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Exemplification, the use of emotionally evocative messages to elicit a response based on impression formation, are frequently present in news messages. The present study examined the use of positive vs. negative exemplars in news stories to determine the role of stigmatization and securitization in these messages and whether this impacts perceptions of the importance and quality of news. This study tested exemplification's effects using three conditions: positive, negative, and non-exemplar news stories—two valences of exemplification and a control condition. Results indicate that as stigmatized impressions increase, securitization decreases, valence of exemplification predicts perceptions on the quality of news, and valence of exemplification predicts perceptions on the general interest of the issues. Implications suggest news message creators should consider positive exemplars in place of negative exemplars to minimize unintended negative effects.

Keywords
exemplification theory, securitization, stigmatization, experiment, news quality


Introduction

People consume news information daily, whether directly or indirectly. Often times, those messages incorporate exemplars, emotionally evocative representations of a large idea (e.g., Zillmann, 2006). When people process exemplification messages, complex risk conditions are simplified through easily recalled words and images that are both persuasive and emotionally evocative. News media coverage often incorporates exemplars that are intended to grab and maintain audience attention (Spence et al., 2016). These exemplars often provoke a negative emotional response in viewers. These can contribute to negative social factors, such as stigmatization, attributing a socially discrediting identity mark to a certain group or individual (e.g., Wang, 2019, 2020; Li, 2023), or securitization, perceiving an issue as more severe than other oft-politicized issues based on threat to the nation's or public's security broadly (e.g., Hashim, 2023). Exemplification messages used in health campaigns might engage negative exemplars of health effects to deter unhealthy behavior, such as images of former smokers with tracheotomies or other jaw removal to deter others from smoking or encourage current smokers to quit. Political messages can engage negative exemplars to convince publics to support otherwise ethically questionable measures, such as detaining young children in immigration camps to deter illegal immigration.

While exemplars to have the possibility to engage readers more effectively than base rate information, negative social outcomes resulting from the use of negative exemplars in news stories prompts important ethical questions about the way news stories are developed and presented. Specifically, if news stories are written to evoke an emotional response from readers, but in so doing a group of the population is stigmatized as a result, it is important to consider whether increasing readership is more important than the wellbeing of the stigmatized group.

Much of exemplification research in communication focuses on the role of negative exemplars and organizational response (e.g., Westerman et al., 2012; Spence et al., 2015, 2016). Less is known about the role of positive exemplars and audience response. The study at hand posits that, when crafted intentionally, positive exemplars could elicit an emotional and attitudinal response equal to that of negative exemplars, but without the negative social factors. Importantly, positive emotions can “broaden people's attention and thinking, undo lingering negative emotional arousal, fuel psychological resilience, build consequential personal resources, trigger upward spirals toward greater well-being in the future, and seed human flourishing” (Frederickson, 2004, p. 1375). This study suggests that, if effective, positive exemplars could serve as a preferable means of capturing audience attention, but doing so in a way that does not negatively impact a segment of the population or organization.

The purpose of this research is to examine the role of positive vs. negative exemplars in eliciting emotional and attitudinal response to news material from consumers. Specifically, we seek to understand whether positive exemplars elicit an equal response to the news story as negative exemplars, and the extent to which negative exemplars elicit a stigmatizing or securitizing response in readers. We experimentally test the overarching hypothesis that commonly used negative exemplars may effectively elicit engagement with news messages, but carry with them a stigmatizing effect. Then we explore the connections between stigma, securitization, and other perception effects that valences of exemplification could evoke. In this manuscript, we begin by discussing relevant literature on exemplification theory, stigmatization, and securitization. We then offer our hypotheses and research questions, followed by a detailed description of our methodological approach. Next, we present the results of this experiment, and interpret these in the discussion. Finally, we offer practical implications of these findings and concluding remarks.



Exemplification theory

Exemplification theory is rooted the notion that everyone is familiar with examples and how these can represent large, complex ideas in intelligible ways. Key to exemplification is the “recognition of shared features between an example (a.k.a. exemplar) and the exemplified, as well as between all possible examples of the exemplified” (Zillmann, 1999, p. 72). Exemplars are essentially vivid, emotionally evocative words, phrases, images, or sounds that function as cognitive shortcuts to elicit meaning about more complex situations or ideas. Exemplars are easy to understand with minimal analytic thought.

Exemplification operates in three distinct ways. First, it argues that people evaluate information subjectively, relying on biases in making their own assessment, rather than using a systematic assessment process. It supposes that perception is altered through exposure to exemplars when viewed frequently and recently. Second, an exemplar is representative of similar cases through one instance, and functions by means of a quantification heuristic. The frequency of exemplars is continually monitored and the prevalence of a particular exemplar directly impacts its retrieval from one's memory. Third, exemplars can have a positive or negative valence. However, applications of exemplification theory in extant literature largely emphasize the latter.

Exemplification theory acknowledges the large amounts of information individuals filter daily, and argues that the use of various heuristics serves as cognitive shortcuts to assist with information processing (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Zillmann, 2002, 2006). One such heuristic is exemplified properties dispersed through media channels and dispensed to an extensive public. Exemplars are simplistic, abstract depictions that depend on base-rate information that is easy to retrieve. Exemplars are made memorable through the use of “visually vivid and emotionally strong” content (Aust and Zillmann, 1996, p. 788). Still, base-rate information “seems to be influential when it comes to first-order reality judgments,” and should not be discounted altogether (Kramer and Peter, 2020, p. 215). Exemplars can come in the form of “any combination of image and text” that influences perception when viewed frequently and recently (Zillmann, 2006, p. S224). Exemplars also have the potential to elicit persuasive effects (Kramer and Peter, 2020).

