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ABSTRACT

Several theoretical standpoints argue that the news media have a strong influence on
audiences’ perceptions of the social opinion climate. However, these theories sometimes
ignore the active and critical role played by audiences in their interaction with news
sources. This paper explores the association between opinion climate perceptions and
audience mistrust of the news media. Data collected during the US presidential
campaign of  (N=) are used to test the hypothesis that media skepticism plays
a part in the perception of the climate of opinion. Findings show that when people did
not trust the media, they tended to reject the mediated climate of opinion. On the
other hand, when people had faith in the media, they tended to consistently converge
with the media’s election predictions. Implications for media scholars are discussed.

In the past three decades communication researchers have become preoccupied
with the increasingly negative attitudes audiences hold about the news media.
As Cappella and Jamieson argue, ‘the cynicism that has undermined every social
institution is undermining the institutions of news, which less than twenty-five
years ago were the paragons of trust, even for those least trusting the government’
(, p. ). General Social Survey data show that confidence in the press
plunged from  percent of the population’s having a ‘great deal’ of confidence
in  to a low of  percent in . By contrast, the rate of those having
hardly any confidence in the press grew from a low of . percent in  to
a high of  percent in . Many other scholars, news outlets and media
pundits have documented a decrease in public trust in the media over the past
years (see Gaziano, ; Liebeskind, ; Meyer, ; Kiousis, ).

The discovery that people mistrust the media gave rise to journalistic and
academic discourse that tried to explain the drop in audience trust (e.g. Bennet,
Staci, & Flickinger, ; Kohut & Toth, ; Watts, Domke, Shah, & Fan,
). But very little attention has been devoted to the consequences of mistrust
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in the media. Audience skepticism has been particularly ignored when it comes
to media theory building. Not many scholars studying the interactions between
news messages and their receivers have incorporated audience mistrust of the
media as a covariate into their models, despite strong social scientific evidence
that trust generally plays a role in various social phenomena from persuasion
(Hovland & Weiss, ; Hovland, Janis, & Kelly, , pp. –) to social
cooperation in prisoner-dilemma game-theoretic situations (Coleman, ). In
this paper, I focus on the role of media skepticism on a particular media
effect—the effect of news coverage on the perception of the climate of opinion.

Several theories in communication and public opinion make the argument
that the media have an influence on audience perceptions of the distribution of
opinion in society. In this paper, it is hypothesized that this media effect is
moderated by audience skepticism toward the media. When audiences trust the
media, they tend to accept the climate of opinion presented by the media.
When audiences are skeptical toward the media, they tend to reject media
presentations of the societal opinion climate.

THE CENTRAL CONCEPTS

I I : P  M O
C

‘Research on the effects of mass media increasingly suggests that its primary
impact is on social level perceptions rather than on personal attitudes and
beliefs. In other words, media are far more likely to convince people that public
attitudes toward abortion have become increasingly favorable than they are to
alter people’s personal attitudes toward this issue’ (Mutz, , p. ). Several
theoretical positions such as pluralistic ignorance (O’Gorman & Garry, ;
O’Gorman, ), impersonal influence (Mutz, ) and bandwagon effect
research (Bartels, ) share this view and imply that ‘mass media constitute
the major source of reference for information about the distribution of opinion’
(Katz, , p. ). In sum, these theories suggest that the media may not be
very influential in telling us what to think, but they do have the ability to
influence our perceptions of what others think.

Another advocate of the idea that the media have the power to shape individual
estimates of public opinion is Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann (, ). She
argues that ‘mass media are part of the system which the individual uses to
gain information about the environment. For all questions outside his immediate
personal sphere he is almost totally dependent on the mass media for the facts
and for his evaluation of the climate of opinion’ (, pp. –). Thus,
Noelle-Neumann’s spiraling process, in which a perceived minority turns into
an actual minority, begins with the impact of the (often inaccurate) presentation



                

of society by the media on the ‘quasi-statistical’ estimation of public opinion
by individuals.1

This paper explores how people who mistrust the news media react to the
climate of opinion presented by the media. Do they accept the media’s portrayal
of public opinion, despite their mistrust of the media? Or rather, do they resist
it and read it ‘oppositionally’? Neither Noelle-Neumann nor many of her
followers control for audience skepticism and mistrust of the media’s portrayals
of the climate of opinion. This is an interesting paradox, since Noelle-Neumann
herself is highly skeptical of the mass media.

