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Abstract
of
A Study of Framing, Flawed Exit Polling, And The Print Media's Focus On "Moral
Values" In The 2004 Election
Nicholas Vogel

During the 2004 election season, conservative elites employed superior agenda-setting
techniques and utilized the mass media to sway public opinion on sensitive social issues
in hopes of generating electoral success for conservative candidates, particularly
President George W. Bush. Conservative elites such as religious leaders, members of
Congress, and the Bush/Cheney campaign team, developed frames to describe emotive
social issues such as same-sex marriage and stem cell research, with the intention that
the conservative viewpoint on these issues would resonate with the public and earn
them votes in the election. They succeeded. The mass media in tum, accepted many of
the conservative frames, and engaged in widespread transmission of them to the
American public. As a result, the Republican Party enjoyed gains in Congress, and
President Bush earned reelection.
This thesis details what frames rose to prominence in the 2004 election season; namely
the so-called "moral" frames regarding issues such as same-sex marriage and stem cell
research. This paper will allow the reader to see how framing was used, what frames
were utilized, and how conservatives were successful in converting this hard work into
votes for their candidates.
The nucleus of my argument resides in the second half ofthis paper; dealing with the
problems behind our understanding, as a country, of the significance of the widespread
conservative victories in 2004. My research shows that the national exit poll was a
flawed measurement of public perception of the social and political issues at hand
during the election. The print media failed in its attempt to paint a picture that would
explain why many Americans chose "moral values" as the core issue that influenced
their vote. Furthermore, the print press contributed to the "moral values" confusion
after the election by providing electoral analysis using many of the same conservative
frames from the election season.
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This paper will argue that, based on a faulty exit poll and a lack of electoral analysis by
the print media, these "moral" issues were not the reasons for conservative victories in
2004, and the GOP's success in 2004 should not dictate a future change in electoral
strategy by the Democratic and Republican parties.

Kimlrerly L. Nalder, Committee Chair
Department of Government
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION
During the 2004 election season, conservative elites employed superior agenda
setting techniques and utilized the mass media to sway public opinion on sensitive social
issues in hopes of generating electoral success for conservative candidates, particularly
President George W. Bush. The ability to successfully shape public opinion during an
election season can often come down to framing efforts. Framing is "a strategy of
constructing and processing news discourse" (Pan and Kosicki 1993) in order to describe
political and social issues for voters that will highlight a specific viewpoint. The 2004
election serves as a fascinating example of this phenomenon at work. Surprisingly, the
election only partially involved grand-scale issues such as the war in Iraq, the economy,
jobs, or the federal deficit. Conservative elites such as religious leaders, members of
Congress, and the Bush/Cheney campaign team, developed frames to describe
emotionally-charged social issues such as same-sex marriage and stem cell research, with
the intention that the conservative viewpoint on these issues would resonate with the
public and earn them votes in the election. They succeeded. The mass media in turn,
accepted many of the conservative frames, and engaged in widespread transmission of
them to the American public. As a result, the Republican Party enjoyed substantial gains
in Congress, and President Bush earned reelection. However, this paper will argue that,
based on a faulty exit poll and a lack of electoral analysis by the print media, these issues
were not the reason for conservative victories in 2004, and the GOP' s success in 2004
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should not dictate a future change in electoral strategy by the Democratic and Republican
parties.

Organization and methodology
This thesis is divided predominantly into four parts. The first part is a discussion
of agenda-setting. I will discuss framing - specifically, its usual point of origin, as well
as the credibility of the framer and how that affects our reception of frames. I will also
discuss divergent research on how framing techniques affect individuals.
When applied effectively, political elites will craft various phrases to describe a
framed political issue. Two common examples of basic phrases to illuminate a specific
frame of an issue used in American political discourse are the lightning rod terms "pro

life" and "pro-choice", though we can adequately argue that the abortion debate in the
United States could not be so easily broken down into an issue of life or personal choice,
and that there are many factors to consider when giving a full account of the issue. But
framing efforts do not aim to provide a full account - they attempt to provide language
that will underscore a specific side of an issue.
Later in this thesis, we will come across the term "activist judges" which was
heavily employed by President Bush before and during the 2004 election. This phrase
was an attempt to bend the public view that the same-sex marriage issue could be
summarized into one involving partisan judges that intend to defy the law and allow
homosexuals to marry. The transmission of these frames to the public is typically left up
to the mass media - this is known as frame-setting - who will then project them out to the
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public.

Some scholars explain that by priming these messages, the public will mentally

organize them in order to evaluate political candidates before they cast their votes.
Other researchers directly refute this assertion, and claim that what framing
chiefly does is adjust the importance that individuals place on to certain social concepts.
These scholars contend that effective framing does not organize concepts in our minds or
change our opinion on an issue. Instead, successful framing will alter the amount of
importance we give to an issue. Efficient framing will draw individuals in and attach a
more prominent level of importance to an issue in their minds.
The second part of this paper will discuss practical application of framing
techniques. I will connect framing to the 2004 election and illustrate which political
elites employed the techniques, how the media accepted the frames and transmitted them
to the American public, and how the GOP's successful agenda-setting translated into
votes for its candidates. We will also see what frames rose to prominence in the 2004
election season; namely we will discuss so-called "moral" frames regarding issues such
as same-sex marriage and stem cell research. This paper will allow the reader to see how
framing was used, what frames were utilized, and how conservatives were successful in
converting this hard work into votes for their candidates.
The nucleus of my argument resides in the second half of this paper, dealing with
the problems behind our understanding, as a country, of the significance of widespread
conservative victories in 2004. The third part will examine the 2004 post-election polls
and media coverage, and the emergence of a term that has since entered the American
lexicon: moral values. Beginning on November 3, America's mass media worked
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quickly to establish cause for President Bush's surprising victory over Senator John

Kerry. Almost instantly, and without analysis, the collective finger was pointed to
"moral values" as the reason for the victory, citing the national exit poll as evidence.
Indeed, the exit poll showed that a plurality of Americans chose "moral values" as the
issue that most influenced their vote for president. However, my research shows that the
national exit poll was a flawed measurement of public perception of the social and
political issues at hand during the election. Furthermore, the mass media failed in its
attempt to paint a picture that would explain why many Americans chose "moral values"
as the core issue that influenced their vote. I will examine this poll and shed light on the
media's failure to analyze it before reporting its findings.
In order to understand how the 2004 election is connected to framing, framing
will be defined first, before the exploration of some of the efforts by the conservatives to
frame sensitive social issues in the 2004 election season. Following the election, the
2004 exit poll mistakenly included the "moral values" option, which resulted in
widespread and misguided print press coverage of the importance of "moral values" in
the country's election. This paper will show how that print media, when establishing
causality for the "moral values" victory for the Republicans, interpreted "moral values"
based on the conservative frames used in the election season. However, it was revealed
in post-election polling by Zogby, Harris, and Pew show that Americans don't always
view " moral values" within conservative frames and, significantly, the polling shows that
Americans viewed the Iraq war and the economy as the important issues facing the
country.
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The findings of this study result from an extensive examination of the print
media's focus on so-called moral values in the weeks and months following the 2004
election. The media's focus on this as the important issue of the election was intense and
far-reaching, and provided a challenge in deciding what coverage to discuss and analyze.
As I researched print articles, I focused specifically on the media acting as attributor; that

is, the media attempting to provide an explanation for conservative victories in 2004.
What eventually discredited the media coverage that accepted the conservative "moral
values" frame in their analysis was an unsound exit poll, and the subsequent polls
following the election. After discovering that the share of the total vote attributed to
evangelical Christians that purportedly delivered the conservative victories in 2004 was
23% - the same as the 2000 election - it became apparent that something was amiss with
the exit poll. The remainder of my research involved examining the exit poll and its
response options, and researching polling results that ran counter to the exit poll's
findings.
This is an important endeavor: the GOP's unwavering focus on framing sensitive
social issues, the media's transmission of their frames, and the media's reporting that
"moral values" was the determinant issue in the election underscores a potentially
inaccurate historical interpretation of 2004, as well as a post-2004 fallout that could shape
the future of American electoral strategy. The public and the political elite believe that
"moral values" considerations won one of the most contentious American elections in
several decades for the Republican candidate, and this victory could likely shape the
strategies of both the Democratic and Republican parties for years to come. But with
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questionable framing tactics, faulty polling, vague wording of the issues, and ineffective
reporting by the mass media, both parties and their supporters could be wasting time on
an issue that means relatively little to the enduring American political debate.
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Chapter2

FRAMING
What is framing?
Most of Americans' information and understanding of politics is not direct.
Rather, it is mediated through several sources, primarily newspapers, television, radio,
and the Internet. Because of this, the. _•.dissemination of political information to the public
is an artful science. Many cognitive, political, and communication scholars would agree
that framing is one effective method by which to structure such information for
transmission to the public. In this chapter, I intend to establish that there is not one
specific method of framing that will bring about the most success. I will show that
scholars have differing opinions on the credibility of the framer as well as how framing
affects our attitudes. By demonstrating this, we will later see how it's relevant to the
2004 election, which exhibited different methods of framing, most of which were
successful in ensuring conservative victories.
Entman offers a definition of framing, explaining that: "to frame is to select some
aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in
such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral
evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described" (1993). Overall,
research has shown framing to be effective in shaping public opinion, and we will see
evidence of that when examining the 2004 election. Due to this success, framing has
become a popular way to structure information, utilized not only by the mass media, but
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also political elites that have the resources to reach millions of Americans through the
mass media.
Yet framing's popularity is the central reason why it has become a complex
phenomenon to study. Because it has been successful, partisan actors in Americ~
politics are using it to shape public opinion to benefit their position on an issue. Nelson,

Clawson, and Oxley-_write: "frames influence opinions by stressing specific values, facts,
and other considerations, endowing them with greater apparent relevance to the issue
than they might appear to have under an alternative frame" (1997, 569). Rather than
being a communication tool, framing has become a battle over who can outframe the
other in politics; that is, it bas evolved into a contest of which contrasting frame on an
issue will resonate more with the public and benefit the actor who constructed the frame.
Despite the fact that most Americans that are tuned in to politics are receiving
framed messages on a regular basis, it is important that we not allow framing to stray too
far from our understanding of politics, especially if we are to comprehend what happened
in 2004. We must understand framing - who typically constructs the frames, who
transmits them to the public, how they work inside our minds after we receive them, and
how we arrange the frames in order to decide how we feel about the issues and candidates
during an election year.