Tran (2012) examined the ways in which multimedia additions in the online environment work to further the effects of exemplification. He suggests that, “in online environments, multimedia additions such as pictures, graphics, pull quotes, and testimonials in video or audio are largely used as extra text enhancements” (p. 399). Arguments that could be conveyed through the written word are made more salient through the use of additional media forms. Moreover, due to the ease with which exemplars are retrieved, “multimedia enhancements stick out and avail themselves more readily; therefore, online users rely on them as a basal form of representation when making judgment about issues reported in the accompanying text” (p. 411).

Yu et al. (2010) found that exemplars were effective in promoting perceived efficacy toward fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) and increasing prevention intention, perceived severity, and perceived fear toward FASD. Similarly, Sarge and Knobloch-Westerwick (2013) found that, in health information seeking on the Internet about weight loss, the incorporation of exemplars (as opposed to base-rate information) increased both self-efficacy and satisfaction among website visitors. While the intended outcomes of both of these examples improve the health of the targeted segment of the population, it should be noted that the use of negative exemplars, such as the undesirability of an overweight body, has the potential to further stigmatize overweight individuals in society more broadly. Zillmann (2006) asserts that “exemplars conveying others' emotional experiences and eliciting appreciable affective reactivity exert disproportional influence” over an extended period and produce “overestimates of their prevalence and heightens assessments of risk to personal welfare” (p. S232). While potentially useful in health and risk reduction campaigns, exemplification may paint an impartial and incomplete picture in audience members' minds, which may then both reduce effectiveness and warrant unintended/unwanted reactions. For example, if this results in the (not directly intended) stigmatization of a certain group, the positive effects of exemplification messages may be outweighed by the negative messages toward the stigmatized group. This is an important ethical consideration when deciding to employ exemplification in messages. In the next section, we outline extant research surrounding social stigmatization.



Stigmatization

Goffman (1963) conceptualized stigma as any attribute that could be considered discrediting for the individual who possesses it. Stigma functions to set the stigmatized individual apart from others on a social level, but also carries an inherently negative value. Stigma communication works first to distinguish the individual and then to categorize them as a separate social entity. Stigma also carries with it content cues indicating that (a) belonging to this stigmatized group is linked to some degree of physical and/or social peril and (b) the stigmatized individual is in some way responsible or to blame for it (Smith, 2007). In other words, stigma first separates, calls attention to, and categorizes a person based upon a negatively-valenced attribute; it then indicates that this attribute is damaging or threatening, and that the individual is responsible for the stigmatized identity. Stigma is discursively enacted, so the stigmatized individual experiences that stigmatization as a result of social discourse, which can be perpetuated through media channels.

There are two key types of stigmatized identities—those which are easily viewable to others and those that are concealable (Goffman, 1963). Public, discredited stigmas, include things such as body weight, physical disability, disfigurement, or any social stigma that cannot easily be hidden by the stigmatized individual. Discreditable stigmas are those which an individual could hide from others should they wish to. These discreditable stigmas include alcoholism, mental illness, HIV/AIDS, or a criminal history. In exemplification messages, discredited stigmas are easier to represent visually, though as news stories are developed both discredited and discreditable stigmas may be present.

Both discredited and discreditable stigmatized identities have long been a concern in public messaging. For example, utilizing discredited stigmatized identities in health campaigns, even for positive reasons, has been cautioned against, as goodwill and progressive agendas do not guarantee an absence of exploitation or further stigmatization (Wang, 1992). Wang (1992) describes how campaigns against drunk driving have commonly used imagery such as wheelchairs and handicapped parking access to prevent the behavior, while perpetuating the stigma that accompanies being physically disabled. Such depictions perpetuate negative implications and discourse around a specific group, many of whose members have no experience with the negative behavior.

Discreditable stigma can be equally, if not more, damaging to an individual than discredited stigma. Messages that engage hidden, discreditable stigmatized identities run the risk of reinforcing negative discourse around an already marginalized group. For example, Guttman and Salmon (2004) suggest that HIV/AIDS prevention campaigns are indicative of the problematics associated with discreditable stigmatized identities. These campaigns make specific decisions regarding “who – in terms of race, gender, age and sexual orientation – is depicted in having HIV/AIDS... as victims or as empowered” (p. 547). The hidden nature of certain stigmatizing conditions makes it difficult to determine who portrays these identities. In the context of exemplification in news messages, it becomes an ethical question when considering how news content is presented, whether it is paired with images, and who is portrayed, specifically when the message hinges on negative exemplars with a potential stigmatizing effect. In the next section, we describe the role of securitization in influencing receivers' perceptions of oft-politicized issues.



Securitization

Securitization (Buzan et al., 1998) describes the type of political discourse that transforms an understanding of an issue as more severe than other typically-politicized issues.

The severity is predicated upon framing the issue as representing a threat to some type of nation's or public's security in a broad sense, such as economic wellbeing, health, sovereignty, or cultural identity. Consequently, a discourse around the securitized issue invites some form of extraordinary measures to address the risk. Therefore, securitization is posed as an impactful persuasive tool. As such, securitization is often embedded in news stories as a negative exemplar, such as stories suggesting that COVID-19 cases in the U.S. are increasing as a result of illegal immigration.

The seminal works on securitization by Buzan et al. were rooted in critical constructivist theory and rendered the concept as a normatively problematic discursive tool that is rather misused to shift a topic from conversation of politics-as-usual to “securitize it”—so essentially to remove democratic constraints against certain measures. As the theory developed over time, both its normative orientation and its paradigmatic rooting have been revisited and revised. Floyd (2011, 2019a,b) argued that there indeed are securitization-worthy issues, where politics-as-usual is not efficient or appropriate enough because a truly existential security threat is encountered by the community, for example climate crisis. In such circumstances, it would be preferable to involve government-sponsored interventions or even use of executive power. A useful illustration of securitization as a normatively preferable concept is encompassed in the calls for decisive, even if repressive, measures toward limiting the spread of infection during the recent COVID-19 pandemic (McCarthy, 2020). In terms of paradigmatic position, Baele and Thomson (2017) argued it is crucial to expand the experimental research into securitization processes into the social-scientific paradigmatic territory to verify the validity of causal claims within the construct. Such studies are still rare but have actually been conducted in the field of communication and media (Vultee, 2010; Vultee et al., 2015). However, the researchers primarily explored the negative interpretations of these securitizing effects. Just in recent scholarly conversations within the field of crisis and risk communication, it has been voiced that securitization should be further explored in terms of its strategic implications (Schraedley et al., 2020).