C M S

The concept of trust is used in the social sciences to describe relations over
time between two sides: a trustor, the side that places trust, and a trustee, the
side being trusted. Almost all definitions of trust (e.g. Bradach & Eccles, ;
Gambetta, ) stress the uncertainty component of trust relations. For trust
to be relevant, there is no empirical way for the trustor to verify the intentions
or character of the trustee (Seligman, ). Trust is the expectation that the
interaction with the trustee will lead to gains, rather than losses, to the trustor
(Coleman, ). Given the uncertainty embedded in the situation, credibility
is a central element in trust. Thus, Rotter (, p. ) defines trust as ‘an
expectancy held by an individual . . . that the word, promise, verbal or written
statement of another individual can be relied upon’.

Let us define ‘media skepticism’ as a subjective feeling of alienation and mistrust
toward the mainstream news media. For example, media skepticism is the feeling
that journalists are not fair or objective in their reports about society and that
they do not always tell the whole story. It is the feeling that mainstream news
outlets will sacrifice accuracy and precision for personal and commercial gains.
It is the perception that one cannot believe what one reads in the newspaper
or sees on TV news. In other words, media skepticism applies the general
concept of mistrust to audience perceptions of the way mainstream news
institutions function in society.

The concept of media skepticism is very similar, and in some cases almost
identical, to many of the ways in which attitudes toward the media have been
treated and measured in recent years. Unlike some of the early media trust

1 In other words, spiral of silence theory consists of at least two hypotheses: the first linking media exposure
to individual level climate of opinion perceptions, and the second (most often referred to as ‘the silence
hypothesis’) linking perceived public opinion to opinion expression. Most spiral-of-silence research, however,
has focused on the silence hypothesis, rather than on the first hypothesis suggesting an influence by the
media on individual perceptions of opinion climate (see, e.g., Glynn & Park, ; Krassa, ; Oshagan,
; Price & Allen, ; Salmon & Kline, ; Taylor, ). A meta-analysis summarizing  studies
(Glynn, Hayes, & Shanahan, ) has shown a very small (r=. with a confidence interval from . to
.) yet statistically significant relationship between the degree to which a person believes that others hold
similar opinions and the willingness to express those opinions.



             

studies (e.g. McCroskey & Jenson, ), media skepticism relates to the
mainstream media as a whole rather than to a particular source. The concept
of media skepticism most resembles the ‘media cynicism’ construct suggested
by Cappella and Jamieson (). It exceeds perceived credibility and includes
feelings of alienation and anger toward the way the media function in society.
‘Skepticism’ is a better term here than ‘cynicism’, however, because it drops
the negative valence in favor of a more neutral concept. This term is thus
preferred in light of research suggesting mistrust of the media is not inherently
damaging or bad (Weintraub & Pinkleton, ).

Similar to recent approaches (e.g. Berlo, Lemert, & Mertz, ; Gunther,
) and unlike the ‘source credibility’ tradition, the concept of media skep-
ticism relates to a subjective opinion of the audience, and not to an objective
trait of the source. The subjectivity of audience attitudes toward the media is
demonstrated by research on the ‘hostile media phenomenon’ (e.g. Vallone,
Ross, & Lepper, ). This line of research shows that when presented with
the same relatively neutral news coverage, partisans on both sides of an issue
perceive the coverage as biased in favor of the opposing side.2 Giner-Sorolla
and Chaiken () demonstrated that prior beliefs about the media affect such
perceptions of bias in coverage both directly and indirectly.

Much research has been devoted to the sources of audience skepticism and
mistrust toward the media. Possible explanations suggest that this mistrust is
the result of elite cues (Watts et al., ), of heightened media attention to
journalistic blunders (Johnson, Boudreau, & Glowaki, ) or of audience
resentment of the cynical and strategic media framing of politics (Cappella &
Jamieson, , ch. ). Other potential explanations suggest that media per-
ceptions result from selective categorization and recall by involved partisans
(see Vallone et al., ). Little attention has been devoted to the outcomes of
mistrust in the media, however.

