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The experiment investigates visual framing effects of news stories on 
readers’ (1) emotional response, (2)  evaluation of communicative quality, 
(3) journalistic credibility and (4) objectivity, and (5) perception of actor 
representation. Three versions of a news report about the Gaza conflict 
were used. While the text remained the same, different images were added 
representing visual human-interest framing, visual political framing, 
and no visual framing. Visual human-interest framing elicited stronger 
emotional responses, higher values concerning the communicative qual- 
ity, and had an impact on the perceived actor representation. No differ- 
ences in objectivity and credibility were found among the three stimuli. 

In modern media communication, images and texts are rarely pre- 
sented independently. Rather, they appear in multimodal messages in 
which various semiotic modes (i.e., image, text, sound) interact.’ 
Duncum emphasizes that ”the visual was never exclusively visual,”2 
and the same applies to text. Nowadays, image and text are the most 
ubiquitous modes in modem media, and their highly complex inter- 
actions have already been examined in a number of studies.3Under- 
standing image-text interactions in the journalistic coverage of conflict 
and war is especially important since, as Lester noted, it “is no light mat- 
ter to use words and images together in mass communication, for their 
combination is powerful; they demand respect and responsible 

This paper focuses on visual framing effects, presuming that 
image selection influences evaluation of the journalistic story. First and 
foremost, images are used to gain readers’ attention: as several eye- 
tracking studies6 have shown. Furthermore, images are perceived very 
quickly, and they are able to communicate and activate emotions effec- 
tively: The presumption here is that ideas and emotions that are activat- 
ed by news images will affect how the entire media message is evaluat- 
ed. Unlike most other studies on framing effects, the present study does 
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not focus on issue perception, but investigates the effects of visual frames 
on evaluations regarding the communicative quality and objectivity of 
the article, as well as emotional responses to the article. 

The starting point for the present study was a quantitative content 
analysis of the news coverage of the Gaza conflict (”Operation Cast 
Lead)  between December 2008 and January 2009 in four quality weekly 
newsmagazines and newspapers published in Germany, Austria, and 
Great Britain.* Results showed that representations of the Israelis and of 
the Palestinians differed considerably in the visual and the verbal texts? 
In a nutshell, in the visual message, contrasting representational strate- 
gies between images that aimed to generate empathy for the Palestinians 
and pictures that emphasized the institutional power and statesmanship 
of the Israelis were detected. The present experimental study was 
designed to measure the effects of these visual frames with realistic visu- 
al and verbal stimuli stemming from the actual coverage of the conflict. 

Framing 
and 
Framing 
Effects 

In recent decades, frames and framing concepts have received 
increased attention in media research.’O Many authors refer to Goffman as 
the originator of the framing approach and, accordingly, consider frames 
as “schemata of interpretation,” which enable individuals ”to locate, per- 
ceive, identify, and label”” information. Frames can be described as inter- 
pretation patterns that serve to classify information for handling it effi- 
ciently.’z Most scholars emphasize that frames ”are organizing principles 
that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work symbolically to 
meaningfully structure the social ~ o r l d . ” ’ ~  Briefly, in communication 
research, framing refers to the observation that different media report on 
the same topic in different ways, emphasizing or neglecting particular 
evaluations or particular parts of the issue.I4 Even though different fram- 
ing approaches exist, they agree that mass media actively set the frames 
of reference the recipients then use for interpreting and discussing topics: 
Journalists ”give the story a ‘spin,’ taking into account their organization- 
al and modality constraints, professional judgments, and certain judg- 
ments about the audien~e.”’~ Simultaneously, preexisting meaning struc- 
tures or schemata influence the recipients’ information processing and 
interpretation.I6 The recipients’ construction of reality relies on “a version 
of reality built from personal experience, interaction with peers, and inter- 
preted selections from the mass media.’’17 To summarize, recipients create 
their view of the world on the basis of personal experiences, conversa- 
tions, and the interpretations of the media. 

