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Topic-Relevant Reference Groups
and Dimensions of Distance
Political Advertising and First- and
Third-Person Effects

This article argues for using topic-relevant reference groups in examining
first- and third-person effects. It also proposes using topic-relevant dimen-
sions of distance to assess relationships not only between self and target
groups but also relationships both have with communicators. The study
showed 2000 presidential primary ads from Al Gore and George W. Bush to a
combined sample of student and nonstudent partisans (N = 140).Participants
perceived greater effects on the out-group and on the general public then on
themselves for ads from the out-group candidate. A third-person effect
was also observed for ads from the in-group candidate in self–in-group
and self-public comparisons. The only first-person effect was found for the
self–out-group comparison of responses to the in-group candidate ads. Self-
candidate political distance, an analogue of message desirability, was nega-
tively related to perceived effects on self and target groups, whereas self-group
and group-candidate distance measures showed only sporadic relationships
to perceived effects.

Keywords: third-person effect; first-person effect; social distance; reference
groups; self-enhancement

In a memorable phrase defining third-person effect, Davison (1983) proposed
that people think the media’s greatest impact “will not be on ‘me’ or ‘you’ but
on ‘them’—the third persons” (p. 3). This formulation explicitly recognizes
social distance as a key variable in its suggestion that perceived effects will
be greater for third persons (them) than for second persons (you). Davison
suggested that “the concept of reference groups may prove useful in
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explaining the third-person effect. Are people ‘like me’ or ‘different from me’
seen as being more affected by persuasive messages?” (p. 12).

The concept of reference groups and the possible dimensions of likeness
and difference from the self have gone largely unexplored in third-person
effect research.Many studies ask their participants for estimates of effects on
generalized “other people.” Those using social distance as a variable often
operationalize it as levels of increasing generality or geographical distance,
so that the participant compares message effects on herself with effects on
others in her university, city, state, and country (e.g., Cohen, Mutz, Price, &
Gunther, 1988; White, 1997). It is a reasonable all-purpose substitute. But
certain topics, such as race (Neuwirth, Frederick, & Mayo, 2002), gender
(Wan, 2002), and politics (Duck, Hogg, & Terry, 1995) all but beg for a concep-
tualization of social distance using topic-relevant dimensions of difference
based on in-groups and out-groups.

Even if we conceptualize social distance in this way, we are still making a
priori assumptions about the distance between individual respondents and
target groups. To remedy this, Eveland, Nathanson, Detenber, & McLeod
(1999) used individual measures of respondents’ closeness to reference
groups. The logic of topic-relevant dimensions of difference could be applied
to this remedy as well. When dealing with political topics, for instance, in-
stead of assessing general closeness or distance, one could assess the differ-
ence between the self and a target group in perceived political ideology.

Moreover, the distance between the self and the target group is not the
only one that needs to be considered.Remember that there is a communicator
(sometimes explicitly, other times only implied in the content of the message)
in the equation as well. That means we would do well to think about the dis-
tance between the self and the communicator and also the perceived distance
between the communicator and the target group.

To some extent, the research on message desirability can be seen as
addressing the question of distance between the self and the communicator.
Messages from trusted sources are seen as more desirable (Cohen et al., 1988;
Gunther,1991),as are ones from favored political candidates (Cohen & Davis,
1991;Duck et al., 1995).People perceive relatively greater influence on them-
selves from such messages, which attenuates or reverses the third-person
effect. The reversal appears to implicate self-enhancement and motivated
processing in third- and first-person effects (Meirick, 2002; Neuwirth et al.,
2002).

The question of perceived distance between target groups and the commu-
nicator has received considerably less attention. If target-communicator dis-
tance has any bearing on the third-person effect, it would be because the per-
ceiver’s estimate of a message’s effects on others was based on the perceived
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relationship between the target group and the communicator. A similar idea
is at the core of the target corollary (Eveland et al., 1999), which states that
perceived effects on target groups are influenced by perceived exposure—and
perceived attention (Neuwirth & Frederick, 2001)—of that group to the
communication.

This article will explore the political dimension of likeness and difference
in the context of perceived responses to political advertising. In doing so, it
will consider distance not just between self and target groups but also be-
tween self and communicator and target groups and communicator.

Traditional Social Distance:

Self to Target Group

Third-person effect research often has shown that the greater the social dis-
tance between the self and target group, the greater the gap in perceived
impact. A number of studies have lent support to the importance of social dis-
tance in third-person effect. Cohen et al. (1988) found that perceived impact
of a defamatory news story was smallest on “self,” increased for “other Stan-
ford students,” increased again for “other Californians,” and was greatest for
“public opinion at large.”White (1997) found a similar (but imperfect) pattern
for self, local students, students at other universities, and other state resi-
dents. Gibbon and Durkin (1995) found that same pattern of ascending im-
pact from self to family to neighbors to other state residents to other Austra-
lian citizens to others in general.

The conceptualization of social distance in these studies is similar. Each
step in social distance entails a step up in social organization, each step up
becoming more general and incorporating more subordinate components. It
is as though these groups are conceived of as a series of concentric circles that
grow outward with the self at the center, so that each increment of social dis-
tance (family, neighborhood, state, country) completely contains all smaller
increments and is completely contained by the next larger increment. It is
nearly analogous with geographic distance; in fact, Cohen and Davis (1991,
p. 682) chose those exact words to describe the variable used in Cohen et al.
(1988).

