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Media Framing: Definition, Types & Public Attitudes

1. Introduction: Defining Media Framing and Audience Attitudes

Media framing is a pervasive and powerful journalistic practice involving the selection, emphasis,
exclusion, and elaboration of specific aspects of a perceived reality. This process essentially
structures the narrative, defining a problem, suggesting its causes, evaluating its moral
implications, and proposing remedies. From a psychological perspective, framing operates by
activating certain cognitive schemata and making particular pieces of information more salient in
the audience's mind, thereby influencing how they interpret complex issues. Understanding
audience attitudes towards these frames is crucial because it bridges the gap between media
exposure and behavioral outcomes, demonstrating not just what the audience thinks about the
topic itself, but how they feel about the way the information is presented--the underlying narrative
structure imposed by the communicators.

Attitudes, in social psychology, are defined as enduring evaluations--positive, negative, or mixed--
of people, objects, or ideas. When applied to media framing, attitudes refer to the audience's
evaluative stance regarding the fairness, bias, credibility, or effectiveness of the specific frame
employed by a news organization. For instance, an audience member might hold a positive
attitude towards an "episodic frame" that focuses on individual cases of poverty, seeing it as more
empathetic, yet hold a negative attitude towards a "thematic frame" that discusses systemic
economic policies, perceiving it as overly abstract or politically motivated. These attitudes are not
merely passive responses; they are often active constructions influenced by the recipient's pre-
existing values, political ideology, and level of involvement with the framed issue.

The relationship between media framing and audience attitudes is dynamic and reciprocal. While
the frame seeks to shape the audience's attitude toward the issue, the audience's pre-existing
attitudes toward the media outlet, the source of the information, or the underlying values
embedded in the frame significantly modulate the framing effect itself. Research consistently
demonstrates that strong initial attitudes serve as a psychological filter, leading to selective
exposure and motivated reasoning, where individuals are more likely to accept frames that align
with their existing beliefs and reject those that challenge their worldview. Therefore, analyzing
attitudes towards framing requires considering the interplay between the message features, the
source characteristics, and the psychological disposition of the recipient, highlighting the
complexity of information processing in modern democratic societies.

2. Psychological Mechanisms of Framing Effects on Attitudes

The core psychological mechanism through which media frames influence attitudes lies in the
concept of accessibility and applicability. Frames work by increasing the cognitive accessibility of
certain interpretations over others. When a frame is successfully employed, it primes specific
knowledge structures in the recipient's long-term memory, making those concepts easier to
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retrieve and apply when forming judgments or attitudes about the topic. For example, framing a
public health measure as a matter of "individual liberty" (a freedom frame) primes distinct values
and considerations compared to framing the same measure as a matter of "community protection”
(a public safety frame). The resulting attitude toward the measure will significantly differ depending
on which set of values and concepts is made most accessible during the processing phase.

Furthermore, framing effects often leverage heuristic processing, particularly when the audience
lacks the motivation or cognitive capacity for deep, systematic thought. Heuristics, or mental
shortcuts, allow individuals to quickly form attitudes without extensive deliberation. A common
heuristic employed when evaluating frames is the "affect heuristic," where the emotional tone or
valence embedded within the frame dictates the attitude formed. If a frame uses language
designed to evoke fear or outrage (e.g., framing immigration as an "invasion"), the resulting
attitude toward the policy or group discussed is likely to be negative, regardless of the factual
accuracy of the claims. This reliance on quick, emotional evaluations underscores the power of
rhetorical choices and narrative presentation in shaping immediate attitudinal responses.

Another critical mechanism is the operation of motivated reasoning, which profoundly shapes
attitudes towards competing frames. Motivated reasoning suggests that individuals are driven not
purely by accuracy goals, but often by defense or directional goals--the desire to maintain
consistency with existing beliefs or social identities. When presented with a frame that challenges a
core belief, the individual engages in cognitive effort primarily aimed at refuting the unwelcome
frame, rather than objectively evaluating its merits. Consequently, attitudes towards counter-
attitudinal frames are often highly negative, rooted in a perception of bias or attack, even if the
frame is factually sound. This defensive posture explains the persistence of polarized attitudes in
response to politically charged media narratives, demonstrating that the attitude is often directed
more towards the perceived intent of the frame than the information contained within it.