From where do frames originate?
A copious amount of agenda-setting research has focused on where frames come
from. Most frames originate from the mass media, but Scheufele contends that the mass
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media is influenced by three main sources that help to develop their frames (1999). One
influence is the journalist. Journalists often build frames in order to make sense of an
issue at hand. There are several variables that dictate how journalists construct a frame
such as personal ideology and attitude. Another influence is the political leanings of the
media organization that is constructing the frame. For example, if conservative entities
such as the National Review or Fox News construct a frame, it could likely be bent
toward favoring a conservative viewpoint, whereas if ~Mother Jones or The Huffington
Post constructed a frame, it could likely be built in a way that supports a more
progressive viewpoint. A third source of influence is peripheral sources like political
actors, pressure groups, and other political elites. From these sources, the mass media
essentially receive their messages and craft a frame based on their talking points and
sound bites. Nelson and Oxley concur: "Journalists themselves may concoct their own
frames, while powerful communication agents, including elected officials, interest
groups, and lobbyists, create and promote frames with hopes of planting them in mass
media outlets" (1999, 1041). Scheufele contends that this particular source of frame
influence is especially frequent among political issues that are relatively new and that
have not had many frames developed for them yet (1999). As we will see later, this rings
true in the 2004 election season when the media covered the conservative stance on
same-sex marriage and stem cell research.
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Credibility of framer
Some scholars adopt a more skeptical view of framing' s role in American politics.
Kinder and Herzog write: "Our worry about the nefarious possibilities of framing is just
that they can become freewheeling exercises in pure manipulation" (1993, 363).
Sniderman and Theriault elaborate on this perception: "According to the framing theory
of public opinion, citizens are not capable of political judgment ... They are instead
puppets, voting thumbs up or down depending on how issues are framed, their strings
being pulled by elites who frame issues to guarantee political outcomes" (1999, 31-32).

In response to this concern in the field, Druckman studied the effects of framing,
dependent on the source of the frame. He used two experiments to study a particular
constraint on framing - the credibility of the framer. Credibility can be operationalized
with two considerations: 1) the framer's target audience must trust that the framer has
knowledge about the issue at hand, and; 2) the target audience must believe that the
framer can be relied upon to reveal what he or she knows (Druckman 2001, 1045).
Druckman then developed two fictitious frames on the same content matter,
public assistance for the needy, and attributed them to two sources. One of the sources,
Colin Powell, scored very high on pretesting that Druckman administered on
trustworthiness. The other framer, Jerry Springer, scored low on trustworthiness. As
expected, Druckman's experiment supported his hypothesis. His participants overall
showed greater support for Colin Powell's frame regarding public assistance than that of
Jerry Springer's. Druck.man's results allowed him to conclude that source credibility is a
prerequisite for auspicious framing attempts (2001 , 1048).
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However, Druckman's research ended up uncovering a facet of framing not
previously considered. He acknowledged that much of the research at the time of his
experiment supported the contention that elites manipulate the public by crafting frames
in order to distort public opinion that would favor their side of an issue. Yet after his
experiment, Druckman refuted this assertion. He argued that framing effects do occur, in
which the public is swayed by the frames they receive from powerful elites through the
mass media. But this is not because the elites aim to manipulate the public - it's the
public that defers to credible elites for their social and political messages. Citizens seek
out political elites that they deem credible sources for their information - in other words,
Druckman is arguing that the mainstay of framing effects does not lie within the frame
itself, it lies within the framer (2001, 1045).
While Druckman may be correct in his analysis - and the 2004 election shows
that he might be - there are political problems with his conclusion. Druckman argues
that mentally, the public has already designated which sources are credible and which are
not. This presents a striking vulnerability issue. By pre-concluding that their source is
credible, the public has preemptively internalized their source's message, with little
regard to what that message actually is. This indicates that while the public might
consider their source to be credible and trustworthy, because of this trust, they are leaving
themselves open to manipulation from their own sources. Druckman's experiment would
be better served by first examining how citizens deem someone to be credible. There
should be an established and verifiable pattern that shows that a perceived-to-be-credible
elite has been relatively truthful with his frames and postulations on American politics. If
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no such pattern exists, it's likely that the source should not be viewed as credible. The
overall threat is this: when studying whether citizens are being misled and manipulated
through framing, not only does the possibility exist that the frames are misleading the
public, but also that the public is misled in their assessment of their source' s credibility.
The potential veracity of his argument has to be considered; because if Druckman is
accurate, then framing becomes a contest over who builds the frames, rather than the
ideas within the frames.

How does framing influence our attitudes?
There are divergent theories on how framing actually affects individuals. Kinder
and Sanders contend that framing's success is rooted in priming. Scheufele offers a
succinct definition of priming: "Priming is the impact that agenda-setting can have on the
way individuals evaluate public officials by influencing the thematic areas or issues that
individuals use to form these evaluations" (2000, 297). Among political scientists,
priming is similar to accessibility.
Priming works like this: individuals are inundated with dozens of social messages
on a regular basis, through television, radio, print media, and the Internet. Since it is
unlikely that they will contemplate what their level of knowledge is or their personal
beliefs are on each individual message they receive, their attitude concerning a message
will be the product of whatever feelings and considerations that are easily accessible from

memory (Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson 1997, 236). "Possessing finite attention and
information-processing capabilities (and, perhaps, motivation), ordinary citizens will
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consider only a limited set of cognitions (beliefs) from the many stored in long-term
memory while ruminating on a political issue" (Nelson and Oxley 1999, 1042).
Individuals mentally organize social concepts that have been recently mentioned by an

elite, and these cognitions will be at the top of their head, so to speak; thus, they will be
easily accessible from their memory, and will help the individual to promptly form an
opinion on the concept (Zaller 1992).

If we accept the priming/accessibility theory to be accurate, then that could
explain how effective framers will use repetition to get their messages across. If elites
continue to use the same frames repeatedly in order to illustrate their view of a political
issue, it's likely that their message was frequently primed over and over in individuals'
minds. This begets two factors: first, it ensures that the frame remains at the top the head
through this regular repetition by the framer. Second, upon Election Day, individuals can
easily access cognitions and apply them at the ballot box, by either voting for a ballot
initiative in a way that matches their attitudes, or by applying their vote to an elected
official based on whether her views match that of the individual's.
Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson flatly refute the priming hypothesis. In 1997, they
used an experiment testing reaction time to determine if concepts that purportedly are
readily accessible in the mind increase the speed with which individuals can recognize
frames related to these concepts. They used well-known "free speech" and "public
order" frames in order to conduct their experiment. They concluded that these easily
accessible frames did not increase the speed by which participants could receive these
frames and quickly relate them to social concepts in order to form an attitude (Nelson and
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Oxley 1999, 1042). This indicates that the accessibility claim is at best, an incomplete
explicator of how framing affects individuals. " While it may be true that beliefs must be
accessible to influence an attitude, not all accessible ideas will necessarily be taken into
account; furthennore, equally accessible considerations may be accorded different
.

weights in the final attitude calculation" (Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson 1997, 2~6-237).
Other scholars insist that successful framing can alter the importance that
individuals attach to issues. For over 25 years, one of the most commonly accepted
theories of communication-based persuasion is that messages will actually change
individuals' attitudes if they are successful in generating favorable or unfavorable
reactions to the message (Nelson and Oxley 1999). Nelson and Oxley conducted two
experiments measuring belief change to refute this commonly-held theory and argue that
framing is a tool to influence belief importance rather than belief content.
In this experiment, Nelson and Oxley concocted two frames each for two separate
political issues. The fust issue dealt with a land development dispute, and Nelson and
Oxley created two opposing frames - on~ frame in opposition to the land development
because of environmental preservation, and one in support of the development due to
potential economic growth. The second issue was welfare reform. The frame in support
of the refonn called for personal responsibility, while the frame in opposition called for
the protection of children's well being. Nelson and Oxley minimized the differences in
belief content by formulating identical claims that point out the facts of each frame. In
other words, they sought to influence opinion not based on the content of the issue itself,
such as how one feels about welfare reform or environmental protection in general, but

15
instead by how strong or weak the frames on each side of the issue are (Nelson and Oxley

1999).
Nelson and Oxley's experiment proved to be a success mainly due to their
decision to construct frames that didn't challenge the facts of the opposing frame. By
doing this, their frames.did not concentrate on the refutation battle that often occurs over
political issues, in-which each side accuses the _
other of their facts being inaccurate,
misguided, or intentionally distorted. Instead, their frames were crafted with a focus on
convincing individuals which conflicting considerations brought forth by these frames
should prevail. We will see an example of this play out in the 2004 election season when
the issue of stem cell research gets revived in the print press by former First Lady Nancy
Reagan. "Through framing, communicators seek to establish a dominant definition or
construction of an issue. In a way, issue framing is issue categorization: a declaration of
what a policy dispute is really all about, and what it has nothing to do with" (Nelson and
Oxley 1999, 1059). Nelson and Oxley conclude by asserting that framing resonates more
with belief importance rather than beli_e f content because importance judgrp.ents stem
from very stable predispositions such as political ideology, and more pliable impressions
of a political issue (1999, 1060).
What I've demonstrated in this chapter is that the differing research shows that
there is no one rule for successful framing. It is likely that a successful frame considers
the priming theory above - that regular repetition will help the framer to keep the
message readily-accessible in individuals' minds. The 2004 election demonstrated this,
with repeated conservative references to "activist judges" and "protecting the sanctity of
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marriage", which later produced convincing conservative victories in the states that
introduced anti-same-sex marriage ballot propositions to the voters.
That said, we can also see that research on belief importance played a role in the
2004 election. Conservative framers used their messages effectively by shining the
spotlight on issues like same-sex marriage and stem cell research. This artificially
increased the amount of importance Americans hold to so-called moral issues, at the
expense of attention being paid to issues that directly affect the majority of Americans
like the economy, education, health care, and public money spent on the war in Iraq. (I
use the term "artificially" due to the relative inaccuracy of the exit poll that measured
Americans' attitudes toward these issues.) As this chapter shows, there is no single rule
for successful framing; rather it shows that framing itself is a complex tool, with many
variations that can be utilized for success.
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Chapter 3

THE 2004 ELECTION
This chapter will focus on the 2004 election season, with attention paid
specifically to the framing used on sensitive social issues. I will show that framing was a
widespread effort employed by several conservative elites loyal to the Republican Party,
not only President Bush. Framing is successful if well-transmitted, and this chapter will
also show how the mass media transmitted conservative frames directly to the public very
similar to how they were created by the GOP.

