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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this research is to identify how African Americans make meaning to political 

messages and what factors influence African Americans‘ perception about political involvement.  

The study included 15 face-to-face semi-structured interviews with African Americans. The 

situational theory of publics guided the research questions, data collection, and analysis to 

explore the applicability of this theory in the political arena. The following research will assist 

public relations practitioners to design political messages tailored to African Americans. Since 

most of public relations academia neglects the public viewpoint, this study helps overcome the 

organizational bias by specifically focusing on African American publics. Furthermore, the study 

reveals the role public relations plays in political communication and how this area is need of 

further development. Understanding the perceptions of African Americans will help in the 

construction of political messages, and in turn warrant more political involvement from African 

Americans and other minority groups.  
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

 

American political activity has always been an ambiguous phenomenon when exploring 

civic engagement and soliciting participation. However, minimal research has acknowledged the 

minority political perspective. In the United States, voting serves as a platform for individuals of 

different races, ethnicities, and socioeconomic statuses to have their voices heard. The 

demographic composition of the country often reflects political behavior. Currently, theories of 

voting participation remain incomplete because of these theories fail to pinpoint factors that 

motivate African Americans
1
 to vote (Liu, Austin, & Orey, 2009). Furthermore, political analysts 

search for emerging trends that are consistent among certain racioethnic groups (2009).  

African American Political Participation in the United States 

 The African American population totals to 38.9 million and represents 13 percent of the 

total population (Census, 2010). Although political campaigns aim to target all Americans, there 

is an alarming discrepancy in minority voter participation in comparison to whites (Lopez, 

2009). Perhaps this discrepancy is due to the lack of political awareness among African 

Americans. In addition, ethnic minorities are highly underrepresented in politics. While 13 

percent of the population is African American, only 7 percent of the members of Congress are 

African American (Ethnic Majority, 2010).  Voting is an avenue to establish and enforce laws 

                                                           
1
 Race is considered a fundamental source of identity information. According to Weber 

(2011),―racial group membership not only shapes how we see ourselves but how others view us‖ 

(+97). One of the greatest challenges of race relations is finding a strict definition for a particular 

race. Identifying a person as ―Black‖ and ―African American‖ can include a broad spectrum of 

characteristics. Owusu-Bempah (2005) characterized the ―one drop rule‖ as a rule that defines 

anyone with traceable African ancestry as black. According to the U.S. Census, Black Americans 

or African Americans are citizens or residents of the United States who have origins in any of the 

black populations of Africa (Census, 2008). For this study, the terms African Americans and 

Blacks will be used interchangeably.  
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that affect all citizens; therefore, electing certain officials will support laws that help African 

Americans with pertinent issues such as affirmative action, immigration, civil rights, and 

education.  

American history reveals many political obstacles African Americans had to overcome to 

have their voices heard. In the past, African Americans have experienced considerable success 

not only in getting laws changed, but stimulating government action to redress wrongs (Collins, 

2000). The Voting Rights Act of 1964, the Civil Rights Act of 1965 and other important federal, 

state, and local legislation have outlawed discrimination by race, sex, national origin, age, or 

disability status. Although these are significant breakthroughs in the political arena, there is still 

a need for improvement. In the 2008 presidential election, 70 percent of African Americans 

reported to be registered voters and 65 percent of the African American population voted 

(Census, 2008). African Americans are a significant group to consider during political campaigns 

because every single vote has value. Communication should be done to show the African- 

American community that voting is a cherished right and an active duty (Project 2019, 2010).   

African Americans as a Segmented Public 

 

African Americans have usually been addressed as one large unified group. According to 

Washington Post columnist and author Eugene Robinson, because of the successes of the Civil 

Rights Movement and affirmative action and all the advances African Americans have made, 

that one can‘t refer to black America as one unit anymore. The African-American population has 

shifted from being a fairly unified group with common goals to four segmented entities with 

different sociological characteristics: mainstream, abandoned, transcendent, and emergent.  

Mainstream African Americans are described as being the majority, 55 to 60 percent, of 

the African-American population. This group has steadily risen in income and education levels 
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causing them to contribute greatly to the middle class. Although the middle class is growing 

substantially, the legacy of the Civil Rights Movement still provides a sense of solidarity, unity 

and a sense of strength in numbers among this group.  

―The abandoned group makes up about 25 to 30 percent of the African American 

population and includes those who did not make the climb to the middle class. These people 

usually suffer from multi-generational poverty and dysfunction. Their stubbornness prevents 

them from advancing to the middle class—causing them to be a part of a vicious cycle of 

struggles that they have not been able to break,‖ (Robinson, 2011).  

The transcendent African American group is a very small elite group with wealth, power 

and influence. Examples of this group include people like President Obama or Oprah Winfrey 

who are African Americans reaching unprecedented heights in society.  

The fourth group is called the emergent group, which contains two types of subgroups. 

The two components of this group are black immigrants from the Caribbean and especially from 

Africa who are coming in record numbers. The second component is biracial Americans who are 

also increasing in numbers. Robinson suggested the acknowledgment of this group is important 

because their relationship with white America might be different. These sociological 

characteristics are pertinent to the study because political messages are going to be received and 

processed differently by these groups.  Robinson‘s segmentation of the African American 

population is key to structuring messages for this monolith group.  

African Americans as a Political Public  

The United States has become increasingly diverse in the racial and ethnic makeup of its 

people (Gibson & Jung, 2002; Ward & Anthony, 1992) and the recent projections from the U.S. 

Census show that by 2050, the country will be fairly evenly divided between White, non-
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Hispanics and demographic groups currently called minorities. For instance, African Americans, 

who in 2000 constituted 12.7 percent of the population will compromise 14.6 percent in 2050 

(Sha, 2006). 

  Findings demonstrate that this type of racial diversity is associated with voter turnout 

and mobilizing institutions (Hill, 1999). Thus greater racial diversity is associated with lower 

levels of voter mobilization and higher barriers to voter participation.  However, there is minimal 

research on how these socialization factors such as diversity, ethnocentrism, and culture play out 

in the political realm of society. Even fewer studies have used the situational theory of publics to 

specifically evaluate African Americans and their perceptions, behaviors and attitudes. African 

Americans number almost 30 million and compromise more than 12 percent of the U.S. 

population (Morton, 1997). Although these numbers are considerably low in comparison to other 

racial groups, a public relations practitioner must acknowledge the importance of the minority 

composition of the public as well.  

The disparity within political activity among races demands attention that will address 

such discrepancies. It is evident that this disparity is partially associated with race or ethnicity. 

Hornick and Ramirez (2006) stated that although it is tempting to accept race- or ethnicity- 

conscious segmentation as a given, there are risks associated with it. These risks include the 

public‘s immediate rejection of political messages or the accusation of practitioners stereotyping 

publics.  However, there is a family of approaches to counterattack these risks. Hornick and 

Ramirez focused on the segmenting racial or ethnic groups based on three factors: behavioral 

segmentation, message segmentation, and channel segmentation. ―Racial and ethnic groups are 

substantially different in regard to some target behavior, responsiveness to messages and the 

patterns of media usage,‖ (2006).  
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African Americans and Political Campaigns 

A political campaign consists of communicative messages designed to serve as a source 

of information and a motivation to act. Modern society provides several channels for politicians 

to use to inform citizens on pertinent issues including text message campaigns, blogging, and 

social media networks such as Twitter, Facebook or YouTube (Geron, 2012).  Gilliam and 

Kauffman suggest that black citizens mobilize on behalf of black candidates because they 

assume that the candidate will share their experiences if not their policy preferences—in hopes of 

both (1998). In sum, these authors suggest that political campaigns of black candidates prompt 

stronger political activity from black citizens. This study is aiming to recommend how politicians 

or public relations practitioners of a variety of ethnic backgrounds can elicit black voter 

participation. This research is hoping to help practitioners design effective and accurate political 

campaign messages that can successfully target the African American public.  

Harder and Krosnik (2008) developed their own equation explaining how voter decision 

making is accomplished. Their conceptual framework for voter turnout includes: his or her 

motivation to vote, his or her ability to vote, and the difficulty of the act of voting. This is 

parallel to the situational theory of publics. In the situational theory of publics, problem 

recognition was the ability to recognize if there was an apparent problem. In the conceptual 

framework, this would be parallel to the motivation to vote. These motivations can include 

supporting a candidate, supporting a political issue or simply just fulfilling their duty as a citizen. 

All these reasons point back to problem recognition and the motivation to vote.   

Public Relations and Political Campaigns   

Public relations has been applied to the political context on several occasions; however 

these studies have mainly focused on college student political activities rather than minority 
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publics. A few studies of the situational theory of publics have focused specifically on political 

issues (Atwood & Major, 1991; Hamilton, 1992; Shah, Nah, & Veenstra, 2005). Hamilton 

(1992) focused on testing the situational theory of publics through the 1990 governor‘s race in 

Kansas and suggested adding a media use variable to the theory. Hamilton found that increased 

media usage relates to increased voting activity; however, the results were most significant for 

well-educated, middle-aged, and high-income groups (1992).  Although some studies have 

explored political behavior using the situational theory of publics, even fewer studies have 

examined African American voting behavior for the purposes of public relations research and 

practice. Applying the situational theory of publics to political public relations will help monitor 

political activity especially across demographics.  

 The political context allows practitioners to examine civic participation and the power of 

attentive, active publics. According to Arnold (1995), attentive publics are those citizens who are 

aware that a specific issue is on the Congressional agenda, know what alternatives are under 

consideration and have relatively firm preferences about what Congress should do. Therefore, 

depending on the level of political involvement, problem recognition and constraint recognition 

will reflect voting behavior of African Americans. In this particular study, political behavior will 

include a wide spectrum of behaviors consisting of campaigning, handing out flyers, making 

phone calls to politicians, voting or belonging to political group to name a few.  

Current Communication Campaigns to Remedy Voting Disparities  

Public relations practitioners are given the responsibility of designing and implementing 

a variety of campaigns ranging from health to political issues. To create and raise awareness 

about voting and political issues, political campaigns appealing to certain demographics have 

been launched. For example, the Rock the Vote campaign was created to engage and build U.S. 
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political power for young people. The Rock the Vote campaign targeted publics between the ages 

of 18 and 29 with the intent of making politicians pay attention to youth and the issues they care 

about (Rock the Vote, 2010).  The campaign consisted of celebrity spokespersons such as 

Madonna and Christina Aguilera, the launching of a clothing line Rock the Vote Apparel, and a 

tour of various music artists. This campaign, along with others, was used to educate citizens 

about the importance of their civic duty. Although this campaign targeted youth, it did not target 

racial groups.  

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) launched a 

political awareness campaign to motivate African Americans to exercise their constitutional 

rights. The Know How to Vote campaign was a small online movement to help African 

Americans find details about poll locations voting hours, and candidate information (NAACP, 

2010). However, this particular campaign was only housed on the NAACP homepage, making it 

difficult for African Americans to even know about the campaign.  The campaign was limited to 

those who regularly visit the NCAAP website and only creates a limited amount of traffic and 

awareness among African Americans. Although technology has provided a simpler avenue to 

raise awareness, there are still lower rates of voter turnout and voter registration among African 

Americans.  

At a time where political information is available at the click of a button, very few 

national campaigns have been designed to specifically target African Americans about political 

issues. The root of the problem can be discovered by understanding and answering the following 

questions: What is hindering African Americans from voting? How do African Americans 

consider and feel about campaigns that have been used in the past? An examination of the 

consumption of various voting and political participation messages will provide a better 
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understanding how African Americans interpret, comprehend and act after viewing and hearing 

political messages. 

Personal Interest in Study 

Throughout my career, I was given the opportunity to explore how public relations is 

practiced in the governmental, non-profit, sports and medical industries. From my experience, it 

was evident that many organizations lacked the implementation of theoretical approaches in 

practice. Specifically, I noticed how the segmentation of publics was not being implemented in 

any of the public relations departments. I found it interesting how the public relations field is one 

of the most public-centric careers but yet organizations overlooked this practical concept in its 

management strategies. The situational theory of publics is one of the most functional theories in 

public relations academia. From my personal experience, I see the need for more departments to 

incorporate theoretical principles into practice.  