The different approaches of media frame analysis can generally be 
classified into three research areas.18 First, the communicator perspective 
deals either with the frames of journalists and their influence on news 
production or with the news coverage and its media frames.l9 The public 
discourse and social movements approach analyzes media as conveyors 
of frames of different actors.2o In this context, frames are defined as ideas 
”through which political debate unfolds, and political alignment and col- 
lective action takes place.”*’ The media framing effect approach focuses 
on the impact of framing on the recipients and their cognitive structures 
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or schemata which influence information processing and interpreta- 
tion.z2 On the one hand, media frames have an impact on the recipients' 
cognitions by activating, establishing, and transforming schemata. On 
the other hand, media framing can affect the individual's judgments or 
evaluations, attitudes, preferences, points of view, emotions, decisions, 
interpretations, and perceptions of facts and circumstances, as has been 
demonstrated by various experimental ~tudies.2~ 

The connection between framing and agenda setting and its con- 
tinuation, priming, is the subject of a lively scholarly debate regarding 
its ~onceptualization.2~ According to Price, Tewksbury, and Powers, 
"salient attributes of a message activate certain ideasNZS during message 
processing. These schemata are used for evaluations during and imme- 
diately after the reception of media messages. The authors call this the 
applicability effect, which explains that salient attributes of messages 
serve as cues. Subsequently, those ideas or schemata are activated whose 
salient attributes most likely correspond with the cues in the message 
(fitting).z6 "But once activated, ideas and feelings retain some residual 
activation potential, making them more likely to be activated and used 
in making subsequent  evaluation^."^^ This is called the accessibility 
effect or priming effect. Media frames serve as primes for the subse- 
quent evaluation. Schemata activated by media frames often compete 
with chronically accessible Schemata primed immediately 
prevail, provided the evaluation follows right after reception. By con- 
trast, if there is a longer time period between reception and evaluation, 
chronically accessible schemata will dominate. They arise if the media 
report a certain topic repeatedly and prominently in the same ~ a y . 2 ~  
DAngelo and Lombard, as well as Tewksbury and Scheufele, state 
that even though applicability effects are in the purview of framing 
research and accessibility effects are within the purview of agenda-set- 
ting and priming research, it is not possible to cleanly separate these 
processes, as they go hand-in-hand in information processing.30 Thus, 
the conception of framing as either applicability or accessibility effect "is 
to some extent one of emphasis and nomenclature. Some part of the 
question boils down to how the field wants to name and classify fram- 
ing effects."] 

According to Coleman32 and Trivundza,= Entman's often-cited 
notion of framing can also be applied to images. Visual framing then 
refers to the selection of some aspects of the perceived reality and their 
accentuation "in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, 
causal interpretation, moral evaluation, andlor treatment recommendation''M 
by visual stimuli. Studies on visual framing in the communicator per- 
spective that analyze news frames or journalistic frames are rare corn- 
pared to studies on textual/verbal framing, and there is still a need to 
integrate verbal and visual texts in research proje~ts.3~ However, in 
recent years, several studies applying framing theory to news images 
have been published.% For example, Scheufele argues that images are 
more salient than verbal texts because they are more able to generate 
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the recipients' attention as they, among other things, connote witnessing 
and increase emotional participation. This argument reinforces the impli- 
cation that cognitive schemata might be easier activated by images 
than by verbal texts. Thus, fitting is achieved faster if visual informa- 
tion is i n t r~duced .~~  Gibson and Zillmann argue that accessibility theory 
may help to explain specific effects of image-text combinations on the 
issue perception of topics. "If, at the times when judgments are to be 
made, images or image-text integrations avail themselves from memory 
more readily than text alone, images will exert a disproportional influence 
on judgment."% This particular power of images can also be explained 
by the well-documented "picture-superiority effect"39 of information 
acquisition. Moreover, due to the "true-to-life" quality of images, read- 
ers are expected to be less aware of visual framing than of verbal fram- 
ing,@ which hinders the recognition of tendencies in visual news cover- 
age. 

News Photographs Are More than Mere Decoration. Various stud- 
ies have shown that images evoke a number of emotional and attitudinal 
effects and are able to influence public opinion formation, the comprehen- 
sion of the news, and the evaluation of issues.41 Wanta and R ~ a r k ~ ~  
hypothesize that photographs can have an affective impact on the readers 
and may thus influence recipients' judgments of the reported media con- 
tents. Photos put the viewer into a certain mood, which then influences 
how the news text is understood. Consequently, a negative image can 
result in a more negative evaluation of an article. In this sense, news pho- 
tographs "color the perceived impact of news Zillmann, 
Gibson, and Sargent argue that even mainly descriptive images are more 
than mere decoration and influence the judgment of the reported topics.M 
This implies that the careless use of images may lead to misguided per- 
ceptions of the reported topics. 

