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Abstract / This study tries to negotiate two competing hypotheses involving the obtrusiveness of
issues in media agenda-setting study: the ‘obtrusive contingency’ and the ‘cognitive priming’
hypotheses. The former holds that an individual’s direct experience overwhelms the influence of
media coverage, so agenda-setting effects decrease as the obtrusiveness of personal experience with
an issue increases. On the other hand, the latter contends that personal experience with an issue
enhances, rather than lessens agenda-setting effects. Based on a theory of associative network, the
study argues that obtrusive issues show agenda-setting effects within a shorter time period as
compared to unobtrusive ones. The degree to which the US is involved in foreign policy issues was
considered a criterion to determine the obtrusiveness of the issues.

Keywords / agenda-setting / associative network theory / ‘cognitive priming’ / ‘obtrusive contin-
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In spite of intense scholarly interest in the media agenda-setting phenomenon
over the past three decades, there has been to date little attempt at theory-
building in agenda-setting research (Scheufele, 2000). The lack of a systematic
theoretical model has sometimes left unexplained some confounding empirical
results surrounding some agenda-setting hypotheses. An area of such concern,
for example, is the effect of the obtrusiveness of an issue on agenda-setting.

There have been two competing hypotheses with respect to the obtrusive-
ness of issues: the ‘obtrusive contingency’ and the ‘cognitive priming’. In
summary, the former predicts that there will be massive media influence for
remote issues and scant influence for issues known through personal experience
(Atwater et al., 1985; Smith, 1987; Weaver et al., 1981; Winter, 1981). On the
other hand, the latter hypothesis holds that personal experience with an issue
enhances rather than assuages media effects (Demers et al., 1989). This is dis-
cussed in detail in the following literature review. Previous research has shown
empirical support for both of these two competing hypotheses but has not
explained why especially there would be support for one hypothesis rather than
the other. This is, in part, because the hypotheses have been developed based
on a speculative idea rather than drawn from a theoretical model.

This study tries to reconcile these two competing hypotheses by establish-
ing an analytic model on the basis of a theory of associative network in cognitive
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psychology. The theory of associative network is developed in cognitive psy-
chology, where information is stored as nodes, in memory, with pathways
linking one to the other in a network of associations (Anderson, 1983; Collins
and Quillian, 1969). This is also discussed in detail in the following literature
review. To test the analytical model, the study explores the impact of American
foreign policy news on the opinions of American readers and viewers by using
longitudinal analysis.

Review of Literature

‘Cognitive Priming’ vs ‘Obtrusive Contingency’
An effort to refine the monolithic agenda-setting concept has focused on the
dynamic nature of public responses to the different nature of stimulus issues.
The different nature of the issue is one of contingent conditions that might influ-
ence the direct relationship between media agenda and public agenda. At the
centre, as regards the nature of the issue, is the obtrusiveness of issues (Blood,
1982; Demers et al., 1989; MacKuen and Coombs, 1981; Winter, 1981; Zucker,
1978) or the concreteness and abstractness of issues (Yagade and Dozier, 1990),
or, further, the dynamic interaction between media and public agendas, and real
world cues (Erbring et al., 1980).

A certain amount of research has found in support of the ‘obtrusive con-
tingency’ hypothesis that the agenda-setting effects increase as the obtrusive-
ness of an issue decreases (Atwater et al., 1985; Smith, 1987; Weaver et al.,
1981; Winter, 1981; Zucker, 1978). The rationale is straightforward. The less
direct experience people have with a given issue area, the more they will rely
on the news media for information and interpretation in that area. The public
does not need the mass media to see, or be concerned about, rising prices or a
queue at the petrol station because these are obtrusive events in their daily life.
Thus, although the news media emphasize a concern with a problem of this sort,
it does not become a major issue to the public (Zucker, 1978: 227). This means,
with regard to the media agenda-setting effect, that the public’s attention does
not vary according to the relative intensity of the news media’s coverage of an
obtrusive issue. This also implies from the perspective of media system depen-
dency theory that the less personal experience or contact people have with a
social system as a whole, the greater is their dependency on mass media
messages (Ball-Rokeach, 1985).