As an African American, I have always been interested in exploring the minority 

perspective in the public relations arena. I am particularly interested in this study because within 

my own family and social/networking groups, I have observed a discrepancy in how African 

Americans view politics or decide to participate in political activities. I have family members 

who aren‘t in any way interested in political affairs, while I have friends who have worked on 

several political campaigns. I wanted to unveil the reasons as to why some African Americans 

acknowledged and exercised their political rights while some were disinterested or unaware of 

the political status of the country. I was interested in revealing what cultural factors influence 

African Americans‘ decision to seek political information or become politically active or aware. 

Numerous political analysts mention the lack of political consciousness of African Americans 

compared to other racial groups. The governmental sector has not been studied immensely in 



                                                                                                     African Americans and Politics 10 

 

public relations academia, which was my motivation to study public relations and African 

Americans within a political context. This study is especially unique because there are currently 

minimal studies on African Americans as a public, as well as minimum studies of public 

relations within a political framework. This study certainly expanded the public relations 

academia in more ways than one.  

This study overcame some of the barriers that plague public relations academia, including 

the organizational bias and lack of focus on minority publics. Organizations will greatly benefit 

from the data produced from this study because it will provide insight to African Americans as a 

public.  In addition, I situate myself in this study as a researcher wanting to expand the public 

relations academia as well as learn more about how I can help enlighten others, especially 

African Americans, on the advantages of becoming politically aware. Some of the topics I 

expected to be mentioned in interviews include: President Obama‘s impact on African American 

political behavior, why or why not voting is important, does the African American vote matter, 

the impact of the Civil Rights Movement on today‘s political landscape and perhaps the political 

agenda of the black community. These topics shed light on what African Americans value 

politically and what they expected from political communicators.  

This study was very timely in that election season is being kicked off locally and 

nationally. The country is gearing up for the 2012 presidential election and the concepts from 

this study can help political practitioners understand the practicality of the situational theory of 

publics for this political season and elections in the future. There is little to no segmented 

messages being communicated to the black community. Political practitioners can use this data 

as a stepping stone to tap into a new area. In addition, this study encourages other public 
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relations scholars to expand the academia by researching other minority groups including Asians 

and Hispanics since the ethnic composition of the country continues to shift.   

Implications of Study  

 

This study examines which factors influence African Americans‘ perceptions about 

political involvement. The situational theory of publics (Grunig & Hunt, 1984) directed the 

development of the proposed research questions, data collection, and analysis to explore the 

practicality of this theory in the context of political communication messages. This study will 

recommend how politicians or public relations practitioners of a variety of ethnic backgrounds 

can elicit black voter participation. This research is hoping to help practitioners design effective 

and accurate political campaign messages that can successfully target the African American 

public. Since much of public relations academia neglects to focus on minority publics, this study 

will help overcome the bias by examining communicative behaviors.  

Plan of Study 

The literature review investigates the situational theory of publics. In the methodology 

section, the researcher will discuss the methods used for data collection. The fourth chapter 

presents the analysis of the data, and the final chapter concludes this work by explaining the 

results and the practical impact it will have on future public relations research and practice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER II 

 

Literature Review 
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This study on political behavior and public relations campaigns is grounded in several 

theoretical bases: the situational theory of publics, racial and ethnic challenges in public 

relations, and political communication messages and campaigns targeted at African Americans 

as a public.  

Situational Theory of Publics 

 

 The situational theory of publics is one of the most applicable theories in public relations 

scholarship. It has been used to examine behavioral changes, information seeking behaviors and 

attitudinal changes. Aldoory and Sha credit the situational theory of publics as being the first 

―deep theory‖ in public relations, and may also be one of the most useful theories in 

understanding why publics communicate and when they are most likely to do so (2007).  The 

situational theory of publics also categorizes different types of publics, which correspond to the 

analysis of the African American perception and political behavior.  

Types of publics. Hallahan (1999) defined a public as a group of people who relate to an 

organization, demonstrate varying degrees of activity or passivity, and might or might not 

interact with others concerning their relationship (Aldoory & Sha, 2007). The public has the 

ability to act collectively to solve an issue or problem that may affect them. At the same time, a 

public may view an issue as irrelevant and refuse to act upon this issue. The situational theory of 

publics was developed for practitioners to use to identify which publics are likely to 

communicate, when they are likely to communicate, and with which publics are the most 

strategic for an organization to communicate (Grunig & Hunt 1984).  

 The situational theory of publics classifies publics into subgroups and observes the 

communication characteristics among each group. This theory is important because it has the 
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power to predict which issues within a specific set of issues are likely to create active publics 

(Sha, 2006). J.E. Grunig and Hunt (1984) built on Dewey‘s (1972) definition of publics by 

proposing that this definition would imply four groups: a nonpublic that has no consequences for 

an organization and vice versa; a latent public that fails to recognize problems; aware publics 

recognize a problem but have significant constraints to acting; and active publics that organize 

and do something about their problems.  

Platt claimed that African Americans must be faced with some external threat such as 

racial discrimination or hate crimes, have greater access to policy makers, and participate in 

stronger social networks to have an impact on legislation (2008). The opposite side of the 

spectrum consists of active publics where African Americans vigorously fight for their political 

goals. Furthermore, specific variables such as personal relevancy and constraint barriers 

determine how active the African-American public may become when addressing political issues 

(2008). The situational theory of publics can be used to explore African Americans‘ participation 

in voting because it can identify exact cultural factors that motivate this group to engage in 

political activities such as voting.  

Variables Impacting Publics’ Communication Behaviors. There has been an abundant 

amount of research conducted to determine variables that shape communication patterns among 

publics. The situational theory of publics uses three factors, or independent variables, to predict 

communication behavior, attitude change, and behavior change (Aldoory & Sha, 2007). These 

three independent variables include problem recognition, constraint recognition, and level of 

involvement.  
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1. Level of involvement refers to the extent at which the public has an emotional or 

cognitive connection to the issue or problem at hand. If someone feels as if the issue 

directly affects him or her, he or she will be more motivated to act.  

2. Constraint recognition indicates how the public perceives certain factors as barriers or 

constraints to act. If someone is planning to vote at the polls on Election Day, but has no 

means of transportation to get there, this would be considered a constraint. Barriers such 

as money, resources and geography are also examples of common constraints. 

3. Problem recognition involves the extent to which a public perceives an issue as a 

problem. For instance, a college student would not perceive the social security reform to 

be an important problem, as oppose to a 50 year old considering retirement in the next 

few years.   

Measuring these variables will determine how African Americans perceive political involvement 

and how they make meaning to political messages. Active African-American publics have high 

involvement, high recognition and low constraint recognition, and their racial identity may 

determine the unique type of information seeking they demonstrate. In the political context, 

active African-American publics can participate in extreme activism tactics such as petitioning 

the government, financial boycotting, social media activism or the organization interest groups. 

Aware African-American publics have high problem recognition but also high constraint 

recognition. Unlike active publics, aware African Americans are informed about political issues 

but are not motivated act, vote or change. Their behaviors might include reading the newspaper, 

watching the news or listening to the radio, but not necessarily acting on the information that is 

provided to them.  Latent publics are those who have high levels of involvement and but low 

problem recognition (Aldoory & Sha, 2007).  These types of publics can be described as the 
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bandwagon voters. Bandwagon voters are considered to be less committed to politics and usually 

say ―Didn‘t make any difference to me who won, but I wanted to vote for the winner,‖ (Irwin, 

2006, p. 6). In other words, latent publics believe majority can‘t be wrong and have a tendency to 

go along with the crowd.   

  A person does not stop to think about situations unless they perceive that something 

needs to be done to improve the situation. These factors affect whether a public will engage in 

information seeking (active communication behavior) or information processing (passive 

communication behavior) (Aldoory & Sha, 2007). The dependent variable, information seeking, 

involves the intentional search for information pertaining to a specific issue. This determines if 

and how African Americans seek information about issues ranging from healthcare reform to 

unemployment rates. Information processing is another dependent variable, which occurs when 

people pay attention to the message and absorb some it, both intentionally and unintentionally.  

Based on the relationships among the independent and dependent variables, J. E. Grunig (1997) 

formulated different publics and their likelihood of active communication and potential behavior 

change (Aldoory & Sha, 2007).  

 Recently, Kim and Ni (2010) have extended the situational theory of publics by 

elaborating on the range of information seeking activities. They developed the situational theory 

of problem solving (STOPS) which provides new options in identifying publics for research and 

practice. STOPS incorporates a new concept, communicative action in problem solving (CAPS) 

as its dependent variable describing communication behaviors. It consists of four sub-variables 

of active and passive communication behaviors including information forwarding,  information 

sharing,  information forfending, and information permitting – in addition to the two dependent 
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variables of the theory of publics, information seeking and information attending (originally 

termed information processing).   

1. Information forwarding is the act of proactively disseminating information to other 

communicators even if no one solicited it. (active communication)  

2. Information sharing is the giving of information only when someone requests one‘s 

opinion, idea, or expertise about the problem. (passive communication)  

3. Information forefending is defined as the extent to which a communicator fends off 

certain information in advance by judging its value and relevance for a problem-solving 

task.  (active communication) 

4. Information permitting refers to the extent to which a communicator accepts any 

information related to problem solving task. (passive communication)   

5. Information seeking represents the planned scanning of the environment for messages 

about a specific topic. (active communication)  

6. Information attending represents the unplanned discovery of a message followed by 

continued processing of it. (passive communication) 

Race, Culture, Ethnicity & Situational Theory of Publics  

Conceptualizations of identities. Race is typically perceived as the color of one‘s skin 

where as ethnicity refers to the country or place of origin. Culture includes a multitude of groups 

within a national society and these groups can be defined by race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 

orientation, socioeconomic standing, occupation and disability (Collier, 2003; Cupach & 

Imahori, 1993; Lustig & Koester, 1993; Martin 1993; Samovar & Porter, 2003).  For this study, 
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culture is defined through the prisms of race and ethnicity because these are the most permeating 

factors when studying voting behavior.  

 Race, ethnicity, culture, and public relations. There has not been significant research of 

the situational theory of publics within the racial, ethnic, and cultural contexts. The persistent 

exclusion of discourse on the constructions of race, gender, ethnicity, and sexuality among other 

identity facets in the development of public relations theory and practice hinders how public 

relations practitioners communicate effectively with the varied publics that enact and engage 

organizations (Aldoory, 2009; Pompper, 2005). As the United States becomes more multicultural 

and diverse, the typical and standard way of identifying publics has had to shift and become 

realigned with a world that sees identities as fluid rather than fixed (Vardeman-Winter, Tindall, 

& Jiang, 2010). The public relations practitioner is held accountable for segmenting, appreciating 

and speaking for all publics regardless of race, ethnicity and culture. Practitioners emerge 

because of the need to strategically segment publics for efficiency purposes and the need to serve 

as true boundary spanners for the organization (Sison, 2009). In other words, more attention 

needs to be dedicated to tailoring campaigns across races and ethnicities.   

Race and ethnicity can mingle to create challenges and opportunities in reaching and 

connecting with African Americans (Tindall & Vardeman, 2008). There are a number of barriers 

and factors a practitioner must consider in order to target African Americans as a public. Morton 

(1997) suggests that public relations practitioners must overcome myths to successfully connect 

with African Americans as a public. The first myth is that minorities are the same as Caucasians, 

or the majority. There are not only noticeable physical differences; there are drastic cognitive 

differences which will in turn cause African Americans to behave differently (Rushton & Jensen, 

2005). The second myth assumes that all minorities are homogenous. Among Asian Americans, 
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Hispanic Americans and African Americans there are communication patterns, information 

seeking and information processing behaviors that distinguish each subgroup from the next. 

Many practitioners assume that mass media is the most effective tool in reaching minority 

publics. Although mass media is the most utilized, practitioners must evaluate their publics to 

discover the most effective and efficient way of reaching African Americans. To establish a 

mutually beneficial relationship between an organization and its publics, a public relations 

practitioner must determine the appropriate tools to reach this public. Aldoory (2009) suggested 

cultural groups vary significantly from one another in terms of multitude of factors. The apparent 

differences include language and communication behavior, historical and personal experiences, 

social and peer networks, and life priorities.  