The conceptualization of social distance as a set of nested social (or geo-
graphic) levels may not always be highly relevant or appropriate. This is par-
ticularly true in contexts where social groups are seen as opposed. In such
cases, an alternate conceptualization of social distance would see social
groups as adjacent circles—in-groups and out-groups. Here, the distinc-
tion between “you” and “them” as Davison (1983) discussed them is clear—
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members of the same in-group are you—or we—whereas members of out-
groups are them. This in-group–out-group approach toward social distance
echoes the “hostile media phenomenon” work of Vallone, Ross, and Lepper
(1985) and Perloff (1989) in their examination of Israeli and Palestinian par-
tisans’ perceptions of the effect of news reports about the 1982 war in Leba-
non. More recently, Wan (2002) explored gender-based reference groups in
the influence of magazine ads on body image, while Neuwirth and Frederick
(2002) used race-based reference groups in examining the influence of news
depictions of a minority neighborhood. The reference-group approach seems
well suited for political contexts as well: Those of the same party are the in-
group, whereas those of the opposing party are the out-group (Duck et al.,
1995).

The reference-group approach also helps to draw a link between social dis-
tance and self-enhancement, the tendency to hold what Taylor and Brown
(1988,1994) call “positive illusions”about one’s own traits, abilities, and pros-
pects. Self-enhancement is the Western self ’s chief mechanism for maintain-
ing self-esteem and is one of the hypothesized processes underlying the third-
person effect (Gunther & Mundy, 1993; Hoorens & Ruiter, 1996; Meirick,
2002; Perloff, 1999). The linkage comes from the fact that membership in ref-
erence groups can play an important role in the self-concept. According to
social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self-categorization theory
(Turner, 1985), people tend to highlight their similarities to in-group mem-
bers and highlight their differences with out-group members. Then, when
they make group comparisons, they tend to favor the in-group as a way to
enhance self-esteem. Duck et al. (1995) draw the connection between self-
enhancement and group membership in the context of the third-person
effect, in which media influence is typically seen as undesirable:

To the extent that the comparison others are judged as outgroup mem-
bers, they would be contrasted to the perceiver’s identity, evaluated
negatively, and represented unfavourably—as relatively vulnerable to
media influence. In contrast, to the extent that comparison others are
judged as ingroup members, they would be assimilated to the
perceiver’s identity, evaluated positively and represented favourably—
as relatively invulnerable to influence. (p. 198)

The target groups that respondents in this study were asked about, there-
fore, were based in part on party identification: Democrats, Republicans, and
the general public. Depending on the respondent’s own party identifica-
tion, the parties can then be identified as in-groups and out-groups. Although
it is neither an in-group or an out-group, the public is retained as a target
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group in this study because it allows for a point of contact with most other
third-person effect research, where in-groups and out-groups are rarely used
as “others,” but the general public often is. Second, the public should fall
between Democrats and Republicans on most people’s perceptions of political
affiliation and thereby provide more of a continuum for perceptions of effects.

Distance between the self and target groups also can be measured and
used as an individual-level variable (Eveland et al., 1999). This study will
adopt a common measure in political science, the perceived distance between
one’s own location on the liberal-to-conservative continuum and that of the
political parties (Downs, 1957).

Message Desirability and Distance

Between Self and Communicator

Seeing the self and the in-group as relatively invulnerable to media influence
makes sense when media messages and their influence are seen—as they
often are—as undesirable. But when a message is perceived as desirable or
“smart to be influenced by” (Gunther & Mundy, 1993), the third-person effect
is minimized (Gunther & Mundy,1993; Innes & Zeitz,1988) or reversed into a
first-person effect (Chapin, 2000; Duck et al., 1995; Hoorens & Ruiter, 1996;
Meirick, 2002; White, 1997; White & Dillon, 2000). Under the logic of self-
enhancement, it may be seen as smart and in one’s self-interest to take desir-
able messages under advisement. People may then perceive themselves and
those close to them as more receptive to these positive media messages than
other people, who are not seen as so astute and open-minded. However, per-
ceptions of control and self-determination also are important to self-esteem
(Jones, 1979), and acknowledging influence, even from a desirable message,
runs counter to such perceptions (Gunther & Mundy, 1993). This may be why
the first-person effect is not as robust as the third-person effect.

Still, first-person effects have been found for messages that are broadly
considered prosocial (and are operationalized as such on an a priori basis),
such as public service announcements or news stories about organ donation
(White & Dillon, 2000), seatbelt use (Gunther & Mundy, 1993), and tanning
safety (Hoorens & Ruiter, 1996). But of more interest for the purposes of this
article are instances where message desirability more clearly reflects a de-
gree of affinity with the perceived communicator. Third-person effects are
smaller when reports come from a trusted source (Cohen et al., 1988;
Gunther, 1991). Even more to the point, first-person effects have been found
for political messages in which the communicator’s identity is clear and his
partisanship is highly important to perceived desirability; the same
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messages are judged desirable by those in one party and undesirable by the
opposing party. Cohen and Davis (1991) found that a candidate’s support-
ers thought they were more swayed by his ad than other people would be,
whereas they said they would be unswayed by an ad from the opponent. Duck
et al. (1995) found that members of an Australian party judged themselves
and their fellow party members to be more influenced than members of other
parties by material favoring their party.