President George W. Bush
President Bush is skilled at underscoring his religious faith to the American
public. As The Washington Post wrote: "George W. Bush is among the most openly
religious presidents in U.S. history" (Cooperman 2004, AOl). Bush reads the Bible daily,
and he speaks at length about how Jesus Christ's teachings changed his life. He has
spoken publicly about how he heard God's call for him to run for president, and how he
continually turns to God for guidance since he became president (Cooperman 2004,
AOl). In his autobiography that was widely discussed during his first run for the
presidency in 2000, Bush wrote that his religious turning point came after a private
discussion with the Reverend Billy Graham, who, Bush says, planted the "mustard seed
in my soul" and that his visit with Graham convinced him to "recommit my heart to Jesus
Christ" (Bush 2004). The mustard seed is a powerful message for Christian Americans,
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for it is a reference to the Parable of the Mustard Seed, a story detailed in four books of
the Bible, all attributed to Christ.
In Bob Woodward's book Plan ofAttack, Woodward details a conversation with
Bush in which the president says that he prayed for strength to carry out God's will in the
war in Iraq. Bush told Woodward: "I'm surely not going to justify the war based on God
... Nevertheless, in my case I pray I will be as good a messenger of his will as possible"
(Woodward 2004). We can see the strength of this statement through the notion that the
war in Iraq is a righteous war, one that the president turned to God for guidance in
deciding how to prosecute it. It is reminiscent of a famous presidential phrase uttered by
former President Richard Nixon who said, "I'm not a crook" in response to the Watergate
scandal. However, by saying that, he planted the thought of him being a criminal in the
minds of many Americans. Bush succeeded in doing the opposite with his frame. By
claiming that he is not intending to justify the war based on God, he accomplished the
contrary: compelling Americans to entertain the thought that perhaps invading Iraq is, in
fact, a Christ-like endeavor, since the American president is clearly a devout follower of
His teachings.
Bush has also made repeated Biblical references during his tenure as president. In
his 2003 State of the Union speech, he said: "Yet there's power, wonder-working power,
in the goodness and idealism and faith of the American people." This is strikingly similar
to a hymn that states that there is "power, power, wonder-working power in the blood of
the Lamb" (Cooperman 2004).
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Bush's reference to his faith is a framing effort at its core. To invoke God on the
campaign trail and in office is an attempt to connect with religious American voters, but

also to gamer trust in the president to responsibly carry out his duties as a leader, and
especially, to garner trust in the ensuing political statements he makes as president.

In Moral Politics, George Lakoff introduces his two parental models of morality
that, he argues, ultimately shape how we view authority and determine our political
leanings - "nurturant parent morality" and "strict father morality". The nurturant parent
model states: "moral authority accrues by virtue of successful nurturance and the
responsibility for nurturance. It is not the ability to set and enforce rules; it is earned
trust" (2004, 138). Lakoff's argument, then, is that the nurturant parent model can help
to explain the reasons behind why an individual would hold more progressive views in
American politics. Conversely, then, the "strict father morality" model explains the
fruition of conservative political views.

In his discussion of"strict father morality" in politics, George Lakoff writes of the
importance of politicians supplicating God. Lakoff argues that strict father types (tending
to be conservative in their beliefs) relate to the fusion of God and politics. He explains
why: "God is all good and all powerful, at the top of a natural hierarchy in which
morality is linked with power. God wants good people to be in charge. Virtue is to be
rewarded - with power. God therefore wants a hierarchical society in which there are
moral authorities who should be obeyed" (2004, 81 ). Lakoff writes that strict father types
believe that "morality comes in the form of rules, or commandments, made by a moral
authority. To be moral is to be obedient to that authority" (2004, 82). For President
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Bush, he is the moral authority that should be obeyed. And ifhe successfully
demonstrates the connection between his deep faith in God, the all-good entity, and his
role as president, that will strengthen the trust that Americans have in him as president,
and as a moral leader.

The 2004·exit polling numbers shows that Bush handily defeated SenatorJohn
Kerry in votes from religious Americans. Sixteen percent of voters attend church
services more than once per week, and among those Americans, Bush earned 64% of the
votes in the election. Twenty-six percent of Americans indicated that they attend church
services once a week, and Bush earned 58% of their vote. Even with semi-regular
churchgoers that attend church a few times per month, Bush earned 50% of the vote
(Edison/Mitofsky). "White evangelical/born-again" voters voted for Bush 78% of the

time over Kerry. This support from Christian Americans continued into Bush's second
term; a CBS poll reported seven out of ten white, evangelical Christians gave President
Bush a high approval rating in 2005 as the rest of the country gave Bush a 42% approval
rating, almost 30% lower than white evangelicals.
Figure 2.1
Approval Rating for President Bush in 2005
Source: CBS News
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Stem cell research - the new "life" issue

An effective way to study framing is to see it with real examples. The 2004
election provided several examples of framed messages, and this paper focuses on two
specific issues and the frames surrounding them: stem cell research and same-sex
marnage.

In August 2001, President Bush ordered a ban on federal funding for embryonic
stem cell medical research. While his decision did not result in widespread and repeated
coverage by the mass media, the issue was revived during the 2004 election, and became
the hallmark issue for Bush's postulations on human life. As the election season was in
full swing during the late spring of 2004, Senator John Kerry had all but sewn up the
Democratic nomination, setting the table for the November 2 election between Kerry and
President Bush. In the midst of this, the media reported on May 10 that former first lady
Nancy Reagan publicly announced her support for stem cell research, citing her
husband's failing health from Alzheimer's Disease as one of many reasons that the
United States should lead the way in the path towar4 a cure for debilitating diseases that
affect the nervous system (Martinez 2004).
Nancy Reagan's endorsement of this issue presented a quandary for Bush and
conservative candidates running for office. The endorsement came from the wife of a
conservative former president who was a staunch opponent of abortion, which was the
prominent life issue that dominated the 1980s and 1990s. The effect is that Nancy
Reagan's speech temporarily stripped ideology from the stem cell issue. Instead of it
being framed as an ethical or moral issue, Reagan preemptively framed it as a medical
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matter affecting loved ones. She did not mention politics, ideology, morality, or the
conceptualization of life. She said, referring to President Reagan: "Ronnie's long journey
has finally taken him to a distant place where I can no longer reach him. Because of this,
I'm determined to do whatever I can to save other families from this pain. I just don't see
how we can turn our backs on this" (Martinez 2004). The image of a grieving wife living
through her husband's last day·s , speaking about a medical research issue that could have
saved her husband, resonated well with Americans. In June 2004, a month after
Reagan's speech, the San Antonio Express-News reported on a poll conducted by the
Civil Society Institute that showed support for Reagan's position on stem cells to be
broadly bipartisan. 62% of conservatives polled supported the research, as did 79% of
moderates (2004). The Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life released national poll
results in August 2004 showing that overall, 52% of Americans supported stem cell
research, up from 43% in 2002, while 34% said that they opposed the research (2004).
This support for stem cell research may have been troubling to President Bush
and other conservatives hoping to shore up the religious vote in November.
Conservatives engaged in a widespread reframing effort on the issue, and one of the first
efforts involved First Lady Laura Bush giving a series of television interviews on stem
cell research on June 9, 2004. The telegenic First Lady recounted a story about how her
father also died from Alzheimer's Disease, and spoke of the struggle of watching a
family member "slip away." She then struck an immediate cautionary tone, warning that:
"We have to be very careful between what we want to do for science and what we should
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do ethically. And (the) stem cell issue is certainly one of those issues we need to treat
very carefully" (Kennedy 2004).
The cautionary frame that Mrs. Bush employed continued through the duration of
the election season, and served an important purpose. Her initial interviews on June 9
shifted the debate over stem cells from being a medical issue that can assist ailing family
members, as Nancy Reagan described it, to a debate questioning the ethics of the
research. That is not to say the ethics weren't questioned before that point- the reasons
that President Bush banned federal funding for the research should be considered in the
first place - but in order to engage in a reframing effort to benefit conservative
candidates, there had to be a shift in the nature of the debate, and the first lady provided
the initial shift.
This is an excellent example supporting Nelson and Oxley's work on belief
importance. The first lady didn't challenge the facts of stem cell research, or attempt to
prove that it is ineffective. Instead, her approach was to frame the research in a different
light that called on Americans to consider the ethical complications that stem cell
research could bring about. By doing this, she did not ask Americans to doubt the
potential merits of stem cell research; she instead called upon them to view ethics as the
more important aspect to consider when pondering the issue.
For the most part she was effective, because the media generally accepted the
frames and transmitted them to the public. The New York Times reported on August 10
that the first lady was "venturing forcefully into one of the more contentious issues of the
campaign" (Kennedy 2004), though stem cell research did not dominate America's front
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pages as an election issue until Nancy Reagan gave her speech in May. The Washington