Cultural identity influences how African Americans perceive messages and act on 

messages. Although the situational theory applies to publics, cultural and socioeconomic 

variables were excluded from the theory. Furthermore, culture identity can be analyzed from two 

different perspectives: the social psychological approach and the communication approach 

(Collier, 1994). Since public relations acknowledges communication between organization and 

publics, this study will focus on the communication approach of culture identity. The 

communication perspective suggests that cultural identities emerge in communication contexts. 

When cultural identities are enacted, patterns of communicative conduct become evident (1994). 

This study is looking to reveal the political communicative conduct of African Americans. 

Cultural identity is critical to public relations because it affects the way publics communicate. 

Organizations can benefit by using a cultural approach to public relations to segment publics. 

Cultural identity is relevant to this study because these exact characteristics that emerge 

influence how African Americans make meaning to political messages. 
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Sha (2006) conducted one of the few studies drawing attention to cultural identity in the 

segmenting of publics.  Literature indicated that although the definition of culture at the level of 

national identities is useful for global or international public relations, such a definitional 

limitation could hinder the field if public relations scholars and practitioners forget that within a 

national society are not culturally homogenous (2006). Sha concluded that racioethnic identity 

predicts the involvement and problem recognition variables of the situational theory of publics, 

but not constraint recognition. 

Several scholars have employed the cultural studies approach to understanding evolving 

minority publics.  For example, Vardeman-Winter (2010) conducted a cultural study by 

examining how teens make meanings about an HPV/cervical cancer campaign. Her cultural 

studies approach enabled the findings that the girls‘ multiple identities of race, gender, class and 

parenthood status intersected to influence their mediated health experience. This study 

emphasizes the value of the cultural studies approach and how it can be used to build a campaign 

from the public‘s perspective specifically targeting those in great need.  

 Very few studies have focused solely on African American publics, instead they have 

focused on racial and ethnic differences among publics.  Vardeman-Winter and Tindall (2010; 

2011) observe how women of color make meaning of heart disease and how they make meaning 

of the media and public dialogue about heart disease. Using a cultural studies methodology, these 

authors discovered factors influencing women‘s information-seeking behaviors. This approach is 

important because cultural groups may give meaning to communication about risk differently. 

This research is pertinent to this study because it reiterates how African Americans can make 

meaning of political messages or campaigns differently. Across these studies, it is apparent that 
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identities play a role in the understanding and meaning making of political communication. 

However, this study is different in that it only focuses on African Americans.  

Race and ethnicity shapes the way a person views the world, interprets messages and 

responds to certain situations. These individual factors can have an effect on the behavioral 

outcome of an individual. African Americans will interpret messages, issues and images 

differently than another culture which may explain their differences in political action 

approaches and political communication. An understanding of culture and cultural identity is 

important for public relations because shared identities affect the manner in which individuals 

come together to behave and communicate. This approach will significantly close the gap 

between minorities and their respected perspective as a public.   

Race, Culture, and Political Involvement  

Political behavior is normally associated with voting but within this study, political 

behavior includes participation in political groups, political campaigns, voting, seeking political 

information or talking to someone about political affairs. There is a wide spectrum of political 

behaviors but some of these actions can include writing letters to political officials, handing out 

campaign flyers or brochures, running for political office, participating in political protests or 

walks, attending city council meetings, conventions or conferences and more. In this study, 

participants will be asked how they are politically involved. Several factors have been known to 

be tied to voter/political participation among African Americans. Some traditional cultural 

factors can include but not limited to age, family structures, socioeconomic status, education, 

church or community group participation, race or ethnicity relations.    

Research Questions 
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Beyond the aforementioned traditional dimensions of culture, power distance, uncertainty 

avoidance, masculinity and femininity, individualism and collectivism and long term orientation 

(Hofstede, 1991) can also make a substantial difference in how African Americans perceive 

political involvement and how African Americans make meaning of political messages.  

The situational theory of publics is helpful in understanding African-American political 

behavior. The purpose of this study is to explore how African Americans interpret some of the 

current political messages being communicated and to identify if and how they perceive political 

involvement. In addition, it will reveal how unique cultural characteristics shape an African 

Americans‘ perspective on politics. This will help political communicators to construct messages 

or campaigns that are sensitive to the communicative, behavioral patterns and cultural 

distinctiveness of this specific racial group.  

African Americans have a different perspective on politics because of their unjustly and 

unfavorable circumstances in political history. Blacks are politically disenfranchised because 

they were excluded or segregated due to racial discrimination (Marable, 2000).  Although recent 

data shows that in the 2008 presidential election, the levels of participation by black eligible 

voters increased from the 2004 presidential election, many can argue the increased turnout in 

2008 was due to Barack Obama being the first black candidate running for president (Lopez, 

2009). African Americans‘ unique political history had a significant impact on their stories and 

perceptions about political communication. Furthermore to understand if the unique political 

history shapes African Americans‘ perception on political involvement and meaning making of 

political messages, the following Research Questions (RQs) guided data collection and analysis: 

RQ1: What factors influence African Americans’ perception about political involvement?  
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RQ2: What cultural factors contribute to how African Americans make meaning to 

political messages/political campaign?  
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how African Americans gave meaning to 

political messages and the motivational factors of their political activity; thusly, I used a 

qualitative methodology. According to Miles and Huberman (1994), qualitative data help 

researchers surpass initial conceptions and to generate or revise conceptual frameworks. In 

addition, qualitative studies are a ―source of well grounded, rich descriptions and explanations of 

processes in the identifiable local contexts‖ (1994, p.1). These ―rich descriptions and 

explanations‖ provided an in depth look into the complex phenomenon of race and politics, 

which helped illuminate the breadth of perceptions on the topic since individuals give meaning to 

communication about politics differently.  

Qualitative Interview Method  

 To grasp how African Americans understood political communication, I conducted in-

depth face-to-face interviews. Qualitative interviewing is an opportunity to provide information 

about participant‘s beliefs, attitudes and behaviors (Frey, Botan & Krepps, 2000). Lindlof and 

Taylor (2002) suggested several reasons for researchers to employ qualitative interviewing. First, 

interviews lead to understanding of the participant‘s experience and perspective through stories, 

accounts and explanations. In other words, these stories paint a vivid picture into the 

participant‘s life.  

By holding face-to-face interviews, I was able to clarify any questions respondents didn‘t 

understand and gather observational data by noting verbal and nonverbal behaviors. 

Furthermore, interviews allowed me to build rapport, which is important because participants 

should feel comfortable when revealing their beliefs, attitudes and perspectives. In this context, 
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interviewing was appropriate because I asked the participants probing questions to clarify or 

expand their answers. The purpose of this interview protocol was to design questions that reflect 

the proposed research questions. 

Another purpose served by interviewing is the opportunity to deconstruct meaning of 

political messages. Interviewing techniques gather information about things or processes that 

cannot be observed effectively through other means. I was able to penetrate into the social lives 

of multigenerational African Americans, which is important because different generations have 

different views and experiences with U.S. politics.  Interviews may be conducted for more than 

one purpose. The aforementioned purposes add up to a set of reasons as to why interviews are so 

pertinent to qualitative studies.  

Interview Protocol 

The purpose of the interviews was to explore the concepts of political messages in 

regards to the African American perspective. First the interview questions measured the overall 

importance of politics to African Americans. This exploration included how connected the 

participants felt to political messages or political campaigns. The interviews revealed what 

sources they are utilizing for political information and to what extent do they discuss political 

information with other people. Finally, the interview exposed what the media is saying about 

politics and how the participants were interpreting these mediated messages.  

My interview protocol was developed through analyzing previous studies with similar 

research goals and relevant concepts from the situational theory of publics (Grunig, 1997). With 

interview questions derived from the situational theory of publics with the African American‘s 

perspective, the data I collected accurately address the research questions proposed in the study. 

The purpose of the interview protocol was to serve as a guide to the interview process. However, 
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the participants were allowed to elaborate on questions as they wish and follow up questions 

were asked where appropriate (White & Raman, 2000). As the interviewer, it was my 

responsibility to find out what others think and know (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  This process 

differs from the structured interviews. In a structured interview, the interviewer strictly asks 

questions without variation or asking for elaboration. Therefore, this study employed a semi-

structured format, where I probed for specific information. I introduced the topic, and then guide 

the discussion with specific questions (Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990). My interview protocol 

encouraged participants to give details and examples. 

 The situational theory of publics will frame my questions. This theory revealed whether 

or not the political information targeted them appropriately. This also helped to solicit details 

about participants‘ media usage for political information, their personal views on certain political 

issues, and their behavioral intentions around politics. I asked questions to elicit discussion about 

the broader context of political communication, by asking ―To what extent are politics important 

to you?‖ This measured how connected the participants feel to politics or level of involvement. I 

also measured their problem recognition by asking questions like ―How strongly do you feel that 

something needs to be done to improve the political status of African Americans?‖ To measure 

constraint recognition, I asked questions such as ―To what extent do you believe that you have 

the ability to change the current political status of African Americans? I asked what sources 

African Americans used to seek information about political issues or to become politically 

involved.  

To explore the cultural impact on meaning making, I asked the participants questions like 

how do they feel about political messages as an African American that may be different from 

other ethnic groups. I included the remaining questions of my interview protocol in the appendix.  
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Prior to interviewing, I conducted a pre-test by interviewing three participants of my 

sample to determine the quality of my interview questions.  A pretest measures determines what 

variables need to be accounted for before exposing the treatment group to the manipulation of 

the independent variable (Frey, Botan and Kreps, 2000). Pre-testing helped me determine 

whether or not I am collecting the data I intended to get and as a result increasing my validity. 

Pretesting also allowed me to evaluate if any questions are unclear or need revision. After pre-

testing was complete, changes were made prior to the collection of the data from the remaining 

participants.  

Procedures  

Prior to the beginning of the interview, the participant was asked to sign a consent form 

which was submitted to the Committee for Protection of Human Services (CPHS)/Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). The duration of the interview varied for each session because the semi-

structured interviewing format will be utilized. The time allotment for all interviews ranged from 

45 minutes to an hour. Anything less than that may not provide an adequate amount of time for 

in depth data collection the study is seeking. Anything longer may lead to participant exhaustion. 

(Lindlof & Taylor, 2002).   

The Textual Object  

Regardless if the participants had seen political messages or campaigns, I introduced a 

video clip from a show that recently aired on MSNBC entitled ―Stronger America: The Black 

Agenda‖ for participants to view at their personal choice. The show contained prominent African 

American leaders discussing topics that affect African Americans such as politics, modern civil 

rights, healthcare and education. The video discussed how African Americans showed up for the 

2008 presidential election but failed to show up for the 2010 midterm election. The panel in the 
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video consisted of noted activist Al Sharpton, NAACP president, Ben Jealous, Urban League 

CEO Marc Morial, and Democratic strategist Karen Finney. The video asked tough questions 

like what can the African American community do to help itself and how does the ‗black‖ 

agenda help to further the overall American agenda? It was chosen because it directly discussed 

political behaviors of African Americans and the lack of awareness this group tends to have in 

regards to the political arena. The show aimed to create an agenda to build a strong African 

American community. This provided a better understanding of topics that are important to 

participants. It also revealed how African Americans felt about these particular mediated 

messages. In addition, an observation of verbal and nonverbal responses to the news clip was 

also noted.  

I brought my laptop to the designated meeting place and ensure ahead of time that 

internet access was available in order for my participants to view the video. The venue for the 

interview will be determined based on the participant‘s availability and preference. The 

participants were interviewed at public places near their home.  

 During the interviews I took notes and recorded the session with the participant‘s 

consent. Recording the interview provided me an opportunity to collect accurate data. Once the 

interviews were complete, I individually transcribed all of the interviews to prepare for data 

analysis. Lindlof and Taylor (2002) argue that transcribing the interviews myself will allow me 

to listen to the interview in a more studied way, helping me pay closer attention to certain 

themes, issues or contradictions. They also recommend inserting commentaries into the 

transcribed sessions in order to take note of emotions, thoughts, understandings or details within 

the interview. This was extremely helpful when it came to categorizing and coding my data. In 
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addition, writing my emotions and thoughts throughout the process enabled me to dismiss any 

bias the results of the study.  