These findings suggest that message desirability in political contexts can
be serviceably operationalized as whether the communicator is of the same
party (or in-group) as the respondent. This basic indication of smaller or
greater distance between self and communicator will serve the purposes of
analysis of variance.But as with the distance between self and target, the dis-
tance between self and candidate can be measured as an individual-level
variable, and this study does so not only with the self-to-candidate ideology
difference score but with candidate preference and candidate favorability
ratings as well as party membership.

Inferred Distance:

Communicator to Target

The idea that the third-person effect is based on a self-enhancing out-group
bias was challenged by Eveland et al. (1999), who simultaneously expanded
conceptions of social distance and argued persuasively against their signifi-
cance. First, they presented multiple conceptions of social distance: different
levels of generality, age, and education for target groups, as well as a direct
measure of perceived similarity to the target groups. They then demon-
strated the primacy of perceived frequency of exposure as a contributor to the
third-person effect over perceived similarity. But to dismiss completely social
distance in favor of perceived exposure would be premature. In their second
study, Eveland et al. found that when they asked people to assume equal
exposure for different target groups, the third-person effect remained signifi-
cant,and perceived effects increased as social distance increased in five of the
six comparisons. Moreover, exposure to certain kinds of media messages is
not likely to vary, or even be perceived as varying, between some target
groups. Arguably, political ads are a good example of this. Candidates of both
parties tend to advertise during the evening news; people of both parties
watch the news in roughly equal numbers.2

The best argument for the relevance of target-communicator distance can
be derived from an argument at the core of the target corollary itself: the idea
that people “observe or infer a relationship between certain types of media
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content and certain types of people. For instance, most people could guess
that romantic comedies are more popular among women, whereas action
movies are more popular among men” (Eveland et al., 1999, p. 281). That is,
their estimates of message exposure for others are based on real-world
knowledge and expectations about target groups. By the same reasoning, we
might expect people to have real-world knowledge and expectations about
how receptive different groups are to certain media messages, even if expo-
sure to those messages did not vary between those groups. If so, relevant
dimensions of social distance (e.g., the partisanship of target groups in con-
sidering messages from politicians) should play a role in estimates of recep-
tivity to different messages. Just as the distance between the communicator
and the self can be seen as an indicator of the message’s desirability and the
self ’s receptivity, the perceived distance between the target group and the
communicator may be an indicator of the target group’s perceived receptiv-
ity to the message. In a political context, these distances can be derived from
the perceived locations of the groups and the candidates on the ideological
continuum.

Hypotheses

In line with previous work on social distance, we would expect to see third-
person effects for undesirable (out-group) messages for two very different
(but in this case converging) reasons: It may be self-enhancing to believe that
those more distant from the self will be more affected by an undesirable mes-
sage, and/or respondents may recognize that the out-group candidate’s mes-
sages will be more appealing to out-group members because of their political
closeness to him.

Hypothesis 1a: Ads from the out-group candidate will be perceived to have
greater effects on others than on the self.

Hypothesis 1b: Perceived effects of ads from the out-group candidate will
increase as the target group becomes more politically distant from the
self.

Ads from the in-group candidate, however, should produce first-person
effects, because it may be self-enhancing to be receptive to desirable mes-
sages (messages from a candidate who is politically close) and/or because re-
spondents may recognize the greater political distance that the in-group can-
didate has from more distant target groups.
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Hypothesis 2a: Ads from the in-group candidate will be perceived to have
greater effects on the self than on others.

Hypothesis 2b: Perceived effects of ads from the in-group candidate will
decrease as the target group becomes more politically distant from the
self.

Next, we must consider hypotheses concerning alternative conceptions of
social distance. Of these, we first address the directly measured political dis-
tance between self and target groups. We posit hypotheses consistent with
the social distance corollary and with findings on message desirability such
that greater distance from the self is associated with greater effects for unde-
sirable messages and smaller effects for desirable messages:

Hypothesis 3a: Political distance between self and target group will be pos-
itively related to perceived effects of the out-group candidate’s ads on
the target group.

Hypothesis 3b:Political distance between self and target group will be neg-
atively related to perceived effects of the in-group candidate’s ads on
the target group.

The distance between self and communicator is analogous with message
desirability, and any relationships we observe would likely reflect self-
enhancement and in-group–out-group dynamics rather than knowledge and
expectations of the receptiveness of target groups. With greater self-to-
candidate distance, we would expect to see smaller effects on the self and the
in-group, whereas the closer a respondent is to the candidate, the greater the
perceived effects on self and close others will be.

Hypothesis 4a: Political distance from self to candidate will be negatively
related to perceived effects on self.

Hypothesis 4b: Political distance from self to candidate will be negatively
related to perceived effects on the in-group.

The reverse should apply to out-groups, which should be contrasted unfa-
vorably with the self. The more distant a candidate is from the self, the less
desirable the message and the greater the effects we would expect for the out-
group (Duck et al., 1995).We would also expect the candidates close to the self
to have desirable messages, which the out-group (by unfavorable contrast
with the self) would not be astute enough to take under advisement.