Post reported on August 13 that GOP senators Trent Lott of Mississippi and Gordon
Smith of Oregon "rose to President Bush's defense yesterday on the emotional issue of
stem cell research" (Connolly 2004) newly framing the issue as "emotional", due to the
emotionally-charged nature of the ethical and political debate over the research.
With the mass media widely covering the issue, conservatives expanded the
framing of the issue further. They transitioned from a frame calling for caution on stem
cell research to frames addressing the danger and uncertainty of the research. Mrs. Bush
said: "We don't even know that stem cell research will provide cures for anything- much
less that it' s very close" (Connolly 2004). The first lady's press secretary, Gordon
Johndroe, called the research a serious "moral issue that has to be dealt with." The
president's spokesman, Scott McClellan, using language intimating risk and peril, warned
of heading "down a dangerous, slippery slope where we divorce ethics from science"
(Kennedy 2004). President Reagan' s son Michael called into question the merit of stem
cell research by referring to it as ''junk science" (Connolly 2004), a forceful frame to
invoke thoughts of worthless gadgets or hair-brained scientists.
The conservative framing effort took a turn when conservative elites began to
frame stem cell research into an issue that bore little resemblance to the characterization
provided by Mrs. Reagan in May. Senator Smith transitioned from remarks on stem cell
research to a denunciation of therapeutic human cloning, asserting that the issues indicate
there is "little to stop us from going down the path of creating laboratory body farms."
Smith and Senator Lott, in response to Senator Kerry's support of therapeutic cloning,
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accused Kerry of"demagoguing" the issue, referring to a leader who exploits sensitive
issues by appealing to the fears and prejudices of the masses (Connolly 2004).
Yet Dr. James Dobson, foW1der of the elite conservative group Focus on the
Family, compared stem cell research to scientific and medical experiments that Nazi
scientists performed on Jewish prisoners during the Holocaust. On his radio show,
Dobson, in the midst of a discussion over his concerns about stem cell research, said: "In
World War II, the Nazis experimented on human beings in horrible ways in the
concentration camps .. . We condemn what the Nazis did because there are some things
we always could do but we haven't done, because science always has to be guided by
ethics and by morality. And you remove ethics and morality, and you get what happened
in Nazi Germany" (Cooperman 2004). This presents a striking parallel to a concern that
compelled Druckman to conduct his research on source credibility. Druckman sums up
the value of credibility research: "Examining the moderating effect of source credibility
is particularly important because of widespread concern about a lack of constraints on
elites who use frames to influence public opinion" (2001, 1045). The lack of constraint
that Druckman refers to could be applied to elites like Dobson, not because of the
sensitive nature of invoking the Third Reich when comparing a domestic social issue, but
because of the flimsy connection between stem cell research and science experiments
performed on Holocaust victims.
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Same-sex marriage
In 2004, the issue of same-sex marriage sprang the conservative framing machine
into action. In fact, the issue was so important to the conservatives' electoral endeavors
that President Bush had remarks drafted concerning same-sex marriage in his 2004 State

of the Union speech, and received rousing applause from congressional GOP colleagues.
In this speech, he debuted most of the frames on gay marriage that would be _h eavily used
by conservative candidates for the next ten months of the election season.
The ten sentences that President Bush dedicated to same-sex marriage were rich
with ambitious frames aiming to generate a wide spectrum of emotions from Americans.
The first two sentences each utilized the term "institution" to classify marriage, which is
accurate. But when the frame "institution" is used to describe something that is currently
being threatened, as the conservatives claim, it denotes much more than a bond between
two humans. It parallels the long-standing institution of American society like
government, the Constitution, law enforcement, public education, and the American
family. Bush referred to marriage as "one of the most fundamental, enduring institutions
of our civilization" (2004). Consider that modern American conservatism by nature
resists change and favors traditional views and values. Thus, the repeated reference to
marriage as an institution engenders feelings of resentment toward changing a long
standing institution, one that has served American society for over 200 years. This is a
very effective method by which to launch the framing movement on same-sex marriage.
After detailing how Americans should view marriage, Bush detailed the threats
against heterosexual marriage posed by same-sex marriage. He warned in his speech that
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"activist judges" were abusing their judicial powers by "redefining marriage" by allowing
same-sex couples to marry. The frame "activist" stands out because it calls into play the
impartiality of American judges, who pledge to uphold the Constitution and adjudicate
fairly, without bias, and without political axes to grind. Bush's critics could say that
judges in Massachusetts and Vermont that allowed marriages and/or civil unions to occur
are following the Fourteenth Amendment's equal protection clause. But Bush reminded
Americans that Congress passed and President Clinton signed the Defense of Marriage
Act in 1996, a law stating that marriage can only occur between a man and a woman
(2004). By invoking the Defense of Marriage Act, it makes Bush' s "activist" frame all
the more convincing. If Americans are shown that a law already exists allowing only
heterosexual couples to marry, then calling the judges "activists" strips them of their
perceived impartiality and implies that they have an agenda to grant marriage licenses to
homosexual Americans across the country. lbis effective frame depicts American judges
as a force that needs to be stopped.
Methodically, in his State of the Union address, after framing the legacy of
marriage and specifying where the threat to marriage comes from, Bush transitioned into
framing what course of action to take to deal with the threat. He said: "On an issue of
such great consequence, the people's voice must be heard. If judges insist on forcing
their arbitrary will upon the people, the only alternative left to the people would be the
constitutional process. Our nation must defend the sanctity of marriage" (2004).
These three sentences are loaded with some of the powerful conservative frames
that were developed during the 2004 election. He affixed a level of importance onto the
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same-sex marriage issue by saying that it is "an issue of great consequence." He again
reminded Americans that although Congress and President Clinton passed the Defense of
Marriage Act, the law, in Bush's view, is the will of the people, and the people "must be
heard." He ag~ framed American judges as abusers of power that are "forcing"
Americans to accept gay marriage. The "forcing" frame is particularly effective by
provoking Americans to contemplate what it feels like to be forced to do something
against your will. It is not pleasant; thus, it is unpleasant that the judges are forcing
Americans to accept this issue that goes against legal precedence. The last one is perhaps
the most often-used frame concerning same-sex marriage by conservatives. By pledging
to defend the "sanctity" of marriage, Bush is cementing himself, and conservatives in
general, as the candidates that will go to battle for married couples, even if that means
amending the Constitution. He is explaining to the American people that their marriages
are sacred and that he will protect the sanctity that married Americans - and there are
approximately 55 million married couples in the U.S. - have historically enjoyed in the
United States (Cohn 2001).

Transmission of marriage frames
How did the mass media handle these newfangled frames developed by
conservative elites in 2004? Many news outlets handled the frames by printing them
almost exactly how conservatives laid them out. A Lexis-Nexis search of major
newspapers from the time period after the State of the Union speech on January 20, 2004
up until the November 2, 2004 election shows a print press actively using the
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conservative same-sex marriage frames. The search produced 129 articles using the
frame "activist judges," 81 articles printing the frame "sanctity of marriage," 54 articles
using the frame "protect marriage," 23 articles using "redefine marriage," and 16 using
the frame "defend marriage."

The San Francisco Chronicle printed a story on San Francisco's "municipal
disobedience" for granting marriage licenses to same-sex couples, despite California's
state law mirroring that of the Defense of Marriage Act (Lochhead 2004). The Boston

Globe ran a quote from Rep. Marilyn Musgrave of Colorado, the author of the proposed
constitutional amendment to ban same-sex marriage, who said that there would be
"serious consequences throughout the country" if gays were allowed to marry
(Washington 2004). The New York Times quoted Rep. Steve Chabot of Ohio, who
warned against "rogue justices legislating from the bench" and later elaborated: "We are
here today because of those actions and events, not because of a political agenda or
election-year plot" (Hulse 2004).
Conservative religious leaders also entered the fray on the same-sex marriage
debate. Tony Perkins, the head of a conservative advocacy group called the Family
Research Council told The Boston Globe: "The president was right on target when he said
activist courts have left the American people no other recourse. The president was right
to say enough is enough" (Washington 2004). Focus on the Family highlighted the
problems that would occur if the Constitution was not amended to ban same-sex
marriage: "The words ' husband' and 'wife' will be meaningless ... Our kids will be
taught how to perform 'safe sodomy' in their sex education classes ... Churches will be
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pressured to either abandon the Scriptures or lose their tax exempt status if they refuse to

'marry' homosexuals" (Coopennan 2004).
The Denver Post reported that evangelical Christian leaders declared July 11 to be
"Protect Marriage Sunday," in reference to an anticipated congressional vote on the
proposed marriage amendment on July 12. In honor of Protect Marriage Sunday, many
churches across the country adjusted their sermons to reflect the Christian Right's
warnings on the dangers of same-sex marriage. Rev. Kim Skattum of Crossroads Church
in Loveland, Colorado did not receive ample time to change his sermon in recognition of
Protect Marriage Sunday. Instead, his church inserted a pink flyer into the church
bulletin handed out at the front doors of the church. The flyer urged churchgoers to call
their senators to urge them to vote for the marriage amendment on Monday. The flyer
also contained a script to use when calling Washington: "Activist liberal judges are intent
on destroying the institution of marriage as being between one man and one woman.
1bis is a defining moment in history. It is time for members of Congress to take a stance
for traditional marriage" (Bunch 2004).
Outside Grace Brethren, a mega-church in suburban Columbus, Ohio, volunteers
from the Ohio Republican Party stuck voter guides on the parked cars of the 1,000
churchgoers that were inside attending the service. The guide stated: "Vote your values.
This Nov. 2, it is critical to support the candidate who works to strengthen the family ..."
(Coile 2004).
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Thematic framing
Framing of the same-sex marriage issue is known as thematic framing. Thematic

