuals and text or words—we now drill down even
further into the specifics of these messages, that is, their positive and
negative tone.
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