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An Abstract of The Human Show: A Study into Cultivation, Perceptions, and Politics 

To determine the cultivation effects on the variables of recency, frequency, and 

vivid memories, this study examines the effects of political drama entertainment 

television on viewers' political perceptions and aids to the understanding of the 

psychological information processing of television content as a moderator of 

media effects. By utilizing the heuristic processing model, this study determines if 

people with vivid memories for dramatic content are more prone to have stronger 

views on political institutions. A survey was administered to 254 undergraduate 

students from a southwestern university in which participants filled out an online 

questionnaire where they identified television consumption by genre, frequency, 

recency, personal perceptions of real world politics, and gave a short answer 

describing a political drama scene which was coded for vividness. Examination 

into cultivation demonstrated that respondents with a history with viewing 

political dramas rendered stronger, usually negative, values for political 

institutions than those who did not. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Up until now, literature about media effects on political culture has focused 

almost exclusively on public affairs and news programming. This scholarship has been 

channeled by the prevalent assumption that people rely on different content processing 

mechanisms when exposed to fiction versus nonfiction media content. This assertion has 

been justified with the notion that “people store information about the world that is 

implied by fictional programming in a way that compartmentalizes it from information 

about the world that comes from nonfiction sources” (Mutz & Nir, 2010, p.197). 

Consequently, the effects of political programming have largely focused on nonfiction 

programs such as public affairs and news programing, documentaries, and late-night talk 

shows (Mutz & Nir, 2010), leaving political drama and political satire programing out of 

the equation. Specifically concerning the cultivation of media effects in political 

television research, a prominent area of research has been the incapacity or hesitation of 

viewers to differentiate between fictional and nonfictional sources (Delli Carpini & 

Williams, 1996). 

The current political landscape is a constantly shifting and evolving entity. 

Experiencing the election of the first African American to hold the office of President, 

along with unprecedented policy reforms has some Americans inundated with the 

feelings of an uncertain political landscape.  An important aspect of political 

communication is the building and conveying of messages that potentially have a major 

direct or indirect impact on politics. Focus should be directed to the “significant political 

effect on the thinking, beliefs, and behaviors of individuals, groups, institutions, and 
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whole societies and the environments in which they exist" (Graber, 1993, p. 305). It has 

been postulated that with an oversaturation of politics comes the assumption that persons 

who do not view political changes as directly affecting them are less likely to be 

interested and/or knowledgeable and, therefore,  less likely to engage in politics. Those 

who are interested and engaged in the political process, such as viewers of politically 

themed shows, hold a certain amount of distrust, which is reflected in the approval ratings 

of the President and Congress (Marien & Hooghe, 2011).  

Political leaders and the general public often express concerns about the influence 

of fictional programming on public attitudes toward real-world political issues 

(Montgomery, 1990). Some of the most robust findings in the study of news media 

impact on political attitudes are theoretically based in agenda-setting and priming 

(Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; Iyengar, Kinder, 1990; McCombs & Shaw, 1972; Miller & 

Krosnick, 2000). Relying on the availability heuristics, both agenda-setting and priming 

explain viewer’s increased attention to the issues and attributes emphasized in the media 

content. Scholars have explored the possibility that news media and entertainment media 

are exacting similar influences upon political attitudes. Related research has suggested 

that prime time television crime dramas address issues related to politics (Holbrook & 

Hill, 2005). Because of this, great interest has been paid to the media’s portrayal of 

violence as a foundational element of crime dramas. Remaining overlooked, however, are 

the political consequences of fictional portrayals of violent crime seen in many genres of 

television today.  

This research aims to analyze the potential effects of entertainment media content 

on political perceptions, with a specific focus on fictional political dramas. It will test the 



The Human Show: A Study into Cultivation, Perceptions, and Politics 

  7 

 

correlation between the recency and frequency of exposure to various television genres, 

and the ability to recall specific dramatic events from political drama TV shows with 

viewer’s perception toward political leaders. This research will contribute to the 

understanding of the first two levels of cultivation effects. At the first-order effects, this 

study examines the foundational cognitive effects of television content on viewers’ 

perceptions of reality and information processing. Second-order effects of cultivation 

deal with the impact of television content on viewers’ values, attitudes, and beliefs (see 

Hawkins, Pingree, & Adler, 1987; Hawkins & Pingree, 1990; Shrum, 1995), and what 

previous literature has pointed to as the cultivation of a ‘mean, world’ (Schroeder, 2005; 

Gerbner & Gross, 1967). Though not a subject of this research, exploration into the 

cognitive and attitudinal effects have suggested possible correlations to the third order of 

the cultivation theory, behavioral effects. Imitating instances seen on television and 

activating political participation are just a couple of the possible behavioral modifications 

as a result of heavy and prolonged television usage (Couldry, 2004; Smith & 

Donnerstein, 1998; Hoffman & Younge, 2011). 

Justification for this research is found in the examination of television media 

effects per genre. An early cultivation research criticism points out that researchers are 

discounting genre-specific cultivation effects, in favor of those that cut across media 

genres. However, to justify the potentially different effects of heavy consumption of 

specific content genres, a growing body of research has addressed the role of genre-

specific TV viewing in cultivating viewers’ perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs 

(Stravrositu, 2014). 
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In 2013, the popular online streaming medium Netflix debuted a political drama 

that is widely accepted as one of the best political fiction shows ever created. House of 

Cards is a political drama series based on dealings with the Presidency, The White 

House, and Capitol Hill. Because Netflix releases shows by entire seasons at a time, the 

audience is incentivized and enabled to not only watch an episode at their leisure, but 

‘binge watch’ entire seasons. This habitual, and what has become an almost ritualistic, 

method of media consumption lends itself to the idea that prolonged exposure to a 

program that so closely mirrors the actual political landscape may influence audience 

attitudes’ of political institutions. Previous to House of Cards, realistic dramatic political 

content was displayed on The West Wing. Heralded by political science professors and 

White House staffers as one of the greatest dramas of all time, The West Wing’s fictitious 

representation of White House affairs were actually written by former Senates and White 

House aides. Contributors of the show also included Press Secretaries and various Chief 

of Staff positions.  

Television programs such as House of Cards, The West Wing, and other recent 

political programs are prone to impact judgments and opinions about the current political 

system. It has been argued that media coverage of political issues has the potential to 

activate particular perceptions, which may be used in evaluating other elements of the 

political atmosphere (Domke, Shah, & Wackman, 2008). Even though these television 

dramas are a fictional representation of politics, they may be foreshadowing the 

audience’s perception of the current administration and U.S. politics. The focus of House 

of Cards and The West Wing is not merely for their popularity. These shows are a close 

depiction of what might happen in real world political dealings. This ‘real’ quality 
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bolsters its foundation and aids in its acceptance by a viewing audience. Events 

demonstrated in political dramas are plausible and related situations have actually 

occurred in historical politics (e.g. Clinton sex scandal, Watergate). These overlaps of 

fiction and reality blur the boundary between rumor and truth; a trait that intrigues and 

resonates with the audience. 

These programs are not without denigration. House of Cards has been criticized 

for its political scandals as an expression of villainy, corruption, and downright idiocy 

(Maerz, 2015; Dolan, 2014). However, the realization that “televisual realities provide 

viewing cultures with a sense of sociopolitical actuality relative to other cultural 

formations that lay claim to truths,” means that the audience may be deriving more than 

just juicy political drama (Gilbert, 2014). With the recent rise in popularity of fictional 

political drama programs (i.e. Veep, Scandal, House of Cards, Madam Secretary), little 

research has been done to measure its media effects. Various factors like the ubiquity of 

television households and mediums has provided greater access to these shows than ever 

before. Moreover, with the advent and popularity of digital recording devices, the viewer 

no longer has to curtail their schedule to view the latest and greatest moments of their 

favorite shows.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Cultivation Theory 

At a general level, cultivation refers to the long-term effects of television with its 

primary focus on massive exposure to television’s reconstructed realities, which can 

result in a distorted perception of reality (Cohen & Weimann, 2000, p.99). Scholars have 

referred to the theory as “the independent contributions television viewing makes to 
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viewer conceptions of social reality” (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, and Signorielli, 1994). 

