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Chapter 10
Knows Little? Practical |Information and Choice

To assess what the public learns from the news nedia we need to

establish sui tabl e benchmar ks for political know edge. Thr ee
perspectives are comon in the literature. The ‘civics’ approach
assunmes a single narrow type of 'ideal' information about governnent

and public policy that all citizens need to know The ‘relativist’
stance acknow edges that people have a limted reservoir of political
i nformati on but suggests that this is sufficient for peopl e to cast a
meani ngful ballot. The preferable strategy in our view is to understand
what practical know edge citizens need to nmake informed judgnents about
the consequences of their actions in nmultiple roles, for exanmple as
claimants of welfare benefits, as consunmers of genetically nodified
food, or as activists concerned about global warmng, in addition to

their role as electors. Sonme judgments involve daunting information
hurdles; in others the demands are fairly mninmal. Sone occur
sporadically, like voting, others involve people’ s daily lives.

Based on this conceptualization we explore the role of
newspapers, radio, and television in the practical know edge which
European «citizens acquire wthin five different contexts, each
progressively nore abstract. These include the public’'s awareness of
social issues like the personal health risks from skin cancer; economc
i ssues such as the single European currency (the euro); citizens’
rights wthin the European Union; general know edge about the
institutions and functions of the European Union; and understandi ng of
party policies in elections to the European Parlianent. Wen asked
where they look for information about the European Union, people nost
conmonly cite television (60%, newspapers (41% and the radi o (24%.
Far fewer say that they acquire information from sources |ike personal
di scussions, public libraries or information centers (see Figure 10.1).

The study denonstrates that the public does indeed Iearn fromthe
news in nmany inportant ways, even after controlling for factors |ike
prior education and political interest. Europeans who used the news
medi a acquired nore practical information across all five di mensions of
political know edge and Chapter 12 confirnms that simlar patterns are
evident in the United States. Far from ‘dunbing down” the public, as
vi deonal ai se theories suggest, the analysis shows that the news nedia
contributes positively towards civic education.

The G vics Fall acy

To develop this argument we can start by considering how we
conceptualize and neasure political know edge. The nost conmon Vview,
derived from classical liberal theories of representative governnent,
defines ‘political’ fairly narrowy to the governmental or electoral
context. This view assunes that in order to nake a rational electoral
deci sion, voters need sone general understanding about the rules of the
gane or how the political system operates; information about the major
policy proposals of the main contenders for office; and famliarity
with the governnent’s record!. A long tradition in cognitive psychol ogy
has explored what voters learn from election canpaigns in general, and
from the news nedia in particular. Following the earliest scientific
polls of public opinion, and the pioneering work of Paul Lazarsfeld ?
much of the literature has stressed the breadth and depth of citizen's
i gnorance about public affairs and mninmal retention of factual
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political know edge from exposure to the news?® although nore recent
work has revised this picture®

The nost recent conprehensive survey of the available research
in the United States, by Delli Carpini and Keeter, focuses on three
dimensions of political know edge: the rules of the gane (what
government is), the substance of politics (what governnent does), and
people and parties (who governnent is). The study denpbnstrates that
nost people ‘failed against standard ‘civics’ tests, such as correctly
identifying the name of the Speaker of the House, the role and powers
of the Supreme Court, and the term of office served by US Senators®.
Moreover, despite a substantial expansion in educational |evels, and
the growth in the availability of the mass nedia, the study found
Arerican citizens to be no better inforned about politics today than
half a century ago. There is also a significant ‘know edge gap’,
representing major disparities between the ‘information-rich’ and the
‘“information-poor’, with the latter concentrated anbng poorer groups.
Know edge of foreign policy is usually particularly low indicated by
measures such as being able to identify international |eaders or even
other countries® Another study exanined what the public |earnt during
the year-long campaign in the 1997 British general election, in terns
of identifying the party nost strongly in favor of six different pol icy
issues like electoral reform or independence for Scotland, and found
that the public acquired no information about these issues despite
ext ensi ve coverage of politics during the year -1ong canpaign’.

Based on these findings, many conmonly assume that t he news nedia
are largely to blame for public ignorance. The problem sone suggest,
lies in neglect of substantive policy issues in favour of stories about
opinion polls and campaign strategy® the personal characteristics of
political |eaders, and editori al punditry. Lichter and Smith' s critical
concl usions about coverage of the 1996 US Presidential election
exenplifies this approach: “The results of this study raise disturbing
guestions about the nature and quality of the political reporting
provided by television network news.Although coverage of the 1996
primary canpai gn was extensive, it was dom nated by discussion of the
horse race and other non-substantive topics. Reports featuring policy
issues were relatively uncommon and tended to be both brief and
superficial, with discussions far more likely to include an
interpretation of the political inplications of a candidate’s platform
than any details about its specific nature or substantive effects..Far
from aiding the denocratic process, it (the coverage) may further erode
public coglfi dence in the political process and in mainstream journalism
as well.”

But this common view involves the fallacy of regarding the news
media as analogous to a third-grade civics teacher. The relevant
guestion is what practical know edge is necessary to cast an ‘inforned
bal lot°. As argued earlier in Chapter 2, in our view t he capacity to

make reasoned electoral choices does not require full, conprehensive
and encyclopedic information about every detail of each party's
mani festo policies, the governnent’s record, nor does it necessarily
require conprehensive know edge of textbook ‘civics’. People do not

need to be able to recite each party’'s detailed proposals on matters
like health care, or the name of government mnisters, or even the
nanes of their local candidates. Gtizens would quickly sink from
information overload if they attenpted to nmeet these conditions. It may
be intrinsically worthwhile to know about these matters, for its own
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sake, but the standards of analytical know edge about the causes of
phenonenon, wi despread in scholarship, are not the same as the
standards for practical know edge about the consequences of deci sions,
required in the political world. Just as drivers do not need to know
the principles of mechanics or even how a spark plug works, to
accelerate a car, so citizens do not need to plunb the depths of how a
bill becones law to understand the probable consequences of their
political decisions.