Research in various disciplines demonstrates that trust matters in many areas
of social life, from economic activity to marital satisfaction. In general, this
research shows that trust facilitates cooperative engagement. For example, trust
in the therapist has an effect on the success of the therapeutic process (Johnson
& Talitman, ), trust in the nurse has implications for the well-being of the
patient (Pask, ), and interpersonal and institutional trust are possible causes
of civic participation (Putnam, ). Following the same logic it seems only
natural to propose that media trust would facilitate media effectiveness. Thus,
this study investigates the role of media trust in the media’s influence on
audience perception of the social opinion climate and hypothesizes that trust

2 For example, in Vallone, Ross, and Lepper’s () study, network coverage of the  Beirut massacre
was perceived as biased in favor of the Arabs by pro-Israeli undergraduates and as biased in favor of the
Israelis by their pro-Arab counterparts.



                

in the media would be associated with acceptance of the climate of opinion
presented by the media.

M S  C  O P

As noted above, several theoretical standpoints suggest that the media exert an
influence on audience perceptions of the social opinion climate. This assertion
is assumed more often than tested (though a few empirical studies have dem-
onstrated an association between exposure and opinion climate perceptions; e.g.
Glynn & McLeod, ; Mutz & Soss, ; Mutz, ). The assertion that
the media influence audience perceptions of public opinion is often explained
in media dependency terms (see Noelle-Neumann, ; Mutz, ). In a
mass society, in which direct interpersonal relationships no longer organize
political life, individuals have no real alternative method for aggregating collective
opinion, other than relying on media reports. Many times these reports contain
‘base rate’ information, such as public opinion poll results about aggregate
opinion distribution. This is especially true during media coverage of election
campaigns, which is focused almost entirely on the horserace aspect of winning
or losing (Jamieson, ). Even when base rate statistical information is not
reported in the media, news coverage often includes ‘cues’ such as anecdotes
and exemplars (Brosius & Bathelt, ), and ‘camera angles’ or ‘crowd reactions’
(Noelle-Neumann, , p. ) which imply the distribution of opinion in
society to audiences.

In sum, it has been argued that audiences depend on the media for information
about what society thinks. This media dependency is what makes mistrust
germane in the case of the public reception of the mediated opinion climate.
As explained above, in trust situations there is no empirical way for the trustor
to verify the nature of the trustee. Since individuals cannot confirm media
reports about remote aggregate others, the uncertainty feature of trust is
embedded in the situation. Assuming that people strive for accurate political
information and scan the media for such information (an assumption suggested
by Lupia & McCubbins, ), and given the definition of trust, it makes sense
to hypothesize that media skepticism would be associated with a tendency to
reject the mediated opinion climate. Mistrust is an expectation that the interaction
with the trustee will lead to losses rather than to gains. In our case, media
skepticism implies an expectation that adopting the mediated reality will reduce
the probability of learning accurate information about the impersonal world.

Mistrust is an expectation that the word of the trustee cannot be relied upon,
that is, that it does not represent the world correctly. If audiences are indeed
motivated by a desire for accurate information, as assumed by rational choice
scholars, then they should be less willing to accept the media’s presentation of
the climate of opinion when they mistrust the media. Hence, the following



             

hypothesis can be formulated: Media skepticism would be associated with
individual perception of the climate of opinion. The higher the skepticism, the
lower the agreement with the media’s presentation of public opinion.

Any modeling of individual perceptions of public opinion must take into
account the fact that the media are not the sole sources of such perceptions.
People indeed use the help of the media when they make opinion climate
judgments, but they also use a variety of other cues (Shamir & Shamir, ).
A long tradition of research on projection shows that one such cue used by
individuals when estimating public opinion is their own attitudes (Fields &
Schuman, ; Kennamer, ). Reference groups are mentioned as another
possible cue influencing people’s collective level judgments (Krassa, ; Tsfati,
). In addition, factors such as political involvement and knowledge can
assist individuals in using yet another cue, the correlation heuristic (see Shamir
& Shamir, , pp. –), in which people utilize their knowledge of salient
social dimensions as surrogates when estimating other less known distributions.
Thus, in order to negate the possibility of spuriousness, any examination of the
hypothesis has to control for personal opinion (controlling for projection),
demographic variables and political discussion (as controls for the influence of
reference groups), and political involvement and knowledge (as controls for
factors facilitating the use of the correlation heuristic).