3. Factors Influencing Attitude Formation Towards Frames

Several individual and contextual factors modulate how audiences form attitudes towards media
frames. One of the most significant individual factors is the recipient's level of prior knowledge
and existing schema regarding the framed topic. Audiences with high prior knowledge are often
less susceptible to simple framing effects because they possess well-developed, stable cognitive
structures that resist easy manipulation. However, highly knowledgeable individuals are sometimes
more susceptible to sophisticated frames that align with their specific knowledge base, allowing
them to elaborate more deeply on the presented arguments. Conversely, individuals with low prior
knowledge are often easily swayed by the most accessible frame presented, forming attitudes
based on the immediate cues provided by the media narrative, such as source trustworthiness or
emotional valence.
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Source credibility plays an indispensable role in determining the acceptance of a frame and the
resulting attitude. If the media outlet or the expert quoted within the frame is perceived as highly
credible, the audience is far more likely to adopt the frame's interpretation and form an attitude
consistent with that interpretation. Credibility encompasses dimensions such as perceived
expertise, trustworthiness, and goodwill. When audiences perceive a frame as originating from a
biased source (e.g., a partisan news channel), they often form a negative attitude toward the
frame itself--labeling it as propaganda or spin--even if the underlying content is similar to a frame
presented by a neutral source. This demonstrates that the attitude is often an evaluation of the
messenger as much as the message structure.

Furthermore, involvement and personal relevance significantly influence attitude stability and
resistance to alternative frames. When an issue is highly relevant to an individual's life (high
involvement), their attitudes formed in response to a frame tend to be stronger, more resistant to
change, and more predictive of behavior. High involvement encourages central route processing,
meaning the audience scrutinizes the quality of the frame's arguments and evidence. In contrast,
low involvement leads to peripheral route processing, where attitudes are weaker and more easily
altered by superficial features of the frame, such as the attractiveness of the presenter or the
production quality of the segment. The degree of personal stake thus dictates both the depth of
processing and the durability of the attitude formed towards the media's interpretation.

4. The Role of Political Ideology and Social Identity

Political ideology is perhaps the single most potent predictor of attitudes toward media framing,
particularly concerning controversial public policy issues. Individuals utilize their ideological
frameworks as interpretive lenses, selectively accepting frames that reinforce their political
worldview (confirmation bias) and rejecting those that challenge it. For example, a conservative
audience is more likely to accept a frame defining climate change in terms of economic cost and
regulatory burden, resulting in a negative attitude toward climate mitigation policies. Conversely, a
liberal audience is more likely to accept a frame emphasizing environmental risk and moral
obligation, leading to a positive attitude toward the same policies. The attitude is thus not purely a
response to the facts presented, but a defensive posture maintaining ideological consistency.

Social identity theory further illuminates the formation of attitudes toward frames, positing that
individuals derive self-esteem and belonging from their membership in specific social groups (e.qg.,
political party, ethnic group, religious affiliation). Media frames often act as markers of these group
identities, signaling which interpretation is endorsed by the in-group and which is promoted by the
out-group. Attitudes toward frames become highly evaluative based on this group alignment. A
frame perceived as endorsed by the political opposition may be immediately dismissed and viewed
negatively, irrespective of its content, simply because accepting it would threaten the psychological
integrity of the in-group identity. This mechanism drives the phenomenon of partisan selective
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exposure and hardening of attitudes in response to perceived media bias.

Moreover, the media environment itself contributes to ideological sorting and attitudinal
polarization. In an era of fragmented media consumption, individuals increasingly select news
sources that consistently employ frames aligned with their political stance, leading to echo
chambers. This continuous reinforcement strengthens existing attitudes toward preferred frames
and simultaneously solidifies negative attitudes towards opposing frames and the outlets that
employ them. The resulting psychological distance makes cross-ideological communication
extremely difficult, as audiences are not merely disagreeing on policy outcomes but actively
holding negative attitudes toward the fundamental ways in which opposing sides define and
discuss reality.

5. Measurement and Methodological Challenges in Assessing Attitudes

Measuring attitudes towards media framing presents significant methodological challenges due to
the subtle nature of framing effects and the difficulty in isolating the frame itself from the underlying
topic. Researchers must carefully distinguish between an attitude towards the substantive issue
(e.q., "l oppose this policy") and an attitude towards the frame used to present the issue (e.g., "l
believe the media unfairly sensationalized this policy debate"). Standard survey methods often rely
on explicit self-reports, asking participants to rate the fairness, bias, or effectiveness of a
presented narrative, but these measures can be susceptible to social desirability bias, where
participants report attitudes they believe are expected of them.

