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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Background of Problem 

In 1960, the Roper survey organization found that after all 

four Presidential television debates, 44 per cent of the respondents 

said they had been influenced by the joint appearances of John F. 

Kennedy and Richard M. Nixon, and five per cent said they had made 

x^p their minds on the debates alone (Hennessy, 1970). If the find

ings are anywhere close to accurate, Kennedy's winning margin is 

attributable to the debates. ^ 

If a television event could have such sweeping influence on 

the electorate to the point of influencing attitude change and 

opinion, then careful consideration of the process by which people 

perceive the candidates is in order. The present study examines 

selective exposure, perception and retention characteristics of a 

selected homogeneous sample In an experimental setting. 

Historically, it appears the processes of selective exposure, 

perception and retention usually ensure that the media mainly operate 

as reinforcement to the faithful rather than as crucial determinants 

of opinion. There has, however, been a debate over the effectiveness 

of the media in determining the votes of the undecided. 

Chaney (1972) notes the debates of 1960 produced concepts 

suggesting the main role for mass communications during elections 

may be the formulation of significant political issues rather than 

immediately affecting voting behavior. On the other hand, Katz (1962) 



notes viewers of the 1960 Presidential debate learned something of 

the issues though perhaps not very much. But there is considerable 

reason to believe that viewers learned something about the candidates 

themselves. They discovered how well each candidate could perform 

\yin a debate and they formed images of the candidate's character and 

abilities. 

In the 1960 debates, especially the first one, there resulted 

primarily a strenghtening of commitment to one's party and candidate. 

Among those respondents who did change their voting intention, there 

was no decisive candidate gain of voters. This was true for both 

viewers and non-viewers of the final three debates. Only in the first 

debate was there evidence that viewing made a difference for one of 

the candidates. The net gain for Kennedy among viewers of the first 

debate was eight per cent compared with a negligible difference 

among non-viewers (Katz, 1962); thus, the present study's choice of 

the first debate for the experiment. 

The drawing power of the first debate, particularly its ability 

to attract almost equal proportions of both parties and large pro

portions of even the least educated groups, may be a unique occur

rence. Katz and Feldman (1962) suggest later debates showed a 

decline in numbers and representatives. 

To be sure, there have been some quite vocal denouncements of 

the policy of the presidential debate format. Historian, Henry 

Steele Commanger, noted that what we (the Americans) want in a 

President Is the ability to think deeply about a few matters of 

great importance; what television questions encourage is the trick 



of talking glibly about great many matters of no particular importance. 

Further, he adds, the debates have the admitted weakness delving into 

yjthe issues as deeply as they thought they might and of putting a J 

premium on personality for its own sake (1960). 

In opposition, Campbell (1962) notes television has greatly 

extended the purely visual dimension of political communication; 

the public no doubt finds it easier to form an image of its political 

\ leaders. Television gives the electorate a better opportunity to 

make superficial judgments of candidate sincerity and articulateness 

J, under pressure. However, it is Campbell's conclusion that television 

neither elevates the general level of political interest nor broadens 

the total range of political Information. 

Some thirty-one independent studies of public response were 

conducted on the 1960 debates by both academic and professional 

research organizations. Katz (1962), in a review of these studies, 

, concludes that the main effect of the debates was that voters learned 

V something about the candidate they opposed, even though they rarely i 

gave him their vote. 

The major purpose of the present study is to determine how a 

homogeneous college audience reacted to the 1976 debates in an ex

perimental setting. Special consideration is given to the processes 

of selective attention, perception and recall. 

Review of Previous Research 

(fierelson and Steiner (1972) reported people tend to see and 

hear communications that are favorable or congenial to their pre

dispositions and they are more likely to see and hear congenial 



communications than neutral or hostile ones. They explained these 

processes in terras of a desire for reinforcement of one's own point 

of view. If a new piece of information would weaken the existing 

structure of their ideas and emotions, it will be shunned. If it 

reinforces the structure, it will be sought out. 

Other investigations interpreted selective exposure and reten

tion characteristics as conditions which are found within the context 

of cognitive dissonance theory. One hypothesis suggests selectivity 

increases following a decision or comniitment to do something, and 

another notes selectivity increases following involuntary exposure 

to non-supportive information (Freedman, 1965). 

Unfortunately, it should be noted that there remains difficulty 

in specifying particular circumstances under which the selective 

exposure to information occurs. It has been demonstrated, for 

example, that perceived utility of the information is another factor 

likely to have a major effect on exposure preferences (Sears, 1967). 

It seems likely that the greater perceived utility of the information, 

the greater will be the subject's desire to be exposed to it. 

Furthermore,[ evidence strongly supports the contention that infor

mation expected to serve a practical purpose is preferred to less 

useful information^ 

\Sears and Freedman (1967) suggest that information may often 
"J 

reach mainly those sympathetic to it simply because it advocates 

positions generally shared by those who have high rates of exposure . 

to all informative media. Also, most audiences for mass communica

tions apparently tend to over represent persons already sympathetic 

file:///Sears


to the views being propounded.| Most persons seem to be exposed 

disproportionately to communications that support their opinions. 

On the other hand, under some circumstances, people seem to prefer 

information supporting their opinions. Under other circumstances, 

people seem to prefer information contradicting their opinions. 

Thus, the available evidence does not seem to support contentions 

that people generally seek out supportive information and avoid 

nonsupportive information (Sears and Freedman, 1967). 

In a line of research integral to the present study. Sears and 

Freedman (1967) suggest a change of enq>hasis about how people deal 

with discrepant information. They suggest that, besides selective 

exposure, selective perception should be investigated as a mechanism 

by which people resist influence. It has been found, for example, 

that smokers do not avoid reading unpleasant Information about 

smoking; rather, they subject it to careful scrutiny (Feather, 1962). 

Thus, the thrust of Feather's findings indicate resistance to influ

ence is accomplished most successfully at the level of information 

evaluation rather than at the level of selective seeking and avoiding 

of information. 

Carter (Katz and Feldman, 1962) showed that respondents to his 

information test not only remembered at least some of what was said, 

but did not show evidence of selective recall. Democratic respondents 

to his 16-item information test were no more likely to recognize 

statements made by Kennedy than statements made by Nixon. The same 

thing held true for Republican viewers. His findings suggest that 

the debates not only overcame the tendency toward selective exposure 



but at least as far as information is concerned, the tendency to 

recall selectively. 