As mentioned, one of the main tenets of stigma includes the perception of peril and threat to a societal unit. Securitization research shows that the stigmatized were viewed as the carriers or perpetrators of the securitized threat, for instance the negative stereotypical tropes of dangerous immigrants or people with infections such HIV/AIDS (Sjostedt, 2008; Seckinelgin et al., 2010; Galemba et al., 2019). Thus, stigma has been primarily theorized as a companion phenomenon to securitization; particularly, repressive measures that would normally be frowned upon were more likely accepted in retaliation actions against the stigmatized people. It is crucial to further assess the other direction, where extraordinary measures are arguably truly warranted to protect and assist the vulnerable groups (Sjostedt, 2008). Positive exemplification can offer specifically useful lens for such empirical examination.

Our study therefore offers novel exploration into interconnections between exemplars in news coverage and the subsequent reactions that involve perceptions of stigma and securitized views on the issues of focus. Furthermore, this study allows for comparison between the exemplification-to-stigmatization effects on outcome perceptions relevant to exemplification, such as evaluations of the interest of the issue of focus or the news quality. Specifically, exemplars are used to increase and maintain audience engagement, and to encourage audiences to act or think in a particular way based on the credibility and evocativeness of the message. If these exemplars are negative, they may carry with them a stigmatizing and/or securitizing effect. If this is the case, yet the news content was considered of interest and high quality, it is likely that the stigmatizing and/or securitizing effect would be stronger. Alternatively, if the exemplars are positive, and the news content is considered high quality and of interest, it may be possible to use such engaging exemplification in news messages while avoiding the negative securitizing and/or stigmatizing effect. These are valuable proxies that reflect on the formation of a set of attitudes around issues that are articulated through politicized media discourses. In the next section, we outline and justify the research questions and hypotheses that guide this examination.



Research questions and hypotheses

Literature demonstrates that news stories frequently cover and reflect tendencies and biases on the matters of crisis, risk, and security, such as immigration or health (e.g., Kim et al., 2011; Jarlenski and Barry, 2013; Quinsaat, 2014). The coverage often results in conditional, but nevertheless existing and detectable, effects on audience's perceptions and attitudes (e.g., Puhl et al., 2013; Vultee et al., 2015; Riles et al., 2020), intended behaviors (e.g., Dardis, 2007; Spence et al., 2015), and actual behaviors (e.g., Trumbo, 2012). For instance, effects of negative exemplification were documented (e.g., Spence et al., 2015, 2016), but further empirical research is paramount to specify the dimensions of the effects of positively exemplified news.

Several studies looked at stigmatizing effects, while operationalizing the negative stigma-evoking features of the news content along various theoretical perspectives (Puhl et al., 2013; Smith et al., 2019; Riles et al., 2020). The focus tends to be on what the negative portrayals do in comparison to not-so-negative, neutral, or somewhat-positive portrayals. Ren and Lei (2020) explored destigmatizing effects of positive frames about HIV/AIDS, defining those as optimistic (vs. pessimistic), for example. Positive exemplars are not merely simple positive frames. We pay attention to the particular effects of the distinct and evocative positive constructs as theoretically-soundly constructed through exemplification. Therefore, a consistent effect should be observed with positive exemplars also when varying the context. The reviewed studies tended to focus on just one context such as health-related issues (Gwarjanski and Parrott, 2018; Smith et al., 2019) or minority population integration type of issues (Riles et al., 2020). Thus, with Hypothesis 1 we begin by asserting a directional positive destigmatizing effect across the contexts:

H1: Positive exemplars will decrease the stigmatization of impacted individuals.

The exploration should illuminate whether, as H1 asserts, positive exemplars represent a positive destigmatizing impact in comparison to both the news that carry a negative exemplar and neutral news:

RQ1: How will stigmatizing effects differ as a result of exposure to neutral, positive, and negative exemplars?

The following lineup of hypothesis and research questions explores the additional array of possible positive effects that can be achieved through exemplification, such as securitization, perception of news quality, and perceptions of issue interest. Negative exemplification may be believed to increase a likelihood of such outcomes, while the similar utilitarian potentials of positive exemplification may be underestimated.

Experimental studies of securitization are sparse. Nor has the concept been linked to exemplification through empirical research prior to this study. However, based on the conceptual propositions within the theories, we make a prediction that exemplification has a potential to increase the perception of securitization. Vultee (2010) and Vultee et al. (2015) conducted exploratory experiments that showed evidence that securitization is a form of a framing process. Thus, particular media depictions trigger an effect in audience that corresponds to a sense of securitization. A heuristic type of process that prompts a cognitive shortcut through an intense emotional reaction such as exemplification may contribute to securitization, specifically in securitization's key conceptualization as a threat which endangers a collective unit. For example, health matters such as obesity (Voss et al., 2019) or societal matters such as immigration (e.g., Moreno and Price, 2017) are discussed within the U.S. context in terms of security, implying national security as well as security as the deeper commitments and responsibilities of the nation-state to act in order to protect those who likely are in danger.

H2: Exemplars of both valences (positive and negative) will increase the perception of securitization of the issues.