Sampling  

This study employed purposive and snowball sampling procedures. Purposive sampling 

includes respondents that are selected nonrandomly and selected on the basis of a particular 

characteristic (Frey, Botan and Kreps, 2000). In this study, I sampled for African Americans 

between the ages of 20 to 60. This study only included African Americans who are United States 

natives and will exclude immigrants from Canada, Caribbean, West Indies, Africa, any other 

country or any other continent.
2
 

Age plays important factor because as mentioned before, different generations have 

different political experiences and views. As the goal of this study is to measure the problem 

recognition, constraint recognition and level of involvement of the African American population, 

this procedure provided sufficient data.  Furthermore, field research is carried out according to 

criteria of selection that flow logically from the objectives of the project (Lindlof & Taylor, 

2002).  Snowballing procedures, which are exclusively used in interview studies, yields a study 

sample through referrals made among people who share or know of others who possess some 

characteristics that are of research interest (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). Thus, I asked each 

group of interviewees to provide referrals who to make up the next group of interviewees.  I was 

                                                           
2
 African Americans and Blacks will be used interchangeably through the study and the 

interviewees are considered descendants of enslaved Africans within the boundaries of the 

United States. It is often difficult to define African American. However, in this study Blacks or 

African Americans are defined as those who are descendents of enslaved Africans within the 

boundaries of the United States. Similarly, the study will refer to the U.S. Census definition of  

―Black or African Americans‖ as a person having origins in any of the Black racial groups of 

Africa. It included people who indicate their race(s) as ―Black, African American, or Negro‖ 

(2010). 
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able to identify such participants with the help of my first contact. My initial contact is an active 

member or is familiar with three prominent political associations in Houston: The Houston Area 

Urban League of Young Professionals, Harris County Young Democrats, Harris County Young 

Republicans, and a large local church.  

Founded in 1968, the Houston Area Urban League‘s mission is to enable African 

Americans and other minorities to secure economic self-reliance, parity, power, and civil rights 

(The Houston Area Urban League, 2011). The organization consists of members of all races, 

ranging between the ages of 24 and 55. However, because the goal of the organization is to 

enrich the African American community through service, political knowledge and education, the 

majority of its members are African American.  

Harris County Young Democrats is an organization that elicits strong and effective 

political participation through political activism, community service and social events (Harris 

County Young Democrats, 2011). Houston Young Republicans is an organization that brings 

together 21 to 40 year old like minded Republicans to work to advance the growth the 

Republican party while encouraging awareness and active participation in the political process at 

all levels of government (Harris Young Republicans, 2011).  

Finally, research suggested that political participation is closely associated to church 

attendance (Y.M. Assensoh
 
and A.B. Assensoh, 2001). Wald (1991) sees black churches and 

religion as providing an inspiration for political involvement among black Americans. For 

African Americans, church can play a critical role in sparking political involvement. Walk 

claims, ―Religion is seen as a resource to spur political involvement‖ (p. 315). Furthermore, 

blacks are alienated from the political system because of past frustrations. They further 

contended that black churches actually help to overcome this alienation from politics (Lincoln & 
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Mamiya, 1990).Thus, with more than 8,000 members, Fallbrook Church is one of the largest 

African American churches on the north side of Houston. The church is very active in the 

community and is an advocate of African American political involvement. All four of these 

organizations provided an appropriate sample for this study. 

The number of recruited participants for this study will be determined by the saturation 

concept. Sample size in the majority of qualitative studies should generally follow the concept of 

saturation—when the collection of new data does not shed any further light on the issue under 

investigation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). I recruited my participants by sending emails to personal 

contacts to solicit participation.  My sample solicitation letter is included in the appendix. 

Handwritten thank you notes and a copy of the final report was given to those who participate in 

the study.  

Data Analysis  

Rubin and Rubin (1995) state that ―the goal of data analysis is to integrate the themes and 

concepts into a theory that offers an accurate, detailed yet subtle interpretation of your research 

arena‖ (p. 227).  The first systematic effort of data analysis usually comes with the creation of 

categories and a coding scheme (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). Categorization refers to the process of 

characterizing the meaning of a unit of data with respect to certain generic properties as 

belonging to, representing, or being an example of a general phenomenon (Spiggle, 1994).   

This study employed an inductive approach modeled after Miles and Huberman‘s (1994) 

approach, using open-coding procedure to look for emerging themes.  They suggested that as I 

transcribed interviews, I insert observer comments for data analysis purposes. Observer 

comments included my personal observations about emerging themes, linkages to other 

interviews, my interactions with the participants, and ideas for future interviews. Vardeman and 
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Tindall (2010) did a similar investigation within the health communication context. Thus, I 

adopted a similar approach. My plan was to examine the data closely, looking for data that 

related to each other in a way that they seem to belong to a category. Similar themes will be 

grouped together. The goal of this study was to explore the minority perspective, which has been 

minimally researched.  

This study was modeled after the constant comparative model using open coding 

procedures to look at emerging themes. As themes emerge they will be compared to determine 

the consistency of certain themes versus sporadic and outlier themes (Vardeman-Winter & 

Tindall, 2010).  

I used the situational theory publics to frame the research questions. This helped to 

identify how African Americans perceive political involvement and how they make meaning of 

the messages or campaigns communicated them. It also gathered details about the participants‘ 

media usage for political information, their personal beliefs about politics and political activity, 

and their behavioral intentions around political activity. This was the foundation of my data 

analysis. Using multiple samples from four different organizations: The Houston Area Urban 

League, Harris County Young Democrats, Harris County Young Republicans, and Fallbrook 

Church will increase the validity of my findings because they came from different sources in a 

display of multiple, refractory realities simultaneously (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003).  
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CHAPTER IV 

 

Results 

 

The following chapter outlines the results to the proposed research questions. The 

purpose of the study was to discover what factors influence African Americans‘ perception about 

political involvement and what cultural factors influence meaning making of political messages. 

In the results section, I will discuss some of the barriers African Americans encounter to 

becoming politically involved and their reactions to the video which accurately describe how 

political messages are interpreted. Results revealed that some of major factors influencing 

perception of political involvement include age, racial discrimination, and their level of church 

or community involvement. Cultural factors including parental or familial influence and 

connection to spiritual groups contribute to how African Americans make meaning to political 

messages.    

Demographics of Participants  

 

In total, 15 African Americans were interviewed for this study. In this study, eight 

participants were female and seven participants were males. All of the participants currently 

reside in the greater Houston area. Although all participants revealed their full intentions of 

voting in the upcoming 2012 presidential election, all of the participants suggested that African 

Americans were not as politically active or aware as they should be.  

This qualitative study followed the concept of saturation—when collection of new data 

does not shed any further light on the issue under investigation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Therefore, after interviewing 15 participants, the study had reached its point of saturation. 

Repetitive themes such as lack of political knowledge, acknowledgement of unique political 

history, the appreciation of the civil rights movement influencing their political behavior 
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emerged. At this point, I realized that I was not collecting any new data. I reached saturation 

when no additional data were relevant to the study.  

RQ 1: What factors influence African Americans’ perception about political involvement? 

Several factors influence African Americans and their perception of political 

involvement. These factors were described according to three variables: (1) problem recognition, 

which is the extent to which African Americans perceive some level of severity of the problem; 

(2) level of involvement, which is the extent to which African Americans feel personally or 

emotionally connected to the problem; and (3) constraint recognition, which is the extent to 

which African Americans perceive barriers to becoming politically involved.  

Problem Recognition  

Several themes emerged while measuring the level of problem recognition among 

participants: political issue awareness, political wake up call, ―political agenda‖ and ―too black, 

too strong.‖ This section will report what issues participants thought were influencing their 

political involvement.  

Political Issue Awareness. Prior to watching the MSNBC video clip shown to them 

during the interviews, African Americans presented a lack of awareness and knowledge 

regarding politics. Very few of the participants appeared to be confident in being able to describe 

politics when asked what came to mind when they hear the word, ―politics.‖ This was also 

evident through their facial expressions. Their facial expressions communicated a sense of 

insecurity through their delayed responses, relaxed posture, lack of eye contact.  Some 

participants had slouched posture and were inattentive. There were some participants who 

stuttered many of their answers which indicated their lack of confidence and knowledge in 

discussing political issues. When asked to share their perception of politics, many of the 
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participants provided general responses either equating the term politics to the current state of the 

country economically or equating politics to the disposition of the political parties. This was 

evidenced by Wesley‘s response to the question:  

I think about the government and the issues concerning me and my family. I also think 

about the representation of my family in the political arena and what ideas they have that 

might drastically affect not only me but my family in the future such as social security. I 

think about the present state of our political parties and their positions. 

Furthermore, many participants excluded factors such as the importance of voting, the 

effects of voting on current political issues, being politically involved and their personal role in 

helping to change the political landscape of the country. Many blamed the government and its 

politicians and officials as the cause for the problems or issues the country is facing. Some 

African Americans said they were uncomfortable and uncertain of how the political system 

works including the effects and importance of mid-term elections on Congress and Senate. In 

addition, some said the political arena was too messy, and they were tired of the ―bickering back 

and forth with Congress.‖ Apparently, the communication messages from the MSNBC clip only 

provided an overview of the problem without offering a resolution, as described by Emile:  

I think it was still outlaying the problem without getting to solutions—and I‘ll say 

tangible solutions. Sometimes people say the obvious, but don‘t give plans of action as to 

how to get that. Of course, more people need to vote, but it‘s more than just telling people 

to go out there and vote. 

Moreover, few participants were aware of the disappointing turnout of African Americans during 

the 2010 mid-term elections. However, the majority of the participants understood the valued 



                                                                                                     African Americans and Politics 35 

 

right to vote. This was evident through the many references to the unique political history of 

African Americans. This was evident by Kalen‘s response:  

Voting is very important—I feel like being an African American especially, so many 

people fought for us to have this right. This is not a right that anyone in America wanted 

us to have or felt like we worthy of. I think it‘s ridiculous, ignorant and ludicrous to me to 

not take this right seriously.  

Finally, several of the participants felt African Americans were not considered as politically 

involved compared to other races and ethnicities. When asked what came to mind when thinking 

about African Americans and political involvement/voting, collectively the participants 

expressed the need for improvement. This was discovered in Erin‘s initial response:  

I would say African Americans would have low political involvement. I don‘t have 

numbers or statistics but a lot of my friends aren‘t involved in the political process or 

political system.  

Political Wake up Call. After watching the video presented to them from the MSNBC 

News, the participants had mixed views about the panel facilitating the discussion, the political 

views of the panel and the political topics that were presented. There was a considerable amount 

of feedback revealing that the video made valid and accurate arguments, while many shared that 

the staggering statistics on African Americans and political awareness and involvement ―speaks 

volumes.‖ Many said they learned something about the importance of the political role of 

African Americans in this country and the effects of this race‘s participation. When asked what 

they thought the video was trying to tell them, several of the participants thought this video 

served as a ―wake up call‖ to African Americans to get more involved and stay involved in these 
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elections. Glenn, 57, shared his thoughts on how the video warranted action from the African 

American community:  

One thing that jumped out at me is that we have to understand the political process and 

not just sit back and wait for someone to do something for us. Although the first African 

American president was elected and had many great promises, he has limited powers 

without having the support of other elected officials. 

“What is the Political Agenda?”. Furthermore, several participants were surprised about 

the video‘s explanation of the ―Reversed Great Migration‖ concept, which explained the sudden 

increase of professional and educated African Americans moving to the south in search of jobs. 

The participants did not realize how the search for jobs has a substantial impact on voter turnout. 

In addition, some participants expressed the video was helpful in addressing the national 

perspective on politics, but the video also neglected the local/community agenda, as evidence by 

Donnie:   

I would ask them to come down to the local level. They were only dealing with national 

politics. I would like them to make it local. It‘s unfair to think that any president can 

come in and change things in all 50 states.  

To most participants, the messages were targeted to African Americans but not tailored to reach 

the appropriate publics. Some believed the local and national agenda were not on the same page. 

They believed that an understanding of the local agenda will help make an impact on the national 

agenda.  