Sebald's respondents (Katz and Feldman, 1962) also were equally 

able to identify correctly statements made by either candidate re

gardless of their own preferences. 

Sebald's research differed from Carter's in that respondents 

were presented with a set of statements made by the two candidates and 

were asked to agree or disagree with each statement and second, name 

the author. Overall attribution of statements to the two candidates 

was equally correct. However, statements with which the respondent 

disagreed were most often attributed to the opposite candidate while 

statements with which the respondent agreed were much more accurately 

attributed to the candidate who made them. These findings imply it 

may be more painful to disagree with one's own candidate than to 

agree with some statement made by the opposition. 

Katz (1962) notes there is plenty of additional evidence to 

illustrate the lack of selective exposure, but the presence of selec

tive perception, in audience reaction to the debates. The effect is 

quite prevalent in the distribution of votes on who won the debate 

according to voting intention or political affiliation. 

Another concept which plays a role in the present study is the 

balance theory of communications in that it offers a suitable foun

dation for the processes of selective exposure, perception and reten

tion. 

Balance theory is based on the proposition that man needs and 

seeks a total configuration of beliefs, attitudes and behavior that 



reflects internal consistency or a general state of equilibrium, 

and that squares with the objective facts of the environment. If 

major perceived inconsistancies exist between the cognitive and 

affective aspects of an attitude, balance theory would predict some 

direct or indirect changes to bring the attitude into greater con-

slstancy (Hennessy, 1970). 

Theories of balance suggest change of one attitude will set up 

a chain of imbalance with other attitudes that are inconsistant with 

change of the original attitude. Any change is not confined to the 

changed attitude but should bring about complimentary changes in 

related beliefs and feelings. Balance theory assumes that for any 

particular attitude held by any particular person, there is some 

limit to the degree of inconsistancy he will be able to tolerate. 

Kerlinger (1973) attempted to explore limits of perception 

with respect to man as an organizing animal. As soon as roan is con

fronted with objects in his environment. These objects will be 

perceived as organized into some sort of meaningful whole. This is 

a universal characteristic of the cognitive process and not a weak

ness of the individual. 

The principle aids one in understanding the tenacity with 

which people hold to political biases. No matter how much contrary 

evidence or information is presented to the individual, he will be 

reluctant to give up his initial attitudes. These attitudes often 

have been integrated into his personality and any change in them may 

cause imbalance. Further, the same information Is often perceived 

differently by different individuals. Information is perceived and 
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interpreted in terms of the individual's own needs, emotions, per

sonality and previously formed cognitive patterns. 

Research Objectives of the Present Study 

This study tests the hypothesis that subjects exposed to the 

1976 Presidential debates in an experimental setting will show little 

or no selective recall on the basis of an information test. 

Further, the study examines selective perception of the debates 

as a defense mechanism against persuasion. It is hypothesized that 

perceptions of which candidate did better on the debates is dependent 

on candidate preference before viewing the debates. 

Secondary objectives of the study are to examine the effects of 

personality and style of presentation on evaluation of debate per

formance. 

The independent variable in the study is candidate preference. 

Dependent variables are perception as to who won the debate and an 

information test examining retention of issues discussed in the 

debates. 

As previously noted, the hypothesis suggests resistance to 

influence for or against the candidate is accomplished at the level 

of information evaluation rather than at the level of selective 

seeking and avoiding of information. 



CHAPTER II 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

Preparation of Stimulus Material 

Stimulus material consisted of a video tape of the complete 

telecast of the first presidential debate between Gerald Ford and 

Jimmy Carter. Original telecast of the debate was Thursday evening 

of September 23, 1976 at 8:00 p.m. (est). The broadcast was recor

ded on three thirty-minute, three-quarter inch video cassettes by the 

author. The topic for the first debate was domestic affairs. The 

broadcast was sponsored by the League of Women Voters. 

With a flip of a coin in the backstage dressing room of the 

Walnut Street Theater in Philadelphia, it was determined that the 

first question of the debate would be directed to Jimmy Carter and 

the meeting would end with a summing up by President Ford. In the 

format for the debate, it was determined that Mr. Carter would have 

three minutes to answer and then two minutes to respond to a follow-

up question from Frank Reynolds, a reporter from ABC. Then Mr. Ford 

would have two minutes to comment before taking the next round of 

questions from another of the three panelists. 

During the debate, the candidates were standing about eight and 

one-half feet apart on the stage of the Walnut Street Theater. The 

165-year-old theater had been turned into a TV studio for the event. 

The set, designed by Bob Wightman, a free lance designer hired by the 

League of Women Voters, concentrated on the needs of the camera rather 

than the small audience of 479 persons. Press people constituted 

about half of the audience. 
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To ensure that the candidates concentrated on the cameras and 

not on the immediate audience, the lights in the theater were turned 

off. Television coverage was done by ABC which served as a pool 

producer for the three commercial networks and the Public Broadcasting 

System. 

Subjects were 109 male and female subjects who were recruited 

on the campus of Texas Tech University. Male subjects totaled 49 

per cent while female subjects totaled 51 per cent. Average age of 

subjects was 21 years. Ninety per cent of the subjects were regis

tered voters. 

Procedure During Experiment 

The experiment was conducted Tuesday, September 28; Thursday, 

September 30; and Tuesday, October 3 in the Mass Communications 

Building, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas. 

Participants were administered the experiment during regularly 

scheduled class periods and prior class meetings. Subjects had been 

informed by instructors that they would be doing an "evaluation of 

debate performance by the candidates" during these specified sessions. 

After subjects had been seated, they were each given oral in

structions stating that they would be participating in an evaluation 

of the debate, and they were being asked to answer a series of 

questions concerning the debate. In each run, participants were 

given identical instructions. This included an explanation that the 

questionnaire was segmented in three sections and they would be 

answering an initial section with thirty-one items before viewing 

the debate telecast. 
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Upon completion of instructions, subjects were told they would 

have ten minutes to complete section one. Questions concerned 

candidate preference for president, a systematic rating scale of 

nine characteristics which influenced their preference, 17 agree-

disagree likert statements on campaign issues, and five questions 

dealing with demographics. (see appendix for a copy of the question

naire) 

Participants in the experiment, after completion of section one, 

viewed the complete telecast of the debate on two monitors. The 

video tape was edited by the author so as not to include the 27 

minutes in which audio difficulties occurred. Position of the 

monitors allowed unobstructed viewing. 