On the other hand, there have also been several studies favouring the ‘cog-
nitive priming’ hypothesis, stating that conditions in a person’s environment
sensitize or prime the individual’s attention with respect to the issue in question.
For example, an unemployed person would be more sensitive than an employed
one to media messages about unemployment (Demers et al., 1989; Erbring et
al., 1980; Iyengar and Kinder, 1987; Winter et al., 1982). Iyengar and Kinder
(1987) demonstrated experimentally that news stories on the civil rights issue
have stronger effects on black people than white, and stories on social security
have stronger effects on the elderly than the young. In a similar context, Yagade
and Dozier (1990) argued that concrete issues – those that individuals can
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identify and picture in their minds, such as energy – have a stronger agenda-
setting influence on the public than do abstract issues. They showed empirical
evidence that the more concrete the issues, such as energy and drug abuse, the
more likely media coverage will affect perceived salience of that issue. Wanta
and Hu’s (1993) study on international news had similar findings. Those issues
of serious international conflict and US involvement showed a stronger agenda-
setting effect than those having an abstract and low conflict level.

Ironically, these contradictory empirical findings have been hardly ques-
tioned from a theoretical aspect. Part of the reason is, I think, that the two
hypotheses have been driven from distinctively different premises. As described
earlier, the ‘obtrusive contingency’ hypothesis is driven from media system
dependency theory while ‘cognitive priming’ is based on an individual’s cogni-
tive priming mechanism. Thus, with regard to the media agenda-setting effect
for an obtrusive issue, an individual logically cannot be dependent on news
media for information in this area and cognitively primed by personal or social
conditions related to the issue in his or her daily life at the same time, for
example. We need a single theoretical framework if we are to evaluate these two
hypotheses at the same time. This study suggests associative network theory,
which is established in cognitive psychology, as a framework.

A Theory of Associative Network
The theory of associative network is developed in cognitive psychology, where
information is stored as nodes, in memory, with pathways linking one to the
other in a network of associations (Anderson, 1983; Collins and Quillian,
1969). The accessibility of a given node, the ease with which a stored piece of
information can be retrieved, from long-term memory, is a function of such
factors as the frequency and recency of prior activation (Fazio, 1989), its sub-
jective importance (Krosnick, 1988), and the number and strength of linkages
to other nodes in the associative network (Judd and Krosnick, 1989).

Agenda-setting would be the ‘initial identification effect of accessibility’
(Higgins, 1996; Price and Tewksbury, 1997). Media make accessible some con-
structs surrounding an issue that are available in the knowledge store in an indi-
vidual’s memory. The individual makes judgements about an issue based on
information that is easily available and retrievable from memory at the same
time the question is asked. The initial identification of accessibility is deter-
mined by the factors as described before. These factors increase the excitation
level (or energy level) of a node in memory. The excitation level must reach a
certain, minimal threshold for that node to be activated. When several stored
constructs are potentially applicable to judge a stimulus, the most frequently or
recently activated construct is likely to have the highest excitation level and to
reach activation threshold most easily in the presence of the stimulus (Collins
and Loftus, 1975; Higgins and King, 1981).

From this perspective, the two competing hypotheses with respect to the
nature of issues would have different approaches to how an obtrusive or unob-
trusive issue is activated in memory. For example, the ‘obtrusive contingency’
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hypothesis seems to assume that an obtrusive issue is chronically activated and
its excitation does not matter with regard to the frequency and recency of the
media coverage. Rather, the frequent and recent activation by media would be
related to an unobtrusive issue. On the other hand, the ‘cognitive priming’
hypothesis postulates that an obtrusive issue requires less cognitive work and
possesses less inertia so that its activation is very sensitive to media coverage.
This study infers that an obtrusive issue would be more easily activated than
an unobtrusive one in an individual’s memory even by the same intensity of
media coverage. The different activation times of two kinds of issues are
measured by an optimal effect span of news media coverage on an individual’s
priorities of the issues in agenda-setting effects. The optimal effect span means
a time-gap that produces the greatest association between the amount or promi-
nence of media coverage at a particular time-point and the public salience of
an issue at a later point (Watt et al., 1993).1