Several participants felt like they were able to attain the information they needed from the 

video, and acknowledged the need for African Americans to become more politically involved or 

vote. Although participants agreed with the premise of the video, some of the participants 
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expressed a curiosity for more information about specific issues that were relevant to their 

personal lives. One participant said that ―the video needed to have more of a focus on 

unemployment. This is an area that directly pertains to me because I am a recent college 

graduate.‖  In addition, one participant believed African Americans detach themselves from the 

rest of the country by having a separate ―agenda‖ which further perpetuates the problem: 

I would also change the perspective—Instead of looking at everything as the ―black 

agenda‖ or ―white agenda,‖ why can‘t we look at it as the ―American Agenda.‖ I feel like 

we begin to separate ourselves and these are the type of things that hold us back. 

 Another participant believed that the political agendas of the Republican and Democrat 

political parties prohibit governmental progress. Robyn, a 24 year old guidance counselor, states  

―Well, because it is election season, I hear a lot of bickering and disagreement among party lines. 

It‘s to the point now where the debates and conversations are filled with personal attacks rather 

than addressing the political issues at hand. Often times the political focus shifts because leaders 

and officials are so caught up in their personal agendas that it prohibits them from moving 

forward.‖   

      Too Black, Too Strong. The participants were also asked their opinions about the panel who 

helped to facilitate the discussion. Numerous participants were not fond of Reverend Al 

Sharpton. One participant said, ―Although he made some valid arguments, I am not a fan of Al 

Sharpton. He can be too abrasive at times.‖ Another participant claimed that she ―doesn‘t hang 

on his every word,‖ and with him coming from a ―very heavy black side‖, she didn‘t agree with 

many of his ―heavy black ideas.‖ James believed stated, ―Rev. Al Sharpton had always been in 

the forefront of African American political affairs. I feel like his overall mission is to raise 

awareness about what needs to be changed politically. But I think that his extreme tactics and 
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strategies that were once appropriate in the era where drastic changes need to be made aren‘t 

needed as much today.‖  This is also reinforced through Emile‘s response when asked why he 

wasn‘t a supporter of Reverend Al Sharpton:  

Al Sharpton is great for theatrics. I just don‘t see him as a true activist. I think we put the 

title activist on many people, not realizing that it‘s a verb and not a noun. The basis of the 

word activist is to act, which means you have to get out and do something besides just 

talking. So that‘s why I‘m not a fan of Al Sharpton.  

Level of Involvement  

Whether African Americans felt personally connected to becoming politically involved or 

being politically aware was largely determined on four factors: their age, their emotional 

connectedness to the civil rights movement, familial or parental influence and to a lesser extent, 

church or community participation.  

Age Influences Involvement. Older participants stated – before and after viewing the 

video – that the ―younger generation‖ was not concerned about the current political state of our 

country. For example, Glenn, 57, associated the lack of political participation with age: ―I don‘t 

think the younger generation has grasped how important voting is. Voting is closely tied to our 

future, if we could only get them to see that.‖ Donnie, 58, claimed that ―Our younger generation 

is lost and we have to get them to see how important is.‖ Another participant claimed that one of 

the biggest issues in the African American community is that ―the younger generation doesn‘t 

get it…They just think that everything is all about them and acquiring material things. Our 

younger generation doesn‘t know how to fight for something, they only know how to get and 

that‘s what they value.‖ Another participant in her late 20s, claimed ―It‘s hard to drive younger 

people to sustain something. They are all about quick feeling of security and satisfaction.‖  
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Many of the younger participants were in congruence as stated in some of their initial 

responses.  Justin, 22, claimed, ―I am not big into politics and neither are my friends. We just 

don‘t pay attention to it.‖ Another participant in her 20s claimed that she knows what she should 

be doing politically but ―needs more information about how people in my age range can get 

involved.‖ The majority of the younger participants was not interested in searching for political 

information and was not emotionally connected to being politically aware. They used comments 

such as ―It never really appealed to me. I just don‘t keep up with that stuff,‖ and ―I am not 

interested in keeping up with politics.‖ Alan, 21 and pre-med student, felt like his generation 

believed they were entitled to all rights given to them, unlike his ancestors who were denied 

those same rights. He believes this is why the generation of his parents are so much more heavily 

political involved than his own generation: 

I feel like my generation feels like we are entitled to the rights we are given. Our ancestors were 

not given those same rights, which is why they were so much more politically involved then we 

are now.  

Acknowledgement of Civil Rights Movement. In addition to age playing a role in the level 

of involvement, the acknowledgement or appreciation of the civil rights movement was also a 

factor. This acknowledgement surfaced through the mentioning of ―our previous ancestors,‖ 

―fought for us to get the right to vote,‖ and ―fought for this opportunity.‖ Many participants 

expressed the appreciation for previous African American leaders that fought for many of the 

rights African Americans now have today. This was expressed through Kalen‘s response:  

I think that during the civil rights movement there were clearly injustices and we had 

leaders that got communities together and fought for something they believed in, and they 
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made sure that their voice was going to be heard. Whether they were spit on, beat on, or 

killed. 

For many, the Civil Rights Movement had an impact on why they thought voting was important. 

Although the younger participants believed that they should be more concerned about politics 

because of the Civil Rights Movement, they still expressed that politics was not something they 

were knowledgeable of or interested in any way. Age was also closely associated to the 

acknowledgement of the civil rights movement, because older participants explained how their 

parents and grandparents before them fought for the rights they have today. In other words, older 

participants were more passionate about the Civil Rights Movement than younger participants. 

This could be because the older participants were engaged in the overall movement or were in 

the first wave of beneficiaries from the movement. This was evident through their inflection in 

their voices and the stern tone they used when mentioning that younger generations needed to 

appreciate the rights they take for granted. A handful of the younger participants acknowledged 

the Civil Rights Movement but did not have the same level of appreciation as older participants. 

Although the younger participants understand the political history of African Americans, some 

of them did not show their appreciation because are not politically involved. The younger the 

participant, the more disconnect existed between them and the Civil Rights Movement.  

Familial/Parental Influence. Regardless of age and the connectedness to the Civil Rights 

Movement, the African Americans in this study indicated the impact of familial or parental 

guidance on the level of political participation. Erin, 26, describes how her father played a huge 

role in educating her on the importance of being politically aware or involved:  
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I can remember my dad taking me into the polling booth to see him vote when I was in 

elementary school because he wanted to make sure I knew how to do it. Both my mom 

and dad taught me at a young age through example.  

The familial unit is important in the African American community as seen through Kalen‘s 

mentioning of how her grandparents reminded her how years ago that African Americans didn‘t 

have some of the rights she did: ―They told me all the time, you are going to go to school and 

you are going to behave, get your education and you are going to exercise the rights we fought 

for through our struggles.‖ Amber, 22, claimed that her primary source of information about 

voting or political issues was her parents: ―My parents always tell me where to go vote. My dad 

always made sure since I turned 18 that I participate in every election whether it be president, 

mayor or city council.‖ Many of the participants claimed that parents were responsible for 

instilling the importance of being politically involved in their children. ―Working in education 

makes me realize the need for African Americans to pay attention to politics. Listening to this 

video saddens me because as a teacher there is only so much I can teach my students. Parents are 

key players in changing the landscape of our political future,‖ Kamille claims.  

Some of the participants claimed that their parents were ―role models‖ when it came to 

voting and exemplifying the importance of being politically in tuned.  James, 53, expresses his 

thoughts about how parents should be held accountable:  

My generation has a different appreciation for our forefathers and their struggle. I have 

seen the way race relations has changed across time and I truly believe education about 

voting and the importance of voting starts in the home. If parents explain to their 

children, why this is important and what their vote means, it will help increase our 

turnout. 
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Church/Community Involvement. Lastly, almost half of the participants shared their 

opinions about the connection between church involvement/participation and political 

involvement/participation. In the African American community, the church plays a role in 

educating its members on where they should vote, political candidates in the election and why 

they should vote. Several of the participants stated before and after watching the video messages 

that some of the most influential community leaders were in the church. Wesley shares his 

viewpoints: 

We have to go back to our roots. The way we got politically involved in the 60s and 70s 

was through our spiritual organizations—through our churches. I know the churches want 

to separate from the political arena but you don‘t have to be political to help people 

become aware. All you are saying is let‘s take a stand of what‘s going on in America. 

Let‘s make sure all African Americans are registered to vote and make sure they 

understand the importance of voting. That‘s not being political but informative. We don‘t 

have to endorse a candidate over another, but talk about what bothers us. That‘s a start. 

A younger participant mentioned how some of the candidates can benefit by making ―church 

rounds‖ to get the black vote. Some of the participants didn‘t explicitly identify church but 

would mention terms closely associated with church, such as, ―Grace of God,‖ ―pray for others,‖ 

and ―as Christians.‖ After watching the video, the participants made a connection between 

church affiliation and voter participation/awareness when asked who was responsible for 

teaching African Americans about the political process.  

 While participants understood that the video may not be able to target African Americans 

of all ages, socioeconomic statuses, family structures – they still felt like the messages in one 

way or another targeted them personally. However, before and after viewing the video, several 
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participants noted that African Americans have been convinced that ―their vote doesn‘t count.‖ 

Sandra, 53 and a homemaker, stated that ―I think African Americans feel apathetic to the voting 

process. In other words, they are courted for the votes but not counted for their vote.‖  

Although this video attempted to counter that outlook, government officials, political leaders, 

and other racial groups are still communicating this message. Despite this way of thinking, the 

participants overall felt like messages being communicated on the MSNBC clip were a ―good 

start‖ in trying to change that perception among African Americans. Some of the participants felt 

empowered and more motivated to become politically active or aware after hearing some of the 

statistics and information they were given. They felt that this was important information that the 

African American community needed to know.  

Constraint Recognition 

The African American participants who were interviewed felt many constraints about 

becoming politically involved. Perceived constraints included their negative perception of 

politics, the need for solution based political messages and racial discrimination.  

Changing Negative Perceptions on Politics. Amber, recent college graduate, mentioned 

that politics was difficult to understand and a ―messy‖ entity. Sandra, 53, explained that because 

of the lack of political interest, sometimes we as African Americans, might find any and every 

excuse not to get to the voting polls whether it be poll locations, weather or refusing to stand in 

long lines. Another participant expressed   explained how it would be hard for her and other 

African Americans to make an impact on current political issues. Amber, 22 year old and recent 

college graduate, said: ―It would be hard to make an impact because the impact is in changing 

people‘s mind and the hardest thing to do is to change minds with something as serious as 

politics. That mixed with the negative opinions about politics makes it difficult.‖ Likewise, 
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Emile, 27, claimed that ―It would be challenging, because when you are not a majority, your 

voice is not heard.‖  

Solution-Based Political Messages.  Participants also felt like the video had some good 

points but never recommended concrete information on how to get involved. The majority of the 

participants claimed that most political messages communicate what needs to be done but 

doesn‘t explicitly say how it should be done. Emile goes on to say:  

If I had to change something in this video, I think I would make it to where it is more 

solution-based. I mean, people who actually watch these shows – watch multiple shows. 

So they see the same stuff over and over, but they rarely get actual ways that they can be 

involved. 

Racial Discrimination. After viewing the video messages, some African Americans felt 

like Whites/Caucasians were holding them back from progressing, suggesting the that racial 

discrimination has not disappeared. This is seen through Wesley‘s response:  

There are still people that think we should be segregated and do not like to see African 

Americans in leadership roles no matter where it is. They don‘t want us to get jobs or get 

educated. There are some that I have talked to and they have let me know that the things 

our president is fighting for is not important to them. They could have family members 

without a jobs but when they hear African Americans are out of jobs they rather do 

something different.  

This was also explained through Kalen‘s response as to why she thought the statistics on African 

American political issues in the video were so ―disheartening‖:  

Because you would like to think that no one is sitting at the top understanding and 

knowing the disparity in education between African Americans and whites. Knowing the 
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disparity in unemployment and the disparity in household income, you would like to 

think there isn‘t anyone at the top making decisions purposely trying to keep a race 

down—but it‘s reality!  

Although the video provided statistics on African American political issues and how these issues 

still need to be addressed by African Americans, some participants blamed other racial groups 

for these statistics as seen in the aforementioned quotes. 

RQ2: What cultural factors contribute to how African Americans make meaning to political 

messages? 

African Americans gave meaning to political messages and the MSNBC clip according to 

their parental or familial political influence, its tangible impacts on their personal everyday lives, 

personal connection to spiritual and/or community groups, lack of political consciousness, and 

history of their marginalized political voice.   