The Rel ativist Fallacy

Recogni zi ng wi despread public ignorance about the basic facts of
political life, recent work by John Zaller and Sanuel Popkin has
focused on the role of cognitive short cuts such as ideology or
‘schema’ that reduce the tinme and effort required to nonitor the
candi dates and allow a reasoned choice with inperfect information'’. In
this view citizens are capable of making good |ow-information decisions
because the costs of keeping fully informed are high whereas the
rewards for engaging in politics in contenporary denocracies are |ow.
O hers have enphasized the limted but still significant acquisition of
i nformati on about candidates and issues derived from exposure to the
news in an election canpaign so that gains in know edge, even if
nodest, may be sufficient to allow voters to cast a neaningful ballot.
Neuman, Just and Crigler argue that people use the nessages they
receive from the news nedia to construct political nmeanings which
allows them to play the role of active and infornmed citizens: ”They
(voters) actively filter, sort, and reorganize i nformation in
personal ly meani ngf ul ways in the process of constructing an
under st andi ng of public issues.” 2

Yet if citizens can construct meanings from the canpaign, this
does not necessarily mean that they thereby possess political know edge
unl ess these constructions bear sone resenblance to ‘reality’. The
danger of the relativist notion is to assume that any beliefs which
voters use to help them cone to judgrment, whether true or false, are
the equivalent of knowl edge. The distinction between know edge and
belief needs to rest on the Popperian understanding that the latter has
to be subject to sonme external t est of verifiability or
falsifiability' |f voters believe that, for exanple, crine figures are
rising when trends show that the number of incidents is actually
falling, if they think that the British Labour party is nmore likely to
support independence for Scotland than the SNP, or if they believed
that in the 1992 election President dinton was nore experienced in
foreign affairs than Senator Dole, then in all Ilikelihood voters are
probably factually wong in these judgments, and not just in trivial
ways®®.  One Anmerican survey found that in md-sunmer 1999 nost people
were unaware that rates of violent crime and teen pregnancy had fallen
in recent years, while nearly half the country did not know that the
econony was grow ng!®. The pollster Hunphrey Taylor attributed American
m sperceptions of social and economic trends to local TV: " A nightly
diet of crine and other bad news on local TV has created a badly
m sinformed public who just do not recognize how good these tines
are.” If people evaluate the performance of the candidates and parties
in elections on this basis, these msperceptions may lead to serious
errors of judgnent.
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Practi cal Know edge

So if the ‘civics test’ and the ‘relativist notions’ are flawed
conceptions of political knowedge in a denocracy, what is the
alternative? Qur argunent assunmes that in its role as civic forum the
news nedia system needs to provide sufficient information so that
citizens can estimate the probable risks and benefits of their
decisions. In this view people need practical know edge to connect
their political and social preferences to the avail able options .

Practical knowl edge is situational, so that the t ype of political
information that proves nost useful depends upon the context. For
exanple, information about the governnment's record and party policies
on the mmjor issues can prove essential in general elections. Yet in
other contexts, such as presidential primaries, the nost wuseful
i nformati on may concern the personal characteristics of the candidates.
Faced with referenda proposals, voters may need issue information to
assess the risks and benefits of complex policy options. Yet in other
situations, opi nion poll data can prove invaluable, provi di ng
i nformati on about the relative ranking of the candidates and parties to
guide tactical voting choices. Understanding the canpaign strategies
adopted by parties may help voters to weigh, sift and evaluate the
reliability of manifesto promses. Editorial conmrentary and partisan
cues, rather than sinmply 'straight news' or factual issue information,
may help waverers decide. Comentators often decry the tendency for
news to cover ‘soft’ topics, like ‘the health beat’. But in their daily
lives people may need practical information about the health risks from
contam nated foods, their welfare rights at benefits offices, or how

they can claim legal redress for grievances. In short, citizens’
ability to make informed choices varies by context. If we accept that
‘the personal is the political’, then being deprived of ‘soft’
i nformati on about the dangers of cancer from pesticides can be just as
i mportant, if not nore so, than being deprived of ‘hard information
about the governnent’s proposals on welfare reformor distant events in
Kosovo. In representative denocracies mnpst people are probably

powerless to influence social or foreign policy, outside of casting
their vote in the electoral arena every few years, but they can decide
which fruit and vegetables to consune every day of their |ives.

Learning fromthe News

G ven these assunptions, what do people learn in different
contexts and, in particular, what is the role of the news nmedia in this
process? W can exami ne conparative evidence drawn from the Fall 1996
Eur obaroneter conducted in the 15 nenber states. Follow ng the approach
of Delli Carpini and Keeter!®, we assume that people learn about a
subject if they have the ability, notivation and opportunity to do so.
Cognitive skills, particularly prior education, should facilitate
further learning. The logic is that the more we know, for exanple about
European history, the easier it is to acquire and to nake sense of new
informati on, such as events in Kosovo. Mtivation drives the desire and
willingness to learn, including whether we pay attention to new
i nformati on provided by conversations with friends, classroomteachers,
or newspaper colums. Lastly, the structure of opportunities concerns
the availability of information and how easy or difficult it is for a
person to learn about a topic, given his or her ability and notivation.
The denser the information environment, with a proliferation of nedia
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sources, outlets and levels, the easier it is to learn. But a nere
proliferation of news wthout any prior cognitive guideposts or
i nterest can produce information overload and a situation of ‘bloom ng,

buzzing’ confusion. This conceptualization is analytically useful

although it rarely relates in a sinple one-to-one fashion with specific
characteristics. Cvics education, for exanple, can influence both a
person’s abilities (skills) and their notivation (interest).