Photographs Guide Attention. Further empirical analyses underscore 
the importance of visual elements in news reporting by identifying pho- 
tos as the most common entry points into newspaper pages.45 Typically, 
readers scan images and headlines to decide whether articles are worth 
being read. An eye-tracking study by Bucher and Schumacher found that 
during the first thirteen seconds, recipients glance alternately at the image 
on the front page and at the headline of a newspaper. The image works as 
the first stimulus, and the headline is read as a kind of caption.& Images 
attract the readers' attention because they are perceived quickly and easi- 
ly. Barnhurst even argues that recipients tend to look at messages rather 
than read d1em.4~ From these studies the conclusion can be drawn that 
images serve as entrance stimuli into news stories and increase the prob- 
ability that a news story gets further attention. Additionally, Wanta and 
Roark highlight the fact that pictures provide typographical relief and are 
used to break up the grayness of journalistic texts.@ This indicates that the 
presence of visuals that loosen up the page makes reading news texts 
more enjoyable and interesting, thus increasing the article's communica- 
tive quality. 

Photographs EIicit Emotions. An additional feature of images is their 
emotional surplus value, as they can transmit emotions effectively. 
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Emotions thereby either stem from the aesthetic visual quality or from 
the image c0ntents.4~ Particularly, human emotions are conveyed more 
directly and more authentically by photos than text. For this reason, 
Bernhard and Scharf maintain that images offer the opportunity to 
empathize with the visually represented people and thus enable the cre- 
ation of para-social interactions.” Konstantinidou argues that photos of 
victims and visual human-interest framing in general lead to an emo- 
tional connection, evoke empathy with distant suffering, and let the 
recipients become eyewitnesses of a distant war? However, several 
authors criticize the lack of empirical findings about the persuasive 
power of images and their effects on issue perception, particularly con- 
cerning the effects of news photos showing war The expecta- 
tion is ”that reactions to featured photographs shift the primarily text- 
based perceptions and evaluations of issues in the direction suggested 
by the photographs.”” The following section synthesizes the results of 
studies examining visual framing effects, although not all of them 
explicitly refer to the term ”visual framing.” 

Experiments on Visual Framing Eflects. In their study on the 
effects of images depicting casualties of war, Pfau et al. found that 
images combined with captions generate stronger negative emotional 
responses, as well as reduced support for U.S. military presence in Iraq, 
than those articles containing verbal text only or those with image-text 
relations.54 Gibson and Zillmann observed that the risk of getting a dis- 
ease was assessed as higher when the verbal text was accompanied by 
images of ticks, which were identified as disease carriers in the verbal 
text. Likewise, Gibson and Zillmann showed that pictures which repre- 
sented a particular ethnic group yielded an overestimation of risk for 
that particular group, even though the latter was not mentioned in the 
text.55 In a similar experimental setting, Zillmann, Gibson, and Sargent 
observed different issue perceptions due to the modification of visual 
stimuli. If a balanced verbal text on the issue of the growing gap 
between rich and poor farmers was accompanied by images which only 
supported one side of the story, the assessments of the respondents were 
distorted in the direction favored by the pictures. The authors also 
demonstrated that the risk of accidents was assessed as higher when 
balanced verbal texts featured images of accidents.% In representative 
field experiments, Petersen examined the effects of potentially emotion- 
alizing visual elements. The stimuli were images with gradually differ- 
ent emotionalizing scenes accompanied by a short verbal news text 
about a major earthquake. The different stimuli were expected to lead to 
different levels of emotional involvement. Contrary to previous empiri- 
cal findings, no significant differences between the groups were detect- 
ed. The picture of a crying child holding a woman’s hand or of earth- 
quake victims in front of destroyed buildings did not yield stronger 
emotional responses than images showing the woman without the child 
or images of destroyed buildings alone.” A possible explanation for 
these results is that the stimuli were too similar, as they all could be 
assigned to the human-interest frame and hence did not produce differ- 
ent evaluations. 
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Objective Similar to the visual framing approaches mentioned above, the 
and present research aims to investigate whether different images lead to dif- 
Hypotheses ferent evaluations. But, instead of artificial experimental stimuli, images 

that represent the dominant visual strategies found in the news coverage 
of the war in Gaza were used. Content analysis had found that pictures of 
Palestinians mostly depict individual civilians and victims. These depic- 
tions can be classified as representing a human-interest frame.58 In accor- 
dance with Entmar1,5~ this frame is likely to evoke empathy by humaniz- 
ing victims. In contrast, most images that depict Israelis belong to the 
political frame and emphasize institutional power and statesmanship.” 
The interesting part is the extent to which this particular use of visual 
frames influences the audience’s judgments of textual journalistic mes- 
sages, and which differences Concerning the evaluation of the article can 
be detected among articles with visual human-interest framing, visually 
politically framed articles, and articles without visual framing. In this 
regard, the following assumptions are made: 