The theory is broken down into three orders: cognitive, attitudinal, and behavioral.  

Cognitive Effects - The first order of the cultivation theory focuses on cognitive 

effects. A key proponent of the cultivation theory is that a divide exists between the real 

world and the television world, and that the more time one ‘lives’ in the television world, 

the more they are likely to believe that social reality aligns with that which is portrayed 

on TV (Riddle, 2009). Unlike priming, the short-term process by which activated mental 

concepts can influence how individuals assess other concepts and ideas (Domke, Shah, & 

Wackman, 2008), cultivation depends on the habitual, long-term, and cumulative effects 

of exposure to television. The cultivation theory finds roots in the social cognitive theory 

in that they both address the potential for viewers to hold inaccurate perceptions of reality 

based on media observation (Bandura, 1994; Tan, Fujioka, & Lucht, 1997). To 

understand and process what is being show on television, people ‘‘often search for the 

real-world point’’ of reference in works of fiction (Gerrig, 1993, p. 201). These people 

also spontaneously draw on television imagery and fictional television characters when 

speaking about current events (Delli, Carpini, & Williams, 1994; 1996).  

Many scholars identify television as an important agent of socialization (Gerbner, 

1997; Bruni & Stanca, 2006; Shrum, 2005). Because of the ubiquity of television 

households in the US, many studies have been focused on early childhood development 

in relation to cultivation. Guided by the Lifetime Television Exposure (LTE) scale, an 

instrument that measures viewing levels in young childhood, adolescence, and young 

adulthood, a recent study found that there is a positive relationship between childhood 

and television viewing levels and social reality beliefs in young adulthood; essentially, 
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the research suggested that the television viewed as a child may impact the social reality 

beliefs a person holds as an adult (Riddle, 2009). This research infers that the individual 

is cultivating the beliefs that are perpetuated on TV, further distorting the line between 

fact and fiction. 

Because of the sheer volume of fictional politically-based programming being 

consumed, it becomes a likely source of information that affects political and social 

views (Muntz & Nir, 2010). Ultimately, the cultivation theory relies on the fact that much 

of the knowledge one possesses about the world is indirect, meaning not shaped by 

personal experiences, which leaves the individual subject to the true and fictional 

accounts of others’ experiences (Shanahan & Morgan, 1999). Political world is mostly a 

mediated experience, as most people learn about policy-making and policy-makers 

indirectly via media messages.  

The cognitive effects of media are also the basis for the heuristic processing 

model (Shrum, 2001) with some research suggesting that the when it comes to television 

media effects and memory, when asked a question, the differentiation between making 

quick decisions (heuristics) and making good decisions (systematic process), is an 

outcome of a reliance on television to formulate judgements and is minimized in the 

systematic process. This research comes to the conclusion that the cultivation effect 

occurs when an answer is given rather than when television is originally viewed (Bradley 

et al., 2007). Similar research has also indicated that if a participant was asked to recall 

events typical of a cultivation question, once the participant started drawing memories 

from a particular source, that source was a significant predictor of the next-to-be-recalled 
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memory source (Shapiro, 1991). Relating to this study, if the participant were to recall 

TV/movie memories, more TV/movie memories would come to mind.  

When it comes to exemplar accessibility, scholars have determined that heavy 

viewers identify with the ‘reality’ found on television because it is more accessible that 

the actual reality in which they exist; therefor, their answers are based on their 

constructed reality of televised content. The lack of understanding about how perceptions 

translate to political attitudes stems from mostly indirect correlations in previous 

cultivation studies.  

Attitudinal Effects – The second order of this theory focuses on the attitudinal 

effects. There has been considerable interest in determining the degree to which 

television messages influence a person's construction of reality (Potter & Chang, 1990). 

Walter Lippmann (1922) once noted, “Each of us lives and works on a small part of the 

earth’s surface… [But] our opinions cover a bigger space…. They have, therefore, to be 

pieced together out of what others have reported and what we can imagine”. This infers 

that the portrayal of the real world by media is what guides viewers to formulate 

assumptions and attitudes. Because biases lay within each demographic region, program, 

and channel, the constant distortion of information leads to sensational information acting 

as the groundwork for developing a worldly identity.  

As a pervasive form of communication, scholars have found that habitual viewers 

of television suffer from the “mean world” syndrome; heavy watchers tended to think of 

the world as more dangerous than it actually was (Gerbner & Gross, 1967). This gap in 

realistic perception has been termed the “cultivational differential”. Television’s ability to 

create, mimic, and elaborate on the political landscape has helped shows not only convey 
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a message, but as cultivation scholars have said, demonstrate a much more complex 

correlational link between television exposure and fears of society (Morgan & Signorielli, 

1990; Potter, 1991). Crime, fear, violence; all of these themes have been linked to 

cultivation. As Gerbner (1977) and his collaborators proposed, people are socialized by 

television through long periods and the habitual viewing of the “distorted portrayal of 

society resulting in powerful cultivation effects such as a perception of a mean and scary 

world” (Schroeder, 2005, p.227).  

Another body of research has explored the relationship between TV viewing and 

enhancing attitudes of authoritarianism (Shanahan, 1995). This focus on socio-political 

authoritarianism examines the attitudes about democratic political practices, personal 

social decisions, and the use of power in family and school. The author notes that 

violence is perhaps the most authoritarian solution to any particular problem and because 

adolescents are typically exposed to several hours of television, they perceive the world 

as more violent and see authoritarian solutions as more successful. Cultivation research 

has tested the proclivity of heavy television viewers to decide for authoritarianism as a 

pragmatic solution-making device. The argument is then made that television portrayals 

do influence viewer’s beliefs about who can act powerfully and what such powerful 

action would look like (Gerbner et al., 1979). Shanahan’s research positively correlated 

heavy adolescent TV viewing with the likelihood of expressing authoritarian attitudes. 

The formation of attitudes and social perceptions is not the only target of 

cultivation. In Shrum, Wyer, & O'Guinn’s (1998) study into the effects of television 

consumption on social perceptions, the authors examine the priming effects on the 

psychological processes. The article focused on the possible effects of substantial 
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television viewing in relation to their social perception. The authors cite Gerbner’s 

findings concerning the cultivation theory, which postulates that viewers cultivate 

television information by mixing it into their perceptions of real-world occurrences 

(Gerbner et al., 1994). On the other hand, studies have also been conducted that suggest 

that viewers who construct a judgment based on television viewing recognize patterns 

and in result, correct their influence. This information indicates that “people tend not to 

think that television accurately reflects reality” (Shrum, 1995, pg.449). This disparity 

exists because of a lack of empirical information about the psychological processes 

concerning media exposure, impact, and information processing. 

A wide body of research exists with theorist arguing that fictional television 

content, such as political dramas, should have as much, if not more, influence on the 

establishment of political preferences as nonfictional television (Mutz & Nir, 2010). 

According to Nielsen Media Research (2008), Americans spend more than one third of 

their weekly free time watching television. However, it is the type of television that this 

nation is consuming that fuels this research. Forgoing evening news, political talk shows, 

and public affairs programming, the nation spends their time watching sitcoms, game 

shows, reality shows, and dramas. It is because of this focus on fictional and 

entertainment programming that political dramas may be forming attitudes because of 

their large viewership and the amount of shows available in that genre. Because these 

shows usually depict some level of crime or violence, the messages and imagery resonate 

with the audience and are perhaps leading them to believe that crime and corruption are 

the social norm in real-world politics. 
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Acting Out- There is an abundance of research determining the correlations 

between negative imagery and messages and their effects but very little information about 

how those effects lead to behavioral alterations. While the cultivation of positive 

messages and images occur as well, scholars have inferred that overexposure to television 

and such negative messages intend to make the audience behave more aggressively which 

could be a risk to their future (Jahangir et al., 2014, p. 98). Recent research has focused 

on the rise and popularity of reality television, more specifically, ‘gamedocs’ (Couldry, 

2004).  Gamedocs are shows that require the participants to engage in contests and live 

under constant surveillance. According to the author, such programs rely on the myth that 

‘‘in the face of extreme physical challenges, especially those requiring team 

collaboration ... an important aspect of human ‘reality’ is shown’’ (p. 88). Shows like 

Survivor, Big Brother, and The Amazing Race are examples of this subgenre and are all 

tied to the criticism that the participants act in ways that are not socially acceptable but 

because they are the demonstrating the ‘realest’ expression of the cast, in turn, their 

actions become the social norm. This translates into the viewer demonstrating the same 

behaviors they see on television because it is their newly cultivated social norm.  