In the following pages the hypothesis is examined on data collected during
the US presidential race of . In contrast to the situation in  in which
Clinton had a substantial lead throughout the campaign, the opinion climate
presented by the media in  was much less clear. Though a ‘clear media
tenor’ was mentioned by Noelle-Neumann as a precondition to her claims about
media influence on public opinion perception (Noelle-Neumann, , p. ),
it would be interesting to examine the hypothesis in a more competitive
campaign context. Despite the lack of clear media tenor, media skepticism
should still play a part in opinion climate estimation in less clear campaign
contexts. The uncertainty component of the trust situation is strengthened, not
weakened, by the fact that journalists themselves indicate the possibility that
their reports are wrong. When media reports present an opinion climate (e.g.
by saying that Gore is leading), but hint that the race is close, mistrusting
audiences have even greater reason to exert their skepticism and reject the
opinion climate presented by the media.

METHODS

D

The Electronic Dialogue (ED) project is a unique Web-based research endeavor
that involves a series of Internet surveys and electronic political discussions



                

designed to investigate, among other things, the effects of participation in
electronic deliberative forums on various opinions and attitudes. The participants
of the ED project are part of a representative random sample of the American
population whose households were offered WebTV units in return for weekly
completion of Internet surveys. The recruitment and maintenance of this
panel is executed by Knowledge Networks, a web-based consumer research and
opinion-polling company, which operates from Menlo Park, California. A
sub-sample of their panel was invited to join the ED project; . percent of
the respondents who received the recruitment survey agreed to participate.3

These data offer us an opportunity to explore the hypothesis regarding the role
of media skepticism in the perception of opinion climate.

S C

The ED project measured the perceived climate of opinion at two points in
time: in the Wave  survey, administered in late July and early August,4 and in
the Wave  survey completed in late September.5 Fortunately, perhaps, the
media answer to the would-be winner question was different at each of these
times. In late July and early August, when the Wave  survey was in the field,
Bush had a lead of between  and  percent. Some outlets and media
commentators reported that Bush had ‘surged’ in the polls (e.g. CNN Today,
July , ). For example, Fox News (The O’Reilly Factor, July , )
emphasized that all polls were showing that Bush was ahead, ‘some of them
outside of the margin of error, some of them even topping over  percent’.
USA Today reported that Bush ‘heads to the Republican National Convention
next week with a comfortable lead and a clear advantage over his opponent’
(Page, ). The Baltimore Sun reported that ‘if polls are accurate, [Bush] is
running well ahead of his Democratic opponent, Vice President Al Gore’
(Germond, ).

Others reported that Bush was in a ‘close race with Gore’ (NPR Weekend

3 Though the overall response rate was rather small (over  percent of the households accepted Knowledge
Networks’ offer and joined their panel, and . percent of a sub-sample of this panel offered specifically to
participate in the ED project has actually done so), the sampling design was reasonably successful in
representing the US population (complete information about Knowledge Networks’ panel response rates and
their calculations are reported by Wiebe, Eyerman, & Loft, ). The sample included . percent whites
(compared to . percent in the December  Current Population Study census data), . percent males
(compared to a population parameter of . percent), and . percent respondents with a high school
education or less (compared to . percent in the population); . percent of the sample were from
Northeast, . percent from the Midwest, . percent from the South, and . percent from the West
(compared to population parameters of ., ., ., and . percent respectively). . percent of the
sample were – years old, . percent were between –, . percent between – and . percent
were  or older (the corresponding population figures are ., ., ., and . percent). In sum,
although this is a Web-based survey, the incentive program offering WebTV units assured that the sample
was representative of the American population.