A careful observation of previous research also seems to support this corol-
lary. For example, when Zucker (1978) found results in favour of the ‘obtru-
sive contingency’ hypothesis, the optimal effect span of news media coverage
was about one-and-a-half or two months. In Salwen’s (1988) study, the period
of peak or optimal relationship between the public agenda and the media
agenda on an environmental issue as an unobtrusive issue appeared after the
accumulation of about 10–15 weeks of media coverage. Winter et al. (1982)
also found that national unity (unobtrusive issue) needed about six cumulative
months for the agenda-setting effects while inflation required four months.
Moreover, when Demers et al. (1989) found support for the ‘cognitive priming’
hypothesis, the time-frame was exactly 20 days. Hilgartner and Bosk (1988)
argue that once an obtrusive issue occupies a prime status in an individual’s
attention, there may be very little surplus compassion left over for other issues
with less personal significance. Therefore, unobtrusive issues might need a
longer time period to get people’s attention.

It is important to note that there has been conceptual confusion surround-
ing the definition of obtrusiveness. For example, Zucker (1978) regarded crime
as an obtrusive issue, whereas this was defined as unobtrusive in Weaver et al.’s
(1981) study. The difficulty is in drawing a clear boundary of the obtrusive-
ness, since an issue that was unobtrusive at one time could also now be obtru-
sive (Weaver et al., 1981). Thus the obtrusiveness should not be defined a priori
but a posteriori across issues.

This study uses two criteria to sort out the degree of obtrusiveness of foreign
policy issues: the level of conflict and US involvement in the issues. Wanta and
Hu (1993) have used those criteria to delineate the obtrusiveness of inter-
national news. The issue involvement is originally evident when an issue has
‘personal meaning’ or ‘intrinsic importance’ or when an audience perceives the
issue to have ‘significant consequences for their own lives’ (Flora and Maibach,
1990). In the area of foreign policy issues, American citizens will perceive
certain issues to have significant consequences for American interests in terms
of economy, national security or individual citizens’ security, risk of war and so
on. From a cognitive perspective, people’s information processing on foreign
policy issues could function differently depending on the degree of US
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involvement, which is the same cognitive mechanism as in the degree of the
issue’s obtrusiveness.

Hypotheses
From the aforementioned argument, the study developed a research hypothesis
based on a rise-peak-and-fall path of media and public agenda association
taking into consideration an optimal effect span.

Hypothesis: Time-lags will be shorter between the change in media coverage and the change
in public attention as US involvement in issues is higher.

Methodology
The 12-month period from 1 October 1993 to 1 October 1994 was selected as
the period of analysis, during which the US had been involved in various foreign
policy issues such as North Korea’s nuclear proliferation, the war in Haiti and
Bosnia, instability in Russia, trade relationships with China, the conflicts
between Arab countries and Israel, and so on. Six major foreign policy issues
were selected for the study: (1) the problem of North Korea’s nuclear develop-
ment, (2) civil war in Bosnia and Serbia, (3) war against Haiti, (4) the relation-
ship between Israel and the Arab nations, (5) instability in Russia and (6) the
trade relationship with China. Data on audience opinion about these issues were
drawn from 11 different polls, available from the Roper Center (see Appendix).

Measurement of Media Agenda
The media agenda was operationalized in terms of the amount of coverage that
news media devoted to a set of related issues. First, on the basis of a weekly
count, the number of news articles in the New York Times dealing with each of
the six issues was determined (total of 52 weeks) using the NEXIS database.
The New York Times was selected for the study because, in addition to having
a national circulation, it has been shown to have a strong agenda-setting effect
on public opinion (Winter and Eyal, 1981). It is also the most widely read news-
paper among elites both within and outside government (Weiss, 1974), and
carries a higher volume of foreign news than other major US newspapers
(Semmel, 1976). While the vast majority of respondents in polls were unlikely
to have been exposed to the Times, they may have been exposed to other media
that had taken salience cues from coverage in the Times. 