Following the assumptions of Konstantinidou6I and Entman,6z the 
visual human-interest frame is expected to lead to higher values regard- 
ing the emotional evaluations of the article than the visual political frame 
and the text-alone condition (Hl). Another assumption is that the article 
versions containing visual elements will, in general, yield higher values 
concerning the communicative of the article (HZ). Moreover, fol- 
lowing Graber’s assumption that “seeing is [. . .] believing,”64 we hypoth- 
esize that images reinforce the credibility of the article, and that the 
article versions containing visual stimuli will be considered more credible 
compared to the text-alone stimulus (H3). Finally, as readers are usually 
less aware of visual framing,65 we do not expect differences regarding the 
evaluations of the journalistic objectivity among the stimuli (H4). 

Method Experimental Material. To test these hypotheses, an experimental 
research design was developed. The verbal stimulus was chosen in two 
steps: First, two out of ten balanced articles from the research material of 
the content analysis about the Gaza conflicP were chosen. These two arti- 
cles were carefully selected due to their high journalistic quality, guaran- 
teeing balance, and the plurality of perspectives in the verbal text. Both 
articles were published in German weekly newsmagazines that are clear- 
ly positioned as quality journalistic media. Second, a group of thirty-six 
people, consisting of researchers, journalists, and readers of the media’s 
target group, was asked to evaluate the articles’ journalistic neutrality, 
balance, view, and comprehensibility. The article with higher evaluations 
was then selected and shortened slightly. Additionally, three visual stim- 
ulus conditions were generated based on findings of the content analysis. 
In Stimulus 1, the verbal text was accompanied by two photographs rep- 
resenting the visual political frame typical for the representation of the 
Israeli conflict party (Photo 1: Tzipi Livni, then foreign minister of Israel, 
speaking at a press conference; Photo 2: Ehud Olmert, then prime minis- 
ter of Israel). Stimulus 2 contained two photos of Palestinian victims 
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(Photo 1: a wounded Palestinian boy in the hospital with his mother; 
Photo 2: mourning people in North Gaza around the dead body of a 
child covered by the Palestinian flag) and, therefore, represented the 
visual human-interest frame. In Stimulus 3, the article contained no 
photographs at all and, thus, no visual framing. However, as the article 
was rather long (three magazine pages), an information graphic was 
added to all three stimuli. The information graphic was not considered 
a visual frame since it merely provided geographical information about 
Gaza. The chosen article and the selected visual elements with their cap- 
tions had all been used within the news coverage of the Gaza conflict at 
the beginning of 2009. The aim of selecting a real published journalistic 
article and of choosing real visual elements according to the results of 
the content analysis was to create natural and realistic stimuli and to 
enable a comparison with the content analysis. 

Respondents. Two-hundred-forty undergraduate students at the 
Department of Communication at the University of Vienna participated 
in the experiment. Each student was asked to read one of the three arti- 
cle versions and to complete a standardized questionnaire in which 
questions relating to the article and its journalistic quality were posed. 
The three article versions were randomly assigned, whereby age and 
gender distribution did not differ in the three experimental tasks. Thus, 
the randomization can be considered Because the partici- 
pants' level of knowledge about the Gaza conflict could be an addition- 
al intervening variable, the participants were asked to estimate how 
much they knew about the conflict and if they had followed the cover- 
age. Out of all 240 respondents, only 30 declared to have an intense 
interest in the issue, and they were almost evenly distributed across the 
three article versions. 

Measurement. For the emotional evaluation of the article we used 
a seven-point scaled semantic differential with two opposing adjective 
pairs: distanced vs. empathizing and calming vs. disturbing. As these 
items did not form a satisfactory index (Cronbach's a = .35), each item 
was used separately in the analysis. 