Hypothesis 4c: Political distance from self to candidate will be positively
related to perceived effects on the out-group.
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As for the public, there is conflicting theory and evidence as to the influ-
ence of self-to-communicator distance. On one hand, the general public could
be conceived of as a very high level of generality and thus distant from the
self, and the social distance corollary would then suggest that this group
would be most distinct from the self in their perceived reactions. Moreover,
the hostile media phenomenon (Perloff, 1989) suggests that partisans will
believe neutral viewers to be swayed toward the out-group. If so, we would
expect a positive relationship between self-communicator distance and
effects on the public. On the other hand, the false consensus effect (Marks &
Miller, 1987) would suggest that people tend to assume that their own opin-
ions and situational responses are more common than they really are and
generalize to most people (but not out-groups; see Clement & Krueger, 2002).
This would suggest a negative relationship between self-communicator dis-
tance and perceived effects on the public, much as there is for the self and
the in-group. To make the matter more complex, recent work by Gunther
and Christen and their colleagues (Christen & Gunther, 2003; Gunther &
Christen, 2002; Gunther, Christen, Liebhart, & Chia, 2001) suggests that
although people tend to project their own viewpoints on to the public, this
tendency can be countered by the hostile media phenomenon. The conflicting
evidence poses this question:

Research Question 1: What will be the relationship between self-candidate
distance and perceived effects on the public?

Finally, there is the matter of perceived candidate-to-target-group dis-
tance. This can be seen as a measure of a target group’s receptiveness to the
candidate’s message based on perceptions of the ideological compatibility be-
tween the two.

Hypothesis 5: Candidate-to-target-group distance will be negatively
related to perceived effects of the candidate’s ad on the target group.

Given these three conceptions of political distance, there remains an im-
portant question:

Research Question 2: How much variance in perceived effects on target
groups does self-to-candidate, self-to-target-group, and candidate-to-
target-group distance account for?
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Method

Data for this study were collected during the 2000 presidential primaries
from three groups: 30 (predominantly Democratic) members of the League of
Women Voters, 23 attendees at a Republican precinct caucus, and 129 under-
graduate communication students. To accommodate in-group and out-group
classification, respondents who did not identify as Democrats or Republicans
were omitted, as were Democrats for Bush and Republicans for Gore. That
left 140 participants for the analysis. Mean age was 32 (SD = 19.1), with 59%
age 20 or under and 25% age 50 or over. The sample was predominantly
female (68%) and White (93%). The party split was 59% Democrat and 41%
Republican, with 44% favoring Gore, 31% favoring Bush, and 25% favoring
another candidate.

Paper-and-pencil questionnaires were distributed to respondents. The
first questions were about the campaign: interest, candidate preferences, and
commitment to their choice of candidate. Then respondents were shown one
videotaped ad from each candidate then in the race.3 The ads were all positive
and issue oriented and were obtained from the campaigns or taped off the air.
After each ad,respondents rated the candidate in terms of his political philos-
ophy on a scale of 1 (very liberal) to 9 (very conservative), and their favor-
ability toward him on a scale of 1 (not at all favorable) to 10 (very favorable).
They also evaluated the effects of the ad on impressions of the candidate and
likelihood of voting for him for themselves, Democrats, Republicans, and the
public in general. The effects questions used a scale of –3 (much less favor-
able/much less likely to vote for him) to +3 (much more favorable/much more
likely to vote for him).4 When everyone had finished answering questions
about an ad, the next one was shown. After finishing the questions about the
ads, participants were asked about party identification, placement of self and
target groups on the 9-point political philosophy scale, and demographic
information.

Perceived effects for target groups were recoded so that for every respon-
dent the same-party target group was the in-group and the opposite-party
target group was the out-group. Effects for candidate ads were recoded along
the same lines so that for every respondent the same-party candidate was the
in-group candidate and the opposite-party candidate was the out-group can-
didate.Doing this allowed for analysis of all participants at once. It also elimi-
nated potential inflation of results based on the artifacts of bimodal distri-
butions in correlations. The two effects of candidate impression and voting
likelihood were then averaged to form an overall effects scale for each combi-

243

Meirick • Dimensions of Distance

 at UNIV OF OKLAHOMA on January 20, 2016crx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crx.sagepub.com/


nation of candidate (2) and target group (4, including self). The alphas for the
eight effects scales ranged from .71 to .91.5

Political distance between self and each target group was simply the abso-
lute value of the difference between the respondent’s placement of self and
target group on the 9-point liberal-conservative scale. The perceived distance
between candidates and target groups was calculated the same way. As with
the effects measures above, each one was recorded to reflect the target groups
and candidates in terms of in-group–out-group affiliations.

For distance between self and candidates, more measures were available
and were incorporated. For both the in-group and the out-group candidate, a
scale using the difference in ideology scores as detailed above, as well as the
10-point favorability item (reverse scored to reflect greater distance for lower
favorability), a variable for candidate preference (with Bush and Gore at the
poles and “other” in the middle), and a dummy variable for party affiliation
was developed. Alphas for standardized scores were .85 for Gore and .86 for
Bush; each candidate was classified as an in-group or out-group candidate
depending on the respondent’s political identification. For descriptive statis-
tics of all the distance measures, see Table 1.

The questionnaire also assessed interest in and attention to the presiden-
tial race, intention to vote, candidate preference and commitment to that
choice, age, education, race, and sex.