To overcome these limitations, researchers increasingly employ implicit measures, which assess
attitudes without relying on conscious introspection. Techniques such as the Implicit Association
Test (IAT) or physiological measures (e.g., facial EMG, skin conductance) can reveal automatic,
non-conscious evaluations of different frames. For instance, an IAT might measure the speed with
which a participant associates a specific frame (e.g., "economic hardship frame") with positive or
negative attributes, providing a cleaner measure of the immediate psychological valence of the
frame, often revealing biases that explicit measures conceal. However, interpreting implicit
measures requires careful theoretical grounding, as the link between implicit responses and overt
behavior is not always straightforward.

Experimental designs remain the gold standard for isolating the causal impact of specific frames on
attitude formation. By manipulating a single framing variable (e.g., using an "individual
responsibility frame" versus a "societal responsibility frame") while holding the underlying factual
information constant, researchers can attribute changes in audience attitudes directly to the
framing element. However, the external validity of laboratory experiments is often questioned, as
the controlled environment may not replicate the complexity of real-world media consumption,
where frames are often blended, repeated, and encountered alongside competing information.
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Therefore, combining experimental evidence with longitudinal panel studies that track attitude
changes over time in naturalistic settings offers the most robust approach to understanding the
persistence and impact of attitudes towards media framing.

6. Resistance, Counter-Framing, and Attitude Change

Attitudes toward media frames are not immutable; audiences frequently engage in active
resistance, particularly when frames violate core beliefs or are perceived as manipulative.
Resistance strategies include source derogation, where the audience discounts the frame by
attacking the credibility of the news source, and counter-arguing, where the recipient mentally
generates arguments against the frame's central thesis. When individuals successfully counter-
argue a frame, their initial negative attitude toward the frame strengthens, and the frame's
persuasive impact is neutralized. This active cognitive engagement is most common among highly
involved audiences or those with strong political convictions.

The rise of digital media has amplified the power of counter-framing, where alternative narratives
are intentionally constructed and disseminated to challenge dominant media interpretations. Social
media platforms enable rapid collective action, allowing groups to quickly mobilize resources to
define issues using frames that oppose traditional media outlets. For example, during a public
health crisis, if mainstream media adopts a frame emphasizing government authority, dissenting
groups may quickly deploy a counter-frame emphasizing civil rights infringement. Attitudes formed
in response to these counter-frames are often intensely positive within the supporting group,
serving to reinforce in-group cohesion and delegitimize the initial mainstream frame.

Attitude change regarding media framing typically occurs through two primary routes: repeated
exposure or the introduction of a more powerful, novel frame. Repeated exposure to a consistent
frame can gradually erode resistance, especially if the audience is low in cognitive motivation.
More dramatically, a sudden, powerful event or a highly persuasive counter-frame that successfully
taps into a different set of fundamental values can trigger a significant shift. For instance, a
narrative focused on economic efficiency might be suddenly abandoned if a catastrophic event
forces audiences to adopt a frame centered on human safety and moral accountability. The
success of attitude change ultimately hinges on the frame's ability to offer a compelling,
psychologically resonant interpretation that effectively substitutes the previously dominant cognitive
schema.

7. Conclusion: Implications for Democratic Discourse

Attitudes towards media framing represent a critical psychological interface between mass
communication and public opinion. These attitudes are complex, rooted in the interplay of cognitive
accessibility, emotional heuristics, prior knowledge, and deep-seated ideological commitments.
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The way audiences evaluate and react to the presentation of information--whether they perceive a
frame as fair, biased, or credible--determines not only the effectiveness of the communication but
also the subsequent stability and polarization of public opinion. Understanding these attitudinal
responses is essential for diagnosing the health of democratic discourse, particularly in
environments characterized by high levels of media fragmentation and partisan distrust.

The implications for media literacy and policy are profound. If audiences hold consistently negative
attitudes toward the frames used by mainstream media (e.g., perceiving widespread bias), they are
less likely to engage with factual information, regardless of its objective accuracy. This requires
educational efforts focused not just on consuming facts, but on analyzing the underlying structural
choices made by communicators--the "how" and "why" of framing. Future research must
increasingly utilize neuroscientific methods to gain a finer-grained understanding of the rapid,
non-conscious attitudinal evaluations that occur when individuals encounter novel or ideologically
challenging frames, moving beyond traditional self-report measures.

Ultimately, the study of attitudes toward media framing underscores the active, interpretive role of
the audience. Individuals are not simply sponges absorbing narratives; they are evaluators
constantly judging the utility, fairness, and ideological alignment of the frames they encounter. As
media technologies evolve, the ability of citizens to critically assess and articulate their attitudes
toward the structure of public discourse--rather than just the surface content--will become
increasingly vital for maintaining a reasoned and productive civic environment.
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