The communicative quality68 of the article was measured with 
seven, seven-point scaled semantic  differential^:^^ uninteresting vs. 
interesting; boring vs. exciting; not vivid vs. vivid; incomprehensible vs. 
comprehensible; perfunctory vs. profound; unsubstantial vs. informing; 
and not credible vs. credible. Reliability testing excluded the item 
incomprehensible vs. comprehensible (Cronbach's a = .73). An index of 
the remaining six items was computed, ranging from 1 (poor commu- 
nicative quality) to 7 (high communicative quality). 

The index for the assessment of objectivity included four, seven- 
point scaled semantic differentials (Cronbach's a = .80). One item 
tapped estimation of the overall objectivity (subjective vs. objective). 
Other items measured impartiality (not neutral vs. neutral and imbal- 
anced vs. balanced),70 as well as the fact-orientation criterion (opinion- 
oriented vs. fact-oriented). 

Furthermore, the influence of the three different experimental 
conditions on the perceived intensity of actor representation was inves- 
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TABLE 1 
Evaluation of Emotional Dimensions 

61) text + visual political 
frame (n = 80) 

62) text + visual human- 
interest frame (n = 80) 

(S3) text alone (no visual 
framing) (n = 80) 

Calming - Disturbing 5.10 a 

(1.21) 

Distanced - Empathizing 4.65 
(1.39) 

5.46“,b 
(1.04) 

5.05 
(1.23) 

5.12 
(1.06) 

4.70 
(1.22) 

Note: Cell entries are means; entries in parentheses are standard deviations. Means with matching 
superscripts are significantly different, p < .05. Scale: 1 (calming) - 7 (disturbing); 1 (distanced) - 7 
(empathizing) 

tigated using a seven-point scale (from “not at all represented to 
”strongly represented for the actors ”Palestinian civilians,” ”Israeli 
civilians,” “Palestinian politicians /officials,” and ”Israeli politi- 
cians / officials”). 

Results Altogether, the participants who were exposed to Stimulus 2 (visu- 
a1 human-interest framing of the Palestinian conflict party) made 
stronger judgments in most of the inquired dimensions than the partici- 
pants in the other groups. The differences between Stimulus 1 (visual 
political framing of the Israeli conflict party) and Stimulus 3 (no visual 
framing) were generally low and non-significant. 

Emotional Evaluations. H1 posited that the visual human-interest 
frame leads to higher values regarding the emotional evaluations of the 
article (empathizing, disturbing) than visual political framing and the 
text-alone condition. As Table 1 shows, differences in the mean values 
were observed. Stimulus 2 (visual human-interest framing) elicited 
greater emotional effects than Stimulus 1 (visual political framing) and 
Stimulus 3 (no visual framing). Stimulus 2 was evaluated as significant- 
ly more disturbing than Stimulus 1, t (158) = 2.03, p = .04, and Stimulus 
3, t (158) = 2.03, p = .04. There was little difference between Stimulus 1 
and Stimulus 3, t (158) = 0.14, p = .89. The visual human-interest frame 
also resulted in a higher mean score with respect to ”distanced vs. 
empathizing” and was thus evaluated as more empathzing than both 
other experimental conditions, but the difference was not statistically 
significant. Thus, the results partially support H1: Visual human-interest 
framing elicited significantly greater effects than the text alone and the 
visual political framing regarding the emotional dimension ”disturb- 
ing,‘‘ whereas the detected higher effects on the “empathizing“ dimen- 
sion were not significant. 

H2 and H3 postulated differences between the two stimuli with 
visual framing and the text-alone condition. H2 assumed that the article 
versions containing visual stimuli would yield higher values concerning 
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TABLE 2 
Evaluation of Communicative Quality 

(S1+ S2) 6 3 )  (S1) (52) 

(n  = 160) (no visually frame) (n  = 80) frame 
visually framed texts text alone visual political frame visual human-interest 

(n = 78) (n = 80) 

5.22 a 4.94 =,b, 5.11 5.33 b, = 

(.82) ( 9 2 )  (.82) (.81) 

Note: Cell entries are means; entries in parentheses are standard deviations. Means with matching 
superscripts are significantly different, p < .05, except for c, in which p <: .01. Index scale: 1 (poor 
communicative quality) - 7 (high communicative quality) 

the communicative quality. Table 2 shows that the results support H2. 
The articles with photographs were credited with a higher communica- 
tive quality than the article without visuals, t (236) = 2.41, p = .017. 
Overall, the significant difference can be explained by the high mean 
value of Stimulus 2 (human-interest frame). Significant differences were 
detected in the evaluation of the stimulus with images of Palestinian 
victims and the no-photo stimulus, t (156) = 2.84, p = .005. The article 
with visual human-interest framing also elicited a higher communica- 
tive quality than the article with visual political framing, but this differ- 
ence was not significant, t (158) = 1.67, p = .098. Likewise, the difference 
between Stimulus 1 (political frame) and the text-alone condition was 
not significant, t (156) = 1.28, p = .20). Thus, evaluation of having more 
communicative quality depended more on the picture type than on the 
presence /absence of visual stimuli. 