We also inquire about the possibility of positive exemplars in news inviting different securitized effects than neutral news or negative exemplar news. Vultee et al. (2015) demonstrated that securitizing effects are conditional upon varying frames and features of news stories, so different conditions appear to impact the success of securitization in audience's perception. Valence of exemplification may represent a type of condition that impacts the results. Also, specific contexts can simultaneously be related to several highly relevant aspects of collective identity and security. For example, immigration can be perceived as a core national value that is deserving of securitized protection such as the “American dream” (Sowards and Pineda, 2013), or as a serious criminal or terrorist peril to the physical safety and the freedoms of the citizens (Hameleers, 2019; Riles et al., 2020). Hence:

RQ2: How will the perceptions of securitization differ as a result of exposure to neutral, positive, and negative exemplars?

It is worthwhile to consider a moderating relationship that stigma could play for the consequent outcome toward securitization. There can be multiple simultaneous definitions of the collective identity, for instance a nation as a state vs. a nation as a sociocultural unit. Also, multiple threats can simultaneously represent danger. So at different times, different concerns are prioritized which leads to a more or less intense securitization (Stoycheff et al., 2017). Stigma, which is likely evoked by negative exemplification, can be examined as the possible key predictor of decreased securitization. It is conceivable that if an issue is framed in such way that summons stigma, a normatively preferable securitization is not likely to happen in the perceptions of the public. For example, when those who are victimized within the context are stigmatized, they are deprived of not just sympathy or compassion but also stripped of consideration that perhaps it is a broader public interest to mitigate the situation and assist the impacted individuals. Furthermore, stigmatization is in many cases linked to perceiving the stigmatized as the actual peril in terms of physical or sociocultural threat to a collective unit (Riles et al., 2020), so stigmatization would then be antithetical to the normatively preferable securitization as examined here. Thus, with the next research question, we explore whether stigmatization functions as a potential negative predictor of securitizing effect.

RQ3: Is there an evidence of stigmatizing effect being a negatively-related predictor of securitizing effect?

News quality has been considered within a plethora of mass communication studies, and is generally treated as independent variable (e.g., Van der Wurff et al., 2018) or as a perceived dependent variable (e.g., Mothes, 2017). Urban and Schweiger (2014) point out that audiences experience some difficulties in making judgements about the level of news quality as related to objectivity and ethics-related dimensions. Then in order to make such judgements, audiences use heuristics such as the brand of the source. Possibly, then, exemplification may serve as a heuristic which, by evoking a sense of familiarity, invites certain judgements about news quality. We suspect positive exemplification may perform better:

H3: Valence of exemplification predicts perceptions on the quality of news.

Agenda-setting and framing capacities of news have been documented by a robust body of relevant effects literature (Scheufele, 2000; Graber, 2010; Luo et al., 2019). The sense of familiarity, which is emphasized by exemplification, is likely to contribute to an enhanced agenda setting effect, while valence might invite further impact on the perceived interest that the story can generate according to the audience members. Here, both valences of exemplification are likely to outperform neutral news, but positive exemplification has a potential to outperform negative exemplification as an indicator of an issue that ought to matter to a collective unit:

H4: Valence of exemplification predicts perceptions on the general interest of the covered issue.

Next, we exploratorily investigate a possibility of a stigmatizing effect as well as a securitizing effect functioning as confounding variables toward forming further perceptions as explored in the H3 and H4:

RQ4a: Is there an evidence of stigmatizing effect and/or securitizing effect being related to perceptions on the quality of news?

RQ4b: Is there an evidence of stigmatizing effect and/or securitizing effect being related to perceptions on the general interest of the covered issue?

Lastly, we address the impacts of the other possible independent and/or confounding variables that may play a role in the way the above hypothesized dependent attitudes and perceptions form. For instance, Puhl et al. (2013) found that certain intersectional contextual factors of a news story have an impact on the stigmatizing effects. Furthermore, Vultee (2010) found that the political attitude has a connection to securitization-related attitudes. We ask:

RQ5a: Are there any interaction and/or main effects of the context of the story on the stigmatizing and/or securitizing effects?

RQ5b: Are there any interaction and/or main effects of the political leanings of the research subjects on the stigmatizing and/or securitizing effects?



Method


Stimulus, variables, and measures
 
Independent variables

We tested exemplification's effects using three conditions: positive, negative, and non-exemplar news stories—two valences of exemplification and a control condition. We designed three stories per condition, each with a different context. One focused on artificial limbs, one focused on immigrant stories, and one focused on obesity. Story focus was selected for its potential to represent, through the use of exemplars, content that could have a stigmatizing or securitizing effect. For example, previous research has demonstrated that characteristics of immigrant groups are often strongly linked to national debates about unauthorized immigration (e.g., Timberlake and Williams, 2012), people who use prosthetics may be seen as less competent than able-bodied individuals (e.g., Coleman et al., 2015), or that, from childhood through adulthood, people often negatively stereotype obese individuals (e.g., Klaczynski et al., 2009). In order to account for ecological validity, all stories were closely inspired by existing news stories. Stories were selected for their emotionally evocative narratives for the positive and negative exemplar condition (e.g., Zillmann, 2006; Sellnow and Sellnow, 2014; Spence et al., 2016; Sellnow-Richmond et al., 2018), and the absence of this, with an emphasis on base rate information, for the neutral condition (e.g., Zillmann, 2006; Spence et al., 2016). Each story was accompanied by a representative photo or graph. Each story features a unique narrative that hinges on the use of positive exemplification, negative exemplification, or that omits prominent features of exemplification. We provide the headline and first sentence for each story in Table 1 in order to demonstrate the ways in which each story was designed to replicate the exemplification found in real world news stories. In order to ensure that the stimuli accurately represented exemplification and the intended valence, we utilized two manipulation checks—we first solicited feedback from exemplification and media effects expert scholars, and subsequently exposed a small sample of participants to the entire stimulus across all conditions, and asked closed-ended Likert scale questions after each story to ensure the presence or absence of exemplification as well as the valence in each story. The results of the latter manipulation check are reported in the results.


TABLE 1 Headlines and first sentences for stimuli across three conditions.