Results

Hypothesis 1: Third-Person Effects

Hypotheses 1a and 1b predicted third-person effects for ads from the out-
group candidate. To test this, a repeated-measures MANOVA was run on the
effects of the out-group ad with effects estimates on the self and progressively
distant others (in-group, public, others) as the critical within-subjects factor,
and party and student status as between-subjects factors.6 There was a sig-
nificant main effect for the within-subjects factor (F3, 132 = 89.42, p < .001, η2 =
.67), which indicated that there were significant differences in perceived
effects between the target groups (including the self). A look at the means
indicated a trend that is supportive of the third-person effect. Having found
significant differences with an overall F test and ensured a familywise error
rate of p < .05, protected paired-sample t tests employing Fisher’s LSD were
run.

Hypothesis 1a predicted that ads from the out-group candidate would be
perceived to have greater effects on others than on the self. This was true for
two of the three comparisons. See the top row of Table 2. Respondents judged
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themselves quite resistant, and perceived effects were significantly greater
for the public and for the out-group. However, the in-group was perceived to
be as resistant as the self, if not more so, to the out-group ad.

Hypothesis 1b predicted that perceived effects of ads from the out-group
candidate would increase as the target group became more politically distant
from the self. Again, this was true for two of the three comparisons, and the
self–in-group difference was the exception. In-group–public and public–out-
group differences both were significantly different at the p < .001 level.

Hypothesis 2: First-Person Effects

Hypothesis 2a and 2b predicted first-person effects for ads from the in-group
candidate. Again, a repeated-measures MANOVA was run with perceived
effects on self, in-group, public, and out-group as a within-subjects factor and
party and student status as between-subject factors.7 Again, there was a sig-
nificant main effect for the within-subjects factor (F3, 132 = 64.83, p < .001, η2 =
.60), which indicated that there were significant differences in perceived
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Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variables (N = 137 to 140)

Variable M SD

Self-to-group distancea

Self to in-group 1.14 1.07
Self to public 2.05 1.47
Self to out-group 3.91 1.96

Self-to-candidate distanceb

Self to in-group candidate –3.16 1.30
Self to out-group candidate 3.23 1.44

Candidate-to-group distancec

In-group candidate to in-group 0.95 1.05
In-group candidate to public 1.97 1.23
In-group candidate to out-group 3.83 1.75
Out-group candidate to in-group 3.93 1.71
Out-group candidate to public 2.33 1.24
Out-group candidate to out-group 1.09 1.47

a. Self-to-group distance is the absolute value of the difference between one’s own political ideology
(on a 1-to-9 liberal-to-conservative scale) and the perceived ideology of the reference group. Higher
scores reflect greater perceived political distance.
b. Self-to-candidate distance is the sum of z scores for self-to-candidate ideological distance as
explained above, candidate favorability (reverse scored), candidate preference (reverse scored), and
common party affiliation with the candidate (reverse scored). Positive scores reflect distance from
the candidate, negative scores indicate closeness, and 0 would indicate neutrality.
c. Candidate-to-group distance is the absolute value of the difference between the perceived ideol-
ogy of the candidate and the perceived ideology of the reference group. Higher scores reflect greater
perceived political distance.
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effects between the groups. With that established, protected paired t tests
were run.

Hypothesis 2a had predicted that ads from the in-group candidate would
be perceived to have greater effects on the self than on others. However,
this was true only for the self–out-group comparison. See the bottom row of
Table 2. In fact, the in-group was perceived to be significantly more affected
than the self, whereas perceived effects for the public were greater than
effects on the self to a marginally significant degree.

Hypothesis 2b had predicted that perceived effects of ads from the in-
group candidate would decrease as the target group became more politically
distant from the self. This was true for two of the three comparisons. Per-
ceived effects on the out-group were significantly smaller than those on the
public, which were in turn significantly smaller than those on the in-group.
But as noted above,effects in the in-group were greater than those on the self.

Hypothesis 3: Self-Target Distance

This set of hypotheses dealt with distance between the self and each target
group. The analysis here consists of partial correlations of the posited rela-
tionships,with the influence of party and student status removed. See the top
rows of Table 3.

Hypothesis 3a predicted a positive relationship between self-target politi-
cal distance and the perceived effects of out-group ads on each group. How-
ever, this hypothesis received no support; none of the three coefficients
reached significance, and two were negative in sign. Hypothesis 3b predicted
a negative relationship between self-to-target political distance and per-
ceived effects of the in-group ads on each group. As with Hypothesis 3a above,
there was no support for this hypothesis. Although two of the coefficients had
the predicted signs, they all fell well shy of significance.
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Table 2
Perceived Effects of Out-Group and In-Group Ads on Self and Others (N = 138)

Effect on Effect on Effect on Effect on
Self In-Group Public Out-Group

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Out-group ad –0.79a 1.32 –0.89a 1.11 0.10b**** 1.10 1.00c**** 0.97
In-group ad 0.68b 0.98 1.09a**** 0.87 0.81b* 0.81 –0.42c**** 0.95

Note. Scores are scale means for perceived effects of positive ads on favorability toward the candi-
date and likelihood of voting for him. The scale ranges from –3 to +3. Groups with means signifi-
cantly different from the self are indicated by asterisks. Within each row, groups with different
subscripts are significantly different at p < .05.
*p < .10. ****p < .001.
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Hypothesis 4 and Research Question 1:
Self-Candidate Distance

This set of hypotheses deals with the relationship between self-to-candidate
political distance and perceived effects on self, in-group, and out-group,
whereas the research question concerns effects on the public. As with the
third set of hypotheses, the analysis will rely on partial correlations control-
ling for party and student status. See the middle rows of Table 3.

