
MEDIA SCHEMAS, 
PERCEIVED EFFECTS, 
AND PERSON PERCEPTIONS 

By Patrick C. Meirick 

Media schemas about the power of the media are widely thought to inj7u- 
ence perceived media effects and third-person perception, but only one 
study has shown this, and it did not consider desirable messages. The 
current research jinds focus group evidence for the existence of addition- 
al media schemas relevant to estimating effects of pro-social messages, 
then examines the relationships between media schemas, perceived media 
effects of desirable and undesirable messages on serf and others, and 
first-, second; and third-person perceptions. Results indicate that some 
media schemas can be applied to perceived media effects of serf and oth- 
ers, although not exclusively to desirable or undesirable messages. There 
was no evidence that these schemas are related to j rs t -  or third-person 
perception, but they seem to be better suited to predict the mutual per- 
ceived effects of second-person perception. 

For almost as long as there have been mass media, there have 
been widespread conceptions about their power.’ When King Henry 
VIII took control of printing presses in England in 1529, he demonstrat- 
ed the same kind of belief in the media’s persuasive power that Davison 
saw in the white officers who withdrew their black troops after the 
troops had been targeted by Japanese leaflets in World War 11.2 It was 
observations like this that led Davison to posit a ”third-person effect”: 
that people tend to believe media messages have greater effects on oth- 
ers than on themselves (the perceptual component), and that they act on 
this belief (the behavioral component)? 

In the context of the third-person effect, PerloW has suggested 
that people hold a lay theory of media, or media schema, resembling the 
”hypodermic” model: “To the degree that individuals believe that the 
average person is susceptible to media or that the media are all-power- 
ful, they can logically infer that others are more vulnerable to media 
than themselve~.”~ Media schemas also have been used to explain the 
third-person effect’s “target corollary,” how people’s estimates of a 
group’s exposure to a message predict their estimates of the message’s 
effect on that group.6 In short, if people assume media are powerful, 
then exposure equals effects. 
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However, there is to date only one empirical study of media 
schemas’ role in third-person  perception^.^ Moreover, it would seem that 
media schemas about the power of the media and vulnerability of others 
to influence could not easily account for first-person perceptions, where- 
in others are seen as less influenced by desirable media messages than 
oneself.* No one has yet investigated media schemas in the context of 
desirable messages, but Perloff suggested that there may be media 
schemas specific to socially desirable content that would contain beliefs 
about the relative weakness of positive messages and the intractability of 
the audience? 

Third- and first-person perceptions both deal with differences 
between perceived media effects on others versus on the self. Some 
recent research has advocated investigating not just differential but also 
joint perceived effects.l0 No research has yet addressed how media 
schemas might be related to these “second-person perceptions” of mutu- 
al influence. 

This study sets out to explore the beliefs audiences hold regarding 
the effects of anti-social and pro-social media content. A series of focus 
groups was conducted to determine those beliefs and how they were 
expressed. Focus group data aided the development of reliable quantita- 
tive measures of schemas to test their relationships with perceived media 
effects as well as third-, first-, and second-person perceptions. 

Social psychology literature suggests people have multiple Media 
schemas for understanding and processing information, not all of which Schemas 
will be activated at any given time. Perceiver, situation, and stimulus and 

Perceived characteristics affect what schemas are applied.” In the case of estimat- 
ing media effects, there are several relevant features: the topic of the 
media message, the desirability of the message, the receiver, and more. Media 
To make a judgment, presumably, people call upon schemas that include Effects 
what they know and believe about each of these; they may also combine 
schemas and reason from them.I2 But a schema that doesn’t fit the stim- 
ulus or situation probably will not be applied. 

The only study to date that empirically linked media schemas and 
perceived media effects was from Price and colleag~es.’~ They measured 
existing media schemas and found evidence that two schemas, “news 
media are powerful” and “people are vulnerable to media influence,” 
were positively related to third-person perceptions (weakly) and percep- 
tions of impact on others (somewhat more robustly). 

McLeod, Eveland, and colleagues used the notion of a lay theory of 
hypodermic effects in their target ~orollary.’~ They argued that people 
habitually draw cause-and-effect attributions about things they observe, 
so when they see a message that advocates a certain behavior and see 
that behavior displayed, they assume media messages are powerful. 
Consequently, people assume that exposure equals effects, and they infer 
effects of a message on a group from a group’s perceived exposure. This 
research demonstrated that perceived exposure of a group was a consis- 
tent predictor of effects of some socially undesirable content. 
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But do people consider all media messages to be equally power- 
ful? What if people were aware of ongoing anti-social behavior despite 
a prevalent pro-social media message? It would be difficult to conclude 
that exposure equals effects, and indeed Meirick found the target corol- 
lary may not apply for desirable  message^.'^ Perceived exposure to pro- 
social messages was not related to perceived effects in sixteen of eight- 
een cases. That study identified one alternate explanation, the perceived 
attitudes of the groups toward the behavior in question, but it echoed 
Perloff in mentioning the possibility that different media schemas apply 
for pro-social messages.16 

The English lexicon is full of idioms regarding the persistence of 
undesirable behaviors and the futility of attempts to change them: ”You 
can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” “You can lead a horse to water, but 
you can’t make it drink.” “Old habits die hard.” The widespread use of 
these idioms suggests there may exist lay theories about the uselessness 
of trying to change people. The extent to which people subscribe to such 
theories should be negatively related to the effects of desirable messages 
that they perceive on others. If these schemas are not applied to the self 
as they are to others, we would expect to see these beliefs positively 
related to first-person perceptions. 

