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Problem and Research Question

Ninety-five percent of United States citizens report that civility is necessary for a healthy democracy.! Yet
journalists dubbed both the 2012 and 2010 campaigns the most uncivil ever.i Even the U.S. Founding
Fathers were not immune to incivility: political opponents labeled Thomas Jefferson “the son of a half-
breed Indian squall” and John Adams a “hideous hermaphroditical character.”iii Despite its long history in
U.S. democracy, however, researchers, journalists, and citizens know little about political incivility.

The intersection of news coverage and political incivility is particularly important. Citizens who pay close
attention to the news are “four times more likely” to think the tone of politics has gotten worse than people
who pay little attention to the news.V In my dissertation, [ focus on news, politics, and incivility by asking
three questions. First, to what extent does news coverage portray political conflict as uncivil? Second, what
political behaviors do citizens perceive as uncivil? Finally, how are citizens affected by news that portrays
politics as uncivil? Addressing these questions will give researchers a better understanding of incivility,
help journalists make better decisions when they cover political incivility, and, ultimately, can help citizens
better interpret political conflict.

Background

Incivility, at its most basic, is a violation of social norms.v Beyond this baseline, however, incivility holds
many different meanings. Some researchers equate incivility with interpersonal-level conflict, arguing that
disrespect, name-calling, and acting rudely constitute incivility.vi Others, however, define incivility more
broadly as anything that harms the political process, such as refusing to compromise and spreading
misinformation, which I call public-level conflict.vi Thus, when researchers study “incivility,” they focus on
very different phenomena. Without a precise understanding of incivility, its effects are hard to determine.

Two approaches can help us to better conceptualize incivility. On one hand, it is important to ask citizens
what they believe to be uncivil political behavior. A survey conducted by researchers at Allegheny College,
found that citizens perceived as uncivil everything from using insulting language to calling a member of
Congress to express an opinion.vii Beyond this survey, however, research probing citizens’ beliefs about
incivility is limited. Most notably, no research has examined whether citizens are more likely to think that
people from their own political party are more civil than political figures with whom they disagree. Putting
citizens’ perceptions of incivility in context is an important step in understanding incivility and its effects.

On the other hand, researchers must examine the ways in which political elites discuss politics as being
uncivil. Since most citizens experience politics through the media, elite voices influence citizens’
perceptions of politics.x Take perceptions of bias in the news media: Many citizens began to think there
was liberal bias in news coverage not because there was a change in news content but because political
elites argued publicly that the news leaned left.x Similarly, citizens may perceive political behaviors as
being uncivil or civil based not only on the behaviors themselves but also on how political figures label the
behaviors. Are protestors uncivil or champions of free speech? Are politicians who refuse to compromise
adding to the dysfunction of Washington or bravely standing their ground? Research has not taken such an
approach toward incivility.

News Coverage of Conflict: Method and Results

First, I looked at elite messages by conducting a content analysis examining news coverage of four political
conflicts (health care town hall protests, Occupy Wall Street protests, 2010 mid-term campaign, and the
debt ceiling debate). Specifically, I collected 437 news texts and 69 news images to explore how the New
York Times, Wall Street Journal, CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly News, ABC World News Tonight, Time.com,
and the two top rated primetime programs on each of the cable news channels (CNN, MSNBC, Fox News)
covered the conflicts.xi

From this study, three findings stood out:
1. Journalists and politicians quoted in the media presented high-conflict events as uncivil by using
interpersonal-level conflict frames (82% of texts; e.g., showing yelling, obscenities, name-calling),



public-level conflict frames (72% of texts; e.g, showing lack of compromise, spreading
misinformation, shady backroom deals), and often both conflict frames (65% of texts).xii

2. Further, these conflicts were not always described negatively. Eighty-six percent of the texts
included a journalist or political figure describing the conflicts as uncivil, but another 56 percent of
the news texts described the conflicts as civil, consisting of real Americans, or otherwise supporting
the conflicts.

3. Use of the conflict frames differed by the news format, with opinionated news heavily showing both
conflict frames (91% of texts) more often that non-opinionated news (48% of texts), and non-
opinionated news more likely to show only interpersonal-level conflict frames (27% of texts) than
opinionated news (3% of texts).

4. Most troubling, political figures in the news were likely to discuss incivility in strategically.
Specifically, partisans labeled their own side as civil or their opponents as uncivil more often than
the other way around. Only 7 percent of the news texts included political figures who only
described their own side as being uncivil and/or the other side as being civil.