After viewing the debate, subjects were told to complete the 

final two sections of the questionnaire. Section two included a 

question concerning their estimation as to who won the debate, 20 

statements which dealt with perception of debate performance (e.g. 

"Would you say Ford was better because he was better informed? 

Would you say that Carter won votes with his participation in the 

debate?") , and again the 17 previously noted issue oriented state

ments though in different order and slightly rephrased. 

The third section of the questionnaire was the information test. 

It was composed of ten direct quotes by Jimmy Carter and ten direct 

quotes by Gerald Ford. The total 20 statements were randomly listed 

and subjects were asked to check which candidate had made the state

ment, (see appendix B for a complete copy of the questionnaire) 
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After completion of the experiment, subjects were thanked for 

participation in the study and asked to leave the questionnaire 

on a table at the front of the room. 



CHAPTER III 

FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATIONS 

Description of Sample Group 

Valid cases in the experiment included 54 males (49.1%) and 

55 females (50.0%). Mean age of the subjects was 21 years with 

ranges of 18 to 50 years. Ninety-one per cent of the subjects were 

between 18 and 23 years. Approximately 90.1 per cent of the sample 

were registered voters. 

In response to the question, "Did you watch the original tele

cast of the Ford-Carter debate Thursday, September 23?" 63.6 per 

cent said yes and 35.5 per cent said they did not see the telecast. 

The mean time of those seeing the broadcast was 57.014 minutes with 

viewing time ranging from ten to 90 minutes. 

Before viewing the debate, respondents were asked whether they 

had any preference for President in this year's campaign. The res

ponse was 57.3 per cent were for Ford, 28.2 per cent were for Carter 

and 14.5 per cent had no preference. 

After viewing the broadcast subjects were asked who had won the 

debate. Results were 57.3 per cent indicated that Ford had won, 

10.0 per cent felt Carter had won and 32.7 per cent said the contest 

was a tie. 

Discussion of Results 

Candidate Preference 

Of those subjects who originally favored Ford before seeing the 

debate, 77.8 per cent thought that Ford had won the contest, 1.6 per 

13 
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cent thought Carter had won the debate while 20.6 per cent considered 

the contest a draw. (see Table 1) 

Respondents in the Carter camp did not view their candidate's 

performance with such unamity. Some 22,6 per cent favoring Carter 

felt that Ford had won. An equal number (22.6%) of Carter's own 

supporters felt Carter had won, while 54.8 per cent felt the debate 

was a tie. 

Independent subjects who were undecided at the outset of the 

meeting turned their favor to Ford with 48.8 per cent. Carter 

gathered 18.8 per cent of the undecided preferences. Also, 37.5 per 

cent of the undecided respondents said the debate was too close to 

call and, therefore, a tie. 

Results are significant (p<.0001) in that there is a distinct 

correlation between candidate preference and in the subject's esti

mation of who won the debate. Ford supporters were more likely to 

have considered him the debate "winner" than Carter supporters. 

Those subjects initially for Carter were much more likely to view 

the contest a tie, or as favoring Carter, than Ford subjects. In 

the undecided column, a good portion of the respondents felt the 

debate was a draw. 
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TABLE 1 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE BY PERCEPTION OF WHO WON DEBATE 

Candidate Who Won Debate 
Preference Ford Carter Tie 

Ford 77.8% 1.6% 20.6% 

Carter 22.6 22.6 54.8 

No Preference 43.8 18.8 37.5 

N = 110 p<.0001 x2 = 29.79 

Selective Retention Tests 

The present discussion deals with the 20-item information test 

which respondents were asked to answer after viewing the debate 

broadcast. Ten statements were included from each candidate. In 

the analysis, the information test was divided into Ford retention 

items and Carter retention items. 

Of those respondents originally favoring Ford, 15.5 per cent 

were able to answer correctly three to five statements, 51.6 answered 

six to eight and 32.7 per cent identified nine to ten (see Table 2). 

Of the subjects originally favoring Carter, 26.9 per cent answered 

three to five Ford retention questions correctly, 69.2 per cent 

answered six to eight correctly, and 3.8 per cent answered nine to 

ten questions correctly. Among No Preference subjects, 6.7 per cent 

answered three to five, 80.0 per cent answered six to eight and 13.3 

answered nine to ten. 
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Of the four subject retention areas examined in the experiment, 

only candidate preference by subject retention of Ford debate items 

(Table 2) was significant (p<.02). This result indicates a signi

ficant degree of selective subject retention. Significance may be 

attributed to the wide base of subject support Ford held in the No 

Preference group (see Table 2) and the high percentage (26.9 per 

cent) of subjects favoring Carter as candidate preference in the 

three to five question range. 

TABLE 2 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE BY SUBJECT RETENTION OF FORD DEBATE ITEMS 

Candidate Ford Debate Items 
Preference 

Ford 

Carter 

No Preference 

3-5 

15.5% 

26.9 

6.7 

6-8 

51.6% 

69.2 

80.0 

9-10 

32.7% 

3.8 

13.3 

N = 99 p<.02 x^ = 11.89 

As shown in Table 3, a sizeable portion of the respondents were 

able to answer six to eight statements made by Carter. The figures 

for Ford, Carter and No Preference were 46.6 per cent, 42.3 per cent 

and 33.4 per cent respectively. 

In addition, there were very high ratings in the nine to ten 

levels with No Preference leading with 66.7 percent. Carter 50.0 per 

cent and Ford 37.9 per cent. 
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The retention effect seems to run high through both the Ford 

retention items (see Table 2) and the Carter retention items (see 

Table 3), though it appears a higher proportion of the subjects were 

able to recall the Carter items more readily than the Ford items 

especially in the nine to ten range. 