[image: Table 1]

To achieve an initial manipulation check, we contacted two strategic communication researchers who have previously worked on exemplification theory to review the stimulus material. We revised it according to their feedback. We want to mention that exposing subjects to three different contexts allows us to do both between-the-subjects and within-the-subjects tests. In contemporary news media studies, it is customary to utilize various contexts to mitigate impact of extraneous variables, such as one particular context which may reflect a particular bias among study subjects. Furthermore, to assess this possible broader-scale confounding variable effect of the context as inquired in the RQ5, we employed the story context as an independent nominal variable.

The RQ5 also inquiries about a possible confounding effect of political leaning. Our post-experiment questionnaire asks a question on political preference, with the possible responses on 7-point scale with 1 corresponding to very conservative, 4-neutral, and 7-very liberal. When later examining these data, we have noticed a relatively equivalent size groups along conservative scale values (1–3), neutral (value 4), and liberal values (5–7). So the independent variable of political leaning has been recoded into the four corresponding nominal groups of liberal, neutral, conservative, and not-reporting.



Outcome variables

We developed an instrument to compose measures for all following outcome variables. The items were each measured as closed-ended statements with the options of 7-point Likert-type scale for a response. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was performed to verify correlation between the items that were envisioned as corresponding to particular variables. The intended items that did not correlate as measures of one concept were excluded from the aggregate quantities toward the outcome variables. The SPSS software was employed to perform PCA with the collected data, with the analysis (Varimax with Kaiser Normalization) yielding specifically four component factors that reflected the core constructs of the envisioned target variables (with a significant KMO & Bartlett's test at the value of 0.801, p < 0.001). This variable-building method was appropriate in this study because, while the stigma-related items were derived from previously established stigma scales (Kassam et al., 2012), the limited quantitative research on securitization means we could not simply appropriate the items from Vultee (2010) and Vultee et al. (2015), as these researchers primarily operationalized urgency and neutral-to-negative incarnation of securitization (by juxtaposing it to liberty). However, we operationalized the items of normatively neutral-to-preferable articulation of securitization (Floyd, 2011, 2019a,b; Austin and Beaulieu-Brossard, 2017; Sahu, 2019) to convey a sense of collective unit (items 3 and 5 as listed in the paragraph below), a sense of threat (item 4), and employment of mitigation measures through the nation-state authority and resources (items 1 and 2). Lastly, on perceived quality of news and perceived evaluation of the general interest of the story, we were interested in conscious perceptions, not the particularly latent or subconscious attitudes. Hence, the last two sets of items were based on the research-team's agreement upon the face validity of the captured concepts.

Based on the PCA, stigmatization variable is composed of following items;

(1) I struggle to/do not feel compassion for a person… (0.780).

(2) More than half of people with… did not try hard enough to avoid their outcome (0.840).

(3) I have negative reactions toward people with… (0.794).

(4) People who rely on government funds for … lack the self-discipline to take care of themselves (0.859).

Securitization variable is composed of:

(1) The best way to address need for … is through government sponsored intervention (0.626).

(2) Public funding should be used to support development of… (0.613).

(3) Supporting advances in… is good for the country (0.605).

(4) Wrong policy on… represents a serious danger to the citizens of the US (0.596).

(5) It is a part of core values of the US to help and assist people with… (0.588).

Perception of news quality variable is composed of:

(1) The news article is fair (0.882).

(2) The news article is reasonable (0.900).

(3) The news article is informative (0.696).

Perception of general interest of the issue variable is composed by adding these items:

(1) The news article is interesting for general and broad audience (−0.783).

(2) The news article is only interesting for a narrow and specific audience (0.872).

Each variable was crafted by adding the corresponding items and dividing the value by the number of added items, yielding 1 through 7 scales, where 1 corresponds to the lowest possible value of the variable and 7 to the highest, so the final composite measure reflects the original Likert-inspired approach and represents user-friendliness in interpretation. We concluded that sum-scoring is appropriate as the items represent initial construct face validity. The items reflect theoretical articulations of the constructs of interest; furthermore, just the items with high correlation coefficient in relationship to other items were considered and other tested items were rejected. We believe the sum score approach retains fidelity to the conceptual essence of the variables of interest (McNeish and Wolf, 2020).




Sample and procedure

Story content was selected to reflect the contexts and stories that are often presented with exemplars and that can have a securitizing or stigmatizing effect. A sample of a first-year student population was used because they are often passive news consumers (Meyer et al., 2016). The relative homogeneity of the student sample with respect to characteristics such as age and related frame of reference allows us to narrow the focus down on the bivariate relationships between the tested variables (Basil et al., 2002). We focused on relationships between conditions—the goal of the study—rather than across all population targets, as “packing so many sources of variation into a single experimental study is rarely practical and will almost certainly conflict with the goals of the study” (Shadish et al., 2002). It was also important to account for threats to internal validity. History was controlled in this study by selecting a group from the same general location and scheduling their testing in the same 1-month time period. We reduced maturation threats by selecting participants of roughly the same age and, again, from the same location so that local secular trends did not affect them.

The sample is comprised of ~46% women, 44% men, and 9% other or unidentified. Sixty-one percentage of respondents identified as White/Caucasian, 17% as Black, African-American, 9% as Hispanic/Latinx, and 3% as Mixed Race, while ~10%.did not disclose their race/ethnic background. The average age is 19, with range 18–30. Among those who disclosed political preferences, 36.3% identify as moderate or neither liberal nor conservative. 30.2% identify along the conservative spectrum. 33.5% identify along the liberal spectrum. An important behavioral tendency that the subjects reported is that ~9% consume news more than 1 h per day, ~49% consume news between 15 min and 1 h, and 41% consume < 15 min per day, and as the mode is under an hour of consumption this tendency reflects to a degree some trends reported for average Americans who consume news ~57 min per day (Pew Research Center, 2010).