H3 posited that article versions with visual stimuli would be con- 
sidered more credible compared to the text-alone stimulus. For this 
purpose we used the single item “not credible vs. credible.” Given the 
assertion that ”seeing is [. . .] belie~ing,”~~ the assumption is that images 
reinforce the credibility of a news story. However, H3 is rejected because 
the results show that the different stimuli exerted little influence with 
respect to credibility. Even though the mean values indicate higher cred- 
ibility for the visually framed articles (M = 5.55, sd = 1.10) than of the 
article without visuals (M = 5.39, sd = 1.16), these differences were not 
statistically significant, t (238) = 1.06, p = .29. 

Finally, because several authors argue that readers are usually less 
aware of visual framing than of verbal framing,72 H4 posited that the 
evaluation of journalistic objectivity is not influenced by the visual 
frames. As expected, visual framing exerted no influence on the 
inquired criteria of journalistic objectivity. No significant differences 
among the three groups were observed. To assess the hypothesis, an 
ANOVA for the objectivity index was computed, F (2,239) = .21, p = .81. 
The three experimental groups evaluated the journalistic objectivity 
nearly congruently: visual political frame M = 4.33 (sd = 1.09); visual 
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TABLE 3 
Representation of Actors 

Actors 

(S1) text + visual political 
frame (n = 80) 

(S2) text + visual human- 
interest frame (n  = 79) 

(S3) text alone (no visual 
framing) (n  = 79) 

Palestinian Civilians 4.54 a 

(1.54) 

Israeli Political Actors 5.25 
(1.18) 

5.05", 
(1.53) 

5.25 
(1.17) 

4.58 
(1.46) 

5.23 
(1.07) 

Note: Cell entries are means; entries in parentheses are standard deviations. Means with matching 
superscripts are significantly different, p < .05. Scale: 1 (not at all represented) - 7 (strongly repre- 
sented) 

human-interest frame M = 4.37 (sd = 1.10); and text-only M = 4.44 (sd = 
1.12), which supports H4. 

In addition to the article evaluations, the influence of the three dif- 
ferent experimental conditions on the perceived intensity of actor repre- 
sentation was investigated (see Table 3). As expected, the group which had 
read the article with visual human-interest framing (Stimulus 2) signifi- 
cantly differed from the two other groups regarding the perceived repre- 
sentation of Palestinian civilians, F (2, 237) = 2.80, p = .063. LSD post hoc 
tests showed significant differences between visual human-interest fram- 
ing and visual political framing ( p  = .03) and between visual human inter- 
est framing and the stimulus without visuals ( p  = .05). 

Thus, readers exposed to the visual human-interest frame found 
Palestinian civilians to be more strongly represented. However, the con- 
verse argument that visual political framing reinforces the perceived rep- 
resentation of the Israeli political actors is not applicable. The question 
regarding how strongly Israeli politicians were represented in the article 
resulted in almost identical mean values in all three groups.73 

Discussion In conclusion, visual human-interest framing elicited stronger emo- 
tional effects than visual political framing and the text-alone condition. 
Interestingly, there were no significant differences between the visual 
political framing and the text-alone article. This underscores the argument 
that even though pictures can communicate emotions effectively, not all 
pictures automatically evoke emotional effects. Obviously, the pictures of 
politicians used in the present study did not hold any emotional power. 
Noteworthy is that the evaluations of an article do not depend only on the 
question ifor whether images are used in the articles, but they also depend 
on the question which image types are used. Bernhardt, Hadj-Abdou, 
Liebhart, and P r ibe r~ky~~  argue that a large number of visual political 
depictions do not even reach the reader's consciousness because the rep- 
resentations of political actors seem to be interchangeable due to their rit- 
ualized visual depiction in news reporting. The pictures used in Stimulus 
1 certainly belong to this category of images, but they had been chosen 
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intentionally because they were typical examples for the representation 
of Israeli politicians identified in the previous content analysis. This 
argument suggests that the visual human-interest frame used in the 
experiment is a much stronger frame than the weaker visual political 
frame, with implications not only regarding their emotional power, but 
also the articles’ communicative quality. 