Results for the Carter items were not significant, suggesting 

not much of what Carter said during the course of the debate was 

retained to a large degree, regardless of candidate preference. 

TABLE 3 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE BY SUBJECT RETENTION OF CARTER DEBATE ITEMS 

Candidate Carter Debate Items 
Preference 3-5 6-8 9-10 

Ford 15.5% 46.6% 37.9% 

Carter 7.7 42.3 50.0 

No Preference 0.0 33.4 66.7 

N = 99 p = NS x^ = 5.77 

Table 4 examines the subject's perception of who won the debate 

by their ability to retain, identify and attribute a series of ten 

statements made during the broadcast. For the Ford retention items, 

subjects who thought Ford had won the debate were able to identify 

well of half of the statements made by Ford. Some 60.9 per cent were 

able to recognize six to eight and 22.1 per cent identify nine to ten, 
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Subjects who thought Carter had won the contest were equally 

proficient in correctly identifying the Ford statements with 66.6 

per cent identifying six to eight statements and 22.2 per cent an

swering nine to ten. Basically the same was true for subjects who 

considered the contest a tie with 58 per cent answering six to eight 

statements and 22.6 per cent correctly attributing nine to ten. In 

the three preferences for who won, the lower range of three to five 

correct identifications included 17 per cent for Ford, 11.1 per cent 

for Carter and 19.4 per cent who thought the debate a tie. 

TABLE 4 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE OF WHO WON DEBATE 
BY RETENTION OF FORD DEBATE ITEMS 

Who Won Retention of Ford Debate Items 
3-5 6-8 9-10 

Ford 17.0% 77.9% 22.1% 

Carter 11.1 66.6 22.2 

Tie 19.4 58.0 22.6 

N - 99 p = NS x^ = .37 

Data dealing with "who won" by the Carter retention items 

(Table 5) , the results indicated a higher retention of Carter items 

particularly in the nine to ten ranges, regardless of perceptions of 

"who won" the debate. Again, a score of ten was maximum. 
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Ranges were much higher across all three preference categories. 

In the Ford following, 47.4 per cent answered six to eight statements 

and 39.0 per cent identified nine to ten. Subjects who thought Carter 

had won had 44.4 per cent answering six to eight statements and 55.5 

per cent correctly attributing nine to ten. The individuals who 

thought the meeting a draw answered with 35.5 per cent in the six to 

eight range and 54.6 per cent in the nine to ten levels. 

Tables 4 and 5 show that there were no significant relationships 

between perceptions of who won the debate and retention of Ford and 

Carter items. These results again suggest that selective retention 

was not operating among subjects exposed to the debates. 

TABLE 5 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE OF WHO WON BY 
RETENTION OF CARTER DEBATE ITEMS 

Who Won Carter Debate Items 
3-5 6-8 9-10 

Ford 13.6% 47.4% 39.0% 

Carter 0.0 44.4 55.5 

Tie 9.7 35.5 54.6 

N = 99 p = NS x^ = 3.39 

Personality/Leadership Attributes 

The present portion of the experiment deals with attributes 

which influenced the subject's decision as to candidate preference. 
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Subjects were asked to rate the degree to which their choice of 

candidate had been Influenced by personality, style and appearance. 

The scale ranged from a minimum of three (no Influence) to a maximum 

of 15 (strong influence). 

As Table 6 shows, the personality characteristics are important 

to the respondents particularly in the median ranges of eight to 11 

(see Table 6). While the No Preference respondents were evenly split 

in the high and low ranges, it appears the Ford and Carter people 

considered the personality characteristics important as an integral 

part in the role of the Presidency. Of the subjects favoring Ford, 

36.5 per cent were in the upper portion of the scale, and of those 

favoring Carter for President, 45.2 per cent rated the attributes in 

the high range. 

Table 6 also shows that there was no relationship between can

didate preference and influence of personality attributes on candidate 

preference. Most respondents said that personality attributes were 

important. 



TABLE 6 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE BY PERSONALITY 
ATTRIBUTES INFLUENCING SUBJECTS 

21 

Candidate 
Preference 4-7 

Personality Attributes 
8-11 12-14 

Ford 

Carter 

No Preference 

9.5% 

19.0 

2 5 . 1 

53.9% 

35.5 

50.0 

36.5% 

45.2 

25 .1 

N - 110 p = NS x^ = 5.44 

As to the Presidential attributes of views on the major issues, 

being well informed, decisive leadership, past political record and 

ability to gauge the American people's feelings and attitudes, res

pondents again leaned toward the median ranges though there was some 

surprising disparity in the No Preference category (see Table 7). 

There, it appears the attributes of professionalism in politics was 

not as important. However, among the Ford respondents, there was a 

markedly high range of 60.2 per cent in the upper level indicating 

much emphasis on the attributes of leadership and previous political 

carriage. Thus, it appears that Ford supporters were more likely to 

say that leadership attributes were important (p<.001). 

This can possibly be attributed to Ford's encumbancy and his 

campaign organization's emphasis on experience and past political 

record. 



TABLE 7 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE BY LEADERSHIP 
ATTRIBUTES INFLUENCING SUBJECTS 

22 

Candidate 
Preference 14-18 

Leadership Attributes 
19-20 23-25 

Ford 

Carter 

No Preference 

6.4% 

16.1 

43.8 

33.3% 

51.6 

37.6 

60.2% 

32.2 

18.8 

N - 110 p<.001 x2 = 20.71 

Subjects were asked to rate how Important the characteristics of 

appearance, style and personality were in determining their candidate 

preference with a minimum score of three and a maximum of 15. Table 

8 shows that subjects who considered Ford as winning the debate appea

red to stress the point of personality, with 50.8 per cent in the 

median range and 41.3 per cent in the upper range. Carter supporters 

also thought personality was important, with 54.6 per cent in the 

median range and 45.5 per cent in the upper. 

Respondents who thought the contest a tie were more diversified 

in their responses particularly in the lower part of the scale. Some 

30.6 per cent considered the personality characteristics not all that 

important. In the lower range. Ford had 8.0 per cent and Carter 0.0 

per cent. Subjects who thought the debate was a tie had 41.8 per cent 

in the median and 27.8 per cent in the upper areas of the scale. 
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Results of this portion of the personality perception charac

teristics was significant at p<.01. This may be due to differences 

In ratings between the individuals and the Ford/Carter supporters. 