The selection process was as follows. The NEXIS database was searched for
each keyword and its respective adjectives: ‘North Korea’, ‘Haiti’, ‘Bosnia and
Serbia’, ‘Arab and Israel’, ‘Russia’ and ‘China’ dated from 3 October 1993 to
2 October 1994. As a matter of fact, it was very difficult to find a suitable
command in NEXIS to find relevant articles. For example, in the case of North
Korea coverage, using a ‘North Korea and nuclear’ command in NEXIS could
bypass too many relevant articles. In order to resolve the problem, two steps
were adopted. First, a simple command was used to select all the articles that
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had the words ‘North Korea’, ‘Haiti’, ‘Bosnia’, ‘China’, ‘Russia’ or ‘Arab or
Israel’. Second, all the articles were screened to select the relevant articles. If an
article dealt with one of these issues as a main topic in the lead, it was selected
for a count. If an article dealt with foreign policies overall as a main topic, it
was excluded.

Additionally, the number of evening news items covering each issue on three
national television networks (CBS, ABC, NBC) were counted on a weekly basis
too. The data were obtained from the Vanderbilt University Information
System. The same selection procedure (keywords and steps) was used as for the
Times. Two sets of figures (for the Times and for the network news) were
summed to form a weekly composite score for each issue.

Measurement of Audience Agenda
To measure audience agenda, we used polling data on US foreign policy issues
taken by several survey organizations for the time period 3 October 1993 to 2
October 1994. They were available from three sources: the Roper Center which
the NEXIS database keeps in its ‘RPOLL’ subdivision, the polling data that
Dialog database keeps in ‘file 468’, and the American Public Opinion Index
(ORS). All of these polls used a probability sampling procedure even if the
sample size varied between 500 and more than 1500.

To measure the relation between media and public agendas, the respon-
dents’ rating of each of the six issues as important foreign policy problems at
11 polling points was matched to the number of newspaper articles and network
news stories dealing with each issue in each of the 15 weeks preceding each poll
(i.e. rating percentage for each issue = the number of articles and news stories
about each issue per week/sum of the six issues).

Measurement of Issue Involvement
To measure US involvement in the issues, we randomly selected 10 sample
articles about each of the six foreign policy issues, over 500 words in length,
that were judged to describe the nature of the issue well enough (60 articles in
total = 10 articles � six issues). Two native English-speaking coders made a
judgement of the degree of US involvement in the issue by counting whether
the foreign policy issue in the article had a substantial effect on US citizens or
some specific US interest (Krippendorff’s inter-coder reliability coefficient =
.78). Three categories were employed to make a judgement of the involvement:
(1) economic relationships or effects, (2) US troops’ involvement in the place
(being sent or being stationed) and (3) threats to national security. A score of
1 was assigned to each of three categories so that the total score for an article
ranged from 0 to 3.
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Results

Issue Involvement
As a result of measuring the issue involvement, the issue of North Korea was
found to be the most highly involved in US interests as a foreign policy issue
(see Table 1). For the time period of analysis, there had been high tension
around North Korea’s attempt to develop nuclear facilities and, it was feared,
a nuclear bomb. The build-up of US troops in South Korea accounted for the
score in the category of US troops being stationed or sent. The issue of Russia
was second. During this period, the US had been involved in addressing the
economic troubles of Russia and in negotiation around the removal of nuclear
weapons. Ranked third was Haiti – the US had been waging war against the
country to reinstate democratic government. Concerning Israel (ranking
fourth), the US had been deeply involved in the peace talks between the PLO,
the Arab nations, including Jordan, and Israel. The US had furthermore been
planning to present Israel with a package of military and economic incentives
that would reinforce the Israeli leader’s political standing at home and within
the Middle East. The issue of China was the ranked lowest because most of the
issues with China were about the human rights surrounding the Tiananmen
Square demonstration. The category ‘economic relationship’ was scored rela-
tively high for the issue of China since the US was trying to use economic trade
with China to resolve the human rights problem.