As Coyne, Archer, and Eslea (2004) noted, violence is not the only form of 

aggression presented in the media. The authors identified three forms of indirect 

aggression common in entertainment shows: indirect, relational, and social aggression; all 

three forms of demonstrate aggression conducted behind the victim’s back with the intent 

to harm. Scholars have asserted that the context in which the media portrays aggressive 

behavior increases impact (Smith & Donnerstein 1998) and that more realistic violent 

portrayals increase the likelihood of viewer aggression. They argued that viewers more 
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easily identify with realistic perpetrators and that real-life circumstances that may lower a 

viewer’s inhibitions toward aggression. For example, if antisocial behavior is shown with 

negative consequences it will have a stronger disinhibitory effect on viewers than 

antisocial behavior shown without consequences. Of course, these effects are based on 

the amount of watching by the viewer. These findings lend support to help correlate 

media effects from political drama programming to the perceived behavior in real-world 

scenarios within political institutions. 

CULTIVATION EFFECTS AND DIFFERENT TELEVISION GENRES 

The blurring of lines between fact and fiction may persuade viewers that exhibits 

of the types of behavior witnessed in their constructed reality, because of their proximity 

to the truth, are the political norm. Many dramatic programs have drawn their storylines 

from events ripped from the headlines. These fictional recreations of actual events 

enhance the distorted perception of the viewer’s interpretation of fictional and actual 

politics. Although mounting research seeking to understand this distortion has taken 

place, there has been virtually no empirical studies showing the relationship between the 

formation of a constructed reality based on political dramatic television content and 

behavioral modifications. There is, however, continuing research on political 

programming, both satire and soft news, showing correlations between satire 

programming and political participation (Hoffman & Younge, 2011; Gao & Brewer, 

2008; Moy, Xenos, & Hess, 2005). 

Television has the ability to allow viewers to be transported into an entirely 

different world via storylines that provide the viewers with an otherwise unachievable 

experience. As the father of the cultivation theory once said, “Humans are the only 
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species that lives in a world erected by the stories they tell” (Gerbner, 1998, p. 177). In 

his research on cultivation, Gerbner examined the influence that an extensive scope of 

messages progressively exerted on to people that were exposed to media messages in 

their everyday lives. Recent studies have pointed out that certain types of shows yield 

stronger effects than others. Corroborating Gerbner’s initial cultivation research that 

compared the effects of light and heavy TV viewers, correlations have been made 

between television violence and its effects on perceptions of actual crime occurrences 

(Potter, 1993). In this instance, television caused viewers to overestimate occurrences of 

serious crime in society, thus creating the perception that the world is a mean place. 

Other research has focused on the effects of competition-based reality television as a 

means of shaping viewer’s beliefs that the economic system is fair and rewards those who 

put in effort and hard work (Stravrositu, 2014). These viewers attribute this genre of 

television to the achievement of the American Dream (e.g., rags-to-riches), and in so 

doing, cultivate system-justifying beliefs. At a personal level, these beliefs have been 

shown to reduce negative affect, as well as moral outrage and guilt. However, related 

studies on system-justifying beliefs have been linked to propensities to defend existing 

authorities and institutions, as well as to diminish support for social change (Jost & 

Hunyady, 2005). Genre specific effects were also found in a study that examined heavy 

TV viewers’ cultivation of attitudes toward romantic relationships as a result of exposure 

to that genre. Heavy viewers were found to hold unrealistic expectations toward 

marriage, whereas, general heavy viewers did not (Segrin & Nabi, 2002). 

It is quite natural to find that there is an imbalance in television shows and 

movies. News programs draw the audience in with breaking news stories and sensational 
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events, dramatic programing lures the audience to the TV set with conflict and turmoil 

and, as previously mentioned, crime shows are effectively swaying the audience to 

believe that the amount of crime seen on television is directly related to the real world. 

According to critics, news reporting has become increasingly aimed at catching the 

viewer’s attention, in particular by highlighting more negative news and by applying a 

flashier production style (Conference Papers, 2011). Negativity fuels ratings. Moy and 

Pfau (2000) found that national network television news is distinctly negative relative to 

other traditional public affairs media outlets in its presentation of the federal government. 

Baum’s research into the effects of soft news suggests that when candidates 

appear on talk shows, viewers are likely to evaluate them more positively.  On late-night 

talk shows, a barrage of jokes paints negative caricatures of candidates (Duerst, Koloen, 

& Peterson, 2001; Hess, 2001; Niven et al., 2003). Viewers of popular political satire 

programs such as The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, The Colbert Rapport, and Last Week 

Tonight with John Oliver have all witnessed the distorted images and sarcastic tones that 

tend to lead to a more negative evaluation of candidates.  

Manipulating the accessibility of positive or negative beliefs can influence the 

valence of related attitudes (Roskos-Ewoldsen & Fazio, 1997). This statement poses the 

argument that because there is more negative based programming on television, the 

related attitudes are also negative. So why do these negative emotions and events concoct 

a lasting impression with viewers? Some of it has to do with the proximity to the event. 

In a study testing television news and the cultivation of fear and crime, researchers relied 

on the interpersonal-diffusion hypothesis which indicated that coverage of crime on 

television news may merely reflect the predominant levels of crime in the region. In this 
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instance, the hypothesis is dependent on closer proximity to high-crime areas for stronger 

cultivation effects. This research also explains that the perceived risk and fear generated 

may not be directly for the viewer, but rather a perception that is more likely to apply to 

others; the societal risk (Taylor & Cook, 1984). Other research points to the 

sensationalism of local and national news that draws the viewer in as they respond to the 

arousal effect. Because negative information has become a pervasive feature of mass 

media news, the study of news media effects add to the theory of cultivation by providing 

a habitual viewing platform that can shift belief structures, attitudes and behaviors over 

time (Weinberger et al., 1984). 

In a 2012 article, researchers studied the arousal effect (e.g. sensationalism, 

tabloidization, infotainment) of television in relation to negative story topics and images. 

Arousing news is described as attributes in news stories that have the capability to elicit 

attention and arousal responses in viewers (Grabe et al., 2003; Hendriks Vettehen, 

Nuijten, & Peeters, 2008; Lang et al., 1999). Diverging from the preliminary assumptions 

that arousing news was only formulated through story content (Adams, 1978; Slattery & 

Hakanen, 1994), further research has shown that the survival value of certain ‘bad news’ 

programs increase audience attention (Davis & McLeod, 2003). Arousing content is 

therefore described as including events such as crimes, violence, and disaster (Adams, 

1978; Grabe, Zhou, & Barnett, 2001; Slattery & 4 Hakanen, 1994). Moreover, features 

that make stories more concrete or vivid are anticipated to invite attention and elicit 

arousal. 

When speaking on the effects of arousal, many scholars have used age as a 

control variable to understand that relationship. According to Zuckerman (1994), some 



The Human Show: A Study into Cultivation, Perceptions, and Politics 

  20 

 

people are low-sensation seekers (low levels of arousal), while others are high-sensation 

seekers (high levels of arousal. The author describes high-sensation seekers as those more 

craving novel, complex, or intense experiences in their daily lives that low-sensation 

seekers. Literature on sensation-seeking indicates that young adults enjoy higher levels of 

arousal provoked by news stories compared to older adults. This trait hits its pinnacle in 

adolescence or the early twenties and declines with age thereafter (Zuckerman, 1994), 

suggesting that younger viewers have a greater want for arousal than older viewers. 