TABLE 8 

SUBJECT PERCEPTION OF WHO WON DEBATE BY 
PERCEPTION OF PERSONALITY CHARACTERISTICS 

Who Won Presidential Personality Characteristics (Range 3-15) 
4-7 8-11 12-14 

Ford 8.0% 50.8% 41.3% 

Carter 0.0 54.6 45.5 

Tie 30.6 41.8 27.8 

N - 110 p<.01 x2 = 13.39 

Table 9 shows the relationship between subject perception of 

who won the debate and importance of leadership attributes in candi

date selection. Subjects who thought Ford had won the debate stressed 

the characteristics of leadership and political record as evidenced 

by the 34.9 per cent in the median range and 55.5 per cent in the 

upper range. Subjects who thought Carter won the debate also said 

that leadership qualities were important, 54.6 per cent were in the 

median and 18,2 per cent were in the upper level. 

Respondents who thought the debate was a tie ranged from 19.5 

per cent in the low, 41.6 per cent in the median and 38.9 per cent in 

the upper level. 
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TABLE 9 

SUBJECT PERCEPTION OF WHO WON BY PERCEPTION 
OF PRESIDENTIAL LEADERSHIP ATTRIBUTES 

Who Won Subject Perception of Leadership Attributes (Range 5-25) 
14-18 19-22 23-25 

Ford 9.5% 34.9% 55.5% 

Carter 27.3 54.6 18.2 

Tie 19.5 41.6 38.9 

N - 110 p = NS x2 - 7.39 

Debate Performance 

To investigate the subject's evaluation of debate performance by 

the two candidates, they were asked to respond to a series of questions 

concerning how they felt the candidates did. Questions were rated on 

a scale with five possible ratings from very low to very high. The 

summable maximum score was 55 and the minimum score was 11. 

Of those individuals already favoring Ford before the broadcast, 

a large percentage thought Ford did extremely well (Table 10). Those 

respondents favoring Carter did not give quite as high marks to Ford 

with median and lower ranges having the emphasis. For subjects in

dicating no preference, the percentages were fairly evenly spaced 

throughout the evaluation. Only the very top ratings given by the 

previously mentioned pro-Ford people were not in evidence. Results 

were significant at p<.001, indicating that perceptions of how Ford 
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did in the debates depended on candidate preference. In evaluation 

of Carter's debate performance, pro-Carter subjects gave Carter very 

high ratings, while subjects who were pro-Ford were more critical 

(Table 11), 

The no candidate preference respondents in the Carter evaluation 

were primarily in the upper ratings indicating Carter did draw a 

favorable response of the no preference subjects. It should be 

noted though that Ford was well within this high range of no prefer

ence support in his own evaluation (see Table 10). 

Again, candidate preference was related to evaluations of Carter's 

debate performance (p<.0001). 

TABLE 10 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE BY FORD DEBATE PERFORMANCE 

Candidate Ford Debate Performance (Range 23-52) 
Preference 23-28 29-33 34-38 39-43 44-52 

Ford 0.0% 3.2% 14.3% 54.0% 28.7% 

Carter 16.6 36.7 30.0 10.0 0.0 

No Preference 18.8 25.2 25.2 31.3 0,0 

N = 109 p<,001 x^ = 55.93 
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TABLE 11 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE BY CARTER DEBATE PERFORMANCE 

Candidate Carter Debate Performance (Range 14-43) 
Preference 14-20 21-25 26-30 31-35 36-43 

Ford 14.4% 19.1% 42.8% 22.3% 1.6% 

Carter 0.0 3.3 16.6 30.0 50.0 

No Preference 0.0 18.8 18.8 31.3 31.4 

N = 109 p<.0001 x2 = 42.39 

The significant results (P<.0001) of the subject's perception of 

Ford debate performance by who won the contest indicated a high per

formance rating for those who thought Ford had won, while the oppo

site was indicated by subjects who thought Carter had won. Ford had 

well over 75 per cent of the respondents in his catagory in the upper 

levels of the scale (see Table 12). Pro-Carter people leaned much 

more toward the lower portion of the scale. 

The subjects who considered the contest a tie were primarily 

within the median range though emphasis was on the downside of the 

scale. 
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TABLE 12 

WHO WON THE DEBATE BY SUBJECT'S PERCEPTION 
OF FORD DEBATE PERFORMANCE 

Who Won Ford Debate Performance 
23-28 29-33 34-38 39-43 44-52 

Ford 1,6% 1.6% 17.4% 55.5% 25.5% 

Carter 36.4 45.5 18.2 13.4 0.0 

Tie 14,4 31.5 28.6 20.1 5.8 

N = 109 p<.0001 x^ = 54.93 

As for the subject's perception of Carter debate performance, 

the results were basically the same as for the Ford evaluation in 

that Carter people thought Carter overwhelming and Ford supporters 

giving only token support for Carter debate performance. 

The unusual occurance in the portion of subjects who thought 

Carter had won was the absence of percentages in the lower and median 

range of the scale (see Table 13). Between the 31 and 43 scoring 

range. Carter had 100 per cent. 

Respondents who thought Ford had won stayed in the median range 

on the Carter evaluation with no great emphasis on either side of the 

middle range. Subjects who thought the meeting a draw tended to stay 

in the upper portion of the scale thereby indicating some agreement 

with Carter's performance. 
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WHO WON DEBATE BY SUBJECT'S PERCEPTION 
OF CARTER DEBATE PERFORMANCE 
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Who Won 

Ford 

Carter 

Tie 

N = 109 

Campaign Issues 

14-20 

9.6% 

0.0 

8.6 

p<.0001 

Carter 
21-25 

20.8% 

0.0 

8.6 

x2 = 

Debate Perfi 
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26-30 

41.2% 

0.0 

25.8 

.14 

ormance 
31-35 

20.6% 

27.3 

34.3 

36-43 

7.9% 

72.8 

23.0 

Determination of respondent's attitudes concerning major campaign 

issues was investigated using candidate preference by corresponding 

agreement of subject's attitude with Presidential campaign platform. 