4 The survey was in the field July  through August , .
5 The survey was in the field September  through October , .



             

Edition Saturday, July , ) or that the race was ‘neck and neck’ (ABC
World News Now, July , ). The Miami Herald reported that Bush ‘has
strengthened his position with moderate and independent voters but still has
not persuaded Americans torn between him and Democratic opponent Al Gore’
(Brownstein, ). These reports emphasized the closeness and fragility of
Bush’s lead.

The situation in late September, when ED respondents completed the
September wave, was reversed. By September, according to some journalists,
Bush’s ‘lead in the polls had vanished’ (Dao, ). This time the media
reported that ‘Gore has a slim electoral edge’ (West, ). Most media in late
September reported that Gore was leading Bush by two to eight points.6 In
addition, most state-by-state analyses reported, at that point, that Gore was
winning the Electoral College. For example, Fox News (The O’Reilly factor,
September , ) reported that ‘Vice President Gore is leading Governor
Bush in the electoral votes’ and that ‘right now we see Gore leading in states
with  electoral votes’. Bush was portrayed, at least by some journalists, as
being behind in polls’ (CNN Ahead Of The Curve, September , ). CNN
(Morning News, September , ) reported that Gore made gains in polls,
and ‘widened his lead over George W. Bush’.

In sum, in early August Bush had a small lead over Gore, while in late
September the situation was reversed, with Gore leading Bush. So if the above
hypothesis holds, media skepticism should be associated with a decreased
likelihood of perceiving in late July that Bush would win, and with a decreased
likelihood of perceiving in late September that Gore would win.

M  D V

Respondents were asked: ‘Regardless of who you support, who do you think
will end up being elected President in November?’7 A large majority, .
percent, gave an answer consistent with media reports in the Wave  survey
(i.e. said Bush would win), and . percent gave an answer consistent with
media reports in the Wave  survey (i.e. reported thinking Gore would win).
For the final analysis covering both waves, those who, like the media, said in
late July that Bush would win and then changed their perception to report in
late September that Gore would win were given a value of . These people

6 E.g., a poll reported in CNN’s Early Edition on September gave Gore a – lead.
7 One should note that this measure does not ask respondents for the distribution of opinion. However,

this is done indirectly, assuming that respondents know that winning the election requires some form of
majority consent (regardless of their awareness of the electoral college system). In addition, respondents are
asked for an assessment of future (election day) opinion climate, not for the present one. This is perfectly
consistent with theories of media influence on public opinion perception. Future trends are inherently
contained in the conceptualization of opinion climate in the literature (e.g. Merten, , p. ).



                

comprised  percent of all respondents who completed both surveys. All other
respondents were coded .

I V : M S

The Appendix presents the survey items used as measures of media skepticism.
The items include questions about the degree to which audiences trust the
media ‘to report the news fairly’ and about the amount of ‘confidence’ they
have in the people running the institutions of the press. They also include four
of Gaziano and McGrath’s () News Credibility Scale items (fair, accurate,
tell the whole story, can be trusted), an item asking whether the media help
society or get in the way of society solving its problems (see Cappella &
Jamieson, ), and an item asking whether the media care more about being
the first to report a story, or about being accurate in reporting the story. In an
exploratory factor analysis conducted on this data, all nine items loaded on the
same factor. Cronbach’s alpha for these nine items was ..

To estimate convergent validity, the correlation between the skepticism scale
described above and another measure of skepticism, obtained from a content
analysis of statements respondents made about the media in an electronic
discussion group, was examined. The correlation between these two measures
was rather high (r=.; p < .). In contrast, discriminant validity requires a
low correlation between the phenomenon under investigation and indicators
of other constructs. The bivariate correlation between media skepticism and
interpersonal trust was small (r=.). The bivariate association between media
skepticism and political ideology was only a moderate one (r=−.). Thus,
although conservatives mistrust the media more than liberals, political ideology
and media skepticism are far from being identical. Skepticism is not simply a
function of one’s political positions or interpersonal trust. It is not merely a
case of supporters of the right citing the criticisms of their leaders; liberals,
including many ‘extreme’ liberals, also slam the media in public opinion surveys.