We can devel op an anal ytical nodel predicting political know edge

based on structural, attitudinal, and nmedi a-rel ated factors.
“Structural’ variables include the usual socioeconom ¢ indicators such
as age, sex, education, and incone. Educational background, in
particular, is wusually strongly associated with the cognitive and

analytical skills required for learning. We have already noted in
earlier chapters how age, gender and social status relate to distinct

patterns of media use, |ike exposure to television and the Internet.

“Attitudinal’ factors include left-right ideology, political interest
(rmeasured by political discussion with friends and colleagues), and
attitudes towards the European Union. W assune that the pro-Europeans
will be nore interested than Euroskeptics in following EU events and
i ssues. Many have found political interest and invol venent to be one of

the strongest predictors of nedia use and attention?’. People interested
in public affairs use the avail able media nore purposefully 2%

‘ Medi a- exposure’ factors include regular use of television news,
daily newspapers, and radio news, as well as use of the Internet?’
Newspapers require greater effort than television, and sone suggest
they provide nore information?®, although other recent American studies
argue that television news nmay be a nore inportant source of political
learning than the printed press®. In this study we draw on a
distinction between 1long and short-term nedia effects. Wthout
experiments we are unable to exami ne the short -terminpact of reading a
particular story about the euro or watching a television docunentary
about the Commi ssion. The evidence from panel surveys that s
avail able, within the intensive information environment provided by the
year-long 1997 British canpaign, suggests that the short -terminfluence
of exposure to the news nedia on awareness of public policy issues
proved negligible?. Nevertheless long-term or cumulative nedia effects
can be analyzed from cross-sectional surveys by conparing differences
bet ween groups of media users, such as whether regular readers of the
press prove nore informed than non-readers, after controlling for
factors like prior education and interest. W cannot prove that any
persistent differences are a result of patterns of nmedia attention per
se, but, as argued el sewhere, this seens like a plausible assunption.
VWiile the nore educated nmay possess cognitive skills which facilitate
readi ng newspapers, or watching the news, at the sanme tinme long-term
repeated or habitual exposure to the news can be expected to nake
people better infornmed, in a virtuous circle. In this regard, the role
of the news nmedia is no different from the socialization process
experienced in the home, school, workplace or community. The key issue
this study explores is therefore whether the long-termpattern of nedia
exposure helps to predict political know edge, after controlli ng for a
wide range of structural and attitudinal variables. This chapter
focuses on the conparative evidence in Europe and Chapter 12 picks up
this question again in the Anerican context.
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D nensions of Political Know edge

G ven our broad conceptualization, five measures of know edge
were selected from the 1996 Eurobaroneter survey to represent distinct
contexts and progressively nore abstract types of information. Each can

be regarded as broadly ‘political’, informng different aspects of
citizenship, although only some relate nore narrowly to governnent and
el ections per se. St andardi zed 100-point scales were wused for

conparability across di nensi ons.

Soci al |ssues: The R sks of Cancer

The first concerns public awareness of social issues that are
i nportant for personal health and well being, such as those featured in
public information canpaigns about the risks of AIDS food safety,
drugs in the workplace, the link between snmoking and cancer, and the
consunption of alcohol before driving. Information about such issues is
both inmportant and practical, since it affects everyday lives. The
selected issue tested in the 1996 survey concerned levels of public
know edge about the effects of exposure to the sun on skin cancer. The
EU had been conducting an information canpaign around this issue,
called ‘Europe Against Cancer’, through paid nmedia and the press. If
political communication is understood as a two-way process, in which
political |eaders are trying to influence the public at the sane tine
as citizens are seeking to influence governnent, then we need to
expl ore whet her governnent information canpaigns actually can make a
di fference. The question we can explore is whether the public who were
nost attentive to the news nedia proved nost informed about this i ssue.
Know edge of the risks of skin cancer was tested by 27 itens nonitoring
whet her people were aware of the risks related to sun exposure. The
public was asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the follow ng
types of statenent: “Some noles can devel op into skin cancer”, “The sun
i s nmost dangerous for people with fair conplexions”, and “If the sun is
covered by clouds, there is no risk of being exposed or getting
sunburnt.” (See Appendi x 10A for details).