Due to construction of the questionnaire, pro-Ford subjects would 

score low on the scale indicating they were in agreement with Ford's 

position on the issues. Pro-Carter respondents were scored in a 

reverse order with high scores indicating agreement with Carter's 

issue stand. Scores ranged from a minimum of 36 to a maximum of 65. 

Respondents favoring Ford before seeing the debate apparently 

were in agreement with his position especially in the lower and 

median ranges. Individuals who were pro-Carter were distributed 

mainly in the upper and median ranges of 49-53 and 54-56 (see Table 14). 

The No Preference catagory apparently stayed in the middle ranges 
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showing no distinct candidate preference though a small increase in 

agreement with Carter was noted in the median and upper ranges. 

Results were significant at p<,001, indicating that supporters of 

each candidate agreed with that candidate on the issues. 

TABLE 14 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE BY CAMPAIGN ISSUES 
PRIOR TO DEBATE BROADCAST 

Candidate 
Preference 36-43 

Campaign Issues (Range 36-65) 
45-48 49-53 54-56 59-65 

Ford 9.6% 39.7% 42.8% 6.4% 1.6% 

Carter 6.6 39.7 42.8 26.6 13.2 

No Preference 0,0 25.1 43.9 25.2 6.3 

N = 109 p<.001 x2 = 29.21 

After having viewed the debate, a similar test of the respondent's 

attitudes concerning the campaign issues was again administered. 

Campaign statements were reworded and placed in different order. 

Thus, the tests were equivalent. Again, agreement with Ford was 

indicated with a low score and pro-Carter agreement was indicated with 

a high score. Ranges in this portion of the experiment were from 36 

to 63. 

As one may note In Table 15, individuals favoring Ford again 

remained in the lower and median ranges after viewing the debate 

broadcast. One of the primary shifts in attitude came in the Carter 
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camp with a large increase in the median range of 48 to 56 with a 17.4 

per cent increase from the issues questioned prior to seeing the con

test. The No Preference column indicated a strengthening of Carter 

agreement with a shift from the lower to the higher range of scores. 

Only those favoring Carter originally showed strong agreement with 

the Carter position as seen with the 17.9 per cent share in the 58-

63 range. Results were significant at p<.01. 

The lower scores indicate agreement with Ford and the higher 

scores indicate agreement with Carter. 

TABLE 15 

CANDIDATE PREFERENCE BY CAMPAIGN 
ISSUES AFTER DEBATE BROADCAST 

Candidate 
Preference 36-42 

Campaign Issues (Range 36-65) 
43-47 48-52 53-57 58-63 

Ford 

Carter 

No Preference 

6.4% 

3.6 

0.0 

28.6% 

7.2 

12.5 

58.7% 

60.8 

50.1 

6.4% 

10.8 

31.4 

0.0% 

17.9 

6.3 

N = 107 p<.01 x^ = 24.45 



CHAPTER IV 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Summary 

The primary objective of the experiment was to determine whether 

resistance to influence is accomplished more successfully through 

information evaluation, selective seeking or avoidance of information. 

The secondary objective was to determine if personality and style of 

presentation are determining factors in candidate choice among subjects 

chosen for the experiment. 

The occasion for the experiment was the first televised debate in 

the 1976 Ford-Carter Presidential campaign. 

In the experiment, 109 participants viewed a video-taped telecast 

of the debate and during the session were administered a three-part 

questionnaire. 

Results from the experiment indicate two primary findings. 

One, there were little or no selective retention characteristics 

exhibited by the sample. Though subject's perception of candidate 

preference was clearly present, an information test and a series of 

questions concerning perception of the campaign issues indicate that 

^ f^esponHeffts-^ere cognizant of statements made by both of the candidates, 

regardJLess of_j.nitial candidate preference. 

The exception was the Ford retention questions by candidate pre

ference. Of the four areas in the experiment dealing directly with 

selective retention the Ford section (see Table 4) was the sole area 

which indicated a significant result. 

31 



32 

Two, other results from the study indicate that Carter supporters 

had a tendency to say that greater personality characteristics were 

important criteria in their candidate choice than Ford supporters; 

however. Ford had very high percentages concerning the respondent's 

perception of leadership characteristics. This is possibly due to 

the former President's encumbancy. Carter had little national poli

tical exposure at that time. 

Also, the experiment provided some evidence of selective percep

tion of the debates by the subjects based on initial candidate pre

ference. Ford subjects considered their candidate as winning the 

debate and subsequently having done very well in their estimation of 

debate performance. This finding was not particularly less true of 

the Carter respondents, but the relationship was significant. 

Another finding suggests that after viewing the debate, respon

dents were more in agreement with the Carter campaign platform than 

they had been prior to the telecast, especially for those who thought 

the debate a tie. 

Conclusions 

Prior research has been based on the assumption that dissonance 

may be reduced or avoided by selectivity in Information seeking. 

Katz and Freeman noted selectivity increases following a decision 

or a commitment to do something, as in this study with candidate pre

ference. Another hypothesis along these lines suggests that selec

tivity Increases following Involuntary exposure to non-supportive 

information. 
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Chi square tests used to determine the selective recall of res

pondents indicated little semblance of selective recall on the basis 

o^ a 20-question information test. Though previously noted, results 

indicate high percentages of respondents in all three candidate pre

ference catagories answered in the six to ten range, ten being the 

maximum score. 

The overwhelming majority of subjects were for Ford in the first 

place (57.3% - Ford; 28.2% - Carter; 14.5% - No Preference) and just 

as many indicated Ford had won the debate (57.3% - Ford; 10.0% -

Carter; 32.7% - Tie). 

Subjects appear to exhibit balance theory characteristics by 

holding to their candidate preference through perception of who had 

won the contest and perceptions as to their candidate's debate perfor

mance. 

However, results indicate respondents did not selectively retain 

several major statements of policy, thus giving credence to the ex

periment's first hypothesis. The first hypothesis suggested that the 

respondents in the study, while exhibiting balance theory character

istics in the area of candidate preference and perception of debate 

performance, would show little or no selective recall on the basis of 

an information test. 

Another aspect of the study dealt with effects of personality 

and style of presentation as frames of reference In debate performance 

both before and after the telecast. 