Hypothesis 4a predicted that the greater the distance between the self and
a candidate, the smaller the effects on the self. This was the case both for the
in-group candidate (r = –.33, p < .001) and the out-group candidate (r = –.29,
p < .01). Hypothesis 4b predicted a similar relationship for perceived effects
on the in-group, and this hypothesis also found support for both the in-group
candidate (r = –.36,p < .001) and the out-group candidate (r = –.27,p < .01).

The reverse relationship was expected for Hypothesis 4c such that greater
self-candidate distance would be reflected in greater perceived effects on the
out-group. However, this hypothesis found no support. Coefficients were neg-
ative and nonsignificant.

Given dueling theories and evidence, the question of the relationship
between self-candidate distance and perceived effects on the public was left
as the first research question. The results provide a relatively unequivocal
answer to the question: The greater the distance between self and candidate,
the smaller the perceived effects on the public, both for the in-group candi-
date (r = –.28, p < .01) and the out-group candidate (r = –.22, p < .01).
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Table 3
Partial Correlations Between Political Distance and Perceived Effects (N = 132)

Effect on Effect on Effect on Effect on
Dimension of Distance Self In-Group Public Out-Group

Self-to-group distance
In-group ad NA –.06 .02 .04
Out-group ad NA –.12 –.03 .07

Self-candidate distance
In-group ad –.33**** –.36**** –.28*** –.13
Out-group ad –.29*** –.27*** –.22*** –.04

Candidate-group distance
In-group ad NA .03 –.01 –.17**
Out-group ad NA –.13 –.26*** –.14

Note. NA = not applicable. Partial correlations control for respondent’s party identification and stu-
dent status.
**p < .05. ***p < .01. ****p < .001.
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Hypothesis 5: Candidate-Target Group Distance

This hypothesis addresses the question of the inferred distance between
candidates and target groups. It predicts that the greater the perceived
candidate-to-group distance, the smaller the perceived effects of the candi-
date’s ad on the group. Two analysis strategies are used here. The first, as
above, examines partial correlations for each target group. The second looks
at the bigger picture,examining the correlation between the mean candidate-
to-group distances and mean perceived effects for each combination of
candidate and target group.

Correlations by target group were negative for five of the six cases but sig-
nificant for only two. See the bottom rows of Table 3. The first was the rela-
tionship between in-group-candidate-to-out-group distance and effects of the
in-group candidate’s ad on the out-group (r = –.17, p < .05); the second was
out-group-candidate-to-public distance and effects of that candidate’s ad on
that group (r = –.26, p < .01).

The bigger picture looks at relationships across the target groups instead
of just within them. Although this analysis relies on an N of 6 (3 Target
Groups × 2 Candidates), the pattern is clear: As candidate–target-group dis-
tances increase,perceived effects on the groups decrease (r = –.97,p = .002).

Research Question 2

The second research question asks how much variance the alternate mea-
sures of distance account for in perceived effects on target groups. To answer
this question,self-to-candidate, self-to-target-group and candidate-to-target-
group distance were regressed on perceived effects of in-group and out-group
ads for each target group in six separate hierarchical multiple regressions. In
addition to the three measures of political distance between self, target
groups,and candidates, the regression equation also controlled for the impact
of four dichotomous variables: sex, race (White vs. minority), party, and stu-
dent status. Final betas are in Table 4.8

Self-to-candidate distance had significant betas in five of the six cases
(and a marginally significant one for the other case), and all coefficients were
negative, indicating an inverse relationship between self-candidate distance
and perceived effects on the target groups. Self-to-group distance, the
individual-level measure of the traditional conception of social distance, was
significantly and positively related to perceived effects of the out-group ad on
the public and the out-group, as would be expected, but not in other cases.
Perceived distance between candidate and target group had only one
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coefficient of interest, a marginal negative relationship with effects of the in-
group ad on the out-group.

Discussion

The results here provide support for using topic-relevant reference groups in
third-person effect research. The strongest third-person effect for the out-
group candidate’s ad in Hypothesis 1a and the strongest (and only) first-
person effect for the in-group candidate’s ad in Hypothesis 2a was found for
the out-group, the most politically distant group; not for the public in general,
the most geographically distant or most generalized group.

The third-person effect for the a priori “undesirable message,” the out-
group candidate ad, was robust as usual in Hypothesis 1a, except for the
self–in-group comparison. It is not unusual to find a nonsignificant difference
in effects between the self and the closest target group. Somewhat more sur-
prising was the self–in-group difference for in-group candidate ads; a first-
person effect was predicted in Hypothesis 2a, but the in-group was perceived
as significantly more influenced than the self (as was the public, to a margin-
ally significant degree). If a message is desirable,we might expect that people
would perceive it to have the greatest, most “optimal impact” on themselves
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Table 4
Regressions of Political Distance Measures on Perceived Effects (N = 137 to 138)

Effect on Effect on Effect on
In-Group Public Out-Group

In- Out- In- Out- In- Out-
Dimension Group Group Group Group Group Group
of Distance Ad Ad Ad Ad Ad Ad