Econom ¢ | ssues: the euro

Knowl edge of economic issues could enconpass a w de range of
i ndicators, ranging from the npbst abstract (information about GATT or
the role of the Wrld Bank) down to the nmpbst prosaic (information about
whet her everyday prices were rising or falling in the shops). In this
study, information about the econony was examined in terns of awareness
of the single European currency. As discussed in chapter 8, the issue
of econom c and nonetary union had received extensive coverage in the
news nedia in the period before the Eurobarometer survey. The previous
year, in Decenmber 1995, the new currency had been officially termed the
‘euro’ by the Madrid Council. There was w despread debate in the press
about the budgetary and economic conditions for nenbership and
specul ati on about whether weaker countries like Italy and G eece would
meet the necessary requirenent to enter the euro-zone. Plans for
nmonetary union continued at the March 1996 Turin Council and the June
1996 Florence Council. The issue of nonetary union has nany
di nensi ons, sone very abstract, but at a practical level the public
needs to be aware of the inplications of the new notes and coins, due
to be introduced in January 2002, including information about such
matters as bank charges for exchanging old currency, the conversion
rate of exchange, the schedule for the changeover, and the inplications
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for conparing prices and purchasing goods in another EU menber state.
The transfer to the euro will eventually reach into everyone's lives
within the EU, especially within the 11-nmenber euro-zone. Know edge
about nonetary union is also inportant in ternms of public participation
in the policy process in countries like the UK and Sweden where the
i ssue of eventual menbership in the euro-zone renmains under debate. The
evidence from Europinion tracking surveys shows that in spring 1996
less than half the public (46% could correctly identify the ‘euro as
the name of the single currency, but by spring 1998 over three-quarters
(78% could do so0?. Know edge of the name of the currency proved twce
as high (87% in the EU-11 countries that joined the euro-zone than in
menber states that stayed out (44% . The Eurobaroneter survey nonitored
practi cal know edge about the euro using five factual items, such as
whether the euro will need to be converted into the currency of another
participating nenber state in order to pay for goods and services in
that country (see Appendi x 10a).

Ctizenship Rights

The dinension of citizenship rights represents another form of
practi cal know edge. The Eurobarometer survey exam ned whether citizens
knew about their legal rights using a series of ten true/false itens
concerning issues like the right to work, travel, study or <claim
benefits in another EU nenber state, or to travel around Europe w thout
showi ng a passport or identity card. The survey also included 10 itens
monitoring whether people had heard of matters like the right to
rei mbursenment for urgent medical expenses anywhere in the EU, to equa
treatment at work without sex discrimnation, to health and s afety at
work, and to vote or stand as a candidate in local and European
elections for residents in any EU country. |If people are unaware of
these rights this limts their ability to seek legal redress. Mch of
the work of the EU has focused on these issues. The 1992 Single
European Act ainmed to elimnate physical, technical and fisca
frontiers between nenber states, to reduce regional inequalities, to
har moni ze rules governing working conditions, to strengthen research
and devel opnent, to protect the envi ronnent, and to facilitate nonetary
cooperation. The Maastricht Treaty in 1992, and the Ansterdam Treaty in
1996, strengthens political as well as economc wunion. Wdespread
i gnorance about the rights established by these treaties limts the
practical effects of these initiatives.

EU I nstitutions

At an even nore abstract |level, sone grasp of EU institutions is
required to understand the relationship between the EU Parlianent,
Conmi ssion and Council of Mnisters, as well as the |inkages between EU
governance and domestic governnents. By the ‘civics’ standard ideally
peopl e should be able to identify certain factual statenments correctly,
like the name of the president of the Conmission and their country’s
conmi ssioners, the location of nost EU institutions, and the nunber of
EU nmenber states. Ten typical institutional items were included in the
spring 1996 FEurobaroneter (see Appendix 10A). Unfortunately the
conplexities and lack of transparency wthin the EU policymaking
process, as well as the lack of direct elections for the I|eadership
positions, <create high hurdles to wunderstanding the role of EU
institutions and its |eaders. The only occasion when the public has
any direct opportunity to influence the EU policymaking process is
during elections to the European parliament, and even here their
influence is limted because of the continued weakness of the
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parliament as an institution, and because parties wusually fail to
contest European elections primarily on EU issues?. Consequently for
nost people, nost of the tine, there is no practical incentive to |earn
about EU institutions. This can be deplored froma traditional ‘civics’
standpoint, since full citizenship should involve awareness of the
growi ng powers, scope and responsibilities of the EU But from the
perspective of practical political know edge, that is, information to
do sonething, |earning nmundane details about the role of the Economc
and Social Committee, the Common Agricultural Policy, or who heads the
Eur opean Comm ssion, deserves low priority on rational grounds. In
contrast, if people are unaware that exposure to the sun risks skin
cancer for their children, or that they have a right to work in another
country, or what the euro means for retail prices, this matters to
their lives, producing higher |earning incentives.

Party Policies

Lastly the nost challenging aspects of political know edge, with
per haps the highest information hurdles, concerns how far people proved
well informed about party policies in elections to the European
Parliament. Miuch of the literature in cognitive psychol ogy has defined
political knowedge in these terns. dassical theories of rational
voting suggest that to cast an informed ballot, electors need to
understand the mmjor issue differences between the contending parties,
so that they can link their policy and ideol ogical preferences to their
ball ot choices. If voters lack accurate perceptions of what political
parties stand for, they may unintentionally cast their ballot for
policies they disagree with. One major difficulty in assessing this
i ssue concerns how we assess the accuracy of voter’s perceptions. When
assessing sinmple factual statenents, like the nunber of EU nenber
states [15], there is no anbiguity about the correct response. Wth
assessments of party policies, however, often perceptions are nore a
matter of judgment than fact. One benchmark which can be used to
assess the accuracy of voter’'s perceptions of party policies is
available in the 1994 European Election study that asked electors to
place the parties in their country on four 10-point scales: on the
issues of the single European currency, national border controls,
enpl oyment program and also their left-right ideological position (see
Appendi x 10A). The nedian assessnments of each party by the electorat e
can be conmpared with where candidates for the European parlianent
placed their own party on the sane scales, (from the European
Candi dates Study 1994), taken as a fairly accurate indicator of party

policy. Previous research suggests there may well be a systematic
perceptual bias in how voters and candi dates perceive party positions %,
but neverthel ess EP candidates can be regarded as well infornmed about

the policy positions taken by their party. The key question in this
study is not the relative proximty or distance of voters’ perceptions
fromparty policies, analyzed el sewhere?, but rather whether those nost
attentive to the news nedia proved nost accurate in their judgnents.