framing is done in a way that focuses on wide-ranging social and political issues and
encourages individuals to make external attributions as to what forces are to blame for the
social and political issues the frame highlights (Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson 1997, 225).
The marriage frames made it difficult for Democrats to counter with assertions that took
the blame off of homosexuals for the destruction of traditional marriage, or do-nothing
statements highlighting what they perceived to be the absurdity of amending the
Constitution to prohibit gays from marrying. The Democrats' difficulty countering this is
one of the advantages of thematic framing. In this case, conservative frames warned of
the damage to American families and the crumbling of traditional values. These thematic
frames will cause individuals to associate these social ills with same-sex marriage.
Furthermore, it matters little that progressives attempted to sway the public by
citing historical facts about marriage and civil rights. The USA Today reported that states
have traditionally handled marriage issues since the American Revolution and that the
federal amendment would nullify state marriage laws (2004). Liberal senator Edward
Kennedy of Massachusetts warned that the marriage amendment would be the only
amendment, other than the Eighteenth Amendment, that would remove a right that
Americans have, the right to marry whomever they want (Washington 2004). Both are
true, but they are of little significance to a public receiving a repeated thematic frame that
calls on them to assign blame to homosexuals for the conservatives' description of the
destruction of marriage.
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A central question in the gay marriage debate is: with little factual evidence to
support the claim that gay marriage is a threat to American families and to the institution
of marriage, how did the conservative frames on gay marriage resonate so widely among
Americans, to the point that it may have tipped the election in favor of the GOP? Nelson,
Oxley, and Clawson point to the media:
"Elites seem to have learned that it may be more profitable in such an
environment to try to frame issues in advantageous ways than to try to
change public beliefs by offering evidence or logical argumentation.
Journalists' reliance on elite sources for material means that even if they
dispute the source's assumptions of conclusions, they still construct the
story in terms established by that source" (Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson
1997, 238).
Jamieson and Waldman concur. They argue in The Press Effect that even if an
elite were to utter an inaccurate frame, and the mass media transmits this frame without
examining it, it's much more difficult to later issue a retraction that viewers or readers
will likely pay little attention to (Jamieson and Waldman 2003, 195-197). Thus, the
frame remains.
This chapter illustrated the widespread conservative framing effort in 2004 with
participants ranging from the president and the First Lady to senators and religious elites.
I also showed that an issue cannot simply be framed in order to ensure reception by the
public. Transmission is also needed, and this chapter shows how the print media were
the principal force in spreading conservative frames out to the public.
This paper has defined framing and offered examples of conservative framing
efforts in the 2004 election season, and instances of reception of those frames by print
media. Later, Chapter Four will include examples of how the media returned to these
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frames in their analysis of the 2004 election and their explanation of the "moral values"
plurality in the national exit poll results.
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Chapter 4
"MORAL VALUES" AND THE NATIONAL EXIT POLL
"Moral values" - a brief introduction
The United States General Exit Poll must first be examined in order to shed light
on how "moral values" became a political catch phrase to explain the conservative
,

victories in 2004. This chapter will show the unusual occurrence of the National Exit
Poll serving as a flawed explicator of what happened in the polling booths across
America on November 2. We will see that the exit poll erroneously allowed "moral
values" as a response option for what influenced Americans' votes the most, which is not
a specific issue area.
What does the term "moral values" mean in the context of influencing our vote?
Unfortunately, this question does not beget a clear answer. Whose values are we
speaking of? "Moral values" could mean opposition to abortion, or it could mean
opposition to war. It could indicate a yearning for more honest politicians, or it could
mean support for universal health care. It could symbolize a backlash against American
pop culture hubs like MTV or reality television, or it could mean support for an increase
in the minimum wage.

In Feldman's discussion of values and ideology, he argues that values are our
basic concepts that we consider when making political decisions. If we are a hard-line
party voter and always vote Democratic no matter the candidate, we vote our values. If
we are anti-abortion and tend to vote for the pro-life candidate, we vote our values. If we
are union members and staunchly support any pro-labor candidate, we vote our values.
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"Indeed, psychologically, values exist as mental constructs," writes Feldman. "If most
people do not think about politics in ideological terms, values may allow people to
organize their political evaluations in a relatively consistent manner." Essentially, values
offer a basic rubric for the political layman to organize his own political attitudes
(Feldman 2003).
But a problem occurs when the term "moral" i$ placed before values, and
Americans have grown to understand that a nebulous concept such as "moral values" is
what helped President Bush and the Republican Party to prevail in 2004. The print
media hurried to establish causality for conservative victories. Many papers ultimately
claimed that the moral values plurality was a strong indicator that Americans want to
return to conservative Christian values. Some stories were printed claiming that the
Christian Right is now the mainstream pulse of the country, and that Americans stand for
traditional, non-gay families. Americans were led to believe that the country is skeptical
of stem-cell research, and that Americans are reevaluating their abortion stances.
Journalists inferred the exit poll to mean that conservatism is en vogue and Bush rode the
fad to victory, and the Democrats are left grasping for a piece of the new moral pie.
Some Americans have indeed accepted this explanation as the reason for the Democratic
Party's shortcomings and the Republican Party's success, and this explanation is the one
that has generally persisted in the media, years after the election. This chapter will
highlight several of these print stories that serve as examples of the media's analysis of
the dection.
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The media were too quick to point out the causes for Bush's victory. Undoubtedly,

"moral values" played a part in the election, but without defining what the term means,
we cannot say for sure how important its role was and whether it was the issue that led to
Bush's victory. Post-election polling also demonstrates that the public shows conflicting
signs of how important "moral values" are to them, and this hints that they too may not
understand what "moral values" means. This indicates a faulty exit poll that wasn't able
to establish a clear picture of the issues that were important to Americans and therefore
failed in providing accurate analysis of the election.
Furthermore, a closer look at the media's role in interpreting the exit poll
demonstrates that the print press failed in its endeavor to establish a clear cause for
Bush's victory. This section of the essay examines this conflicting research. Even if a
particular version of "moral values" did in fact turn the election for President Bush, the
research shows no clear indication of that. The evidence also does not definitively show
that conservative morals are the mainstream version of America's values.

The Edison-Mitofsky Exit Poll
The 2004 national exit poll asked 6,961 respondents nationwide the following
question: "Which ONE issue mattered most in deciding how you voted for president?"
The predetermined response options and results were:

37

Figure3.1

2004 National Exit Poll
Source: Edisoo-Mitofsky National Exit Poll
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The "Moral values" response option does not fit with the others. It is buried
amidst six other response options that are specific in nature. If you chose "Taxes," then
presumably your chief concern is the amount of taxes you have to pay. "Education"
could refer to the state of America's schools and teachers. "Iraq" refers to the conflict in
Iraq, possibly whether you support an American troop withdrawal or a continued military
presence there. "Terrorism" refers to securing the country from further terrorist attacks,
and essentially encompasses post-9/11 national security issues. "Economy/Jobs" could
refer to the health of American enterprise, enough jobs to go around, the unemployment
rate, minimum wage, and the national deficit. " Health care" suggests an enduring
concern with millions of uninsured Americans, possibly that health care is not affordable,
or that health care should not be government-paid.
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But the "Moral values" option is not an issue area, and should not have been
included in the exit poll. "Moral values" was selected by 72% of Americans that
identified themselves as conservative, white evangelical Christians. Voters that selected
"religious faith" as their top attribute in a candidate also selected "Moral values" among
the list of seven options (Edison-Mitofsky).

If we use the gay marriage issue as an example, the exit poll also shows 60% of
Americans support either full legal recognition of gay couples that want to marry, or
allowing civil unions for gay couples. Of the 60% of voters that hold these pro-gay
stances, six out often voted for Senator John Kerry, while four out of every ten votes
went to President Bush. Of the remaining 37% that oppose any legal recognition for gay
couples, Kerry still earned almost three out ten votes from that voting bloc, while Bush
earned just over seven out of every ten votes. lbis shows that voters weren't rushing to
the polls to vote their anti-gay feelings, thus clouding either the definition of "moral
values", or the voters' perception of what the term means (Edison/Mitofsky).
Two other "moral" issues of the 2004 election that the Christian Right claimed to
champion and influence Americans' vote on were stem cell research and abortion. But
again, voters did not resoundingly side with President Bush on these issues. The exit poll
surveyed 3,204 Americans on their abortion views, and 21% believe that abortion should
be legal in all cases, and 34% believe that it should be legal in most cases. lbis accounts
for 55% of Americans. Of that 55%, Senator Kerry earned nearly 65% of the vote, while
President Bush earned roughly 35% (Edison/Mitofsky).
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While the exit poll didn't measure attitudes toward stem cell research, The Gallup
Organiz.ation released a poll on Election Day, revealing that Americans did not see eye
to-eye with the GOP on the so-called moral issue. The poll found that 55% of Americans
support either no restrictions for government funding of stem cell research or easing the
current restriction on funding the research, while 38% supported keeping the current
restrictions or opposed any funding at all for the research (McMurray 2004).

In 2005, some scholars began to scrutinize several different aspects of the 2004
exit poll, including its overall accuracy. Edison and Mitofsky, who conducted the poll,
released a 77-page self-assessment on the performance of the exit poll. The crucial
statistic from the exit poll is one showing John Kerry winning the popular vote by 3% yet the election results showed President Bush winning the popular vote by 2.5%. The
election results differ from the exit poll's estimate by 5.5%, a large margin; a margin that
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is also greater than the exit poll's sampling error rate of plus or minus 4%. This led the
Edison/Mitofsky group to conclude that this gap is "most likely due to Kerry voters
participating in the exit polls at a higher rate than Bush voters" but they offered no
evidence to show how they came to that conclusion (Edison/Mitofsky 2005).
A group of statisticians later released a report for US Count Votes arguing that
Mitofsky's self-assessment of the inaccurate exit poll was not accurate itself. They
examined data from Mitofsky showing that Kerry voters were not represented in larger
numbers than Bush voters, and suggested that the Mitofsky data shows the opposite to be
true, thus further confounding the overall veracity of the exit poll (US Count Votes
2005).