Parental or Familial Political Influence 

When African Americans in this study were asked with whom they would discuss 

political issues with or to whom they would seek for political information, the majority of the 

participants either mentioned family members: parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles, and 

cousins. Many of the participants described the type of information they would discuss with 

family members as the following: who to vote for, where to vote, when to vote, how to vote, 

what political issues are important, why voting is important and what is being discussed in the 

media.  For a few participants, they acknowledged the fact that they weren‘t ―taught politics,‖ 

suggesting a need for parental or familial guidance when it comes to being politically aware. 

When asked who was responsible for educating youth on the significance of being politically 

active or aware, almost all of the participants mentioned parents first and the need for them to set 
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an example for their children. In addition to parental influence, other immediate and extended 

family members had an impact on their political perceptions as well.  For example, when asked 

who she would contact if she needed information about politics in Harris County, Erin said her 

family was her primary source:  

Definitely my brother! He ran for a political election and even before then he was 

involved in local parties. My family is really big in politics. My mother ran for political 

office. So my family has always been really involved and really serious about politics. 

Connection to Spiritual and Community Groups  

To a lesser extent, African Americans in this study made meaning to political messages 

through the connection to spiritual or community groups. For a few this meant that the church is 

one of the most influential community-based groups when it came to educating or motivating 

African Americans to be politically active or aware. After the video was shown, participants 

were asked who was responsible for spreading the word on the urgency and relevancy of African 

Americans to participate politically. ―A few participants would say ―as Christians‖ instead of ―as 

African Americans,‖ when referring to themselves. They believed that the video called for 

community leaders including church pastors and politicians to help diminish the voting gaps 

between African Americans and other racial groups. The church is considered a ―very influential 

place‖ when it came to soliciting voter and political participation.  

Lack of Political Consciousness  

African Americans in this study also expressed that they didn‘t understand some of the 

political jargon that was being discussed in the MSNBC clip. Kamille, 25 and a kindergarten 

teacher, stated, ―I think the video was very informative. An educated person like myself can 
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comprehend everything they are saying, but someone who has less education or has not been 

exposed to politics, I believe it would be difficult to understand.‖  

This combined with their lack of confidence in political knowledge influenced the way 

these African Americans make meaning of political messages. After watching the video, some of 

the participants either misquoted the statistics that were presented or needed the panel in the 

video to clarify some of their political viewpoints. When asked how she could change the video 

so that it spoke personally to her Erin answered:  

I wish the guy from the Urban League would have elaborated on the thing about why a 

poor black person should partner up with a wealthy white person and vice versa that have 

common interests. But I really didn‘t understand. I know I am misquoting him because I 

couldn‘t understand. 

It was evident through the video and the participants that African Americans were 

unaware that the 2010 midterm election affects the 2008 presidential election. A few claimed 

that their lack of political consciousness was due to the lack of interest in politics. They would 

say things like ―my friends voted for Obama because he was black, not because they understood 

the policies or views he was pushing for,‖ ―It never really appealed to me. I just don‘t keep up 

with that stuff,‖ and ―I am not interested in keeping up with politics.‖ Kalen, 29, addressed a 

segment in the video pertaining to the low voter turnout in the 2010 midterm election and how 

lack of political awareness can influence the future of the country.  

In general, African Americans don‘t get that legislation cannot be passed until it goes 

through the House and the Senate. So it‘s very important in 2010 who is elected because 

these are the people that are actually going to stop the president from passing legislation. 

A lot of people just don‘t understand and have the mindset that if the president wants the 
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Job Act to be passed then it is going to pass. No. He can suggest it and put a proposal out 

there, but at the end of the day if Congress doesn‘t vote on it—it doesn‘t get passed. So 

therefore what Obama wanted you to have—how he wanted to impact the community, 

help you find a job and put you back to work, help your kids get educated, can no longer 

happen because you did not vote.   

History of the Marginalized Political Voice 

According to participants, African Americans have had a unique political history in this 

country. Before and after the viewing of the messages, several of them made references to the 

Civil Rights Movement and how African Americans today need to act because of the struggles 

their ancestors endured in the past. This acknowledgement surfaced through the mentioning of 

―our previous ancestors,‖ ―fought for us to get the right to vote,‖ and ―fought for this 

opportunity.‖ When asked why he thought the video was important for him to see, Wesley made 

reference to African Americans not exercising all of their rights: ―African Americans didn‘t 

always have the opportunity to vote and so now that we have the opportunity and don‘t, we are 

slapping the ones that came before us in the face.‖ Kalen went on to explain how the older 

generation did what they needed to have their voice heard:  

They would be ready to march because they came from a different era. The older 

generation fought for a lot, more than I can imagine myself fighting for. This is a right 

that some people in America didn‘t wanted us to have or felt like we were worthy of 

having our voice heard. I think it‘s ridiculous and it‘s ignorant and it‘s ludicrous to me to 

not take this right seriously. 

In addition to the Civil Right Movement‘s cultural contribution to the meaning making of 

political messages by African Americans, participants expressed their concern for their voices 
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not being heard in the present as well. Again, after viewing the video, several of the participants 

made comments about African Americans feeling as if their ―vote doesn‘t count.‖ After watching 

the video, Amber claimed that she heard many people say, ―the government is going to do what 

they want to do anyway, so what does my vote matter?‖ Almost all of the participants felt in one 

way or another that collectively the African American political voice is not taken seriously or 

even to some extent ignored. This was also expressed through Emile‘s response when asked why 

he thought African Americans felt as if their vote did not count:  

I just don‘t think African Americans as a whole still respect or embrace the right to vote. 

It‘s something that is just kind of fallen by the wayside. So for the most part people either 

don‘t care, or just don‘t know. If they don‘t know, they don‘t even try to gain it because 

in their mind their vote doesn‘t count. We feel our vote doesn‘t count because we don‘t 

see representation in Congress that looks us or who represent us.  

Some participants felt that the African American political voice has been muted in the past and is 

still having trouble being heard today. The long history of the African American marginalized 

voice has impacted the behaviors and interpretation of political messages.  
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion and Conclusion  

To explore how African Americans perceive political involvement and make meaning of 

political messages, 15 African  American men and women were interviewed to discuss their 

perceptions of messages from The Black Agenda MSNBC video clip.  

Men and women expressed their perceptions of political involvement. Many didn‘t have 

an accurate understanding of the political process and most indicated that most of the political 

messages were vague and offered no concrete solutions to the political problems in the African 

American community. Although most men and women were impressed with the statistics and 

background information that was provided by the video clip, there was still a lack of call to 

action motivating them to becoming politically involved. Although the participants did not 

suggest their ideas of the ―Black Agenda,‖ most of the participants expressed the need to focus 

on the ―Black Agenda‖ on the local level as opposed to focusing on the national politics. Finally, 

African Americans gave meaning to political messages and the MSNBC clip according to their 

parents or familial political influence, personal connection to spiritual and/or community groups, 

lack of political consciousness and their history of their marginalized political voice.  These 

meanings emerged as cultural factors influencing the interpretation of political messages, the 

decision to become politically aware or become politically active through voting.   

Theoretical Implications  

The independent variables of the situational theory of publics—problem recognition, 

level of involvement, and constraint recognition – were used to measure the level of information 

seeking activity of African Americans. This theory is helpful in segmenting publics for political 

messages or political campaigns. Beyond the traditional dimensions of culture which include 
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power distance, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity/femininity, individualism/collectivism and 

long term orientation (Hofstede, 1991), these findings suggest other cultural factors such as 

parental and familial influence and participation in spiritual or community group, make a 

substantial difference in how African Americans perceive political involvement.  In addition, it 

seems there are variations in the way African Americans make meaning of political messages in 

comparison to other racial groups because of their culture‘s unique political views and 

background. It is evident, from the aforementioned responses, that their political history in the 

United States sets them apart from other racial groups. Many of the participants acknowledged 

this unique political history as a significant factor in how they view politics.  

 These findings also suggest the practicality and significant contributions of the situational 

theory of publics in its ability to segment African Americans from other racial groups based on 

their political involvement. In addition, the situational theory of publics can be extended to also 

consider the particular ways in which African Americans perceive and seek information about 

voting, political involvement, election campaigns or ads as opposed to just political issues such 

as education, economy, unemployment rate and healthcare reform. Practitioners can extend the 

theory by embracing studies such as this to serve as a platform for building political campaigns. 

Similar to Vardeman-Winter‘s (2010) cultural study in the health care context, this study 

emphasizes how understanding minority publics will help design political messages specifically 

for African Americans. The variables of the situational theory of publics and the findings from 

this study help eliminate the constant exclusion of race and ethnicity in public relations practice 

and theory. The public relations academia needs a segmented theory that incorporates a racial or 

ethnical component.  
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 Problem recognition. Most African Americans in the study generally believed that 

political awareness and political involvement was a problem within their culture. In the 

situational theory of publics, problem recognition is the ability to recognize if there was an 

apparent problem. The participants understood the importance of political involvement, but the 

study revealed that this did not have a significant impact on their political involvement or 

information seeking. Theoretically and empirically, if one‘s level of problem recognition is high, 

one should be more active in information seeking and processing. This study reveals many of the 

constraints that haltered information seeking behaviors and political involvement.  

Level of involvement. African Americans‘ perception of political involvement was shaped 

by many factors. For example, the ―younger generation‖ was not as concerned about the political 

state of the country. The younger participants expressed their lack of interest in politics and did 

not feel like this was a pressing issue for the age group to pay attention to at the moment.  For 

other participants, their older age and their close connection to the Civil Rights Movement 

signified how important voting and being politically aware African Americans should be. Lastly, 

almost half of the participants shared their opinions about the connection between church 

involvement/participation and political involvement/participation. Aldoory and Sha (2007) 

identified the level of involvement as a variable that can help predict communication behavior, 

attitude change and behavior change. Furthermore, level of involvement refers to the extent to 

which the public has emotional or cognitive connection to the problem.  

This study confirms this notion by unveiling how African Americans are emotionally or 

cognitively connected to political affairs. The participants expressed their emotional connection 

to the civil rights movement which influences their decision as African Americans to get 

involved politically. This extends previous research by highlighting a need for the cultural and 
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minority perspective to be included in the development of political communication. Most 

research takes an organizational approach to public relation, this study takes a public-centered 

approach to public relations. Leichty and Warner (2001) observe that the organizational bias in 

public relations assumes publics are reactive entities that arise in response to organizational 

action. Perhaps a proactive public centered approach will help political messages be more precise 

when targeting African Americans. African Americans would be the best source to depend on in 

the formation of messages when targeting this group.  

Constraint recognition. The participants described several constraints against seeking 

information and becoming more politically involved or aware. Some of the interviewees said The 

Black Agenda MSNBC video clip contained important messages pertaining to political issues 

revolving around the African American community but did not offer further explanations on how 

to become politically involved or motivate them to seek further information about becoming 

politically involved. Constraint recognition is described as how the public perceives certain 

factors as barriers or constraints to act. One of the constraints that emerged in the study was 

racial discrimination.  Some of the participants mentioned that whites were superior to their race. 

This study confirms that African Americans feel inferior to whites when it comes to making an 

impact on political issues. One relevant meaning common among the participants was the feeling 

that their vote doesn‘t count: many participants expressed their concern for African Americans 

being convinced that if they do go to the polls, that their votes are not being counted. This points 

back to minorities being seen as a sub group to the dominant white culture. Several participants 

attributed these feelings to the perceptions that the government ignores minority groups and their 

concerns cannot make a substantial impact on political outcomes. As voting is one of the most 

important aspects of politics, there is a need for models and theories to effectively address these 
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mental and psychological barriers in government (organization)-citizen (public) communication. 

According to this study, mental and psychological barriers were significant as to whether they 

seek political information or participate in political activities.   An understanding as to why and 

when mental and psychological barriers are formed against the government will help political 

practitioners communicate more efficiently to African Americans. This study extended public 

relations Americans presented a lack of awareness and knowledge regarding politics. Many 

participants held ambiguous levels of knowledge about the political system. For example, some 

recognized that African Americans do not turn out to elections as well as other racial groups, 

although half of the participants didn‘t understand the significance of turning out for the 2010 

midterm election after Obama had been elected into office. Very few participants appeared to be 

confident in being able to discuss politics. In fact, some men and women equated their ideas of 

politics to the current economic state of the country or the disposition of each of the political 

parties—neglecting factors such as the importance of voting, the effects of voting on current 

political issues, being politically involved and their personal role in helping to change the 

political landscape of the country. Based on this discussion, they knew their lack of political 

awareness and involvement was a problem but felt they did not know where to start to change 

that.  