C

Participants were asked about their party identification and its strength. They
were also asked about their overall ideological leanings, on a continuum from
strong liberal to strong conservative. The two highly correlated components
were combined to form an -point scale for political ideology with ‘strong
liberals–strong Democrats’ coded as +, ‘strong conservatives–strong Re-
publicans’ coded as−, and ‘moderates–independents’ coded as  (M=−.;
SD=.).

Various dimensions of political knowledge were combined to form a single
scale measure. Items included ten general political and civics knowledge questions



             

(e.g. who has the final responsibility to decide if a law is constitutional or not),
seven questions about the personal backgrounds of the presidential candidates
(e.g. which one of the democratic candidates was a professional basketball
player; which one of the Republican candidates was a former prisoner of war),
and an additional seven questions about issue positions of candidates in the
Democratic and Republican presidential primaries (e.g. which one of the
Democratic candidates supported universal health care; which of the Republican
candidates supported vouchers). All  items were scored  for correct answers
and  for incorrect. The items were averaged to create a scale (Cronbach �=
.; M=.; SD=.).

Participants were asked how many days in the previous week they watched
national network news; watched local TV news; watched cable news on TV;
read a daily newspaper; or listened to talk radio. A scale for news media exposure,
ranging from –, was created by averaging the five items (Cronbach �=.;
M=.; SD=.).

Respondents reported the number of days in a typical week they discussed
politics with two family members or close friends and two other acquaintances.
The average of these four items was used as a scale for measuring political
conversation (Cronbach �=.; M=.; SD=.).

Three items—attention to campaign news on TV, attention to newspaper
stories about the campaign, and ‘close following’ of the campaign—were averaged
to form a measure of political involvement (range: –; �=.; M=.; SD=
.).

RESULTS

One implication of the hypothesis is that skepticism should associate with
opinion climate perceptions in both points in time (early August and late
September). To test this simple idea two logistic regression models were run,
with the two opinion climate perception measures as the dependent variables.
Both models controlled for political ideology, political extremity, political
involvement, and for knowledge, age, education, race, and sex. In contrast to
the above hypothesis, skepticism was not significantly associated with perceiving
that Bush would win the presidential race in early August. However, as expected
by the hypothesis, media skepticism was negatively and significantly associated
with perceiving that Gore would win the presidential race in the late September
wave (b=−.; se=.; p < .; eb=.). The higher the skepticism, the
lower the probability of perceiving (like the media) that Gore was winning. In
addition, both models highlighted the major role of projection in opinion climate
perception: in both cases liberals tended to perceive that Gore would win, and
conservatives tended to perceive that Bush would win.

If media skepticism influences people to reject the media climate opinion,



                

then it should also influence the way the perceived climate of opinion changes
as a result of changes in media reports. Theories of media influence on audience
assessment of public opinion imply that when the media change their reports
and alter their assessments of the election winner, audiences will follow. Thus,
if the media said in July that Bush was leading, but later polls changed and
they started to report that Gore was winning, audiences would be likely to
follow the media and alter their perceptions of the winner from Bush to Gore.
However, this paper hypothesizes that trustful audiences would be more
influenced by the media. Media skeptics are expected to remain more stable in
their perceptions and be less swayed by the media over time.

Table  presents a logistic regression model that predicts consistent media
answers’ to the questions about the winner of the elections. In other words,
those who, like the media, said in late July that Bush would win and then
changed their perception to report in late September that Gore would win were
given a value of . All other respondents, mostly people who consistently said
that either Bush or Gore was winning were coded . (Only  percent of
respondents who completed both surveys said that Gore would win in July and
Bush would win in September).

As the negative and significant coefficient for the media skepticism scale
shows, skeptical respondents had lower odds of consistently giving the media
answer (i.e. saying in July that Bush would win and in September that
Gore would win). Controlling for ideology, political knowledge, involvement,
discussion, and demographics, a one-unit increase on the skepticism scale was
associated with a  percent decrease in the odds of consistently giving the
media answer to the would-be winner question. In order to assess the strength
of this effect, I calculated the predicted probabilities for a -year-old moderate
white male with average values on the knowledge, interest, and exposure scales.
The predicted probability of converging consistently with the media for such
a person with a maximum value on the skepticism scale () was .. The
corresponding predicted probability of such a person with the minimum value
on the skepticism scale () was .. Thus, the effect of media skepticism on
climate of opinion perceptions is not a minor one. In fact, skepticism, sex, and
political extremity8 were the only significant predictors of consistently answering
the media answer to the perceived climate of opinion question. The rest of the
variables, including political ideology and all involvement variables, did not
significantly predict the dependent variable.