Gary Langer and Jon Cohen provide perhaps the most cogent argument of the exit
poll's failure in providing precise analysis of President Bush's victory. "A poorly
devised exit poll question undermined meaningful analysis of voters' concerns in the
2004 presidential election ... We suggest, rather, that while morals and values are critical
in informing political judgments, they represent personal characteristics and ill-defined
policy preferences far more than any discrete political issue." "Moral values" is not a
distinct political issue. A pollster could measure support for the war in Iraq, opposition
to same-sex marriage, or support for nationwide health care; but the task becomes
exponentially more complex when trying to measure support for "moral values". One
could ask: support for whose "moral values"? A liberal's "moral values"? A
conservative's "moral values"? A moderate's? "Moral values" in the 2004 election
"served as an ill-defined grab bag, especially for Bush voters, who compared with John
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Kerry's voters, had fewer appealing options.among the other items offered and among
whom this phrase particularly resonates" (Langer and Cohen 2005).
What the tenn "moral" does do is trigger a reaction in conservatives since it is a
hot-button word. Langer and Cohen mention Moral Majority- a group that disbanded in
1989 and continued on as the Christian Coalition - as an example of what this tenn could
trigger in conservatives, especially because, unlike other concrete political issues, this is
not just a " misplaced attribute in an issues list" but a misplaced religious attribute among
a list ofpolitical issues. "The moral values item was overwhelmingly, almost
irresistibly, appealing to religious conservatives" but "The word religion may just as well
have appeared in its place ... It should not have been included with such unlike items in
a single list question'' (Langer and Cohen 2005).
Yet even with the misguided placement of" moral values' as a response option, if
controlled for other variables, the exit poll data shows that moral values ranked only
fourth out of seven options in predicting vote choices. It placed behind terrorism, the
economy, the war in Iraq, and it tied with health care (Langer and Cohen). Further,
attributing the moral values plurality and the president's victory to evangelical Christians
also does not hold up. Evangelicals comprised 23% of the vote in 2000, and 23% in
2004. Although 2004 welcomed increased voter turnout, the exit poll data does not
indicate an increase in the number of evangelical voters. However, President Bush's
share of the evangelical vote did rise by 10%, up to 78% in the 2004 election (Keeter
2005).
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Figure 3.3
The Evangelical Vote
Source: Keeter
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What we saw from this chapter is how the misguided inclusion of"moral values"
in the national exit poll bungled our ability to get a snapshot of what was truly important
to voters on Election Day. We cannot assume that if voters selected "moral values" in
their exit polls, that they are referring specifically to conservative values. What further
confounds electoral analysis of 2004 is that the evangelical vote did not increase between
2000 and 2004. Had there been a substantial increase in the evangelical share of the total
vote, the media could have been justified in shining the light on "moral values" turning
the election, and a bend toward more traditional values in America. The next chapter will
show some of the post-election print media coverage and how the media acquiesced in its
coverage of the election results, offered little of its own analysis, and used many of the
conservative frames from the election season to explain the "moral values" plurality.
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Chapter4

PRINT MEDIA COVERAGE AND CAUSAL ATTRIBUTIONS
Even with a flawed exit poll contributing to the dubious "moral values" plurality,
the understanding of2004 is muddled as a result of the election's media coverage. My
research suggests that a pervasive acquiescence by the print media existed after the
election. In this chapter, I will discuss this; how the media contributed to the confusion
surrounding the nation's understanding of the reasons behind the conservative victories in
2004 by offering scant objective analysis of the exit poll and its results. I will discuss the
nature of causal attributions, which play a role in analyzing election results, a role
typically performed by the media to offer an explanation for the outcome.

Causal Attributions
Sandra Bauman and Paul Lavrakas argue that journalists typically attempt to
interpret and explain polling results rather than merely reciting the outcomes that the
polling produced. Historically, this has often been the case. When dealing with polling
results, journalists often prefer to adopt a more interpretive role rather than one of
conventional information disseminators. Some critics argue that objectivity in journalism
prevents journalists from taking on an interpretive role in election polls. Yet journalists
still hold that public opinion polls necessitate the need for this role in order to present the
results to the public. "As long as the interpretations are accurately drawn from the data,
many journalists are not troubled by being interpretative while also being fair and
objective" (Bauman & Lavrakas 2000).
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If fairness and objectivity are the core factors in journalists accurately interpreting
election polls, therein lies the problem. When journalists attempt to construct causal
attributions in their polling stories, they are trying to explain why polls produced certain
results. Their goal is to point to determining factors that caused the results that they are
analyzing. Causal attributions are important in understanding polling results, but the
problem is how journalists formulate these attributions. Many journalists turn to
campaign spokespersons or Republican and Democrat pollsters in order to collect their
thoughts and expertise on the polling results. By doing so, the journalists are already
clouding their ability to establish unbiased causal attributions. When interviewing
campaign spokespersons or ideological pollsters that may offer views of the polling
results that are favorable to their candidate or party, the journalist, as a result, is offering
her own biased causal attribution by interviewing those partisan individuals in the first
place (Bauman & Lavrakas 2000).
Bauman and Lavrakas conducted a study to decipher how often causal attributions
appear in polling stories and how journalists go about establishing them. They
designated attributional statements as their dependent variable and used the Boston
Globe, Chicago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, New York Times, and the Washington Post

as five major newsprint sources with which to examine attributional statements (2000).
Their search for attributional statements in print press stories yielded 2,432
articles. They sampled 25 stories from each publication for each election year of 1988
and 1992, making the sample size 255 stories. Here are the results:

45

Figure 4.1

Causal Attributions
VARIABLE

PERCENTAGE

SOURCE OF ATfRIBUTION
Journalist

54

Candidate

28

Opposing Candidate
Expert

9
9

SUCCESS/FAILURE
Succeeding

35

Holding
Failing

17

47

WINNER OF ELECTION
Winner
Loser

38
62
Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% because of rounding.
Recreated from Bauman & Lavrakas, 2000, pp. 170.

This indicates a clear disproportion between causal attributions originating from
journalists versus other sources. Perhaps the most telling aspect is that experts were onJy
consulted nine percent of the time to offer their thoughts on the causality of election
polling results. When Bauman and Lavrakas interviewed editors from the five major
newspapers and inquired about the unusually low number of experts establishing
causality for the print media, they found that all five newspapers designated someone on
their writing staff to serve as "experts" to interpret the polling results. Staff writers, no
matter their political experience in mass media, would most likely not have the ability to
offer precise causal attributions that political experts and nonpartisan pollsters would.
"Given that the science of public opinion measurement requires some detailed knowledge
and expertise, one would expect a political specialist to be better equipped to provide
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causal explanations of poll data than are nonspecialists" (Bauman & Lavrakas 2000).
• '

Considering that 54% of causal attributions came directly from the journalist, it makes
the nine percent figure of experts establishing causality all the more noteworthy.
The last two figures underscore the nature of the attributions made by journalists
in Bauman and Lavrakas' study. The study showed that on Election Day when votes are
being counted, journalists form many more attributions. to explain the status of the failing
candidate (47%) rather than the candidate that is currently leading in the election results
(35%). When the election concludes, journalists establish causal attributions for the
failings of the losing candidate 62% of the time versus 38% for the winning candidate
(Bauman & Lavrakas 2000). This is very similar to the fate that Senator John Kerry and
the Democratic Party suffered in the print press after the 2004 election, when the media
rushed to explicate Kerry's loss at the hands of"moral values" .

Print media coverage
I conducted a Lexis-Nexis search for the terms "moral values" and "election" in
the country's major newspapers - from large publications like The New York Times to
papers in medium-sized metropolitan areas the size of Little Rock and Jacksonville - that
produced 661 articles in the four weeks after the November 2 election. The same search
for the time frame of January 1, 2004 to November 1, 2004 - a period of ten months
before Election Day - produced only 191 results. There was a domino effect from the
exit poll that dominated American news for several weeks; the print press was not writing
about moral values very often before November 2. The post-election print coverage
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provided many examples of unsupported journalism, and several articles demonstrated
some of the attributional problems that Bauman and Lavrakas delineated.

Figure 4.2
Newspaper Articles Linking "Moral Values"
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The Florida Times-Union stated plainly on November 4: "It wasn't the taxes,
jobs, or health care, but 'moral values' that helped dictate the outcome of Tuesday' s
presidential election, exit polls reported," (Brumley 2004). This is a straightforward
causal attribution that links moral values directly to what "helped dictate the outcome,"
but begins its attribution by negating the influence oftaxes, jobs, and health care. In
reality however, the exit polls did not report only that. One could read that the exit polls
also showed taxes to be important to five percent of voters (approximately six million
people), and Bush handily took that category with 57% to Kerry's 43%. That certainly
helped dictate the outcome, and in an election with a relatively narrow victory such as
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this one, how are we to say that taxes didn' t push President Bush over the top? The
article later quotes Wayne Moore, a 40-year-old deacon at a Baptist church- and Bush
supporter - as saying: "To me this election was much more important than taxes and the
war. This election, fo! those who have an evangelical faith, this was much more of a
moral vote" (Brumley 2004). This quote insinuates that concern over where our tax
money goes and concerns about the Iraq war are not moral issues according to Moore,
and by the journalist printing it, he introduced a bias into his causal attribution, thus
misleading his readers.
. The Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel printed a lengthy feature on the moral values
debate that stemmed from the exit poll results. It argued that a new picture of America
emerged after the values-dominated election. America
is a land where families strive hard to protect children from pornography on the
Internet, from sex and foul language in the movies, and from sleazy reality shows
on television. Or even from sleazy halftime shows at the Super Bowl.
Hollywood for these Americans remains a synonym for disdainful elites, and
politicians who stand next to stars at rallies evoke comments of''they don't
represent my values." (Heinen 2004)
If the Journal-Sentinel was attempting to offer a different perspective of how the country
changed after the election, it would have been better suited if it had substantiated its
assertions with data. Instead, it printed a causal attribution that contained several
sensationalized statements purporting that the moral values issue proves that America is
now a land where parents are chiefly concerned with pornography, foul language, and
reality TV. It attempted to later balance the article by quoting the senior pastor at
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Elmbrook Church in Brookfield, Wisconsin. The quote from the pastor read: "'I would
guess what people mean by moral values includes personal moral values. That would
include sexual morality, but I think it also includes social morality-justice, fairness,
concern for the poor"' (Heinen 2004). I would argue that this quote is a half-hearted
attempt (the quoted source is taking a "guess") to balance an article rife with
generalizations on the new moral compass that America has ostensibly become.
Paul Barton oftheArkansas Democrat-Gazette published one of the lengthiest
attempts at making sense of the moral values exit poll in a long article containing
examples of slanted journalism. But in his feature story, Barton paraphrases sources that
he never identifies. Instead, he makes several causal attributions and references them
with introductory phrases like "some say" and "political observers say" without
specifically citing who gave him this information. One example is: "Regardless, many
say the past week illustrated more clearly than ever the relationship problems between
Main Street America and the Democratic Party." He does not identify who the "many"
people are that said the Democratic Party cannot identify with ordinary Americans after
losing the "moral values" battle. The next sentence Barton writes introduces a bias into
the article:
Nominees of the national Democratic Party almost by definition believe in
abortion rights, support homosexual rights and walk arm-in-arm with Hollywood
celebrities and notables in the entertainment industry. Yet many of the voters in
small-town and rural America ... are troubled by abortion, attempts to redefine
marriage as open to gay couples, and the lifestyles and values portrayed in
Hollywood's TV shows and movies, political observers say. (Barton 2004)
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Again, he does not identify the sources in small-town America that this characteriz.ation
comes from. He also includes the effective term "by definition" to add weight behind his