The aforementioned literature mentioned how Harder and Krosnik (2008) developed their 

own equation explaining how voter decision making is accomplished. Their conceptual 

framework for voter turnout included: his or her motivation to vote, his or her ability to vote, and 

the difficulty of the act of voting. Many participants lacked political issue awareness which 

influenced whether or not they are motivated to vote. This study extended previous research 
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because factors such as lack of political issue awareness exemplify some of the many reasons 

why African Americans are motivated to vote or becoming politically aware.  

Type(s) of public(s). As the data suggest, African Americans offer a unique cultural 

perspective to political communication.  In addition to the obvious demographic differences of 

African Americans such as age, socioeconomic statuses, education, family structures and 

religion, the African Americans in this study somewhat varied among the three independent 

variables of the situational theory of publics. There was not just one demographic difference that 

substantially made an impact on their perception on political involvement. For instance, older 

participants who had an emotional connection to the Civil Rights Movement and are aware of 

political issues of the country are factors working interchangeably to determine their political 

communication behaviors.  

According to the situational theory (Grunig & Hunt, 1984), these African Americans 

would be considered an active public, aware public and latent public. An active African 

American voting public has high problem recognition, high level of involvement, and low 

constraint recognition. For example, Cathy, 48, wrote her Congressmen because she was worried 

about the education budget cuts that were implemented. With her husband working on the school 

board, she felt obligated to contact her local and state politicians. This would be an example of 

an active public because of her high problem recognition, high level of involvement and low 

constraint recognition.  

An aware African American public have high problem recognition, high/low level of 

involvement and high constraint recognition. For example, Justin, 22, recognized the lack of 

political participation from African Americans in comparison to other racial groups. However, he 

was not interested in political affairs, which greatly impacted his level of involvement. In 
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addition, he explained how him and his friends did not understand the political process. This is 

an example of an aware public because he has high problem recognition, low level of 

involvement and high constraint recognition.  Latent African American publics are those who 

have low problem recognition, low level of involvement and high constraint recognition.  

Latonya, 22, could be described as a latent public because her disinterest in politics, her belief 

that she cannot make an impact of current political issues and her age work together to predict 

her communicative behaviors. 

Cultural Factors Influencing Meaning  

Other cultural factors that African Americans said helped them make meaning of political 

messages were parental or familial political influence, its tangible outcomes/impacts on their 

personal everyday lives and their personal connection to spiritual and/or community groups. 

When trying to see how these factors relate to the variables of the situational theory of publics, 

the factors did not relate to only one variable. They either related to more than one variable, 

which makes it difficult to predict to determine the communication behaviors of African 

Americans. In analyzing the data, some questions arise like how do tangible outcomes/impacts 

that politics has on everyday life directly affect their involvement? Or do these tangible 

outcomes/impacts hinder African Americans to the point where they ignore the efforts of news 

stations such as MSNBC to change their political behaviors? 

  Their familial political influence determined whether or not they would get involved and 

whether or not their family members communicated to them the importance of voting. Therefore 

the familial political influence can be classified as a factor affecting problem recognition and 

level of involvement variables. Some participants said before the video, they knew African 

Americans were not as political aware or involved as they should be, but the video didn‘t say 
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how to become more involved or aware beyond voting.  Although the video raised awareness 

among these African American participants, the video may have a reverse effect by 

overwhelming viewers with political responsibilities they feel they aren‘t capable of doing. In 

other words, their level of involvement will be reflective of how they perceive their ability to 

change the situation their culture is facing. In all, the cultural factors transcend multiple 

variables.  

The situational theory revealed that African Americans have variation in their meaning 

making of political communication. However, despite these variations in age, socioeconomic 

status, educational backgrounds, religion, and family structures, the interviewees consisted of 

three different publics, which are active, aware and latent. This indicates that most political 

communication is created to reach mass numbers rather than implementing a segmented strategy 

to reach different publics. Since the interviewees displayed a variation in the types of publics 

they consist of, there was difficulty applying the situational theory of publics within the culture 

of African Americans. Within that culture alone, political communicators have to consider age, 

socioeconomic status, educational backgrounds, religion, and family structures when trying to 

communicate to African Americans. Thus, the messages in the video did not convey a segmented 

approach with these variations in mind. For example, even though some of the older participants 

considered themselves to be information seekers, they still felt the messages in the video lacked 

practical advice on how to seek more information or how to become more politically involved. 

Some participant expressed how helpful the video was in painting a picture of African 

Americans‘ political affairs nationally. Yet some participants felt the video clip neglected local 

political affairs. They believed that local level is where understanding of the political process 

begins. For example, some of the participants asked how do they address the problems that were 
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mentioned in the video clip locally. This clearly reveals a need for a deeper and sensitive 

understanding of the role that culture plays when public relations practitioners are attempting to 

design political messages for its viewers/listeners.  

The situational theory is helpful for public relations practitioners but it cannot predict the 

political behaviors of African Americans. In fact, there is no model that can conceptualize all 

communication behavior. Therefore, more studies are being conducted to analyze the different 

racial groups and how their cultures affect communication behaviors. Moreover, the scholars are 

giving their attention to the interlocking variables of culture: family structure, religion, 

educational background and age and how they work together to impact information seeking 

behaviors. More specifically, more scholars should consider this in a political context to examine 

political behaviors. The data from this study highlights the problems in communicating to a large 

group who has a different political history and background from other racial groups. However, 

segmentation can be beneficial for addressing diverse racial groups but also beneficial to 

segmenting groups within a particular race. In other words, messages can be tailored to address 

sub groups within the major groups.  

Race, Culture, and Political Involvement 

This study validated the importance of using a cultural and segmented approach to public 

relations campaigns. Understanding how race, culture and political involvement work 

simultaneously to achieve communicative behaviors help practitioners create messaging that will 

motivate publics to act in their favor. By exploring how African Americans are linked to their 

perception of a mediated politics, the findings suggest the previous political media did not match 

the expectations of the African American viewer. According to Morton (1997) one of the myths 

of African Americans publics is that they did not differ cognitively from Caucasians. This study 
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confirms that African Americans are cognitively different because of their past political 

experiences and social influences. Although this might seem like universal knowledge, it is not 

evident through mediated messages.  

 This study also revealed that race, culture, and political involvement are components of 

one another. For instance, race cannot be discussed without culture while political involvement 

and voter turnout cannot be discussed without race. They are all complex and taboo entities, 

making it easy for political communicators to send a unified message rather than segmented 

messages to its publics. Race and culture is often neglected because it welcomes tension and 

conflict. Further research should be conducted on why communicators feel race and culture are 

taboo subjects in mediated communication. This study can motivate communicators to come 

outside their comfort zones to explore political viewpoints of African Americans. Public 

relations practitioners can begin learning how to prompt African Americans to adhere to their 

political desires.  

Practical Implications 

Most political communicators are focused on communicating their political views that 

they neglect the effects of their viewpoints on their listeners or viewers. In addition, most 

communicators solely want to reach mass numbers instead of realizing the significance in 

sending messages to segmented publics. Meaningful communication is not about reaching as 

many publics as possible, but is more effective when you can tailor the message to address 

different publics. Different publics have a variety of identities and personal experiences that have 

an impact on the way publics interpret political messages. An African American who is a 35 year 

old, upper-middle class citizen with an advanced degree will interpret a political message 

differently than 22 year old, recent college graduate. Therefore, subgroups within the African 
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American group will have different degrees of information-seeking behaviors due to their 

personal experiences and backgrounds.  

This data suggests that the segmentation of publics to strategically manage political 

messages should be extended. Implementing Robinson‘s (2011) perspective on groups within the 

African American community can extend this area of research. Robinson mentioned there were 

four distinct groups in the black community including mainstream, abandoned, transcendent and 

emergent. Most of the participants within the study are considered mainstream due to their 

education and income. Several of the participants had acquired a bachelor‘s degree or in the 

process of pursuing a degree, and are classified as middle class based on their occupation. None 

of the participants represented the abandoned typology. Robinson described the transcendent as 

the very small, elite group with wealth and power. Based on their demographics and responses, 

the participants of this study did not classify as transcendent or emergent African Americans. 

Robinson‘s typology is critical to political communicators because it reiterates how the African 

American community should not be addressed as one large entity. In fact, there are subgroups 

inside of this minority group that practitioners need to acknowledge.  This confirms Robinson‘s 

concept in that segmentation must take place when speaking about the African American 

community.  

   If there was such variation within the African American group, perhaps learning more 

about African American publics and identifying how to segment these publics should be 

analyzed from a culture specific perspective. There are cultural factors beyond what was 

mentioned in this study that could also have an impact on political communicative behavior. A 

closer look to African Americans will reveal other cultural factors such as language, social/peer 

networks and personal experiences. Political communicators can use this data to create messages 
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more sensitive to minority groups such as African Americans. Understanding this public from a 

minority perspective will generate the attention this race needs from political officials, political 

parties and the different branches or departments of the government. 

 Perhaps suggesting solutions to overcome many of the political stigmas associated with 

this group will open the doors to having the African American voice heard. Taking a more 

culturally-sensitive approach to researching, analyzing, segmenting and implementing political 

communication messages may result in African Americans becoming more politically conscious, 

politically aware and politically active in their local communities and/or on the national level. 

Limitations of Study  

As all research this study had its strengths and limitations. Although the in depth 

interviews of the diverse participants presented a strong case, the scope of this project would 

have been more effective if the sample was larger. More participants would have painted a 

broader picture of how African Americans make meaning of political messages. Although the 15 

participants revealed significant information about their culture‘s political views, perhaps 

expanding the study to more African Americans including men and women of lower 

socioeconomic status, the study would have more merit. 

 Also this study neglected biracial participants and other racial groups associated with 

African descent including immigrants from other countries such as Africa, Canada, Caribbean 

and Jamaica to name a few. An immigrant will have a different disposition and background 

which affects the way they making meaning of political communication.  Perhaps including other 

racial groups such as Asian or Latino groups in the study would reveal even more significanct 

variations in information-seeking behaviors and meaning making.  
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Another limitation was the unnatural setting in which the participants watched the video. 

The video clip was picked for them rather than them flipping through the news channels in the 

comfort of their homes. Furthermore, many would say that the MSNBC clip is considered too 

―left wing‖ and ―liberal.‖ The fact the video clip included panelists that were strong activists in 

the African American community could have had an effect on the way the participants 

interpreted political messages. Strong advocates of African American rights like Al Sharpton 

might be seen as too radical and too much of a representation of the African American 

community. How would the participants interpret messages from an unknown political analyst 

versus mainstream political activist?  

Perhaps showing participants a variety of political messages from Fox News or CNN 

would affect their reactions to the messages. In addition, the entire panel consisted of African 

Americans---this prompted a myriad of different questions: How would African Americans 

interpret these same messages being articulated by a Caucasian, Asian or Hispanic? With one 

woman on the panel, how does the gender of the communicator affect the how meaning is 

applied to communicative messages? With the increase of different communication avenues and 

mediums, how do African Americans interpret messages on a website or live at a political event 

versus a televised news segment?  

Analyzing the different mediums and its effects on how African Americans seek 

information would be another great aspect to add to the study. Therefore, future researchers and 

political communication practitioners who desire to learn how African Americans seek political 

information about voting, being politically involved, or political candidates should take more 

cultural sensitive approaches as well as consider different economic backgrounds.  

Future Research 
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Most political communicators are focused on communicating their political views that 

they neglect the effects of their viewpoints on their listeners or viewers. In addition, most 

communicators solely want to reach mass numbers instead of realizing the significance in 

sending messages to segmented publics. Meaningful communication is not about reaching as 

many publics as possible, but is more effective when you can tailor the message to address 

different publics. Different publics have a variety of identities and personal experiences that have 

an impact on the way publics interpret political messages. An African American who is a 35 year 

old, upper-middle class citizen with an advanced degree will interpret a political message 

differently than 22 year old, recent college graduate. Therefore, subgroups within the African 

American group will have different degrees of information-seeking behaviors due to their 

personal experiences and backgrounds.  