Research Hypothesis
It was hypothesized that the time-lags between the change in media coverage
and the change in public focus would be shorter the higher the US involvement
in the issues. To test the hypothesis, we first considered the zero-order correla-
tions between media agenda and public attention by cumulative weeks (see
Table 2). Thereafter, the zero-order correlations in Table 2 were regressed on
the ‘weeks’ variable to test the significance of the positive or negative slope,
which is graphically shown in Figures 1–6. The standardized regression
coefficient implies the direction and magnitude of the time-lags as well as the
significance of the slope. Finally, we checked the zero-order correlations
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TABLE 1
Scores and Ranks of Issue Involvement

ER TR NS Total Rank

North Korea 4 8 15 27 1
Russia 16 2 6 24 2
Haiti 4 16 1 21 3
Israel 9 3 4 16 4
Bosnia 2 9 1 12 5
China 9 0 1 10 6

Note: ER: economic relationship; TR: US troops; NS: threat to national security.
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TABLE 2
Correlations between Media Agenda and Public Agenda by Cumulative Weeksa

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th 12th 13th 14th 15th

North Korea .800** .765** .658* .795* .712* .578 .549 .539 .500 .435 .458 .431 .403 .269 .127
Russia .588 .704* .753** .763 .717* .681* .748** .721* .651* .654* .608 .536 .527 .505 .532
Haiti .824** .842** .809** .837** .755** .709* .794** .903*** .876** .842** .879** .950*** .927*** .916*** .920***
Israel .150 .046 .182 .234 .215 .361 .499 .317 .272 .397 .378 .652* .674* .681* .329
China –.312 –.323 –.386 –.301 –.297 –.336 –.371 –.326 –.214 –.063 –.209 –.209 –.207 –.229 –.239
Bosnia .420 .497 .558 .625 .552 .502 .503 .456 .432 .479 .609 .652* .681* .701* .673*

* p <.05 , ** p <.01, *** p <.001.
a Figures 1–6 show these results graphically.
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between the standardized coefficients out of the regression and the summed
scores of the degree of involvement for the six issues. This was to check the
relationship between the degree of the involvement and the length of the time-
lags for the respective issues.

As a result, there are two negative and four positive slopes. A negative slope
means a short time-lag, i.e. the relative effects of media coverage on public
attention tend to decline over time. In contrast, a positive slope means a long
time-lag, i.e. the relative effects increase over time. The issues of North Korea
(Figure 1) and Russia (Figure 2) have negative slopes. It implies that the
media’s coverage of these issues of high involvement can easily prime people’s
cognition and stimulate their information processing within a short time-period.
As time goes by, the influence of the media agenda on public attention to the
issues declines.

The issue of North Korea shows a very steep negative slope, which indicates
that the coefficient declines very rapidly after a short period of a strong relation-
ship between media coverage and public attention (� = –.05, p < .001). This is
because the issue surrounding North Korea ranks as highest in issue involve-
ment and its evolution process was not gradual but rapid in nature. The amount
of media coverage was much influenced by the events at one time-point – North
Korea’s declaration on the non-proliferation treaty (NPT) of nuclear power and
the US’s hawkish response against it. Otherwise, the amount of media coverage
of the issue has been relatively small, compared to the other issues. The issue
of Russia shows a relatively gradual decline in media influence (� = –.72, p <
.01).

The other four issues have positive slopes. For example, the relative impact
of media coverage of the Haiti issue on public attention tends to increase slightly
over time (� = .68, p < .0l; see Figure 3). As Figure 3 demonstrates, media
coverage of the issue stimulates people’s information processing within a short
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FIGURE 1
Pearson Correlations between Media Agenda and Public Agenda for North Korea
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time-period. Then, having been stimulated, the issue continues to be under
people’s consideration at the slightly increasing rate of impact. The issues of
Israel and Bosnia also have a relatively positive slope (respectively, � = .78, p
< .001; see Figure 4 and � = .64, p < .01; see Figure 5), which contrasts with
the two issues of highest involvement.