Research has also indicated that because younger viewers are mainly high-sensation 

seekers, they have a different maximum level of enjoyment for arousing news stories than 

older viewers (Kleemans et al., 2014). Relating this research to the current study being 

conducted, by utilizing undergraduate college students, this research will be pulling 

participants from what has been determined as high-sensation seekers craving television 

content arousal. This may lead to viewers more engaged in television programing and 

therefore, more susceptible to cultivation media effects. 

Gender and violence have long been a topic of interest among cultivation 

scholars; particularly, the portrayal of women as sexual assault and/or rape victims. 

Scholars have argued that the stereotypical representations of sexual crime and its victims 

on television may cultivate fear of crime in women (Benedict, 1992; Madriz, 1997; 

Weaver, 1998).  This widespread fear has permeated the television world, offering up 

more stories about sexual violence as TV content.  Research has suggested that fear of 

sexual violence is one of the most important negative emotions women experience 

(Custers & Van den Bulck, 2013). In the past, TV genres such as daytime soap operas 

have shown that sexual aggression was the primary form of sexual content (Lowry, Love, 
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& Kirby 1981). More recently, sex-related crimes on television accounted for 16% of all 

mentions of sex, most of which were found in dramatic series and movies (Kunkel, et al., 

2005).  

Political Satire and Perceptions of Reality 

Within the past five years, a growing body of research has been directed toward 

understanding the effects of mock or parody news. The emergence of satirical programs 

like The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, The Colbert Report, and Last Week Tonight with 

John Oliver have been able to access an audience that previously had little or no interest 

in the news or politics. By utilizing the theory of cultivation, an attempt is being made to 

tap into this new crop of comedic, politically-based shows to demonstrate a relationship 

between the effects of habitual watching and the attitudinal and behavioral alterations of 

the viewers. 

Recently, scholars have encountered the possibility of entertainment media 

exacting similar influences on political attitudes as do news media (Holbert et al., 2003). 

Political satire shows like The Daily Show and The Colbert Report focus on using humor 

to color the public’s perception of current news. Studies based on these shows have 

reported persuasive and priming effects as a result of exposure. Dillard, Weber, and Vail 

(2007) put forth the assumption that an assessment of perceived effectiveness is 

especially justified when ‘‘persuasive messages attempt to frame an issue rather than to 

call explicitly for enactment of a behavior’’ (p. 614).  Scholars have called for future 

research work to focus on the process and mechanism by which effects of political 

entertainment occur. Baumgartner and Morris (2006) found that exposure to The Daily 

Show can increase viewers’ perceived internal political efficacy, even if it also decreases 
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trust in government. However, their research indicated that a decrease in government 

trust may actually reflect a healthy, critical view of government that could foster positive 

political behaviors (Baym, 2005; Gastil & Xenos, 2010; Young, 2007; Young & Tisinger, 

2006). This form of mediation has been found to determine a plethora of political 

behaviors by providing incentive to participate in politics (Abramson & Aldrich, 1982). 

Young and Hoffman (2011) found that along with traditional TV news increasing one’s 

efficacy, which also increases participation in political activities, a similar effect was 

recorded for satire and parody programs. 

There are, however, criticisms to these conjectures. Baumgartner and Morris 

(2006) have argued that exposure to political satire programs such as The Daily Show 

may dampen participation by contributing to a sense of political alienation from the 

political process.  Their research indicated that exposure to political satire such as The 

Daily Show resulted in a negative rating of political candidates and decreased trust in 

media and the electoral system. However, this experiment did not focus on the effect of 

exposure to the show in relation to participation. Further research into these effects 

refutes the previous alienation theory by showing that negative information could 

actually motivate the audience to participate in politics by generating apprehension about 

current politics and future political outcomes (Martin, 2004). 

A major criticism of political satire is that the audience is looking at the news 

with constant comedic tones, images, and regularly appearing personalities and 

correspondents. Fast-paced music, a roaring studio audience, and a charismatic host 

convey news messages in a way that removes the severity of those hard news situations. 

Because of this non-confrontational approach to news dissemination, critics have argued 
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that political satire programs fail to offer a call to action. Then again, arguments have 

been made that suggest that because these types of shows are more enjoyable, political 

participation is fostered by building an imagined community among viewers. Scholars 

have found that the use of mass media can encourage the awareness of a collective 

experience or collective opinion (Mutz, 1998).  

CULTIVATION EFFECTS AND INFORMATION PROCESSING 

Along with the various media effects per genre, the method in which information 

is processed and internal moderators are also factors in determining cultivation effects. 

Previous literature postulates that these effects go beyond the common assumptions of the 

cultivation theory by splitting up the internal way in which media is consumed by the 

viewer. An analysis of the different internal processes of media consumption and 

retention have been explored in hopes to better understand the process by which people 

cultivate conceptions of reality by consuming television (Schroeder, 2005). Related 

research suggests that cultivation effects are formed through a two-part sub-process of 

learning and construction (Hawkins & Pingree, 1990; Potter, 1991). Learning occurs 

when the viewer perceives and recalls information viewed on television. Construction 

involves the integration of learned information from television into the viewer’s 

perceptions of the real world.  Testing of this two-part sub-process of learning resulted in 

the acknowledgement of an active and passive learning state and construction model 

based on the availability heuristics model of cultivation (Schroeder, 2005). 

The Psychological Process   

Frequency- Almost as soon as television viewing was shown to be related to 

social reality perception, researchers started to investigate how the cultivation effect 
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transpired in the human mind (e.g., Hawkins, Pingree, & Adler, 1987). According to 

Gerbner (1977), cultivation relies on two main assumptions: a uniformed message and 

habitual viewing. Because each program has a unique message, the habitual watching of 

that program reaffirms that message each time that program is viewed.  Busselle and 

Shrum (2003) suggested the ease of memory retrieval tends to be used disproportionately 

in the construction of social judgments (Wyer & Srull, 1989). The authors also suggest 

that exemplars, separate instances of a category encountered by an individual through 

media exposure (Fiske & Taylor, 1991), and their accessibility through frequency and 

recency of exposure, assist the viewer in bringing those instances to the top-of-mind 

position. While at the surface, these instances are easier to recall thus making it easier to 

be retrieved and used as a basis for judgement (Busselle & Shrum, 2003). 

Shrum’s (2001) research on the cognitive processing of television led him to 

conclude that television constructs are more accessible for heavy viewers when they think 

of situations that have happened in both the real world and on television (Bradly, 2007). 

This research focused on the resonance fictitious television events have with an audience 

who has had real-world experience with said events. Furthermore, Shrum and Bischak 

(2001) found cultivation support evidenced by correlating predicted estimates of societal 

crime risk and crime risk within one’s own city. Psychologically, this phenomenon of 

quick thinking about social reality judgments has been attributed to the heuristic 

processing model of cultivation effects. In this instance, heavy viewers in the control and 

heuristics group rendered considerably higher evaluations of crime than lower viewers. 

The research balances the heuristic processing model with the process of forming 

decisions systematically by establishing an in-depth thought process, essentially free 
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from top-of-mind responses or availability heuristics. Shrum notes that because heuristic 

processing is the default strategy of handling inquiries, without actively instructing a 

person to engage in a systematic process of responding, heuristic processing may prevent 

optimal evaluation of the situation (Bradly, 2007). 

To understand the psychological process of cultivation better, researchers have 

turned from media effects to properly define when exactly cultivation occurs. To form a 

link between television viewing and social reality, witnessed exemplars must be stored. 

Research has shown that viewers are able to supply television memories (Shapiro, 1991) 

which indicates stored information and the argument that cultivation arises as memories 

are stored. However, studies have also shown that the systematic processing (neural 

network) of information moderates the cultivation effect and suggests that cultivation 

actually occurs at the time of retrieval (Shrum, 2001). Problems then arise from improper 

message/exemplar storage associated with a fictitious source. Because of the weak ability 

to bring a memory to mind, information associated with a fictitious source is more likely 

to be melded into perceptions of actual reality. 

Recency. A growing body of literature had demonstrated that recent exposure to 

media images can prime viewers, resulting in the heightened short-term accessibility of 

associated concepts in memory (for a review, see Roskos-Ewoldsen et al., 2002). 