In particular, Table  shows that over and above the rest of the variables,

8 Extreme partisans were less likely to converge with the media in their assessments about the election
winner. This might be due to greater projection of personal attitudes by more committed partisans. Another
explanation could relate to greater rejection of ‘hostile media’ messages by those holding such perceptions,
namely, extreme liberals and conservatives.



             

T  Logistic regression models predicting consistent adoption of the media
climate of opinion

B (s.e.) eb

Sex (male=) –.# (.) .
Race (white=) –. (.) .
Years of education . (.) .
Age –. (.) .
Political ideology –. (.) .
Political extremity –.∗ (.) .
Political interest –. (.) .
Political knowledge . (.) .
Political discussion –. (.) .
News exposure . (.) .
Media skepticism –.∗ (.) .
Intercept .
R .
N 

# p < .; ∗ p < .
Note:The dependent variable was constructed using respondents’ answer to the question ‘Regardless of
who you support, who do you think will end up being elected President in November?’. Those answering
‘Bush’ in Wave  (July–August), and ‘Gore’ in Wave  (September) were coded . All other respondents
were coded .

the amount of news media exposure was not associated with consistent con-
vergence with the reports of the media on the climate of opinion question. One
might interpret this as lack of support for the theories of media influence on
audience opinion climate estimations. One should note, however, that neither
spiral of silence nor impersonal influence nor pluralistic ignorance theorists
make an argument about an effect resulting from repeated and continuous
exposure (as cultivation is often described). News effects on the perceived
opinion climate could be the result of a snapshot exposure to the front page or
the top-of-the hour headlines. In fact, as Mutz argues (, p. ), media
information about mass collectives could even reach people indirectly, without
any direct exposure to the media at all. An exposure by media skepticism
interaction term was added to the model presented in Table  (unreported
model). The coefficient for this interaction was not significantly different from
zero. In other words, the effect of skepticism did not depend on the amount of
exposure to the media.9

9 In addition, tests of skepticism×ideology, skepticism×extremity, skepticism×political discussion showed
no significant interaction. A quadratic term was used to test for a possible non-linear effect of skepticism,
but also resulted in a null finding.



                

DISCUSSION

Trust has consequences in various aspects of social life. This paper has argued
that trust is also consequential in the context of media effects on climate of
opinion perceptions. Assuming rational audiences who scan the news media for
accurate political information, and given the definition of trust, it was hy-
pothesized that skeptical audience members would tend to reject media reports
about public opinion. Indeed, in the context of the  US presidential
contest, higher media skepticism was associated with a tendency to reject the
overwhelming reports in the media about a ‘huge’ lead by Bill Clinton in the
campaign.10 Data from the  election year, presented above, showed that
these results hold even when a clear media tenor is absent. Though Bush was
presented by the news media as leading in the presidential race in early August
and Gore as the would-be winner in late September, the media also mentioned
that the race was a tight one. Despite the close contest, a majority of respondents
in August accepted media projections and perceived a Bush lead. Likewise,
most respondents in September perceived that Gore would win the election.

The model reported above shows that over and above the effects of demo-
graphics, ideology, exposure and knowledge, media skepticism was negatively
and significantly associated with the perceived opinion climate. The media said
in July that Bush was leading and in September that Gore was leading.
Twenty-five percent of respondents accepted these media projections and
reported the same patterns in the July and September surveys. Media skepticism
was negatively and significantly associated with consistent acceptance of the
media’s predictions. Despite the highly competitive race, or maybe because of
it, those trusting the media were likely to converge with the media in their
perceptions and those who were skeptical rejected media reports about campaign
trends.