In the questionnaire section administered before the broadcast, 

subjects indicated leadership attributes were important particularly 
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to the Ford respondents. Significant results (p<.001) of Ford's 

leadership attributes Influencing the subject's candidate preference 

were not as evident in the personality attributes section influencing 

candidate preference. Personality characteristics of the candidate 

appear somewhat important as presidential qualities, though it should 

be noted the results were not significant. 

As to debate performance evaluation after the broadcast, perso

nality characteristics were not highly rated, especially for those 

who felt the debate a tie. In that portion, respondents who felt the 

contest a tie appeared divided in their estimation of personality 

importance. In the case of candidate preference by personality cha

racteristics, the results were significant (p<.01); however, candidate 

preference by leadership attributes, taken after the debate, were not. 

Another aspect of the experiment was an analysis of candidate 

preference by agreement with campaign issues both before and after 

the debate. Significant results (p<.001) indicate that before the 

broadcast respondents having "No Preference" showed little disparity, 

staying close to the median ranges. Subjects favoring Ford were in 

agreement with the pro-Ford issue platforms and respondents for Carter 

also stayed with the Carter platform. 

After the telecast. Carter gained the upper hand on the issues 

with high increases in subject agreement with his platform particularly 

from within Carter's own camp and subjects in the "No Preference" 

catagory. Ford held his own, losing only small percentages in the 

median range. 
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Here again, there appears wide favoritism for Ford as candidate 

preference, yet increased strength of the subject's agreement with 

Carter's platform appeared after the debate telecast. Though out

numbered badly by a pro-Ford audience, Carter gained. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

Use of the nationally televised debate in Presidential elections 

is an infrequent occurence at best. However, the wide proliferation 

of research stemming from the Nixon-Kennedy debates and the subsequent 

Ford-Carter debates indicate no lack of Interest in the research com

munity concerning the event. 

Further studies similar to the present experiment should be done 

using a much wider sample. Subjects from other socio-economic, age 

and geographic locations should be tested similarly to determine if 

the results are valid only for Lubbock, Texas. 

Research should attempt to determine what factors are included 

in formulation of the subject's perception of candidate preference. 

Apparently, information evaluation of the candidate's platform, along 

with leadership and personality attributes, do not sway the subject's 

inclination once the initial candidate selection has been made. 

Another area of research which should be continued is the study 

of how people deal with discrepant Information. It has been generally 

assumed that selective exposure and other processes that bar informa

tion reception are the prime mechanisms by which people resist influ

ence. The present study suggests this conclusion may not be as im

portant after all. 
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Limitations of Study 

The experiment has the same strengths and weaknesses of every 

other experiment, A laboratory experiment allows for rigid control 

of variables; therefore, results obtained in a laboratory experiment 

are highly valid. However, results, no matter how accurate, cannot 

be readily applied to external situations. The results, obtained in 

an artificial setting, are accurate only for the population studied 

(Kerlinger, 1973), 

In addition, a limitation of the study is the sample itself. 

The university students in the experiment came from a homogenous 

and basically equal socio-economic strata, thus the inclinations 

of this particular group appear more conservative than the general 

population. This can possibly be attributed to the geographic region 

from which the sample comes and their own environmental background. 
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APPENDIX A: INSTRUCTIONS TO SUBJECTS 

Introduction 

Hello, my name is Norman Martin, I am a graduate student in 

mass communications. Today, we are conducting an evaluation of the 

first presidential debate of Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter. Each of 

you has a questionnaire that we will be using today. It has three 

sections, but we will only be using the first section now. To 

answer the questions, just put a check in the spaces which best 

indicate your feelings. 

Are there any questions? 

Due to the expendency of time, please go ahead and answer 

section one now. That is the first three pages. Again, please 

answer only the first three pages. We will give you about 10 minutes 

to answer the questions so go ahead and begin. 

On Completion of Section I 

All right, I am going to go ahead and start the tape of the 

debate. If you are not through with the first section, go ahead and 

finish as the debate gets underway. Again, please go no further 

than the first three pages. We will complete the rest of the question

naire after seeing the debate. 

The tape has been edited so that we are going to pick up the 

debate with the first question by Frank Reynolds of ABC news. 

Audio Break 

At this point, there was a 27 minute breakdown in the audio 
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portion of the debate. I am going to advance the tape to the point 

where the audio hookup was resumed. The tape will begin with 

Governor Carter's final rebutal followed by both candidates closing 

statements. 

After Completion of Telecast 

Please go ahead and answer the last two sections of the question

naire. 

Conclusion 

Thank you for your patience today. Your assistance is greatly 

appreciated. Please leave your questionnaires on the desk at the 

front of the room. Again, thanks. 
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APPENDIX B: THE 1976 PRESIDENTIAL DEBATE: FORD VS. CARTER 

SECTION I 

Prior to viewing the 1976 debate of Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter 

we would first like to establish whether you have any preference for 

President in this year's campaign. Please check one of the following: 

Gerald Ford 

Jimmy Carter 

Lester Maddox 

Eugene McCarthy 

No Preference 

Please check the following characteristics which influenced your 

above preference. 

Very No Somewhat Not 

Important Important Opinion Important Important 

Personality 

Style 
Agrees with your 
views concerning 
the major issues 

Appearance 

Well informed 

Decisive leader
ship 

Past political 
record 

Ability to gauge 
the American 
people's attitudes 
and feelings 
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The following is an attitude scale to determine YOUR opinion on 

major economic and domestic issues of the first presidential debate 

Thursday, September 23. Again, please check one of the blanks adja

cent to each statement. 

Strongly No Strongly 
Agree Agree Opinion Disagree Disagree 

There should be more 
government financing 
of jobs. 

Tax incentives for 
industry expansion 
should be introduced. 

Government should em
ploy direct hiring 
incentives. 

There should be more 
federally funded job 
training. 

The Democratic 
Humphe ry-Hawk ins 
jobs bill should 
be supported. 

Inflation could be 
controlled through 
balancing the federal 
budget. 

Heavy government 
spending drives up 
prices throughout 
the economy. 

Stand-by authority 
should be given the 
President to intro
duce wage and price 
control. 