The strategy enployed to explore these issues first exam ned the
dependent variables, in terns of the distribution of political
know edge scales. Descriptive cross-tabulations were used w thout any
controls to examine the sinple bivariate association between exposure
to each of the news nedia and the five scal e neasures of know edge. The
final step examned these relationships using ordinary |east -squared
regression nodels controlling for denmographic factors (gender, age,
education, and household incone) and attitudinal factors (political
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interest, pro-EU attitudes, and left-right ideology)3°. These nodels
used a media scale which conbining use of television news, newspapers
and radio. Gven the contextual differences in news environnents that
we have already docunented, region and nation were included as dummy
variables in the regression nmodels. In all cases a positive coefficient
i ndicates that greater exposure to the news nedia was associated with
hi gher know edge.

The I npact of the News Media on Political Know edge

VWat is the evidence that the public were well infornmed about
these different types of issue and, in particular, did those who were
nost exposed to news prove the nost know edgeabl e? Table 10.1 shows the
simple distribution of the percentage of correct responses to the itens
measuri ng know edge of the risks of cancer, the euro, EU rights and EU
institutions.

[ Tabl e 10.1 about here]

The results show quite a wide spread in these itens, especially
in the last two colums. On the institutional scale, for exanple, while
two thirds were aware that nost EU institutions were in Brussels or
Luxenbourg, and half knew that the European flag had a bl ue background
and yellow gold stars, nevertheless on the nmore ‘civics’ end of the
scale less than a fifth could nane the |eadi ng spokesperson for the EU
Jacques Santer as President of the Commssion, and in Fall 1996 only
one in twenty realized that the euro notes and coins were going to be
in their pockets by the year 2002. In general there tended to be far
hi gher awareness of the social issues of the risks of cancer from
exposure to the sun, which nost directly affects people’ s lives, and
| east know edge about the nmore distant and abstract institutional itens
that have little practical relevance. People can still grasp many of
the nost inportant aspects of the European Union w thout menor izing
such facts as the nunber or nanme the Conmissioners fromtheir country,
whi ch they are powerless to influence as government appoi ntments.

[ Tabl e 10.2 about here]

The issue at the heart of this chapter is the role of the nedia
in cognitive awareness. An exam nation of the bivariate relationship
between use of television news, newspapers and radio news and the
proportion of correct answers to the first four dinensions shows that
in nearly every case the nost regular users of the news nedia were nore
likely to prove politically know edgeable across all dinensions. The
di fference between those who used the nedia everyday and other groups
was wusually fairly nodest, but on the nore denmanding itens the
know edge gap proved nore substantial, for exanple in terms of hearing
about citizenship rights within the EU Mreover despite the many
different itenms used in the scales, the know edge gap for the euro
citizenship rights and EU institutions was consistent. This gap was
| ess surprising among regul ar newspaper r eaders but, in contrast to the
vi deornal ai se thesis, it was al so evident anong viewers of TV news.

[ Tabl e 10.3 about here]

O course one possible explanation could be that those who were
drawmn to the news were disproportionately found anong the well -educated
and nore affluent social groups, as well as those who were already npst
notivated to follow politics and European affairs due to their prior
inclinations and interests. Prior involverment in politics has often
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been found to be one of the strongest predi ctors of media use®. As
argued earlier it is difficult to resolve this issue through cross -
sectional survey data. Nevertheless Table 10.3 exam nes whether use of
the news nedia continues to prove significant on the first four
di mensi ons of political know edge after controlling for the structural

and attitudinal variables discussed earlier, as well as national
controls. The regression nodels show a fairly consistent pattern across
each dinension. In every case, as expected, the nore know edgeable

usually proved to be well educated, nore affluent, younger, and usually
mal %2, as well as those who were nost interested in politics and nore
pro- European in their | eanings.

The strength of the relationship between attention to the news
media and the political know edge scales weakens once these controls
are introduced, suggesting that people who are nore educated or nore
pro- European will prove both nore attentive to the news nmedia and nore
know edgeabl e about EU affairs. Yet at the same time, and this is the
i nportant point, even after structural and attitudinal controls are
i ntroduced, exposure to the news mnedia still continued to exert a
significant independent effect on political know edge.

VWat is the relationship between uses of the news nedia and the
| ast and nost demandi ng di nension of know edge, the ability of voters
to identify party policies with sonme degree of accuracy? In theories of
representative party government, this is the nost critical type of
information for voters. If people are unaware of where the parties
stand on the major issues of the day, they are unable to cast an
i nforned ball ot based on prospective policy platfornms. W can exam ne
the correlation between attention to news nedia in the 1994 European
el ection canpaign and the public’'s abil ity to place each national party
accurately on 10-point scales nmeasuring party positions towards the
single currency, national borders, the European enpl oynent program and
general left-right ideology. This represents a strong test of the
thesis, since at least two of these issues (on borders and jobs) were
of low salience to the European public. The ‘accurate’ rating of each
party position on these scales, establishing the benchmark, is
estimted by where candidates to the European parliament placed their
own party on these scales. The «correlations between the public
perceptions and the ‘actual’ position of parties are neasured at
national party level for 60 different European parties.