characterization.
When Barton did consult political experts to offer their thoughts on the exit
polling, the quotes from the experts were similar to the paraphrasing that the article
earlier offered, and the experts chosen are suspect. One expert Barton quoted was Tripp
Baird at the GOP-funded Heritage Foundation. Another was the vice-president of the
conservative National Association of Evangelicals. When he did consult an unbiased
expert such as Larry Sabato of the University of Virginia, the quote from Sabato that
Barton used was: "It really is Hollywood versus America. Every time that John Kerry
brought out another Hollywood star to campaign with him, he increased Bush's votes,"
(2004). Sabato's postulation about how Kerry campaigning with celebrities increased
Bush's vote tally is not measurable and should not have been included in the article.
Attributions in that vein are not attempting to offer causal analysis; they are likely the
personal, and unsubstantiated, impressions of the interviewee.
Many of the nation's larger newspapers relied on dramatic diction and absolutes
in analyzing the impact of the moral values plurality on the exit poll. The Atlanta

Journal-Constitution wrote on November 10: " ... the message was clear. Faith and
family values matter; they are not just relevant but dominant. Last week's overwhelming
3.5 million-vote presidential margin has given us 'values voters' an important reassurance
that will resonate in politics for years to come," (Feldhahn 2004). The Chicago Tribune
on November 4 stated: "There is little doubt that faith fueled the re-election of President
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Bush, which some described as electoral evidence of the growing political proximity of
' God and country,"' (Anderson 2004). "Their seeds planted 20-plus years ago by the
Moral Majority, America's values voters blossomed this year into a political force that
could portend a lasting Republican majority," wrote the Dallas Morning News (Hamilton
2004).
The national press corps also provided poor coverage of the exit polling that
showed the moral values plurality. In an article on November 9, the Associated Press
quoted the conservative organization Concerned Women for America, an anti-abortion
organization called Priests for Life, and attributed its lengthiest quote to an organization
called Les Femmes. Mary Ann Kreitzer, president of Les Femmes, wrote to the AP
journalist about the moral values victory and offered the following: "There is no
reconciliation between good and evil. Voters rejected the party of gay activists, radical
feminists, the Hollywood elite, pornographers, death-peddlers, anti-Christian bigots and
apostate Catholics." Les Femmes is an organization that opposes abortion, gay marriage,
all forms of birth control, and any fertility assistance in order to bear children. They also
oppose sex education for children, they support the father being the master of the
household, they oppose mothers having full-time jobs other than "homemaker," and their
mission is to defend and spread their religious message "even to the point of sacrifice and
martyrdom," (Les Femmes). At least from its website, we can see that Les Femmes is an
organization that is likely a bit to the right of the Republican Party in its views. Thus, the

Associated Press - whether intended or not - introduced a bias into its article by allowing
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a spokesperson from this group to offer her own causal attributions to describe why the
candidate that her organization supported won the 2004 election.
This chapter showed the first fallout that resulted from the flawed exit poll. In
general, the media reported the results of the poll without significant analysis, but with

careless attribution. The media's inclusion of biased sources for its articles and the
exclusion of proper political experts to provide electoral scrutiny, prevents Americans
from being able to access quality analysis of their country's election. Also, this chapter
returns to some of the framing examples of Chapter Two by showing the print media use
conservative language from the election season to establish causality.
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Chapter 5

POST-ELECTION POLLING: DIMINISHING THE "MORAL VALUES"
CONTENTION
This chapter discusses the figurative nail in the coffin of the moral values debate
that came at the hands of post-election polling conducted by The Harris Poll, Pew, and
Zogby, among others. These polling organizations found evidence that "moral values"
was not a significant matter to voters before the election, and they also found that "moral
values" was not high on voters' priority list after the election, and that voters have widely
different views of what the term "moral values" refers to.
On August 24, 2004, The Pew Research Center conducted a poll to determine
registered voters' issue priorities. They gave voters a list of issues and asked them to
mark which ones they would consider to be very important or not important at all to the
upcoming election. The economy, health care, terrorism, and education were the
important issues most often selected by the poll's participants. Unexpectedly, "moral
values" was also selected quite often as a very important issue, at 64%. In the analysis of
these results, Pew writes: ''the general issue of morality may play a central role in this
year's election." If Pew offers a "general" view of what morality entails, then the poll's
results can be utilized to find out some specifics of what Americans think "morality" or
"moral values" means. Stem cell research, for example, was not on the tabulated poll
results, as it was barely selected as important. Abortion also ranked fairly low on the list
of priorities. Bush supporters selected it as a very important issue 51% of the time, 36%
of Kerry supporters, and 42% of swing voters. Averaged out, this means that roughly
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43% of the total respondents selected abortion as a very important issue- on which side
of the issue the majority of this 43% falls under, we do not know. But this figure pales in
comparison to the range of other major issues that were selected by respondents roughly
55 to 80% of the time as very important. The most prominent "moral" issue of the 2004
election according to the conservative victors, same-sex marriage, was one of the fewest
selected issues in the Pew poll before the election. Only 34% of Americans said that gay
marriage was a very important issue, and 30% selected that it was not an important issue
at all (2004). This poll was conducted ten weeks before the election.
The Harris Poll conducted a survey eleven days before the election, and found
similar results to the above Pew poll. Harris found that the top issues for the voters were
the Iraq war, economy, health care, and jobs when given a list of issues similar to the exit
poll, but "moral values" did not appear on the list. However, later in the survey, Harris
posed to respondents an open-ended question that simply asked: "What do you think are
the two most important issues for the government to address?" The results to the open
ended question still remained consistent to Harris' fust question: the top issues were the
war, the economy, health care,. and jobs. However, looking down the list of issues named
by respondents, the first "moral" issue that appeared was abortion, and was only chosen
by five percent of the respondents. Further down the list was "Honesty/Integrity/Morals,"
selected by only two percent of the respondents. And at the bottom of the list was same
sex marriage, ethics in government, the decline of religion, and the decline of family
values, all clocking in with one percent of the results (2004). In hindsight, we can see
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that this poll's results undermine the credibility of tlie values-dominated exit poll taken

eleven days later.
On November 11, Pew conducted its first post-election survey on the voters'
impressions of the 2004 campaigns. Pew formulated the portion of the poll on issues in a
similar format to Harris. It started with a fixed list of important issue options, the
difference from Harris being two fold. First, "moral values" was offered as an option on
the fixed list of issues. Second and most importantly, this was a post-election survey
administered during the peak of the media coverage over the moral values debate,
meaning the issue would very likely be fresh in voters' minds. Just as in the exit poll,
moral values achieved a plurality of responses from the fixed list at 27%. But for the
open-ended question that asked voters to state their most important issue, "moral values"
garnered a nine percent response. The biggest open-ended issue chosen was Iraq,
followed by the economy and jobs. Specific so-called ''moral" issues such as abortion,
gay marriage, and stem cell research were only selected by three percent of the
respondents (Pew Research Center 2004).
Pew illustrated the deficiency of the national exit poll by going further in its moral
values questioning. Pew asked voters to describe in their own words "what comes to
mind when you think about 'moral values'?" The results showed that voters chose social
issues to describe "moral values" 44% of the time, while the remaining 56% of the survey
responses was intermingled with other choices. Of that 44% that chose social issues, gay
marriage had the plurality at 29%, abortion at 28%, and four percent chose stem cells.
After calculating these results within the 44% that chose social issues, this means that in
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total, 73% of respondents defined "moral values" as involving something other than the
three biggest "moral" issues that the print press and conservatives focused on (Pew

Research Center 2004).
Zogby also conducted a poll specifically on voters' impressions of the "moral
values" debate. Respondents were asked to name the moral issue that most affected their
vote and the Iraq war was chosen 42% of the time, more than three times the amount that
selected abortion (13%) and gay marriage (9%). Respondents were also asked to name
the most urgent moral issue facing the nation and the plurality chose "greed and
materialism" 33% of the time, "poverty and economic justice" 31 % of the time, while
abortion and gay marriage clocked in at 16% and 12%, respectively (Pax Christi USA
2004).

Figure 5.1

"Moral" Issue Most Affecting Respondents' Vote
Source: Zogby Poll, Pax Christi USA
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We see now the need for more significant electoral analysis by our media It took
polling organizations to provide the hard data showing that voters are showing mixed
signals of what "moral values" entails, which is precisely a reason why Langer and Cohen
.

.

claim that 1'moral values" should not have been included
the other response options.
. with
.