The future President 
should support a con
stitutional amendment 
allowing each state to 
white its own abortion 
law. 
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Strongly No Strongly 
Agree Agree Opinion Disagree Disagree 

Federal funding pro
grams should be intro
duced to seek alterna
tives to abortion such 
as birth control and 
adoption services, 

A balanced budget can 
be achieved if Congress 
stops its reckless 
spending. 

There should be a dras
tic and thorough reorgan
ization of government by 
cutting some 1900 agencies 
to 200. 

Government agencies 
should present a "Zero 
Base" budget yearly. 

Court ordered busing 
should be curtailed 
although the future 
President should en
force the law as de
cided by the courts. 

Black leaders should 
have wider representa
tion in school decision 
making processes. 

A constitutional amend
ment should not be sup
ported to outlaw busing, 

The pardon of President 
Nixon is not a major 
issue in the American 
voter's decision for 
Presidential preference, 
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Sex: Male 
Female 

Age: 

Are you a registered voter? Yes No 

Did you watch the original telecast of the Ford-Carter debate 
Thursday, September 23. 

Yes No 
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APPENDIX C: THE 1976 PRESIDENTIAL DEBATE 

SECTION II 

After having viewed the Carter-Ford debate we would like to find 

out what your responses were to the broadcast. This portion of the 

experiment deals with the impact of the debate. 

In your estimation, who won the debate? 

Gerald Ford 

Jimmy Carter 

Please answer the following statements by checking one blank 

adjacent to each statement. 

Strongly No Strongly 
Agree Agree Opinion Disagree Disagree 

Seeing the debate made 
you more favorable to
ward Ford to the point 
of influencing your 
voting decision. 

Seeing the debate made 
you more favorable to
ward Carter to the point 
of influencing your 
voting decision. 

Your feelings about 
either of the candidates 
changed as a result of 
the television debate. 

Personality of the can
didate was an important 
frame of reference in 
your decision as to who 
won the debate. 
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Strongly No Strongly 
Agree Agree Opinion Disagree Disagree 

Would you say that Ford 
was better because he 
agreed with your views 
concerning the major 
Issues, 

Would you say that 
Carter was better beca
use he agreed with your 
views concerning the 
major issues. 

Would you say that Ford 
was better because he 
was better informed. 

Would you say that 
Carter was better be
cause he was better 
informed. 

Would you say that Ford 
was better because he 
was more sincere, honest 
and truthful. 

Would you say that 
Carter was better be
cause he was more sin
cere, honest and truth
ful. 

Would you say that Ford 
made a better impression. 

Would you say that 
Carter made a better 
impression. 

Would you say that Ford 
won votes with his par
ticipation in the debate. 

Would you say that 
Carter won votes with 
his participation in 
the debate. 
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Strongly No Strongly 
Agree Agree Opinion Disagree Disagree 

Would you say that Ford 
did the best job in 
stating his case. 

Would you say that 
Carter did the best 
job in stating his 
case. 

Carter's handling of 
the issues, facts and 
arguments counted in 
his favor. 

Ford's handling of 
the issues, facts and 
arguments counted in 
his favor. 

Style of Ford's pre
sentation was an im
portant frame of 
reference in your 
decision as to who 
won the debate. 

Style of Carter's 
presentation was an 
important frame of 
reference in your 
decision as to who 
won the debate. 

Zero base budgeting 
should be a criteria 
for government agencies. 

A thorough reorganiza
tion of federal agencies 
is needed by cutting the 
number of agencies dras
tically. 

A balanced budget can 
be accomplished If 
Congress would slow 
spending. 
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Strongly No Strongly 
Agree Agree Opinion Disagree Disagree 

Alternatives to abortion 
such as birtK control 
and adoption services 
should be established 
under federally funded 
programs. 

Each state should be 
allowed to write its 
own abortion law, even 
done by means of a con
stitutional amendment. 

The president should 
have stand-by authority 
to introduce wage and 
price controls. 

Prices throughout the 
economy are driven up 
through heavy govern
ment spending. 

A balanced federal budget 
is an effective means for 
controlling inflation. 

The jobs bill known as 
the Humphery-Hawkins bill 
should be supported. 

The Nixon pardon is a 
major political consi
deration in the minds 
of American voters. 

A constitutional amend
ment is needed to out
law busing. 

Black leaders should have 
greater representation in 
the school decision-making 
process. 

Mandatory school busing 
should be reduced, however, 
the law as decided by the 
court should be enforced. 

^^ 
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Strongly No Strongly 
Agree Agree Opinion Disagree Disagree 

There should be more 
governmental financing 
of job programs. 

Tax Incentives for in
dustry expansion should 
be supported. 

Government agencies 
should have the power 
to employ direct hiring 
incentives. 

More federally funded 
job training programs 
should be introduced. 

STOP. DO NOT TURN PAGE. 

ITEDIAS TECH LIBRARY 
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APPENDIX D: THE 1976 PRESIDENTIAL DEBATE 

SECTION III 

Please check which candidate made the following statements. 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

"We ought not to be excluded from our government." 

"Vote for his promises or my performance." 

"We must make this the century of the individual." 

"This is government by stalemate....A president 
ought to lead this country." 

"I do not want to raise taxes, I want to eliminate 
loopholes." 

"I propose tax relief for the middle income people 
from say $8000 to $30000." 

"Makework jobs are not the kind of jobs people 
need." 

"Hold the lid as best we can." 

"Inflation is the quickest way to destroy jobs." 

"This is a welfare administration not a work 
administration." 

"You can't hire a lobbyist out of an unemployment 
check." 

"Shift from oil to coal....enact conservation 
measures and further solar and coal research." 

"We need a simple, efficient, manageable govern
ment.... If we don't the beaucratic mess is 
going to stay." 

"We are going to have some Improvement of 
receipts,.,.More receipts and fewer disbursements." 

"As the economy Improves we will have a lower 
rate of inflation." 
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Ford Carter 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Ford 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

Carter 

"Always for programs in the last three months 
of the campaign and fight it the other three-
and-a-half years," 

Government should have a clear assignment of 
responsibility." 

"There isn't going to be any 60 billion dollar 
dividend." 

"We'll never stop inflation 'til our people 
have jobs." 

"Expand the private sector by reducing federal 
taxes." 
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