Considering Shrum’s model, the top-of-mind position that is established by frequent 

viewing, this study also focuses on the time proximity to media exposure. If a person has 

just watched a dramatic program, it should be readily accessible, or at the top-of-mind 

position. However, some research has suggested that the short-term priming effects of 

television media are fleeting, sometimes dissipating within seconds of viewing. Because 
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of this, research relating recency to media effects is rarely explored. Further, no research 

exists comparing recency to frequency to determine which poses a greater impact on 

construct accessibility and social reality beliefs. 

Price and Tewksbury (1997) contend that the effects of agenda-setting and 

priming are products of a change in what items are more easily retrieved in memory due 

to recent and/or frequent exposure to these media messages. Here, by focusing on certain 

topics, media platforms tend to make knowledge about those topics more accessible in 

working memory, and thus more likely to be used in generating opinions about political 

actors and events. Because this study asks participants for the amount of television 

watched in one day, possible relationships that relate recency, in conjunction with 

frequency, to stronger media effects are explored. 

Vividness. Following Shrum’s heuristic-processing model (1995, 1996, 2001), this 

study infers that the cultivated effects of habitual dramatic program watching will render 

negative estimates of trust for political institutions. This is because the heuristic-

processing model uses the availability heuristic (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973) to describe 

cultivation effects. The availability heuristic relies on the engraining of media instances 

or exemplars to push those ideas to a top-of-mind position within the viewer. Eventually, 

when the viewer is evaluating a specific topic, method, decision, existence of 

preconceived notions that tells the viewer that if something is important, it will be in the 

top-of-mind position which will cause the viewer to formulate judgments based on their 

absorbed and retained media effects. This study predicts that frequent viewing of political 

drama shows will keep their exemplars in the readily accessible, top-of-mind position 

when the participant writes his/her past viewing memory. 
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Previous studies in cultivation have looked at vividness in two ways: the level of 

vividness in people’s memories (heuristic processing model) and using the term vividness 

to refer to content (Riddle, 2011). Nisbett and Ross (1980) defined vividness as ‘‘(a) 

emotionally interesting, (b) concrete and imagery-provoking, and (c) proximate in a 

sensory, temporal, or spatial way’’ (p. 45). The availability heuristic is constructed from 

an extensive collection of social cognition research that establishes how the accessibility 

of constructs plays a decisive role in judgments and decision-making (Higgins, 1996; 

Wyer & Srull, 1989). 

Earlier literature revealed no consistent benefits of vivid content (Tayor & 

Thompson, 1982), however, research has shown a correlation between vivid memories 

and cultivation. For that reason, this study refers to vivid memories rather than vivid 

content. Oddly enough, this notion is slightly counterintuitive seeing as how vivid 

memories most likely stem from vivid content. Several studies of vividness are aimed at 

exploring the effects of violent media. The goal of these types of studies is usually to 

relate fictitious violence to real-world crime and corruption. The literature results have 

concluded that television violence does in fact have a direct causal impact on participants' 

social reality beliefs and, if viewing is frequent, leads to an increase in people's risk 

estimates about the prevalence of crime and violence in the real world (Riddle, 2010). 

This is an example of vivid content forming a vivid memory. 

For this study, use of the Linguistic Inquiry Word Count (LIWC) software is 

utilized to detect an active cognitive process in short-answer questions by calculating the 

percentages of words in any given text file belonging to previously categorized word 

categories (e.g., prepositions, articles, pronouns, causal words). First developed as part of 
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an exploratory study of language and disclosure, the LIWC was used to determine 

cognitive complexity; a richness of two components of reasoning: the extent to which 

someone differentiates between multiple competing solutions and the extent to which 

someone integrates among solutions (Tetlock, 1981). Formerly known as the categorical-

dynamic index, the measure of cognitive processing is calculated by factoring the 

following parts of speech: articles, prepositions, personal pronouns, impersonal pronouns, 

auxiliary verbs, conjunctions, adverbs, and negations (Pennbaker et al., 2014) 

With the constant scrutiny of candidates during an election, recent political 

scholars have considered whether specific linguistic forms, such as articles and pronouns, 

can impact voters’ perceptions of a candidate (Pennebaker, Slatcher & Chung 2005). 

These scholars have utilized computerized methods to form correlations between political 

candidates’ discourse and particular aspects of their individual personalities. Scholars 

have determined that the manner in which a candidate uses specific language may effect 

voters’ perceptions and possibly, influence their decision on Election Day (Kangas, 

2014). Various studies have used a content analysis of candidates to serve as a method of 

understanding the manner in which they swayed the public. Charteris-Black noted that 

former president Bill Clinton used metaphors after his infamous sex scandal to persuade 

constituents to perceive him as an everyday hero. The same researcher attributed 

President Barak Obama’s use of metaphors to the building a persona that epitomizes the 

embodiment of the American Dream, triumphing over several personal difficulties.  

Utilization of the LIWC has been demonstrated in various studies requiring a 

content analysis of the participants’ individual responses. Pennebaker and King (1999) 

used the LIWC as a tool in a textual analysis of participants of various substance abuse 
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programs. Their findings claim that language was a reliable construct in measuring 

personality. Kangas (2014) analyzed speech samples from the presidential and vice 

presidential candidates in the 2008 election from media interviews and political speeches 

and found several correlation of speech to personality traits. For instance, linguistically, 

Joe Biden appeared as the most dynamic politician through use of honest (higher 

references to oneself and higher amounts of exclusion words) and depressed (higher first 

person singular references, yet lower amounts of positive emotions) language. In the 

same study, President Barak Obama’s complex language led him to appear controlled, 

cautious, and reserved.  

For this study, the LIWC aided in measuring participants cognitive involvement 

via their descriptions of a memory of political drama programming. By determining the 

level of cognitive involvement with the use of complex language present in each short 

answer, possible correlations of frequency and recency to a heightened cognitive 

awareness or a passive peripheral media effect can be established. Deriving from that 

point, media effects are explored through linking heavy television usage to the state of 

awareness, and in turn, the perception of the current political attributes. 

Control Variables. Following prior cultivation research (Shrum, 2001; Shrum et 

al., 1998) the demographic variables of gender and ethnicity are identified. To measure 

ethnicity, the participant identified themselves as one of the following ethnic 

backgrounds: White, Black, Hispanic, Asian, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 

other. Along with gender and ethnicity, participants identified their year in school 

(freshman, sophomore, etc.). 
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Used in many cultivation studies as a control variable, gender has indicated some 

interesting findings. A number of studies have shown that gender plays a role in how 

people react to negative news. Slone (2000) and Klein (2003), for instance, noted that 

women reported greater anxiety and worry in response to negative news stories then men. 

Other research has found that women reported greater enjoyment of positively framed 

news and that the enjoyment for positive stories was greater compared to men. On the 

contrary, men reported greater enjoyment of negatively framed news and they enjoyed 

negative stories more than women (Kamhawi & Grabe, 2008). 

Psychological health, although less scrutinized in relation to television viewing 

time, has been the focus of a substantial amount of cultivation-based research. A study 

that examined the psychological characteristics of television free participants (< 2 hours 

per day of TV) to frequent television viewers using psychological health profile scales 

showed that reasonable television viewing (< 2 hours/day as defined by the American 

Academy of Pediatrics) displayed a more positive psychosocial health profile when 

compared with more frequent television viewers. The results also indicated that while 

there was little impact on the health of male participants, female respondents 

demonstrated that the psychological variables of depression, hopelessness, self-esteem, 

and weight satisfaction were less among those who watch less than two hours of 

television a day. This study serves to fill a gap in the clarification of the cultivation 

theory by adding empirical information to the ambiguous threshold at which this 

influence becomes detrimental (Hammermeister et al., 2005). 