[ Tabl e 10.4 about here]

The general results in Table 10.4 show that the public proved

relatively well -informed on nost issues: there was a strong correl ation
between public perceptions and the actual position of parties across
all items, but particularly on the ideological scale. As previous

studies have found®, despite the low interest in European elections,
and the conplexities of party policies on these issues, nost voters
knew reasonably well where the different parties stood on matters |ike
the euro or national borders. This may well surprise those who believe
that the public remains ignorant of many major issues of public policy.
But what is nost inportant for our argument is that those who paid
greatest attention to the news nedia proved consistently nore accurate
in their assessnents of party policies across the three policy issues
than the inattentive®. On the general ideology scale there was no
difference; since the left-right dinmension is one of the commobnest ways
of understanding differences in European party politics, nost voters
could assess party positions irrespective of nedia cues. Contrary to
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the videomalaise thesis, the results suggest that the information
provided by the news nedia hel ped voters understand the party choices
they faced on sone of the key issues facing the European Union.

Concl usi ons: Practical Information and Ctizenship

Two alternative perspectives for conceptualizing political
know edge are common in the literature. On the one hand, there is the
‘civics’ fallacy, which holds up an ideal of textbook know edge, which
nost voters fail. On the other, there is the ‘relativist’ fallacy, in
whi ch whatever voters ‘know is deened sufficient for electoral choice.
W aimto steer a mddle course between these two positions, arguing
that citizens need practical know edge to evaluate the consequences of
their actions.

VWhat does this conceptualization of practical political know edge
inmply for the role of the news nedia as a civic forun? Critics comonly
castigate the news media for failing to provide serious coverage of
policy issues and public affairs. |If we accept that know edge is
contextual and multidinensional it follows that citizens need a variety
of different types of practical political information: about personal
health as well as politics, polls as well as policies, evaluations of
character as well as party strategy, editorial conmentary as well as
canpai gn debates, and vox pop as well as the |eadership speeches. If
politics is wunderstood to be part of our daily lives, involving
everyday decisions about our health, lifestyles and community, it is
just as important for us to |learn about a drugs breakthrough in AlDS,
or the dangers of dioxin in eggs, or problenms of sexual harassment in
the workplace, as it is to learn about European parlianentary debates
over CAP or a neeting of the G-8 Gven this understanding, it is

therefore illegitimate to assume, as some critics do, that the civic
function of news is limted to coverage of government and the public
policy process. Instead in this view the news environment nost
conducive to public learning is one that provides a wde range of
political information (broadly defined), in different formats and at

different levels, so that citizens can select the type of practical
i nformati on nost useful to them

VWhat does the public learn fromthe news nedia? The evidence from
this study suggests that I|evels of awareness of the issues under
conpari son vary substantially. The public tended to know nore about the
soci al issue of skin cancer, which affect their daily lives, than about
the nore abstract and distant issues of EU institutions and |eaders.
Many studies claimng that the public is fairly cluel ess about politics
are often based on ‘civics’ tests that fail to denmpbnstrate why it
matters whether, for instance, people can identify the capital of
Iceland, the name of the head of the United Nations, or how many
menbers are elected to Congress. There is no rational incentive to
menorize facts wth no practical relevance to citizen's nultiple
political roles.

The conclusions of this analysis are that, even after controlling
for prior educational levels and political interest, exposure to the
news nmedia contributes positively to what European citizens |earn,

whet her about everyday social nmatters |like personal health or nore
abstract and distant issues of party politics wthin the European
Union. For the nonment we wll |eave aside the question about whether

there is a simlar or different pattern in the United States until we

11
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can discuss this in detail later (Chapter 12). O course with cross -
sectional analysis we can never denonstrate conclusively that the
associ ations we have established are due to the process of readings
newspapers or watching television, which requires tine-series panel
studies. Yet as argued el sewhere, given the controls in our nodels, it
seens nost plausible to assume that in the long-term there is a
virtuous circle; people with higher cognitive skills and political
interest are nost likely to pay attention to the news nedia, and, in
turn, the process of nedia exposure is likely to add to our store of
political know edge. The reason is that if you already understand
somet hing about the role of the Commission or the functions of the
European parlianment, you are nore likely to be able to process new
informati on about inplementation of the euro or the appointnment of
Roman  Prodi as president of the Commssion or debates about
enlargenment. In a nutshell, the nore you know, the nore you |earn. But
if people do learn from the news nedia, and the nmessages, as we have
seen in Chapter 8, tend to be negative, do they also perhaps learn to
beconme nmore wary and mstrustful of governnent and political |eaders?
Does an unduly cynical mnedia produce a cynical public? W need to go on
to exam ne this issue.
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Table 10.1: Distribution of Political Know edge
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% Correct Cancer Euro EU Ri
Knows too nuch sun contributes to aging of the skin 90

The sun is nost dangerous for people of fair conplexion 88

Knows sone nol es can devel op into skin cancer 88

Knows can study in any EU state

Knows can seek work in another EU state

Knows euro will be the only official EU currency 65
City of nbst EU institutions is Brussels or Luxenbourg

Knows euro is worth the same all menber states 61
Knows colours of the EU flag are blue/yell ow

Knows Euro is the sane as the Ecu 53
Knows if the sun is covered by clouds, there’'s still a risk of 51

sunburn

Euro will not need to be converted 50
Can nane the new currency (euro)

Knows no need to change driving | icense if nove

Knows can travel wi thout passport/id

Getting brown before the holidays does not protect you 43

efficiently fromthe harnful effects of the sun

Knows no need to use customs for EU goods

Knows do not need work permit i n another EU state

Knows can vote in local elections in another EU state

Knows right to receive unenploynent benefit if seeking work in

anot her EU state

Can identify the name of a Conmi ssioner

Conmon ener gency nunber

Can identify the correct nunber of Menber States (15)

Can identify the nation holding the Presidency of EU

Can identity the value of ECU

Can identify the nunmber of Conmm ssioners

Can identify the name of the Comm ssion President

Can identify the year euro notes/coins will be introduced 10

(2002)
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Not e:

Sour ces: Know edge of Cancer

Ri sks,

Itens recoded into a consistent direction to represent the ‘correct’
EU Ri ghts from Eurobaronmeter 46.0 Fall

response.
1996 N. 16, 248

Know edge of EU Institutions from Eurobaronmeter 45.0 spring 1996; Know edge of EU Party Poli ci es

41.1 fall 1994.