Self to group
β .06 –.08 .04 .25** .04 .28**
R2∆ .00 .01 .00 .01 .00 .02

Self to candidate
β –.43**** –.26** –.30*** –.32** –.17* –.27**
R2∆ .13**** .05*** .07*** .08**** .02 .03**

Candidate to group
β .01 .01 –.04 –.07 –.20* .09
R2∆ .00 .00 .00 .00 .03* .01

Note. This table reports the results of six separate hierarchical regressions to predict perceived
effects of each ad on each group of others. These coefficients show variance accounted for over and
above that of a previous block of demographic data (sex, race, party affiliation, and student status).
Betas are from the final regression equation, while R2∆ is in comparison with variance accounted
for by the previous block(s).
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. ****p < .001.
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(Hoorens & Ruiter, 1996). But Duck et al. (1995) had a finding similar to that
of the present research. They attributed it to “a general disinclination to
admit personal persuasibility” (p.212) even for desirable content, a phenome-
non also described by Gunther and Mundy (1993).As in this study, Duck et al.
saw people admitting influence from pro-in-group material—just to a lesser
extent than the in-group and the public. The self can then claim a moderate
amount of beneficial influence from a desirable message while still maintain-
ing a perception of relative impersuasibility and self-determination.

As for the different measures of distance between self, target group and
communicator, the strongest results were for self-to-candidate distance,
which was considered analogous to message desirability. In support of Hy-
potheses 4a and 4b, it was found that self-candidate distance was negatively
related to perceived effects on self and the in-group such that the closer you
are to a candidate, the greater the perceived effects of his ad on yourself and
your in-group. Research Question 1 found that this relationship also extends
to the public.

There is a new wrinkle here, however, that can be seen in the null findings
for Hypothesis 4c, which had predicted a positive relationship between self-
candidate distance and perceived effects on out-groups on the assumption
that it is self-enhancing to contrast out-group responses with your own: The
more you love your candidate, the more you would think the out-group would
hate him, and the more you hate the opposing candidate, the more you would
think the out-group would love him. There, the coefficients were negative (as
they were for self, in-group, and public) and nonsignificant. The results from
Research Question 2 showed significant negative relationships between self-
candidate distance and perceived effects of both candidates’ ads on the out-
group. It seems that the closer you are to a candidate, the more you think
everybody, even the other party, will respond positively to him or her.

The findings for the other new distance measures were slim. Political dis-
tance between self and target groups had no significant correlations with
perceived effects on the groups, so Hypothesis 3b and Hypothesis 3d found no
support. Self-group distance did show significant betas in two of the six
regression equations run in Research Question 2 that suggested greater dis-
tance from the out-group and the public would be related to greater effects of
the out-group candidate’s ad on those two groups. This relationship is consis-
tent with the social distance corollary, and the conditions under which is it
found are the conditions under which the social distance corollary would
most obtain, but it is relatively scant evidence.

The inferred distance between candidate and group did not fare much
better. Candidate-group distance had significant partial correlations in two
of the six tests; when self-candidate and self-group distance were added into
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the equation, only one relationship remained marginally significant. It was
an important case, however, one that may help to explain why a first-person
effect was found for the out-group in Hypothesis 2a. In addition, the across-
group correlation showed that as perceived distance between candidate and
groups increased, perceived effects of the ads on groups decreased (r = –.97,
p < .01).

If we take the findings of the regression equations at face value, they sug-
gest that people’s estimates of media effects on others are not based on infer-
ences they make about the relationship between the target group and the
communicator, based on their real-world knowledge or expectations. Nor do
their estimates strongly reflect their own relationships with the target
groups, as the social distance corollary and social identity theory would pre-
dict. Instead, their estimates reflect their own relationship with the commu-
nicator, regardless of whether the target group is an in-group, an out-group,
or somewhere in between.

This is not an unconditional triumph for the self-enhancement explana-
tion for third-person effects. First, to the extent that self-esteem is derived
from social identity, we would have expected self-group distance to have a
greater role in perceived effects on others. Second, we would have expected
the relationship between self-candidate distance and perceived effects to be
different for out-groups than for in-groups, and it was not. The findings are
more consistent with the false consensus effect, though make no mistake, this
is not the false consensus effect per se. People’s responses to political ads
had opposite signs and were significantly different from the responses they
thought others of the opposing party would have. But it seems that in exam-
ining perceived effects on one target group at a time, your own distance from
the candidate flavors your perceptions of how that group will respond.

It might be premature to write off self-group and group-communicator dis-
tance. First, it may be that looking at the effect of distance within a target
group minimizes the effect of distance and ignores between-group differ-
ences. The across-group correlation between group-candidate distance and
perceived effects suggests as much. Indeed, mean self-group distance and
mean perceived effects on the corresponding groups show similar coefficients
for both desirable (r = –.997,p = .05,n = 3) and undesirable messages (r = .975,
p = .14, n = 3), although the n’s become prohibitively small.

The other reason not to write off self-group and candidate-group distances
is that this study has three key limitations. First, this study’s measures of
these distances were limited to the differences between single-item ideology
measures, whereas the measure of self-candidate distance also included
three other items in a reliable scale. More reliable measures of self-group and
group-candidate differences might reduce measurement error and find
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something where this study did not. The second key limitation is the rela-
tively small N, which may have made it difficult to find significant relation-
ships if they, in fact, exist. Third, it should also be stressed that the conve-
nience sample employed here means that one should use caution in making
generalizations from this study. Other limitations of this study include a
small number of ads that cannot be claimed to be representative of all current
political advertising and a lack of perceived exposure measures that could
have accounted for another potential influence on perceived effects.