With experimental design, larger sample sizes than few hundred participants are difficult to achieve due to many practical confines. In order to keep transparency that stems from limitations of sample size in experiments, it is paramount to report effect size (Yigit and Mendes, 2018), so we include partial eta squared with our analyses. Furthermore, our sample size and repeated measures allowed for robust n per each of the groups as determined by analyzed combination of variables in ANOVA. The only specific group that had a number lower than recommended 15–20 corresponded to participants reporting as having conservative political leanings in neutral exemplification condition per story context, specifically n = 14. We could not address this limitation as this is naturally occurring variable, so there simply was not more participants with this reported characterization. Such underrepresentation may lead to type II error or “false negative.” While political leaning is a variable that was examined in our tests, and that showed significance in some tests, there is a possibility that significant difference was not detected in other instances while it may play a role in actuality.

The Institutional Review Board approval was granted August 2019. The experimental data collection took place between September 2019 and December 2019. The students in the university's general education requirement course were awarded a small amount of extra credit as an incentive for participation. Students were first presented with informed consent. Then, the consenting research subjects were randomly assigned to one of the three possible conditions. Each condition represented one of the possible valences of exemplification, so each subject was exposed to three different stories with the particular valence. The stories presented to participants in each condition began with a story about artificial limbs, followed by a story about immigration, and ended with a story about obesity. Because we were looking at differences across exemplification valence, we ensured that each participant was only presented with one valence. The unique contexts for each condition should not have impacted participant perspectives on the others. This approach allowed to control for a possible bias due to a particular story or a particular context through within-the-subject comparison. Between-the-subjects comparison further enables testing of the impacts of manipulation of the central independent variable of exemplification. While an experiment of this nature is inherently contrived, news stories in this study were taken from existing news publications and edited minimally to maintain as much authenticity as possible. After reading each of the stories, the subjects filled out the questionnaire monitoring outcome variables. After completing the experimental part, the subjects filled out the questionnaire regarding demographics and political leaning. Lastly, they were thanked and invited to follow up at any point they wish to inquire about the study (see Table 3).




Results

As the initial manipulation check was performed based on expert input to manipulate the independent variable of exemplification and adding a variety of contexts, additional manipulations check was later performed with a separate group of undergraduate students (n = 25) to avoid a threat of manipulation check questions acting as a confounding variable and thus swaying results of the experimental sample (Hauser et al., 2018). The manipulation check specific subjects were exposed to the entire stimulus across all conditions featuring all nine stories and asked a set of closed-ended questions after each story with a set of 7-point Likert scale responses. The manipulation of achieving exemplification in the particular stories was measured by the item “This story clearly shows me an example of a person who is…(options were depending on the context of the story: obese; an immigrant; an amputee)”, and as the results of correlated samples t-test statistic show, the subjects considered both positively exemplified [t(74) = 8.73, p < 0.0001 one-tailed] and negatively exemplified stories [t(74) = 7.41, p < 0.0001 one-tailed] as featuring exemplification as opposed to neutral stories which did not. To test the achievement of positive valence of exemplification, the item stated “This article is a good example of a positive story about…”, and it resulted in a highly significant difference [t(74) = 10.10, p < 0.0001 one-tailed]. The negative valence of exemplification was tested by the item stating “This article shows problems with people who are…”, and it also resulted in a significant difference further confirming successful manipulation [t(74) = −6.44, p < 0.0001 one-tailed].

Randomization of the condition assignment should also lead to a rather normal variance in collected data across conditions. Homogeneity of variance was checked by performing Levene's test prior to each analysis of variance, and as these have yielded heteroscedasticity for stigmatization (F = 2.74, p < 0.00) and homoscedasticity for securitization (F = 1.26, p = 0.15), perception on the quality of the news (F = 1.28, p = 0.13), and general interest variables (F = 1.12, p = 0.29), the fitting statistical tests were pursued to explore hypotheses. In addition, the tendencies and distributions of demographic characteristics of subjects across conditions were verified across the three experimental groups and as the tests revealed, the groups did not reflect any significant differences in terms of age [F(2) = 0.08, p = 0.92], gender [[image: image] = 3.94, p = 0.13], nor political preference [F(2) = 0.65, p = 0.52]. The tests revealed that there was an inequivalence of the demographic characteristic of race [[image: image] = 19.15, p < 0.0001] and the behavioral tendency of amount of news consumption [F(2) = 5.16, p = 0.006] distributions across the conditions. The possible intervening or confounding effects of these two variables were thus closely monitored and in case of race show to have no significant main or interaction effects on any of the tested outcome variables. In case of amount of news consumption, main and interaction effects were only detected with the outcome variable of stigmatization, but no other outcome variables, and hence the specific role of the amount of news consumption in connection to stigmatization is reflected on further in this section.

The Hypothesis 1 presupposes positive exemplars will decrease the stigmatization of impacted individuals. Analysis of Variance, ANOVA, was performed on SPSS software to test the hypothesis, showing support for it F(2, 709) = 16.118, p < 0.001. The previously addressed heteroscedasticity of the variance of the variable requires running additional robust tests of equality of means, which yielded statistically significant results, particularly Welch's [F(2, 463) = 13.789, p < 0.001] and Brown-Forsythe's [F(2, 689) = 14.990, p < 0.001] statistics. Hence, we accept the H1 according to our data. The Research Question 1 aims to specify how stigmatizing effects differs as a result of exposure to neutral, positive, and negative exemplars. The examination of means shows that positive exemplars are leading to lesser stigmatization in comparison to both the negative exemplar condition and the control condition with a neutral story (see Table 2 for additional results such as Means, Standard Deviations, and Partial Eta Squared measures of effect sizes).