Citizens’ Perceptions of Conflict: Method and Results

After examining media content, [ turned to citizens’ perceptions of incivility by conducting two online
experiments. In the first, [ pulled from the content analysis to create a series of statements describing
behaviors by political and media elites that ranged from extremely civil (ex., Rachel Maddow had a polite
conversation with her conservative guest) to extremely uncivil (ex., Sean Hannity compared Democrats to
Hitler). The statements also varied based on whether participants read statements describing behaviors
enacted by people from the political party they supported, the political party they opposed, or by political
figures whose partisanship was not mentioned. The 279 participants recruited from MTurk.com reported
whether they thought the behaviors they read about were civil/uncivil and acceptable/unacceptable. In
the second experiment, 293 participants recruited from MTurk.com read a news story that either
supported or opposed the 2012 Supreme Court ruling on the Affordable Care Act. The article also included
politicians behaving civilly or engaging in either interpersonal-level conflict, public-level conflict, or both.
Participants then reported whether they perceived incivility in the news articles, and whether they would
like to read a news article from the same source in the future.

Three findings from these experiments are particularly important:

1. Citizens perceived different types of political incivility in the behaviors. Specifically, public-level
conflict (e.g., politicians standing their ground) was perceived as more acceptable than
interpersonal-level conflict (e.g., politicians calling each other Nazis).

2. Like in the content analysis, partisanship mattered. Likeminded partisans were perceived as more
civil and acceptable than opposing partisans, even when the same behaviors were involved.

3. Once the behaviors were included in news articles, interpersonal-level conflict and simply reading a
counter-attitudinal article prompted the most thoughts of incivility and made people less likely to
want to read news from the same source in the future.

Effects of News Frames: Method and Results

Finally, I brought the first two sections of this research together by testing whether media portrayals of
political incivility influenced citizens’ perceptions of incivility in politics. To do so, I conducted a final
online experiment with 566 participants recruited through MTurk.com. Individuals read a news article
about immigration reform in Congress that included different media portrayals of incivility. The articles
portrayed the immigration reform debate using either an interpersonal-level conflict frame (ex., rudeness,
yelling), a public-level conflict frame (ex., refusal to compromise, spreading misinformation), a mix of both
conflict frames, or neither conflict frames.xii Participants then answered questions measuring their
favorability toward political figures in the article, emotional responses to the article, and perception that
the arguments in the article were legitimate.

From this final study, the effects of mediated conflict frames are not encouraging:xiv
1. Inclusion of conflict frames in the news, particularly public-level conflict and a mix of both
interpersonal-level and public-level conflict, decreased citizens’ favorability of Congress.



2. Inclusion of conflict frames, particularly public-level conflict and a mix of both interpersonal-level
and public-level conflict, increased feelings of anger and aversion compared to news that presented
civil conflict about the same topic.

3. Inclusions of conflict frames, particularly public-level conflict and a mix of both interpersonal-level
and public-level conflict, prompted people to think that counter-attitudinal arguments were weak.

Necessity of Research

My research shows that (a) media elites cover intense conflict in ways that emphasize incivility, (b) people
perceive incivility in those behaviors but find public-level conflict more acceptable than interpersonal-level
conflict, and (c) news coverage using conflict frames has troubling effects on citizens. Further, incivility is
partisan. Political and media figures often label the opposition as uncivil and their own side as civil, rather
than the other way around. And citizens perceive likeminded partisans as behaving more acceptably than
people with whom they disagree, even if the behaviors are the same.

The proposed research has a host of benefits for researchers, journalists, and the Annette Strauss Institute
for Civic Life. For researchers, the results from the three studies show that the concept of incivility is a two-
dimensional construct involving both interpersonal-level and public-level conflict. For journalists, not
every news outlet covered the conflicts in the same way, showing that covering politics using conflict
frames is a choice. Media figures need to understand the influence of that choice on citizens when they
discuss political conflict in the news.

Finally, the results of the studies will help the Strauss Institute address its mission to fight the lack of
civility in U.S. political life. Going forward, rather than simply calling for a return to civility in politics, the
Strauss Institute and others who are interested in decreasing incivility in the U.S. can recognize that
incivility, at least in part, is a perception that needs to be changed. Thus, encouraging journalists and
political figures to mention moments of respect and compromise and teaching citizens how to take
themselves out of a partisan mindset when thinking about political conflict would be strong steps in
addressing political incivility in the future.
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