Future research addressing these limitations could investigate not only
the viability of topic-relevant reference groups but also of topic-relevant mea-
sures of distance between self, reference groups, and communicators. These
measures could help shed light on the mechanisms underlying the third-
person effect, particularly if they are used in conjunction with experimental
manipulations to enhance self-enhancement or accuracy motivations in
forming estimates of media effects on others. Survey researchers could ad-
vance this cause as well by developing measures of the motivations that peo-
ple have in estimating the effects of different messages. Such an approach
would dovetail nicely with Peiser and Peter’s (2001) limits/possibilities per-
spective, which argues for the integration of the self-enhancement view with
the accuracy view. People, they argue, “may want to present themselves in a
most positive light, but they will succeed only to the extent that their percep-
tual position—or, more generally, reality—permits” (Peiser & Peter, 2001,
p. 175). Moreover, this approach could revive the question of accuracy of
third-person perceptions (Cohen et al., 1988; Gunther, 1991) by suggesting
what relationships (self-group, self-communicator, communicator-group) are
factoring into people’s estimates of media effects and what motivations those
relationships represent.

Notes

1. An earlier version of this article was presented to the Communication Theory and
Methodology Division, 2000 Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Com-
munication Convention, Phoenix, Arizona.

2. Admittedly, it is possible that people have a lay theory of selective exposure simi-
lar to the lay theory that they appear to have about hypodermic media effects (Eveland,
Nathanson, Detenber, & McLeod, 1999). And if so, people might expect Republicans, for
example, to tune in to the Republican National Convention and avoid the Democratic
National Convention. However, exposure to political ads would not appear to pre-
sent the same opportunity for selective exposure because they appear without warning
during nonpartisan news and entertainment programs. People might expect political
junkies in general to see more political ads because they watch more news and public
affairs programming, where more political ads appear. But would they expect more

252

COMMUNICATION RESEARCH • April 2004

 at UNIV OF OKLAHOMA on January 20, 2016crx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crx.sagepub.com/


Democratic versus Republican political junkies to watch—or more Republican versus
Democratic candidates to advertise? It seems unlikely.

3. The League of Women Voters (LWV) group, which participated in the study on
January 11, 2000, was shown ads for John McCain, George W. Bush, and Bill Bradley;
they read transcripts of ads for Al Gore and Steve Forbes because taped ads were not
yet available.The Gore taped ad subsequently shown to the other groups was similar in
theme but not identical to the transcript. The Republican caucus group was shown ads
for Gore, Bush, Bradley, and McCain on March 7. The student group on March 21 saw
ads for Gore and Bush only.The analyses rely on each group’s responses to the Gore and
Bush ads. Order was rotated for the LWV and the student samples, but no order effects
were found.

4. Note that the scale allows for positive and negative reactions to messages, in
addition to no change. An opposing party candidate’s message may reveal unpalatable
issue positions or a halting style of delivery that prompt unfavorable reaction. Simi-
larly, an opposing candidate’s argument may prompt resistance through
counterarguing, which tends to reinforce one’s original position (Zaller, 1991). In any
case, it seems unwarranted to assume change in only a positive direction; Cohen and
Davis (1991) used a similar 7-point bipolar scale. Change in a positive direction, the
direction intended by the ad, is what the hypotheses address.

5. The alphas were as follows. For in-group candidate ad: effects on self, .76; on in-
group, .75; on public, .71; on out-group, .74. For out-group candidate ad: effects on self,
.84; on in-group, .81; on public, .91; on out-group, .71.

6. Both party (F1, 134 = 42.82, p < .001, η2 = .24) and student status (F 1, 134 = 27.28,
p < .001, η2 = .17) had significant main effects such that Democrats and nonstudents
perceived smaller effects on average. These factors also had two-way interactions with
each other and with the within-subjects factor such that Democrats and nonstudents
(and especially nonstudent Democrats) perceived smaller effects on self, in-group, and
the public (but not the out-group) from the out-group ad than did Republicans and stu-
dents. But the within-subject factor differences remained robust across these sub-
groups of partisanship and student status.

7. There was a main effect for student status (F1, 134 = 4.04, p < .05, η2 = .03) such
that nonstudents perceived greater effects on average. Student status and party inter-
acted such that Republican nonstudents and Democratic students perceive greater
effects on average. And party and student status each interacted with the within-
subjects factor such that Democrats and students perceived greater effects on them-
selves, in-group, and public from in-group ads than did Republicans and nonstudents,
and Democrats also perceived smaller effects on out-groups than did Republicans. But
as with Hypothesis 1, the within-subject factor differences remained relatively stable
across these subgroups of partisanship and student status.

8. Multicollinearity does not present a major problem in these regression analyses.
In four of the six analyses, tolerance statistics were .60 or greater. In the other two, the
lowest tolerance statistic was .42 in the out-group ad effects on out-groups equation
and .54 in the out-groups ad effects on public equation. All of these are above the com-
mon tolerance cutoff of .25.
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