TABLE 2 Means of outcome variables by experimental group and ANOVA results.
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TABLE 3 Main and interaction effects of independent variables on the outcomes of stigmatization and securitization.
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The H2 proposes exemplars of both valences (positive and negative) will increase the perception of securitization of the issues. Further, the RQ2 asks how will the perceptions of securitization differ as a result of exposure to neutral, positive, and negative exemplars. The results of ANOVA point out, not a mere presence of exemplification but the valence of exemplification matters. Particularly, positive exemplification is associated with significantly higher securitization; F(2, 702) = 4.616, p = 0.010, so the H2 is only supported about positive exemplars and rejected about negative exemplars, which are associated with lower degree of securitization than the neutral stories (see Table 2).

The Research Question 3 inquires whether stigmatizing effect of exemplification might function also as a negative predictor of securitizing effect. Pearson's r correlation test was performed using SPSS software to explore the possible relationship between the variables. Highly significant negative correlation of moderate strength was detected; r = −0.392, p < 0.000. This shows an evidence that as stigmatized impressions increase, securitization decreases and vice-versa. The correlation presence is an evidence there is some linkage, however we cannot irrefutably determine time-order at this point, while the logic that was informing the RQ3 is based on speculation that stigmatization is more emotionally-driven subconscious process, while securitization requires more deliberate contemplation such as investment of public resources and thus it possibly more delayed.

The Hypothesis 3 claims that valence of exemplification predicts perceptions on the quality of news. Significant difference was detected through ANOVA, F(2, 712) = 14.522, p < 0.001. Hence, H3 is supported by the present data. Positive exemplars are interpreted as possessing higher news quality than neutral stories. Negative exemplars were perceived as having lower news quality than other two conditions (see Table 1).

The Hypothesis 4 claims that valence of exemplification predicts perceptions on the general interest of the issue. ANOVA was applied to test the possible significance of the difference. Significant difference was detected, F(2, 711) = 10.310, p < 0.001. Therefore, H4 is also supported by the data. As the means show, the perceptions on general interest of the issues are highest when exposed to positive exemplars, and lowest in control condition with no pronounced exemplar (see Table 1).

The Research Question 4a inquires whether stigmatizing effect and/or securitizing effect of exemplification relates to perceptions on the quality of news. There is not an evidence of substantial correlation, as the Pearson's r correlation test shows very low coefficients of relationship; stigmatization r = −0.169, p < 0.001; securitization r = 0.267, p < 0.001. The RQ4b asks if stigmatizing effect and/or securitizing effect of exemplification relates to perceptions on the general interest of the issue. Similarly, Pearson's r correlation test shows very low coefficients of relationship, which does not warrant the notion of robust relationships; stigmatization r = −0.211, p < 0.001; securitization r = 0.126, p = 0.001. This result would also suggest that perceived interest of the issue is not a particularly promising predictor of normatively preferable securitization as we have initially speculated based on the theory. So the impact of exemplification on perceived quality of news and perceived importance of the issue is possibly only very minimally moderated by intervening presence (or lack there) of stigmatizing and securitizing effects.

Lastly, the set of Research Questions 5 inquire: RQ5a: Are there any interaction and/or main effects of the context of the story on the stigmatizing and/or securitizing effects?; RQ5b: Are there any interaction and/or main effects of the political leanings of the research subjects on the stigmatizing and/or securitizing effects? While a clear statistical impact was demonstrated linking the key constructs of interest, according to Partial Eta Squared measure, the main effect of exemplification accounts for ~5% of variation for stigmatization effect and ~1% of variation for securitization. This is not a dismissible effect size, granted is has been detected after an exposure to just one exemplified news story on a particular topic. When further exploring the effects of the context of the story, there was a clear main effect on all the key explored variables; for stigmatization it explains ~24% of variation [F(2, 709) = 108.538, p < 0.001]; and ~8% of variation for securitization [F(2, 702) = 29.709, p < 0.001]. Further, political leaning of the research subjects also shows main effect on all key outcome variables; explaining ~12% of variation for stigmatization [F(3, 709) = 31.878, p < 0.001]; and ~5% of variation for securitization [F(3, 702) = 11.529, p < 0.001]. See Table 2 for additional details of the main effects and interaction effects report.

Even after an exposure to just one exemplified news story on the topic, both stigmatization and securitization get activated to a degree. It shows the phenomena are importantly connected if the impact is demonstrated even without any, let alone substantial, accumulation. The context of the story and political leaning are explaining a larger portion of the variation. This is understandable as political leaning represents a long-term accumulation of understandings and tendencies. Similarly, the context of the story represents a somewhat substantial layer of previously accumulated assumptions. As for instance, the context of obesity and immigration are likely to be more salient for the majority of the American public than amputation and prosthetic limbs. Thus, as our results show, the effects are more intense for the context of prosthetics which is very possibly due to this topic being more of a “tabula rasa” and thus susceptible to be impacted by media messages without preconceptions (see Figures 1–4). So, these results are showing an importance of confounding variables, which is very pronounced in context that is selected for empirical analyses, so if only one case is utilized as the experimental context, it may render too limited or too exaggerated outcomes and thus skew the research findings and impair external validity and broader generalizability.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Effects of exemplification and story context on stigmatization. The utilized scale ranges from 1 to 7.
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FIGURE 2
 Effects of exemplification and political leaning on stigmatization. The utilized scale ranges from 1 to 7.
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FIGURE 3
 Effects of exemplification and story context on securitization. The utilized scale ranges from 1 to 7.
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FIGURE 4
 Effects of exemplification and political leaning on securitization. The utilized scale ranges from 1 to 7.




Discussion

The results of this study indicate that as stigmatized impressions increase, securitization decreases. This indicates that the more stigmatizing the content presented, the less likely individuals are to report securitizing beliefs. Still, we cannot definitively make claims about time-order based on these results but the demonstrated connection serves as an evidence worth of further exploration.