The assumption that images guide attention and render a journal- 
istic text more interesting and enjoyable was confirmed, but has to be 
specified. In HZ, visuals were examined regarding their decorative func- 
tions. The expectation was that the mere presence of pictures would 
increase the communicative quality of the article. Even though signifi- 
cant differences in the evaluation of the article’s communicative quality 
between the visually framed stimuli and the stimulus without visual 
framing were observed, the differences in this context mostly result 
from the visual human-interest frame. Indeed, the slight evaluation dif- 
ferences between the visual political framing and the stimulus without 
visual framing were not significant. Again, the ”weaker” visual political 
frame did not have the powerful effect images are believed to have. 
Thus, the communicative quality often assigned to the decorative func- 
tion of images can only fully unfold when the picture’s message is 
strong. 

Similarly, the weak visual frame and the strong visual frame influ- 
enced the perceived actor representation differently. In accordance with 
the theoretical perspective of framing effects” and the findings of 
DAngelo and Lombard,76 the exposure to the story with the visual 
human-interest frame prompted individuals to perceive frame-relevant 
propositions (representation of Palestinian civilians) as being more 
prominent. The results indicate that at the time recipients were asked 
for judgment, the stronger visual human-interest frame served as a 
prime for the subsequent evaluation, while the visual political frame 
was again too weak to cause framing effects regarding the representa- 
tion of actors. 

When it comes to journalistic objectivity, the “power of images” 
unfolds in another manner because the type and the strength of the 
frame have no impact at all. When journalistic quality is to be judged, 
images are not taken into consideration. The use of images and visual 
frames did not impact the evaluation of journalistic objectivity. This 
alarming finding corresponds to the assumptions of Fahmy and Kim77 
and Messaris and Abraham,78 who argue that visual framing is not rec- 
ognized by the audience. Our findings suggest that although visual 
frames have no impact on the perceived objectivity of news stories, they 
have an influence on the evaluation of various article-related aspects. 

If photojournalists / journalists use visual frames which predomi- 
nantly highlight certain aspects of an issue, it becomes likelier that the 
recipients fall short of a comprehensive view of the issue. Images affect 
recipients’ evaluations of articles and should, therefore, be used in a 
responsible way in journalistic news production, particularly because 
recipients are less aware of visual framing than of verbal framing. The 
selection of images in news production is more than a simple aesthetic 

EFFECTS OF VISUAL FRAMING ON EMOTIONAL RESPONSES AND EVALUATIONS 533 



choice and should thus be considered a substantial, content-related, 
meaningful process. When reporting about critical issues, such as politi- 
cal conflicts, journalists should ”make an effort to balance the photo- 
graphic content of news reports, presenting visual documentation for all 
sides involved in an issue.”79 Otherwise, unintended effects will influence 
the readers‘ perceptions and thus lead to a higher perception of inaccura- 
cy in the news coverage. 

The visual human-interest frame, which derived from a previous 
content analysis, could also be interpreted as pro-Palestinian news bias. 
Our results suggest that however impartial the verbal content may be, 
(unintended) frame effects will occur if the visual content is not impartial. 
This supports Coleman’sso and Martinec and Salway’ss’ claims that visu- 
al and verbal media content should not be analyzed separately. Still, the 
semantic interaction of images and text needs further research to explore 
the effects of multimodal interactions. 

One limitation of the present study is the rather artificial situation 
of the experimental design. The participants were given ten to fifteen 
minutes to read the rather long article. The length of the text also raised 
the question whether the selected visual stimuli might be too weak. Yet a 
larger amount of one-sided visual frames would have led to a stronger 
visual news bias, which would not have corresponded with the quality of 
the verbal text. Hence, by using images and a journalistic text taken from 
actual coverage, the effort was made to keep the experimental situation 
as realistic as possible. Thus, the study met the requirementss2 to use 
”original” visual media-frames identified in a previous content analysis, 
and using a control group ”allowed for distinguishing between frames 
that move opinion and those that do not.‘‘= Another limitation is that the 
study measured the framing effects just once, directly after the stimulus 
presentation. Thus, only short-term activation or transformation effects, 
respectively priming effects, were tested. For the investigation of long- 
term effects, longitudinal research designs are needed. 
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