Tabl e 10.2: Patterns of Media Use and Know edge

% Corr ect Ri sks Know EU Ri ghts Heard of EU
Al 66.5 47. 48. 36
TV News

Never 63.8 42.2 44.1 31

Sonet i mes 65.1 45.9 47. 35

Ever yday 67.1 48. 8 49.1 37

Newspaper

Never 66. 4 42.2 53.9 28

Sonet i mes 65. 8 48. 2 48.5 36

Ever yday 66. 8 50. 50. 40
Radi 0 News

Never 66. 6 44.5 46. 2 30

Sonet i mes 64.7 47.6 48. 3 36

Ever yday 67.3 49.6 50.0 39
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Zero order . 05** L13** . 15** .13
correl ation
bet ween nedi a
use and

know edge
scale (R

Not e: See Appendi x 10A for details of all scale itens. The scal es have been standardi zed
conparability across colums. ** P.01

Sources: Know edge of Cancer Risks, Euro, EU Rights from Eurobaroneter 46.0 Fall 1996 N. 16, 248.

Know edge of EU Institutions from Eurobaronmeter 45.0 spring 1996; Know edge of EU Party Poli ci es
41.1 fall 1994.
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Tabl e 10.3: Predictors of Know edge

EU-15 M d-1990s

Ri sks Sig Eur o Sig EU Sig EU Sig Operation
of Ri ght's Institutions

cancer
STRUCTURAL
Educati on .02 .09 ** .09 ** .19 *x Age finished full -tine educ
Gender: Male - 12+ .06 ** .07 .17 ** | Male (1) Female (0)
Age .04 ** -.01  ** -.13  ** .07 ** Age in years
Househol d .01 .03 ** .07 ** .09 ** Har moni zed i ncone scal e
I ncone
ATTI TUDI NAL
Political .01 .10 ** .07 ** .14 xx How of t en di scuss: never, ¢
di scussi on
Pro-EU R .08 ** R 11 xx Menber + benefit scale
attitudes
Left-Ri ght .03 ** .01 .01 .01 10 point scale: Fromleft (
| deol ogy
USE OF NEWS
VEDI A
Medi a News Use .06 ** 11 .05 ** 17k 15-point use of TV news + |
NATI ON
Austria -0 17 ** .05 ** .02 .12 **
Bel gi um -.14 x> .01 .02 .03 **
Denmar k .01 -.15 x> .14 ** .08 **
Fi nl and -.08 ** -.07  ** .15 ** .04 **
France -.04 * -.04 x> P -.01
Ger many -.14 x> .08 ** .07 ** .07 **
I rel and -.08 ** .02 .01 -.01
Italy -.01 -.12 % .02 ~* -.01
Luxenbour g -.03 ** .02 ** .05 ** .08 **
Net her | ands -.12 ** -.26  ** .14 ** -.04 **
Port ugal -.08 ** -.04 * .01 -.01

17



Chapter from Pippa Norris “A Virtuous Circle: Political Communications in Post-Industrial Societies.”’(M
Press, Fall 2000)

Spai n -.06 ** -.02 ** -.03 ** -.04 **
Sweden -.08 ** -.05 ** .14 *> -.04 **
UK -.02 -.18 ** .07 ** -.12 *>
Const ant 66. 9 28.4 28.4 17.7
R2 . 06 .17 .16 .28
N. 16247 16247 16247 65178

Not es: Col umms report the standardized beta coefficients predicting know edge based on ordi nary | east squared
dependent variable is the 100-point scal e nmeasuring know edge. See Appendi x 10A for details. Sig. P. **> 01
dunmmi es, Greece is excluded.

Sources: Cancer, Euro, EU Rights: Eurobaroneter 46.0 Fall 1996 N. 16,248. Wi ghted EU-15.
EU I nstitutions: Eurobaroneter 44.2bis Jan-Mar 1996. Wi ghted EU-15

Tabl e 10.4: Correl ati on between Media Use and Know edge of Party Policies

Low Medi a Use in Canpaign H gh Media Use in Canpaign
Left-Ri ght Scal e . 894 . 892
Eur o . 653 . 699
Nati onal Borders . 567 . 712
Enpl oynment Program . 675 . 710

Note: Correlation at national party-level (N 60) between voters’ perceptions of party positions on 10 -po
position of party policies, as assessed by candi dates for the European Parliament. Al coefficients are signif

Sour ces: European Representation Study, 1994; Eurobaroneter 41.1 The European El ection Study.
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Where do people look for information
about the EU
(EU15)
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Appendi x 10A: Questions in Scal e Measures

Eur obaroneter 46.0 Fall 1996:
Knowl edge of the Euro

Q 32. “I amgoing to read out a nunber of statenents. For each one of
them could you please tell me whether you think it is true or false?
The single currency, the euro, in which sone countries will take part
in 2002...

a) WIl be the only official currency in the European Union and will be
used to pay for goods and services in all participating nmenber states.
(True/ Fal se/ DK)

b) WII still need to be changed into the currency of another
participating Menber State in order to pay for goods and services
bought in that Menber State. (True/ Fal se/ Dk)

c) WIIl be worth the same whatever the participating Menber State, that
is if you change a euro used in your country into dollars, you wll
receive the same anount as if you had changed into dollars a euro used
i n anot her country. ( True/ Fal se/ Dk)

d) Is exactly the sane as the Ecu, only the nanme is different.
(True/ Fal se/ DKk)

8. "Notes and coins in the European currency, that is in euro, may be
i ntroduced sone time after exchange rates are. |In Decenber this year
designs for the European currency’'s banknotes wll be chosen. Wen do
you think these notes and coins will be introduced?