Political Ideology and Party Identification. Due to the rise of popular partisan 

television outlets like FOX News, scholars and various schools of thought have delve into 



The Human Show: A Study into Cultivation, Perceptions, and Politics 

  31 

 

this phenomenon to rationalize the concept of party identification.  Stemming from 

Freud’s perception of identification, this concept is defined as a deep, long-term, 

affective connection between an individual and their ideal. By psychologically weighing 

on an individual active in political participation, when experiencing mediated political 

communication massages like television news, political party identification has the 

potential to influence when a media effect takes place or can alter the direction of the 

effect across different groups of individuals (Baron & Kenny, 1986). 

Related research has been conducted to determine whether citizens’ use of 

traditional television news effects perceptions of whether the federal government should 

be taking part in social programs that are reflective of a post-materialist value orientation 

and people’s beliefs about the role of government in their lives (Holbert, 2005). Looking 

to political identification as a possible moderator, when discussing the issues that 

epitomize post-materialism such as welfare, health, the environment, and race-based 

social issues, the influence of television news is naturally stronger with the viewers who 

identify themselves as Democrats. Thus, when formulating correlations between TV 

news viewing, perceptions of government involvement, and post-materialist spending, 

party identification should be viewed as a potential moderator between these variables. 

HYPOTHESIS 

Deriving from Shrum’s (2001, 2004b) heuristic processing assumptions, this 

study utilizes two of Shrum’s propositions. First, television viewing increases construct 

accessibility. This proposition provides a connection between television viewing and the 

cultivation effect. If frequently presented television constructs are more accessible to 

individuals, the cultivation effects will be increased. Second, television exemplars are not 
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reduced. Shrum (2001) reasoned that television exemplars retrieved during the judgment 

process were used in making the judgments. Experimental data has suggested participants 

fail to discount television exemplars by source if not instructed to do so (Shrum et al., 

1998). Simply put, when no source cues are provided at time of judgment, the judgments 

will be biased on television memories.  

Because there is a cognitive disconnect with the real world and fictitious 

television drama in the viewers' mind, this study attempts to provide not only empirical 

data (survey), but also data rendered from a quantifiable content analysis of participants’ 

measure of vividness in memories (heuristic processing model). This research seeks to 

prove an exerted political influence on viewers by way of utilizing the evidence that 

people rely on available instances in memory to form generalizations and make 

judgements (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973), in this case, the formation of attitudes 

regarding about real-world political institutions. Based on the availability heuristics, the 

ease with which one can recall exemplars of an event, related media effects research has 

suggested that repeated exposure to violent crime stories on television news increases 

their disposal in memory (Romer et al., 2003).  Drawing upon those conclusions, the 

proposition that participants who have frequently and recently watched political drama 

programming will render lower perceptions of real-world politics. Concurrently, a more 

vivid description by way of accessible memories is should suggest a deeper media effects 

impact and advanced cognitive involvement. Therefore, guided by previous literature, 

this study poses the following hypotheses:  

H1: Frequent exposure to television programming will have a strong correlation 

with political perceptions.  
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H2: People with more frequent exposure to political drama programming will 

have negative perceptions of political institutions. 

H3: People with recent exposure to political drama programming will have a 

negative of perception of political institutions. 

H4: People with more vivid memories for a past political drama program will 

have a more negative perception of politics than those without vivid memories. 

METHOD 

Participants. In order to test these hypotheses, this study will adopt Riddle’s 

(2011) method to conduct an experiment with undergraduate students at a southwestern 

United States university. A survey was administered to 254 anonymous undergraduate 

students in various communication classes at a southwestern United States university. 

Participation in this research was voluntary and was incentivized by extra credit in the 

student’s respective classes. The participant was allowed to take the survey only once. 

Participants were asked to fill out an online questionnaire in which they identified their 

frequency and recency of viewing television content, in particular political drama shows, 

and express their perceptions of political institutions, political ideology, and political 

trust. The survey also included a list of popular TV genres in which the participant 

rendered their amount of viewership for each type of show. In addition, participants were 

asked to recall a scene from a political drama program they had previously viewed and 

describe it in their own words. This was coded for vividness.  

Procedure. Participants were not required to report to a specific location to submit 

their survey responses. Instead, the survey was accessible online through 

SurveyMonkey.com. Participants were provided information during class on how to 

complete the survey. 

Measures 
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Estimates of Political Perceptions. The dependent variable of political perceptions 

was explored through a battery of questions which were derived from the American 

National Election Studies (ANES) survey. After answering three control questions that 

identify the participant’s gender, year in school, and race, the following question 

pertaining to political trust were posed (see appendix A): “According to your perception, 

how many of the people running the government are corrupt,” and “Would you say the 

government is pretty much run by a few big interests looking out for themselves or that it 

is run for the benefit of all the people.” These questions were measured on a polarized 5-

point scale with 1 indicating a lesser value of corruption and a government for the benefit 

of all people and 5 indicating total corruption and a government focused on a few big 

interests. Additionally, government spending was assessed with the question, “Do you 

think that people in government [waste a lot of the money we pay in taxes, waste some of 

it, or don't waste very much of it]?” This question was also measured using a polarized 5-

point scale with 1 indicating little wasted government tax spending and 5 indicating lots 

of government wasted tax spending. 

Frequency of television exposure. Consistent with prior cultivation research (e.g., 

Shrum, 2001) exploring frequency effects, our frequency measure focused on the 

medium of television and asked participants to state how frequently they view 12 

television genres: local news, national news, celebrity news, daytime soap operas, 

sitcoms, political dramas, political comedies, crime/police dramas, lawyer/courtroom 

dramas, daytime talk shows, night time talk shows, and cartoons (see appendix B). Like 

the foundational cultivation studies, this research is also concerned with the over-all 

impact of television that is not program or genre specific (e.g., Nabi & Sullivan, 2001; 



The Human Show: A Study into Cultivation, Perceptions, and Politics 

  35 

 

Shrum, 2007; Shrum et al., 1998). For this, participants gave their media usage per genre 

in hours from 1 to 10 or more. By averaging participants’ responses to the 12 genres, an 

overall television exposure scale was created (M= 2.05, SD= 1.03).   

In addition, exposure to political drama was assessed by indicating the amount 

consumption (in # of hours) for 7 popular political dramas: House of Cards, Scandal, The 

West Wing, Madame Secretary, The Good Wife, Veep, and The Newsroom. The scores 

were averaged to derive the overall exposure to political drama variable. However, the 

data exhibited a significant positive skew due a large number of participants (N= 154) 

who reported zero hours of exposure to these political drama programs (skewness= 1.048, 

kurtosis= .015). Therefore, a square root transformation was performed on the political 

drama variable, eliminating the skewness problem. The transformed exposure variable 

ranged from 0 to 2.24 (M= 1.14, SD= .179).  The data indicated that male and female 

participants demonstrated nearly the same viewership. 

 Recency. Whereas the frequency measure described above measured television 

exposure only, the recency measure used in the present study assessed political drama 

seen in either television or movies (see appendix C). More specifically, recent exposure 

to political drama was assessed with a single, open-ended question that asked: “In the last 

24 hours, how much political drama programming have you viewed on television and in 

movies (in# of hours)?” Riddle (2011) notes that participants might be more likely or 

equally likely to remember aspects of movies as they are of television. The researcher 

notes that a separation of movies from television may be difficult for the participant, so to 

limit stress, they are included in the study. Participant responses ranged from 0 to 6 hours 

(M=1.46, SD= .63). 
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Fictional Political Drama. The participant also rendered their perception of how 

politicians on political entertainment shows are framed. By conducting a factor analysis 

of TV politician portrayal, it was possible to categorize the positive and negative 

attributes in political dramas. Also using a 5-point polarized scale by indicating values 

from ‘never’ to ‘always’, the participant rendered perceptions on politician’s television 

portrayal as honest, corrupt, selfish, caring, knowledgeable, and wasteful.  

Memory Vividness. The ability of the participant to recall and elaborate on a 

dramatic political program instance was explored in this study. This research posits that a 

vivid description denotes a heightened awareness of the situation and greater message 

retention and impact. Like Riddle (2011), before assessing vividness, it must first be 

determined if the participant has the ability to recall one specific prior political drama 

viewing (see appendix C). This was assessed by posing the categorical question: “Are 

you able to recall specific details about a past viewing of political drama programming?” 