For the issue of China, the coefficient is relatively small in magnitude and
negative in direction although the overall direction of the slope is significantly
positive (� = .63, p < .01; see Figure 6). It means that media coverage barely
had any influence on public attention. It is because the issue surrounding China
had been in the news fairly steadily throughout the period of the study without
concentrated coverage. Due to the chronic low intensity of media coverage
throughout the period, the issue could not reach the activation threshold for
public attention.
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Pearson Correlations between Media Agenda and Public Agenda for Russia

FIGURE 3
Pearson Correlations between Media Agenda and Public Agenda for Haiti
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In sum, the slopes of the coefficients by cumulative weeks in Figures 1–6
show that the two issues of North Korea and Russia have relatively short time-
lags and the other four issues have longer time-lags for the greatest association
between the prominence of media coverage and public attention. However, the
slopes in the figures do not tell us whether the hypothesis is supported or not,
since each slope reflects the time-lag of each issue rather than comparing the
time-lags across the issues by the degree of the involvement. Thus, to test the
hypothesis, the study obtained the zero-order correlation between the summed
scores of each issue measuring the degree of involvement and the standardized
regression coefficients. The standardized regression coefficient represents the
direction and magnitude of the time-lags for the most effective agenda-setting
effect. Thus, to check a relationship between these two is a way of testing the
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FIGURE 4
Pearson Correlations between Media Agenda and Public Agenda for Israel

FIGURE 5
Pearson Correlations between Media Agenda and Public Agenda for Bosnia
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hypothesis. As a result, the correlation coefficient (r) was –.82 (p < .05, N = 6).
The negative value of the coefficient means that the standardized regression
coefficients are smaller in both magnitude and direction as the involvement
scores larger across the six issues. An implication is that time-lags are shorter
as involvement is higher, which indicates that the hypothesis is supported.

Conclusion and Discussion
This study has tried to reconcile two competing hypotheses involving the obtru-
siveness of issues; one is the ‘obtrusive contingency’ hypothesis and the other is
the ‘cognitive priming’ hypothesis. Based on the theory of associative network
from cognitive psychology, the study has argued that the two hypotheses are
not mutually exclusive but complementary if we consider the time-dimension
of the agenda-setting effect. That is, an obtrusive issue would be more easily
activated in an individual’s memory than an unobtrusive one, even with the
same intensity of media coverage.

Logically, issues can vary in the amount of time necessary to bring them to
a position of importance in public opinion. People will have a stack of infor-
mation relevant to obtrusive issues that come from their daily experience. So
the media’s coverage of those issues can easily prime people’s cognition and
stimulate their information processing within a short time-period. For the
public, once the priorities of an issue of high subjective importance have been
addressed, there may be very little surplus compassion left over for social issues
of less personal significance (Hilgartner and Bosk, 1988). Therefore, an unob-
trusive issue will need a longer time-period to get people’s attention.

In dealing with foreign policy issues as a major object of the study, the
degree of US involvement in the issues was employed to compare the two
hypotheses. The basic logic was that each individual issue with high involve-
ment would have shorter time-lags between the change in media coverage and
the change in public attention. On the other hand, each individual issue with
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FIGURE 6
Pearson Correlations between Media Agenda and Public Agenda for China
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low involvement would have longer time-lags between the change in media
coverage and the change in public attention.

The results imply that, generally, media coverage of high involvement issues
such as North Korea and Russia can easily prime people’s cognition and stimu-
late their information processing within a short time-period. The findings also
indicate that for low involvement issues such as Israel and China, continuous
media coverage of the issues for a long time-period can have an influence on
the perceived importance of the issue.

However, any other characteristic of those issues, which would differenti-
ate among them in a way similar to the involvement variable, must be con-
sidered a rival hypothesis. We can consider another variable that may explain
the observed results: the intensity of coverage. As a matter of fact, the relatively
low involvement issues of China and Israel were those that had been in the news
fairly steadily throughout the period of this study, whereas the relatively high
involvement issues of North Korea and Russia tended to receive more concen-
trated attention. Therefore, we may expect that the issues under high concen-
tration at the peak of their coverage exhibit agenda-setting effects within a
shorter time-period than those that are less concentrated in coverage.