In sum, this paper demonstrates the role played by media skepticism in the
perception of the climate of opinion. This role has several interesting implications
for media scholars. First, the fact that a news media effect is moderated by
audience trust in the media provides some validation to the argument about
media effects. If the perception of social opinion is associated with trust in the
media, we can probably interpret this finding as a sign that the media indeed
play a role in the formation of such perceptions. On the other hand, the findings
also offer a crucial validation for the media skepticism measures utilized in this
study. In other words, the fact that the survey questions I used moderated in
what is presumably a media effect shows that they indeed measure audience
mistrust in the media.

10 NES data shows that while . percent of respondents who trusted the media ‘just about always’
estimated that Clinton would win the election, only . percent of those who trusted the media ‘none of
the time’ made the same prediction (� =.; df=; p < .), this association holds when controlling
for possible intervening variables.



             

According to several theories of communication, the media do not tell us
what to think, but they can be very influential in telling us what other people
think. This could be a consequential media effect, as Noelle-Neumann, Mutz,
and others tell us. But while the media may be powerful and consequential on
the aggregate social level, they are certainly not omnipotent on the individual
level. This study shows that some audience members (trusting audiences) are
influenced by the media more than others (media skeptics). In this sense,
audiences as individuals come out stronger in this study. They are critical and
active and do not accept the media’s climate of opinion at face value. One
possible interpretation of the findings is that mistrust in the media is liberating.
In many ways, the main finding of the study echoes the claims by reception
theorists about audiences’ ability to ‘resist’ some of the persuasive powers of
media texts (e.g. Morley, ; Livingstone, ).

However, some caution is warranted when we interpret the data. First, the
fact that audiences can resist the media can also be interpreted as rigidity, as
refusal to give in to the realities reported by the media. This is exemplified by
the fact that media skeptics refused in  to accept the media’s prediction
that Clinton would win the election. Rather than resistance or liberation, this
could be interpreted simply as shutting one’s ears and eyes to reality. Second,
we should remind ourselves that mistrustful audiences are not totally immune
to, but only less susceptible to, media influences on the perceived climate of
opinion. Not all skeptics rejected the media’s climate of opinion and not all
non-skeptics accepted it. Skepticism reduced the probability of agreeing with
the media about the predicted winner, but other factors also played a role in
determining individual opinion climate perceptions.

This paper dealt with opinion climate estimation in an electoral context.
Given the focus of journalists on the horserace aspects of winning and losing,
the climate of opinion is a central theme in news coverage in this domain.
Campaign coverage is concentrated on polls, though the conclusions that could
be drawn from this base rate information are not always conclusive (as was
sometimes the case in the US  presidential race). It would be interesting
to examine the association between media skepticism and opinion climate
perception in other domains, in which base-rate information receives much less
media attention, or no coverage at all. In such cases media transmission of the
opinion climate is achieved through the use of public opinion cues such as
exemplars and crowd reactions. Audience response to these cues, especially the
role played by media skepticism in public opinion perception in such cases,
should be examined in future research.



                

APPENDIX: SURVEY ITEMS MEASURING MEDIA
SKEPTICISM

Question wording Answer categories

. How much of the time do you think you can trust Just about always
media organizations to report the news fairly? Most of the time

Only some of the time
None of the time

Thinking about the news media in general—that is, national – scale
television news, the daily newspaper you are most familiar
with, and news magazines—please indicate whether you
think they:
. Are fair
. Tell the whole story
. Are accurate
. Can be trusted
. All in all, how would you rate the job the press has A Excellent
done in covering the presidential election so far? B Good

C Fair
F Poor

. Thinking about the news media—national television news, . The news media help
the daily newspaper you are most familiar with and news society to solve its prob-
magazines—would you say the news media help society to lems
solve its problems, OR the news media get in the way of . The news media get
society solving its problems? in the way of society

solving its problems
. Here is a list of various institutions in this country. How . A great deal
much confidence would you say you have in the . Some
people now running these institutions? . Not much

. None at all
. Which do you think the news media care more about, in . Being the first to re-
general? port a story

. Being accurate in re-
porting a story

Note: all items were coded so that the most skeptical answer would have the value of ‘’ and the least
skeptical the value of ‘’, with varying answers in between.
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