Results of this study supported the hypothesis that valence of exemplification predicts perceptions on the quality of news. Specifically, positive exemplars were perceived by study respondents as being of higher news quality than neutral stories. This suggests that the positive emotional response might contribute to participant engagement with the story. This is consistent with previous research that suggests that the ability to elicit an emotional response in audiences prolongs their engagement (e.g., Spence et al., 2016). The finding also aligns with Frederickson's (2001, 2004) notion that positive emotions have the capacity to broaden attention and thinking and undo some negative emotional impacts. Moreover, the stories with negative exemplars were perceived be study participants as being of lower news quality than the other two conditions. This is an interesting finding in the context of sensationalized journalism, which often highlights negative exemplars as a means of capturing reader attention.

Results of this study also supported claims that valence of exemplification predicts perceptions on the general interest of the issue. However, perceptions of general interest were highest in the positive exemplar condition and lowest in the control condition where no exemplar was present. This indicates that the use of exemplars in news stories does increase readers' perception that the content is important. Again, it is interesting that the positive exemplar condition demonstrated the highest effectiveness in this regard.

Results of this study did not indicate that a stigmatizing effect of exemplification is related to perceptions of the quality of news. Similarly, there was no relationship between the stigmatizing effect of exemplification and perceptions of the general interest of the issue. Therefore, when stigmatization is present in media messages, it does not necessarily increase the perceived interest of the issue to readers, nor does it impact their perception of news quality. However, previous research does indicate that stigmatization in media messages can be harmful for individuals who share those stigmatized identities (e.g., names removed to protect the integrity of the review process, 2020; Wang, 1992; Guttman and Salmon, 2004). This finding indicates that stigmatization should be actively avoided in media messages, as there is no positive outcome of these messages, but certain negative outcomes. Moreover, when using exemplification in messages, it is important to consider the ethics of negative exemplars broadly to assess them for any unintended stigmatization that would result.



Practical implications

The results of this study offer several practical implications. First, early results indicate that negative exemplars can have a stigmatizing effect on messages' receivers. While negative exemplars may be effective persuasive tools, the stigmatizing effect may pose additional social issues, specifically in the area of mental health. As such, it is important to think comprehensively about the end result of media messages and avoid communication that can be harmful. For example, coverage of individuals with long term, physically visible effects of a COVID-19 infection (e.g., tracheotomy) should minimize fault on the individual for avoiding mitigation such as masking and vaccination, which could promote stigmatization toward individuals with such physical markers.

Second, in news messages, positive exemplars were more likely than negative exemplars and the control group to be perceived as higher news quality. This indicates that it may be worthwhile for messages creators to consider positive exemplars in place of the more problematic negative exemplars in efforts to elicit interest in their content. For example, in the illustration from the previous paragraph, stories might instead emphasize the more positive role of recovery and advancements in medicine and the heroic efforts of healthcare workers. Still, more work should be done to determine the extent to which these do hold the attention of audiences to the same degree as negative exemplars, as news quality cannot be equated with engagement. Surely, the rapid spread of mis- and disinformation articles is demonstrative of this.

Third, in news messages, perceptions of general interest were highest in the positive exemplar condition and lowest in the control condition where no exemplar was present. This may be more indicative of the role of positive and negative exemplars in capturing audience attention. This further supports the notion that positive exemplars ought to be utilized in place of negative exemplars as a means of capturing audience attention without carrying with them the stigmatizing effects of negative exemplars. Again, general interest is not a direct measure of audience engagement, but does indicate that audience found the content to be of note. Practically, news stories often cover climate change using negative exemplars. This finding suggests that this could be more engaging than covering the topic without exemplars, but suggests that perhaps including more optimistic exemplars, such as organizations that have dramatically reduced carbon emissions and the projected positive impacts of policies to support this for the long-term health of the planet could be equally engaging and less likely to lose interest from readers who find negative climate change coverage fear-inducing and dreadful. Rather, positively illustrating what individuals may be able to contribute to minimize negative effects through the use of positive exemplars may cultivate a sense of agency, similar to findings presented in Sellnow-Richmond et al.'s (2018) work.


Limitations

This study was not without its limitations. First, this study sampled a select segment of the population, utilizing a homogeneous sample of first-year university students. This decision was made intentionally, to avoid variance in life experience that would serve as an unintentional mediating factor in the results. However, expanding the sample in future studies would help distinguish exemplification effects across more varied publics. Also, replications of the study with samples including more age diversity will allow for establishing how generalizable those results are for a wider population. We acknowledge that the subject sample is not absolutely representative of the broader U.S. population. However, a student sample was used as an appropriate starting point to determine possible relationships between variables (Basil et al., 2002). Additional variable combinations would shed additional light into impacts of factors such as perceived news credibility or specific characteristics of news stories.

Second, while the stories used in this study were all based upon existing news content, there are limits in terms of the extent to which exposing respondents to hand-selected news content can effectively mirror real world news consumption. Future studies should work to triangulate these findings through additional means of assessing positive vs. negative exemplars in news messages. Third, while these results do indicate that positive exemplars improve perceptions of news quality and interest, they do not directly contribute to our understandings of how long-lasting these effects will be. Research on the use of negative exemplars has indicated that these are emotionally evocative and persuasive message that are also easily retrieved by receivers after exposure. These findings do not inform about how long these messages will remain accessible in readers' minds. This is an additional empirical question that future research can seek to address.




Conclusions

The aim of this study was to further test exemplification theory and to expand the understanding of exemplification messages in news stories. Specifically, this study examined the role of positive vs. negative exemplars and the extent to which stigmatization, which is associated with negative exemplars interacts with other outcome variables. Results of the study supported the propositions that valence of exemplification predicts perceptions on both the general interest of the issue and news quality. Positive exemplars were perceived most positively by respondents on both. Coupled with previously reported strongly significant evidence that negative exemplification leads to a stigmatizing effect and that positive exemplification significantly predicts a higher securitizing effect, news message creators ought to consider replacing negative exemplars with positive ones in their news content.
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