The intensity of present coverage may generally be related to the ‘natural
history’ or ‘developmental stage’ of an issue (i.e. the rise, maintenance and fall
of an issue). An issue can have developmental stages in its own history.2 For the
period of the study, the China and Israel issues, which had relatively longer
natural histories as ‘old’ foreign policy problems, might have been at a plateau
stage in their own histories, to borrow Downs’s (1972) notion of the ‘issue-
attention’ cycle. This particular stage of those two issues might reflect a less
concentrated media coverage because they did not really have clear-cut begin-
nings, middles and ends in the processes of issue evolution throughout the
period of the study. People might also be less sensitive to the issues because they
realized that the US had been involved in those issues for a long time and the
problems were complex and they could not be easily resolved. Therefore, if
media coverage of those issues were to attract the public’s attention, it might
need a long time of cumulative coverage of those issues. It may be the reason
why the low involvement issues exhibited agenda-setting effects within a longer
time-period.

On the other hand, the issue of North Korea, which had relatively shorter
natural history, might have been at a discovery stage in its own history during
the period of the study. This ‘fresh’ issue had fairly clear-cut beginnings or there
were rapid shifts of events in the process of issue evolution during the time-
period of the study. This might reflect highly concentrated media coverage.
People also might be sensitive to this fresh issue so that media coverage of it
attracts public attention more easily. It may be the reason why the highly
involved issues exhibited agenda-setting effects within a shorter time-period.
For future research, a time-series analysis could make it possible to distinguish
time-periods with either strong or weak media effects, and so thus to analyse
media agenda-setting effects at different developmental stages in an issue’s
history.
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Notes
The research reported in this article was supported by Daegu University research grants.

1. Two subconcepts diverge from the concept of optimum effect span for coverage; simple time-lag
and cumulative time-lag (Watt et al., 1993). The simple time-lag means that, for example, if we
are to test agenda-setting effects today, first we must measure public salience of agenda and then
go back a week or month to measure the amount of media coverage of the issue measured. The
cumulative time-lag means that, for example, if we are to test agenda-setting effect today, we
must measure public agenda today and if we set a week or a month time-block, go back a week
or a month to accumulate past coverage to today’s coverage.

2. According to Downs’s (1972) notion of the ‘issue-attention’ cycle, an issue may have five stages
of public attention: (1) the pre-problem stage – the problem exists but has not yet captured
public attention; (2) the discovery stage – this is the threshold, the sudden steep ascent of
attention and transition from non-problem to problem; (3) the plateau – there is a gradually
growing realization that the problem is not easily resolved and that the problem is, in effect,
quite complex; (4) the decline – a restless public is inattentive and perhaps frustrated; and then
(5) the post-problem period – the old problem sinks into a period of prolonged limbo of inat-
tention, although its objective conditions have not changed substantially, as the public awaits a
fresh issue and a new focus of hope.
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Appendix: Polling Data

Survey Organization Survey Date Sample Size Interview Type

Los Angeles Times 18–21 November 1993 1612 Telephone
Hart & Teeter Research Com. 11–14 December 1993 1002 Telephone
Hart & Teeter Research Com. 15–18 January 1994 1009 Telephone
Yankelovich Partners Inc. 13–16 February 1994 500 Telephone
ABC News/Washington Post 8–10 March 1994 1029 Telephone
Louis Harris Poll 4–7 April 1994 1255 Telephone
Hart & Teeter Research Com. 1–3 May 1994 1002 Telephone
Hart & Teeter Research Com. 10–14 June 1994 1502 Telephone
Hart & Teeter Research Com. 23–6 July 1994 1005 Telephone
Yankelovich Partners Inc. 29–31 August 1994 800 Telephone
Hart & Teeter Research Com. 24–7 September 1994 1255 Telephone
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