Roughly a third of participants answered in the affirmative were instructed to respond to 

the following question: ‘‘please describe in your own words the dramatic political content 

that appeared in the television show or movie. Include any memorable images or 

dialogue.’’ Participants who selected no were guided to the end of the survey. 

Three strategies were used for operationalizing memory vividness: the length of 

the participants’ written essay in number of words (Jay et al., 2006), the LIWC measure 

of cognitive process, and the valence of participants’ vividness memories. This study 

adopts a method proposed by previous research that uses a textual analysis software that 

searches for words falling in various categories (Pennebaker, Francis, & Booth, 2001).  
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The number of written words ranged from 19 to 404, with an average length of 

19.06 words (SD= 41.93). The variable exhibited a slightly positive score due to a few 

instances of high word count. In addition to the length of participant’s short-answer 

response, the LIWC categorized the variables of cognitive process, positive emotions 

(e.g., love, nice, sweet), and negative emotions (e.g., hurt, ugly, nasty). In this study, the 

use of articles, prepositions, personal and impersonal pronouns, auxiliary verbs, adverbs, 

conjunctions, and negations were calculated to measure participants cognitive 

involvement via their descriptions of a memory of political drama programming.  

Control Variables. Consistent with prior cultivation research (Shrum, 2001; 

Shrum et al., 1998), the demographic variables of gender and ethnicity were measured. 

Specifically for this work, previous research has suggested that females tend to have 

more vivid long-term memories than males (Loftus, Banali, Schooler, & Foster, 1987; 

Ross & Holmberg, 1992). This was determined by coding the participant’s short answers 

describing a vivid memory for word count and related specific detail mentioning (Riddle, 

2011).  

Given that the sample of participants is made up entirely of undergraduate 

student, the variable ‘year in school’ replaces the control variable of age. This method 

demonstrates the use of educational congruency by grade level rather than a possible 

large age range.  

Political Identification and Political Ideology. In previous research, political 

identification was examined as a potential moderator of political perception and 

involvement (Holbert, 2005; Gregorowicz, 2007). Stemming from this research, the 

effects of political ideology and party identification may provide a link between various 
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genre viewership and the aforementioned control variables. Given this, the following 

question from the ANES was included to indicate political identification (see appendix 

A): “Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a [Democrat, a Republican, 

an independent, or what?]” To address the participants’ political ideology, the following 

ANES question was presented: “Here is a seven-point scale on which the political views 

that people might hold are arranged from extremely liberal to extremely conservative. 

Where would you place yourself on this scale?”  

Utilizing political involvement as a moderator, data derived from these questions 

indicated that almost half of the total number of participants (N=255) paid attention to 

politics and elections ‘some of the time’, while nearly a third of participants said they 

paid attention ‘about half the time’. In relation to this information concerning the full 

sample, the highest political ideology represented was ‘moderate; middle of the road’ at 

27.1% of participants with ‘liberal’ following at 25.9%. Political party identification 

demonstrated that a large percentage of participants considered themselves Democrat at 

42.7%, while Republicans and Independents garnered almost the same amount of 

participants. 

RESULTS 

Sample Demographics 

 In this study, of the total number of participants (N=254), there were 71 male 

respondents and 189 female respondents and their average year in school was identified 

as ‘junior’ (44.4%). About a third of the participants identified their race as Hispanic with 

White being the second most chosen (30.5%). The same percentage was shown for 



The Human Show: A Study into Cultivation, Perceptions, and Politics 

  39 

 

participants who identified themselves as either Black or Asian (16.2%), and 3.9% 

selected other as their racial background. 

Analysis of the average TV viewership per genre indicates that the full sample of 

participants watches 1-3 hours of television in an average day (M=2.00, SD=.86) and 

spends most of that viewing time watching sitcoms (M=3.19, SD=2.39). Local news 

(M=2.56, SD=2.25) was the second most watched genre.  

Among the total number participants (N=254), participants who were able to 

render a vivid memory (N= 80) demonstrated an average of 8.74% of cognitive process in 

their written answers (SD= 7.04). Participants with vivid memories also rendered an 

average of 2.45% of positive emotions (SD= 3.17) and 2.68% of negative emotions (SD= 

4.40).  Thus, 33.6% of respondents were able to recall a dramatic political program 

instance and give an average of 4.64% (SD= 2.97) of their answer pertaining directly to 

cognitive processing, positive emotions, and negative emotions. Of the number of males 

with vivid memories (N=27), the variable of cognitive processing averaged at 8.60%. 

Females with vivid memories (N=61) rendered an average percentage of 8.80 for their 

written response. This information supports previous knowledge about the gender 

differential in memory in that women have more vivid memories than males (Loftus, 

Banali, Schooler, & Foster, 1987; Ross & Holmberg, 1992). 

Data Analysis  

Ordinal regression analysis was conducted for six different models regarding 

three different dependent variables for two samples: all participants and participants with 

vivid memories only. The ordinal regression analysis for all participants focused on 

comparing the dependent variables of government corruption, caring, and tax waste 
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spending on the independent variables of political drama frequency, positive and negative 

TV portrayal of politicians, and political program recency. The sample with vivid 

memories used the same dependent and independent variables as the full sample with the 

addition of the independent variables of word count, positive and negative emotions, and 

cognitive processing assessed with the Linguistic Inquiry Word Count program. 

The data for the variable of corruption demonstrated a goodness of fit for the 

Sample with memories (𝜒2(206, N=80) =194, p=.70). The variable of caring also 

demonstrated a goodness of fit in the sample with memories (𝜒2(283, N=80) =238, 

p=.97). 

Hypothesis Testing 

To understand the proposed hypotheses, examination into what extent do various 

political entertainment genres effect political perceptions, the possible effects of the 

independent variables of frequency, recency, TV politician perception valence (negative, 

positive), and attributes of the LIWC are investigated.  

H1 predicted that frequent exposure to television programming will have a strong 

correlation with political perceptions. In this study, the variable of overall frequency of 

TV exposure showed no significance when tested against the dependent variables in both 

the full sample (z=.039, p=.84) and the sample with vivid memories (z=.17, p=.67). Thus, 

H1 is not supported. 
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H2 predicted that people with more frequent exposure to political drama programming 

will have negative perceptions of political institutions. This hypothesis is supported. 

Frequency to the political drama genre in relation to the perception of government 

spending was positively correlated in both the full sample (z=7.66, p=.006) and the 

sample with vivid memories (z=7.23, p=.007). The data also indicated that negative 

images of TV politicians was positively correlated to the perception of government 

spending in the full sample (z=3.95 p=.047). The proximity of exposure to television and 

memory accessibility has been explored in previous priming studies (Roskos-Ewoldsen et 

al., 2002) suggesting that recent exposure should cause viewers to overestimate negative 

television scenarios and relate them to real-world events.  
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H3 predicted that people with recent exposure to political drama programming 

will have a negative of perceptions of political institutions. The proximity of exposure to 

television and memory accessibility has been explored in previous priming studies 

(Roskos-Ewoldsen et al., 2002) suggesting that recent exposure should cause viewers to 

overestimate negative television scenarios and relate them to real-world events. In this 

study, recency was not a significant factor in any of the dependent variables in both the 

full sample and sample with vivid memories, thus, H3 is not supported. 

Finally, H4 predicted that people with more vivid memories for a past political 

drama program will have a more negative perception of politics than those without vivid 

memories. The final hypothesis tested the negative effects of having vivid memories 

about political drama programming. Research has indicated that the high accessibility of 

vivid memories is perhaps due to the role of emotion (Riddle, 2011). As previously 
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discussed, it has been suggested that the element of arousal while consuming media gives 

salience to the message being conveyed. This has been demonstrated through the use of 

sensational news and infotainment. Arousing content has therefore been described as 

including negative events such as crimes, violence, and disaster (Adams, 1978; Grabe, 

Zhou, & Barnett, 2001). This study tested the sample with vivid memories by a textual 

analysis of the participants’ short answer question. 