It is not a distinct issue area that should-be measured to provide electoral analysis. · The
next chapter will show that despite the post-election polling on "moral values", the
immediate media coverage following November 2 still affects electoral strategies today.
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Chapter6
AFFECTING FUTURE STRATEGIES
The 2004 election prevents us from understanding the true reasons for
conservative gains in 2004, and this is a chief reason that the "moral values" issue is

detrimental to American politics. And if we are only able to view a political development
through the results that the development brought about, then that would indicate the
political landscape will shift to tap into the new phenomenon. In this chapter, we will see
this trend play out in American politics; both immediately after the election, and in the
years leading up to the 2008 presidential election.
Following the 2004 election, the Republican Party engaged in a fierce battle to
accomplish two things: continue to advance the notion of the GOP as the morally-friendly
political party, and to characterize the Democratic Party as unfriendly to "moral", or
"faith-based" voters.
This strategy was evident during the controversy surrounding Terri Schiavo.
Schiavo was a brain-damaged woman who had to rely on a feeding tube to stay alive for
the last fifteen years of her life. A legal battle ensued between Schiavo's husband and her
parents over the continued use of the feeding tube, or allowing Schiavo to expire.
Congress soon became involved, after a court ruled that the wishes of Michael Schiavo,
Terri's husband, were to be carried out, thus ordering the removal of the feeding tube.
What is striking about the Schiavo case was the energy that congressional
Republicans spent to declare an emergency session of Congress on a Sunday to address
the issue. GOP leaders passed a resolution that they framed as a "Palm Sunday
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Compromise" that transferred the jurisdiction of the Schiavo case over to Congress, in
order to prevent the removal of Schiavo's feeding tube. The Supreme Court later refused
involvement in the case, thus ending the court battle, and Schiavo's life.
GOP elites might have known that their attempts would not result in preventing
Schiavo's expiration. However, the Schiavo case did present an excellent opportunity to
frame the issue in "moral" terms for political gain. The Washington Post reported on an
internal GOP memo, meant for viewing by GOP senators, characterized the Schiavo
feeding tube controversy as a "great political issue" and remarked: "This is an important
moral issue, and the pro-life base will be excited that the Senate is debating this important
issue" (Allen 2005). This memo revealed the GOP's intentions on how to politically
handle the issue, which sheds more light on the unusual attempts to bring about a change
in Schiavo's condition; this included passing a bill that did not establish a substantive
right under the Jaw, Congressman Ton DeLay threatening to file contempt charges against
Judge George Greer, who ordered the removal of Terri's feeding tube, and President Bush
abruptly returning from a vacation to sign the bill in the early morning hours that
weekend (Ertelt 2005).
The Schiavo issue merely serves as an example to illustrate the energy that
conservatives now expend on framing and dominating the media coverage of so-called
moral issues. There are plenty of other examples as well that serve to highlight this new
political strategy. In 2005, President Bush nominated White House Counsel Harriet
Miers to replace Associate Justice Sandra Day O'Connor on the Supreme Court. The
nomination was met with immediate resistance from several political elites, most of
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whom were from the president's own party. GOP Senator Sam Brownback remarked that

there was a "good chance" that he would vote against Miers if she publicly stated that Roe
v. Wade was "settled law" (ABC News 2005). President Bush' s chief strategist Karl
Rove contacted popular evangelical James Dobson to assure him that Harriet Miers was a
"strong evangelical Christian." Dobson was elated by the exchange with the White
House, and deemed Miers a strong candidate for the Supreme Court. On his radio show,
Dobson stated that Rove convinced him "that Harriet Miers is an Evangelical Christian,
that she is from a very conservative church~ which is universally pro-life, that she had
taken on the American Bar Association on the issue of abortion and fought for a policy
that would not be supportive of abortion, that she had been a member of the Texas Right
to Life" (Allen 2005).
These are fitting examples to show the post-election "moral" posturing by
conservatives after the 2004 election. Brownback' s comments show a :fixation on
abortion as the predominant issue determining his vote for the next Associate Justice of
the Supreme Court. Each year, the Supreme Court receives 7,000 writs of certiorari, and
issues decisions on approximately 150 cases (FindLaw). Considering these numbers,
Brownback' s specific concern about only one potential issue that the Supreme Court
could rule on in a given session, is telling. His opposition to Miers based on her Roe
views is a focused attempt at reaching out to a specific demographic that has an elevated
perception of its political effect at the ballot box, caused by the media coverage after the
2004 election. The contact between Rove and Dobson presents a slightly different
phenomenon. Dobson was consulted by a White House strategist to alleviate his
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concerns over whether Miers passes the new-fangled "moral" test. This was a briefing
between a government official and a private religious figure about the future prospects of
a potential federal jurist. Despite the complications to American-style democracy this
poses, what it primarily demonstrates is that the Republican Party believes that keeping in
contact with religious leaders that consistently take the pulse of so-called "moral" voters,
is essential to remaining in the avant-garde of political communication and persuasion. I
contend that this view of the importance of religious leaders in American elections would
not have surfaced if the 2004 national exit poll had not been inherently flawed, and the
media engaged in a more thorough attempt at providing causal attributions.
Effects of 2004 have carried over into the 2008 election season. The three leading
Democratic candidates for president, Senator Hillary Clinton, Senator Barack Obama, and
John Edwards, all spoke openly about their Christian faith on the campaign trail. Senator
Clinton remarked at a forum that she would not have been able to endure her husband's
infidelity without her religious faith. At the same forum, Edwards said, "I sin every day;
we are all sinners" (Bacon, Jr. 2007). Obama, among the three, was the first candidate to
specifically utilize his campaign website to reach out to faith-based voters (Cooperman
2007), and appears comfortable discussing his faith at length on the campaign trail.
There is a clear shift in political strategy after 2004, as Democrats attempt to level the
religious playing field that the mass media has framed as advantageous to conservative
candidates.
The conservative candidates running for president in 2008 also tread the "moral
values" waters, just as in 2004, and the media continues to report on the importance of
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reaching out to religious voters. The Associated Press printed an article in October 2007
entitled "Religious Conservatives Face Hard Choice" that went point-by-point over each
leading Republican candidate and whether they passed the "moral" litmus test of
American evangelicals. The journalist also used many of the same conservative frames,

mentioning a ''values voters" forum that the GOP presidential candidates will appear at,
to stump for the evangelical vote. It also detailed the political strategizing by the
religious leaders in deciding which conservative candidate to support, since two of the
candidates do, or at one time did, support abortion rights. One strategist summed up the
slow deliberative process in deciding whom to support: "If we vote on pure pragmatism,
then we sell our souls to the man" (Sidoti 2007).
I have illustrated the aftereffects of 2004 in this chapter that are still felt in
American elections today. The "moral" litmus test is an important one at this point in
American history. My argument as to why these aftereffects still occur is basic:
American presidential elections are widely covered events. If the main work that
journalists rely upon for electoral analysis is inherently flawed, and the journalists do not
expend the resources to offer adequate analysis themselves, then the American people
receive repeatedly incorrect messages through the media which explain the supposed
current "moral" state of the country.
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Chapter 7
CONCLUSION
It is remarkable how far the "moral values" debate progressed in the United

States, post-2004 election. Had the sponsors of the exit poll either eliminated the moral
values option, made it more specific, or conducted follow-up questions to it like Pew and
Zogby, perhaps we would not have had this fallout. It would be difficult to point to one
specific cause for the shift in public opinion before the 2004 election. Had the media
followed up with their own polling immediately after the surprising exit poll results, we
might have had more light shed on the issue. If the print media had taken the time to
offer unbiased causal attributions to explain the results, it is possible that we might have a
better understanding of what the voters meant when they selected "moral values". Yet
the six media conglomerates sponsored and signed off on a flawed poll - and the national
exit poll is the most significant analysis of an election - and the print media failed to
explain the results to the country. As a result, Americans are caught in the middle,
showing clear signs that they too, are confused over what "moral values" truly means.
2004 demonstrated precisely what Langer and Cohen claimed in Public Opinion
Quarterly: there was a conflation of characteristics and issues in the analysis of the

election. When the term "moral values" dominated the print press after the election, it
was because the term was being used to supplant candidates' personal characteristics.
Thus, the issues ceased to be examined; instead, candidates' were judged by their
personal characteristics, which, in turn, allowed conservative Americans the perceived
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opportunity to pass over the chance to analyze candidates' issue stances, since they can be
trusted based on their character (2005).
The 2006 election is an illuminating example of the opposite phenomenon
occurring. The term "moral values" did not dominate the print press; rather, the press
deemed the widespread GOP demise as symptomatic of the dissolution of Washington
morals and ethics. Consider that 2006 strengthens the argument that the 2004 ·'election
altered a general understanding of political outcomes. There were repeated ethical
scandals involving conservative elected officials that caused the shift in power from the
Republican to Democratic Party. Again, as in 2004, Americans' concern with elected
officials sharing their own moral compass dominated the election and swept the GOP out
of office. If Langer is correct in calling moral values a characteristic, then 2006 appeared
to be a true character election. But the research does not support the same conclusion for
2004.
The fact that the "moral values" plurality was widely covered has several
implications. The Democratic and Republican parties now operate under the assumption
that appealing to conservative Christian voters will aid them in winning elections. It
would seem likely that many secular Americans are concerned about the strong push
toward conservative religious values after November 2, 2004. We will continue to see a
legislative fallout from this as well - this is demonstrated by the emergency congressional
session that was called on Palm Sunday in 2005 to allegedly save brain-damaged Terri
Schiavo's life. The same year, the Family Research Council organized an event called
Justice Sunday - the keynote speaker was Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist - which
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called on all Christian Americans to support Republican efforts to ban the use of the
filibuster, claiming that Democrats were using the tactic "against people of faith" (King

2005).
Framing is as effective as the results it generates. And for 2004, the
results are fairly clear. President Bush earned 52% of the vote among Americans
that believe that gays should be allowed to form civil unions, but not marry. He
earned 70% of the vote among Americans who do not support any legal
recognition of gay marriage. Bush earned 64% of the votes from Americans that
attend church more than once a week and 58% of the vote from weekly
churchgoers. A plurality of voters claimed that "moral values" were their most
important voting issue, of which Bush earned 80% of the vote (Edison/Mitofsky
2004). Overall, in the nationwide tally, Bush earned 51 % of the vote.
Nationwide, eleven states placed initiatives on their ballots calling for a ban on
same-sex marriage. All eleven passed, and of those eleven states, President Bush
won nine of them. Republicans netted four seats in the United States Senate, and
three in the United States House of Representatives. There are many factors that
win elections, but this paper has attempted to show that conservative messaging to
and by the print media during the 2004 election season was an important factor,
and that the media did not adequately analyze the election to aid the country' s
understanding of the results.
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