   If there was such variation within the African American group, perhaps learning more 

about African American publics and identifying how to segment these publics should be 

analyzed from a culture specific perspective. There are cultural factors beyond what was 

mentioned in this study that could also have an impact on political communicative behavior. A 

closer look to African Americans will reveal other cultural factors such as language, social/peer 

networks and personal experiences. Political communicators can use this data to create messages 

more sensitive to minority groups such as African Americans. Understanding this public from a 

minority perspective will generate the attention this race needs from political officials, political 

parties and the different branches or departments of the government. 

 Perhaps suggesting solutions to overcome many of the political stigmas associated with 

this group will open the doors to having the African American voice heard. Taking a more 

culturally-sensitive approach to researching, analyzing, segmenting and implementing political 
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communication messages may result in African Americans becoming more politically conscious, 

politically aware and politically active in their local communities and/or on the national level. 

This data should encourage political communication practitioners to consider these 

myriad cultural factors. The men and women of this study preferred messages to be 

communicated to them about how they can be politically involved, how the voting/political 

system works, who they need to vote for to make sure their political needs are addressed locally 

and nationally. Political communications and public relations practitioner should use this data to 

design messages more specifically for African Americans, take initiative in understanding 

African American minority political perspective and unique political history instead of lumping 

them into the masses of Caucasian groups. Since there are disparities in the way men and women 

of different races make meaning of messages and seek information, this area of study is 

deserving of more attention now more than ever with the upcoming 2012 presidential election 

and the kickoff of the City of Houston elections as well.  

 To communicate with African American publics, practitioners can take into consideration 

segmentation theories such as the situational theory of publics to get an idea of how different 

cultural components predict certain behaviors. Applying this theoretical framework allows for 

precise messaging invites the African American community to be involved in its own 

communication. Integrating members of the African American culture in the communication 

formulation process should be done. Studies should be conducted to learn other creative ways 

besides interviews to gather information from this group. These methods can serve as a stepping 

stone into increasing political awareness and political involvement among African Americans.   

Future scholars should also keep in mind the recent contributions of Kim and Ni (2010) 

and their extension of the situational theory of publics by elaborating on the range of information 
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seeking activities. They developed the situational theory of problem solving (STOPS) which 

provides new options in identifying publics for research and practice. In the study, there were 

instances of the four active and passive communication subvariables including information 

forwarding, sharing, forfending and permitting. Measuring how African Americans participate in 

the aforementioned variables will help segment this culture even further helping political 

communicators to gauge information seeking behaviors.  
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Appendix A 

 

Interview Questions 

 

 

Thank you for talking with me today.  

I am doing a project to learn how African Americans like you think about political issues and 

political participation.  

It is not important whether you have or have not heard about the current political issues - either 

way is OK. There are no right or wrong answers to any of the questions – only your opinions 

matter.  

I will not ask you if you which political party you belong to or any subjects related to that – that 

is your choice to reveal that information to me. 

I want to keep what you say today confidential. So, please do not share with anyone outside our 

talk today what each other has said. Also, please refer to yourself by using only your first name, 

or provide a fake name. All you say today is being recorded, and I am taking the proper measures 

to ensure your identity is never revealed by participating in this study.  

Also, please feel free to refrain from answering any of the questions – just let me know you‘d 

rather not answer that question, and we‘ll move to another question.  

Do you have any questions for me before we begin? 

1. Let‘s start by introducing ourselves. [Moderator says name and thanks participant for 

meeting today].  Please say only your first name, your age and ethnicity.   

 

2. Thank you! Now let‘s talk about politics. When I say the word politics, what do you think 

about? How confident are you in your knowledge about politics?  

a. Probe: What is one of your major political concerns today? 

b. Probe: How much of a connection do you see between yourself and this issue? 

(Involvement Recognition)  

c. Probe: What are a few political issues can you identify?  

 

3. What does being politically involved mean to you?   

a. Probe: To what extent are you politically involved?  

b. Probe: On the scale of 1-10, 10 being the most involved, how politically involved are 

you? 

c. Probe: Are there any political activities you have participated in?  

d. Probe: Can you provide an example of how you have been politically involved?  

e. Probe: Why?  
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4. Tell me about a time when you had to ask someone else about something about political 

affairs. It can be anything that bothered you and you looked for information online about, 

like what the government is doing about education, health reform or anything else. 

(Information Seeking)  

a. Probe: Where did you go for information/who did you talk to? 

b. Probe: What information did you find out? Did the information help you? 

c. Probe: How did you feel talking to/searching for information? 

 

5. When I say the words African Americans and voting, what do you think about? (Problem 

Recognition/Involvement Recognition)  

6. How do you think society views the African American political voice?  

7. What will motivate more African Americans to be politically involved or aware?  

8. What factors/barriers stop African Americans from being politically aware or active? 

9. What are some other challenges African Americans face when it comes to politics? 

a. Probe: Why do you think African Americans believe their vote doesn‘t count?  

b. Probe: How would you describe African Americans as a political audience?  

 
 

10. If you needed information about voting, where would you go? Who would you talk with? 

(Information Seeking)  

a. Probe: Which media do you use for political information?  

b. Probe: What resources do you have to discuss concerns like the effects/results of 

voting?  

 

11. Have you ever seen or heard anything (on tv/in class/on the radio/on the Internet/in 

magazines) about voting? (Problem Recognition)  

a. Probe: How often do you see or hear messages about voting (or other political 

issues)?  

b. Probe: What did they say/communicate to you?  

c. Probe: Please describe the messages.  

d. Probe: What did these messages make you feel?  

e. Probe: What did these messages make you think about?   

f. Probe: Have you changed any of your behaviors based on these messages? If so, 

what?  

 

12. As an African American, to what extent is voting important to you? (Involvement 

Recognition) 

a. Probe: Why/not? 

b. Probe: Based on what you‘ve heard so far about the importance of voting, do you 

intend on voting in the upcoming 2012 presidential election? Why/ Why not? 

c. Probe: How important do you think voting is to African Americans? 

 

Now I would like you to watch a short video about the political agenda for African Americans. 

After the video, I will ask you some questions about how you felt you about the video. [Play 

Stronger America: The Black Agenda.] 
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13. What do you think the video is telling you? (Problem Recognition) 

a. Probe: What do you think the video wants you to do now? 

b. Probe: To what extent do you consider these issues as a serious problem?  

 

14. Do you think this video is important for you to see? If so, why? (Problem Recognition)  

 

15. How does this video make you feel?  

a. Probe: What do you think about the panel facilitating the discussion? 

b. Probe: What do you think about the political views of the panel? 

c. Probe: Who else should be included on the panel? 

d. Probe: How well do you think the panel represented the black community? 

e. Probe: What do you think about the way the political topics that are being sent to 

you? 

 

16. To what extent do you think these messages are targeted to you? (Involvement Recognition)  

a. Probe: If they are not, whom do you believe the messages target?  

b. Probe: How do these messages address your community‘s or your culture/group‘s 

needs for information?   

 

17. If you could change the video so that it would talk to you more personally, what would you 

change? (Involvement Recognition)  

 

18. How would you feel if the video included a panel of other races/ethnicities? 

 

19. How effective did the video communicate African American political issues? 

 

20. How might the video be more effective in getting African Americans more politically 

involved/aware?  

 

21. What do you think the video was missing?  

 

22. [If not already discussed] What are the parts of this video that you like? What are the parts 

you don‘t like? 

 

23. What would your family think if you mentioned this video to them? (Involvement 

Recognition)  

a. Probe: For example, if you watched that video on t.v. with your family one night, 

what would your family members say after the video? 

 

24. What would your friends think if you mentioned this video to them? (Involvement 

Recognition)  

a. Probe: For example, if you watched that video on t.v. with your friends one night, 

what would your family members say after the video? 
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25. If you were watching this video with another African American, but with someone 10 years 

younger/older –– what would he/she say after watching the video? (Problem Recognition)  

a. Probe: After watching the video, how likely are you to suggest to African Americans 

of all ages should be politically aware or involved? Why/not? 

 

26. Do you think people your age but of different races and ethnicities than you see this video in 

the same way or in different ways as you do? (Problem Recognition)  

a. Probe: Like what?  

b. Probe: Why?  

 

27. I‘d like to ask now about how you would watch the video. Would you actively seek out or 

search for information on this topic on your own? Why/not? (Information Seeking)  

a. Probe: If you were sent an email or posting on Facebook about it with a link to the 

video, would you click on the link and watch it? (Information Processing)  

 

28. After seeing this video, what can you do to help the African American community be 

politically aware and involve over the next couple of years? (Constraint Recognition)  

a. Probe: Why would you do those things?  

b. Probe: How do you feel about doing those things?  

 

29. Do you think it would be hard or easy for other African Americans to get involved politically 

involved and/or make an impact on current political issues? If hard/easy, why? (Constraint 

Recognition)  

a. Probe: How does that make you feel?  

 

30. Is there anything else you would like me to know? Do you have any questions for me? Thank 

you for your time and help!  
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Appendix B 

 

Participant Solicitation Letter  

 

Potential participants will be identified through both formal and informal contacts, using 

convenience and snowball sampling techniques. Once potential participants have been 

indetified, the following email will be sent to them individually:  

 

Mr./Ms./Mrs. ___________,  

 

My name is Kelly LeAnne Cowthran and I am a graduate student in the School of 

Communication at the University of Houston. I am contacting you in hopes that you may 

be interested in participating in a public relations study for my thesis project.  

 

I am conducting interviews to explore how African Americans interpret and seek political 

messages and campaigns. If you are interested, the interview will last approximately an 

hour, and all information you give me will be kept confidential. Your participation will 

help investigators understand how African Americans communicate about political issues 

and how they make their decision to engage in political activities (e.g.voting). With this 

greater understanding, public relations practitioners may be able to learn how to create 

messages to successfully target African Americans.  

 

When we meet, I will provide you with a form stating the details of the report and who you 

can contact with any questions. I will also ask that you sign a form granting me permission 

to audiotape our interview.  

 

Thank you very much for your consideration. After the interview is over, if you request to 

see the final report, I will be happy to provide you with a copy. In the meantime, please 

contact me if you have any questions.  

 

Thank you,  

 

Kelly LeAnne Cowthran  
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Appendix C 

 

Demographic of Participants  
 

Kalen  

Age: 29  

Race: African American 

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree  

Occupation: Nurse  

Number of Children (if any): 0 

Any additional comments:  

 

Erin  

Age: 26  

Race: African American 

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree  

Occupation: Student  

Number of Children: 0  

 

Donnie 

Age: 58  

Race: African American  

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree 

Occupation: Retired FBI agent  

Number of Children: 1  

 

Cathy 

Age: 48  

Race: African American  

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree  

Occupation: Childhood Education  

Number of Children: 2  

 

Latonya  

Age: 22  

Race: African American  

Level of Education: High School Diploma  

Occupation: Unemployed  

Number of Children: 0  

 

Emile  

Age: 27  

Race: African American  

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree  
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Occupation: Political Consult  

Number of Children: 0  

 

Justin  

Age: 22  

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree  

Occupation: Unemployed  

Number of Children: 0  

 

Amber 

Age: 22  

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree  

Occupation: Human Resources Coordinator  

Number of Children: 0  

 

Wesley  

Age: 50  

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree  

Occupation: Oil and Gas  

Number of Children: 2  

 

Glenn 

Age: 57  

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree  

Occupation: Journalism/Radio  

Number of Children: 1  

 

 

James  

Age: 53 

Level of Education: Master‘s Degree   

Occupation: Global Manager, ExxonMobil 

Number of Children: 2 

 

Sandra:  

Age: 53 

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree 

Occupation: Homemaker 

Number of Children: 2  

 

Alan 

Age: 21  

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree  

Occupation: Medical Student  

Number of Children: 0 
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Robyn  

Age: 24 

Level of Education: Master‘s Degree  

Occupation: Counselor  

Number of Children: 0 

 

Kamille 

Age: 25 

Level of Education: Undergraduate Degree 

Occupation: Kindergarten Teacher 

Number of Children: 0 

 

 

 

 

 