The data indicates a positive correlation with government corruption and 

cognitive process (z=4.79, p=.029) and a significant negative correlation with negative 

TV portrayal of politicians (z=4.55, p=.033) and negative emotions (z=4.55, p=.033). 

Analysis of the data concerning government spending showed cognitive processing 

(z=3.11, p=.078) and negative emotions (z=3.00, p=.083) as approaching significance. 

Finally, data related to the perception of government interest showed significant values 

for the number of words (z=4.91, p=.027) and cognitive processing (z=6.69, p=.010) 

demonstrated in the participant’s written answer. Paralleling that information, negative 

TV images of politicians (z=4.25, p=.039) demonstrated a positive correlation to the 

dependent variable. Therefore, H4 is partially supported. 
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Discussion and Conclusion  

The goal of this study was two-fold: to examine the effects of political drama as a 

television entertainment genre on viewers' political perceptions and to understand the 

psychological information processing of content from political dramas as a moderator of 

media effects. The data reported here suggest three main important findings and 

contributions to the literature:  

First, frequency of exposure to political drama genre is more important than 

exposure to overall television content for cultivation effects on political perceptions. It 

supports the suggestions (e.g., Nabi & Sullivan, 2001; Shrum, 2007; Shrum et al., 1998) 

that cultivation effects on should be segregated by television genre. As previously 

mentioned, genre specific effects have been found in heavy viewers, particularly in 

regards to drama and crime shows. In this instance, the viewer’s selective exposure 
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generates selective cultivation effects and because there is no outside stimuli (other 

genres) while this frequent use is taking place, further fermenting a distorted perception 

of reality relating to an isolated genre. 

Second, vividness of memories is a crucial moderator of cultivation effects of 

political drama. It provides detailed psychological explanation on how cultivation effects 

work. In this study, utilization of the LICW in conjunction with the independent variables 

yielded a look into the availability heuristics model and the participants’ perception of 

fictitious political drama compared to real world politics. Even though the variable of 

recency did not have a direct effect on the dependent variables, this study was conducted 

in during the release of House of Cards season four on Netflix. The data showed that this 

program was the second most watch political drama program. Because of House of Cards 

large audience and their availability for continual watching on Netflix, many participants’ 

short answers mentioned the series which focuses on the underhanded dealings of a 

power-hungry couple in politics. 

Finally, the effects of political drama as an entertainment genre on political 

perceptions contribute to the current political communication literature. As mentioned, 

previous research has focused on news and informational TV program’s effects. This was 

seen in the rise of crime estimates in certain areas and in the overstatement of violence. 

Currently, political genres are being investigated for their cultivation, agenda-setting, and 

priming effects on viewers. These effects are polarized; on one hand, we discussed the 

selective imbedding of genre specific effects. On the other hand, some research points to 

the minds ability to compartmentalize information seen on television and effectively rule 

it out as fictitious. This can be seen in the data that demonstrated a significant negative 
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correlation with negative emotions and the negative perception of TV politicians. The 

heuristic processing model says that when it comes to television media effects and 

memory, when prompted with a question, the differentiation between making quick 

decisions (heuristics) and making good decisions (systematic process), is an outcome of a 

reliance on television to formulate judgements and is minimized in the systematic 

process. In this case, participants rendered a negative correlation with negative emotions 

and negative perceptions of TV politicians which means they may have compared real-

world politics to television exemplars, therefore, engaging in a systematic processing of 

information and ranking the characters seen on television as more positive than the ‘bad’ 

people in actual domestic and foreign politics.  

To date, there is minimal empirical research exploring the effects of vividness on 

accessibility and social reality beliefs. As previously mentioned, there has been little 

research done on television genres besides public affairs and news programming. With 

the popularity of political parody and political drama programs soaring, the contribution 

of research based on these infotainment media outlets will aid in understanding how the 

public is responding to hard news and soft new/fictional representations of politics. 

In terms of control variables, the use of ‘year in school’ rather than ‘age’ was 

meant to classify participants by educational congruency. However, ‘age’ may have been 

a greater descriptive factor in terms of TV usage per genre. Because this study was 

comprised of volunteer undergraduate students that took the survey at their leisure from 

multiple internet devices, the possibility that some participants clicked through the entire 

study exists. Future testing measures could include a research lab administered test in 

which time is monitored and logged to prevent rushing through the questions. 
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Though not a factor in this study, future works related to this study hope to 

incorporate the advent and popularization of digital recording devices and streaming 

subscription-based media platforms, such as Hulu and Netflix, and the phenomena of 

binge watching. A study into the cultivation effects of binge watching could yield 

significant information pertaining to the heuristic processing versus systematic 

processing of information, possibly suggesting that an uninterrupted, selective media 

experience may lead a participant to render higher values of an exemplar or, as previous 

research has stated, overestimate the prevalence of an exemplar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Human Show: A Study into Cultivation, Perceptions, and Politics 

  48 

 

Appendix A- Political Identification, Political Trust, and Political Involvement 

 

1. How often do you pay attention to politics and elections? 

2. How often can you trust the federal government in Washington to do what is 

right? 

Answers could range from ‘never’ to ‘always’ on a 5-point scale 

3. According to your perception, how many of the people running the government 

are corrupt? 

Answers could range from ‘none’ to ‘all’ on a 5-point scale 

4. Would you say the government is pretty much run by a few big interests looking 

out for themselves or that it is run for the benefit of all the people? 

Answers could range from ‘benefits of a few big interests’ to ‘benefits of 

all people’ on a 5-point scale 

5. Do you think that people in government [waste a lot of the money we pay in 

taxes, waste some of it, or don't waste very much of it]? 

Answers could range from ‘don’t waste very much of it’ to ‘waste a lot of 

money’  

6. We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and conservatives. Here is a seven-

point scale on which the political views that people might hold are arranged from 

extremely liberal to extremely conservative. Where would you place yourself on 

this scale? 

Answers could range from ‘extremely conservative’ to ‘extremely liberal’ 

 

Appendix B- Frequency, Television Viewership per Genre, and Recency 

 

Frequency of exposure to television   

Consistent with prior cultivation research (e.g., Shrum, 2001) exploring frequency 

effects, our frequency measure focused on the medium of television and asked 

participants to state how frequently they view 12 television genres:   

1. Local news  

2. National news  

3. Celebrity news  

4. Soap operas  

5. Sitcoms  

6. Political comedies  

7. Political dramas  

8. Crime/police dramas  

9. Daytime talk shows  

10. Late-night talk shows  

11. Reality shows  

12. Cartoons  

  

Answers could range from:   

0/1 to 10 or more   
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Appendix C- Political Drama Programming 

 

Frequency of exposure to political drama   

The drama frequency measure focused on the political drama genre and asked 

participants to state how frequently they view 7 political dramas. 

“How often have you watched the following TV shows within a week’s time?” 

1. House of Cards  

2. Veep  

3. Madam Secretary  

4. Scandal  

5. West Wing  

6. Good Wife  

7. Newsroom   

  

Answers could range from ‘never’ to ‘always’ on a 5-point scale  

 

Recency 

“In the last 24 hours, how much political drama programming have you viewed on 

television and in movies (in# of hours)?”  

1. 0 hours 

2. 1-3 hours 

3. 3-6 hours 

4. 6-9 hours 

5. More than 10 hours 

 

TV Politician Framing 

“Now, think about TV programs like dramas, comedies, crime shows, etc. When you see 

politicians on TV shows, how often are they portrayed as following:” 

1. Honest 

2. Corrupt 

3. Selfish 

4. Cares about people 

5. Knowledgeable 

6. Wasteful 

 

Answers could range from ‘never’ to ‘always’ on a 5-point scale 

 

 

Memory Vividness:  

We measured the level of memory vividness, we employed several methods:  

1. The length of participants’ written essays. The number of words ranged from 4 to 

404 words (M=19.06, SD=41.9)  

2. The LIWC measure of cognitive process (M=8.74, SD=7.04) 

3. The valence of participants’ vivid memories; positive emotions (M=2.49, 

SD=3.17), negative emotions (M=2.68, SD=4.40) 
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