Before 1999/In 1999/In 2000/In 2001/ In 2002/In 2003/In 2004/In 2005
/ Later/ Never/ Don't Know.

Knowl edge of European R ghts

For each of the follow ng statenents, please tell ne whether you think
they are true or false.

a) You have to have a work permit in order to be able to work in
anot her European Uni on nenber country. [False]

b) You are allowed to vote in local elections in another European
Union country, if you are resident there. [Fal se]

c) You are allowed to seek work placenent with firns in other
Eur opean countries. [True]

d) You have no right to receive unenploynent benefit from (QOUR
COUNTRY) if you go to another European Union country to |ook for
wor k. [ Fal se]

e) There is a common tel ephone nunber for emergency services in all
Eur opean Uni on countries. [False]

f) You are not allowed to have a savings account with a bank or buy
i nsurance i n another European Union country to | ook for work. [False]

g) You are allowed to travel around the European Union w tho ut
showi ng your passport or identity card. [True]

20



Chapter from Pippa Norris “A Virtuous Circle: Political Communications in Post-
Industrial Societies.”’(NY: Cambridge University Press, Fall 2000)

h) You are allowed to study in any European Union country. [True]

i) You have to go through custons when you bring home goods that you

have bought in another European Union country for your own personal
use. [True]

j) You have to change your driving |license when you nove to another
Eur opean Uni on country. [Fal se]

Awar eness of EU Rights

(@¥9a: "Have you heard, over the last few years, about the rights and

opportunities you have, as a citizen of the European Union, to...

a) G and live in any European Uni on country?

b) Go and work or start up a business in any other European Union

country, under the same conditions as the citizens of that country?

c) Go and study in any European Union country

d) Buy good for your personal use in any other European Union

country ands bring them back home, wi thout going through custons?

e) Be reinbursed for any urgent nedical attention you nay need
anot her European country?

f) Be guaranteed adequate health and safety standards in the

wor kpl ace anywhere in the European Union?

g) Be guaranteed equal treatnment at work, wthout discrimnation

based on sex, anywhere in the European Union?
h) Borrow and invest from banks anywhere in the European Union?

i) Take out an insurance policy anywhere in the European Union?

j) If you live in another European Union country, to vote and stand

as a candidate in local elections there?

k) If you live in another European Union country, to vote and stand

as a candidate in European el ections there?

Knowl edge of EU Institutions

Do you happen to know..?

a) The current nunber of states in the European Union? [15]

b) The nane of the President of the European Conm ssion [Jacques

Sant er ]

c) The nunber of [NATIONALITY] Conmi ssioners [2 or 1 depending upon

menber state]
d) The nanme of one [ NATI ONALI TY] Commi ssi oner [ Nane]

e) The recently chosen nane of the European currency [the euroO0]

f) The country which holds the Presidency of the European Union

since January 1° and until end of June 1996 [Italy]
g) The current value of the ECU in [ NATI ONAL CURRENCY]
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h)

1)
i)

The city in which nost of the European Union institutions are
| ocated [Brussel s or Luxembourg]

One of the two colours of the European flag [yell ow gold or bl ue]

The year when notes and coins in the European currency wll be
i ntroduced [2002]

Knowl edge of Cancer Risks

Exanpl es of sone of the itens.

QL7.

“For each of the followi ng statenments, could you please tell ne if

you tend to agree or tend to di sagree?

a)
b)

c)
d)

e)

f)
9)
h)

Too nmuch sun contributes to the devel opment of skin cancer

Too nuch use of sun beds contributes to the devel opnment of skin
cancer.

Too nmuch sun contributes to the aging of skin
Too nmuch use of sun beds contributes to the aging of skin

If the sun is covered with clouds, there is no risk of being
over exposed or getting sunburnt

Sone nol es can devel op into skin cancer
Sunburn is nore dangerous for children than adults.

Cetting brown before the holidays protects you efficiently from
the harnful effects of the sun.”
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Knowl edge of Party Policies (Eurobaronmeter 41.1 Summer 1994)

4. ”Some people think it would be best for [OUR COUNTRY] to keep its
own currency and mnmake it nore independent from the other European
currencies. Ohers think the best thing would be to create a common
Eur opean currency...

Mor e i ndependent national currency New conmon Eur opean currency
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

VWere woul d you place yourself on this scale? And where woul d you pl ace
the [ OUR COUNTRY] parties on this scal e?”

Q 45. “ Anot her i mport ant problem for the European Union is
unenpl oynent. The President of the European Union has proposed to raise
funds for a nmassive enploynent progranme in order to fight
unenpl oynent. Qthers argue that the conpletition of the Single European
Mar ket alone will promote economic growh and will be the best renedy
for the current problem of unenploynent. Wat is your opinion?..”

[ Same 10-poi nt scal e as above]

Q46.” Still another issue with the European Union has to do wth
nati onal borders. Wat do you think? Should the European Union continue
to renove national borders sand let people nove freely between
countries, or should we reintroduce tighter border controls in order to
be better able to fight crine in [ OQUR COUNTRY].”
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