Differential 
Effects 
and Joint 
Effects 

Third-person perception occurs when perceived media effects are 
greater for others than for oneself. The coinage comes from Davison’s 
statement, ”~n the view of those trying to evaluate the effects of commu- 
nication, its greatest impact will not be on ‘me’ or ‘you,‘ but on ’them’- 
the third  person^.""^ Conversely, when messages are considered “smart 
to be influenced by,“18 third-person perception can be muted or even 
reversed into first-person perception, in which the greatest impact is on 
“me.” Neuwirth and colleagues recently called for broadening per- 
ceived effects research to include what they call second-person percep- 
tion: a belief of mutual influence on the self and others.19 Here, media 
effects are not perceived to be on “me” or on ”them” exclusively, but on 
“us.“ 

Price and colleagues found media schemas of gullible audiences 
or powerful media are positively related to third-person perception 
mainly due to their influence on perceived effects on others, rather than 
effects on the self.*O This is consistent with evidence that people make 
estimates of media effects differently for themselves versus others, 
employing an exposure heuristic consistent with a powerful media 
schema for others but not themselves.21 This would suggest that media 
schemas would not predict second-person perception. On the other 
hand, perceptions of media effects on self and others tend to be posi- 
tively correlated, even when they are significantly different. Moreover, 
the false consensus effect contends that people base their perceptions of 
others’ opinions on their own. This makes the question of the relation- 
ship between media schemas and second-person perception an open 
one. 
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Focus Groups. To develop measures of schemas people may have Developing 
about desirable media messages, three focus group sessions (Ws of 7,7, Media 
and 8 )  were conducted with participants recruited from communication Schemas 

Measures classes at a large Midwestern university. A semi-structured protocol was 
used to elicit responses. Sessions were digitally recorded, listened to 
repeatedly, and transcribed. Transcripts were then examined for com- 
mon themes relevant to the perceived effects of pro-social messages. The 
following themes emerged: 

Inertia, Habit, Resistance. Participants said people often do not want 
to change their behavior, that they will not change unless they truly want 
to, and that even when they do want to change, they may be unable to. 

People are going to do what they want to do. 

They don‘t want to be told what to do. 

If you’re used to doing something for a very long 
time, sometimes it‘s impossible to not do it. It’s second 
nature. 

You can try to help someone all you want. ... But until 
they make up their mind and say, “You know what, I want to 
quit for me,” then you can’t make them do it. 

Avoidance of Efirt  or Negative Affect. Participants suggested that 
people tend to follow the path of least resistance and wish to avoid diffi- 
cult tasks. 

Most people will do whatever’s easiest for them. 

It’s human nature to take the easiest way out and not 
work hard if you don’t have to. 

Participants also said people avoid unpleasant thoughts and feel- 
ings. As one put it, ”You don’t want to be bummed out.” They suggest- 
ed people’s avoidance of negative affect could be why public service 
announcements (BAS) are not effective. 

The commercials tell people they should be respon- 
sible, and you don’t want to feel guilty about something, so 
you just like change the channel or something. 

Invulnerability. Optimistic bias is the tendency of people to believe 
bad things are less likely to happen to them than other people.u 
Although it is unlikely they have studied it, some participants articulat- 
ed an awareness of this human tendency. 

We think of ourselves as untouchable sometimes. 
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Most people think, “It’s not going to happen to me.” 

PSAs Are Not Cool. Several participants indicated they think PSAs 
discouraging tobacco, alcohol, and drug use are “cheesy,” melodramat- 
ic, and unrealistic. Some said they have observed peers making fun of 
such messages. 

People will think those commercials are overdrama- 
tized. 

The ones I’ve seen are all kind of cheesy and dorky, 
so it gives them a bad connotation or whatever. I’ve seen the 
ones where a kid brings a six-pack to a party and they’re all 
like, ”Oh, not cool.” I mean, that would never, ever, ever 
happen. 

Exploratory Factor Analysis. Typically a description of the inde- 
pendent variables of a study would be contained in the methods section, 
but the exploratory nature of this study required determining these vari- 
ables before positing appropriate hypotheses. Most of the themes found 
in the focus groups emerged as factors in the analysis. 

Thirteen items based on the data from the focus groups and eight 
drawn from the work of Price and colleagues,= all scored on a 0 (strong- 
ly disagree) to 8 (strongly agree) response scale, were used to measure 
beliefs about media and audiences. These twenty-one items were sub- 
mitted to an exploratory factor analysis using principal components 
analysis and oblique rotation, which allows the resulting factors to be 
correlated. The first run identified seven factors, but one factor had only 
one item with a loading greater than .50. Another item was not clearly 
associated with any single factor. These two items were dropped and the 
analysis rerun. Five factors were identified, with one item loading below 
.30 on all factors. This item was dropped and the analysis rerun. Table 1 
shows the items comprising the resulting five factors and their standard- 
ized scale reliabilities. 

With the independent variables created, appropriate hypotheses 
can be formulated. 

Hypo theses Following the work of Price and colleagues, we would expect that 
beliefs in the power of the media will be positively associated with per- 
ceived effects of undesirable messages on others and with third-person 
perceptions.” Price and colleagues also found that belief in the gullibil- 
ity of audiences was a positive predictor of perceived effects of undesir- 
able messages on others and of third-person perceptions. The relevant 
variable here is the sawy audience schema, essentially a reverse-coded 
version of their variable, so it would be appropriate to pose the opposite 
prediction. 

H1: A belief in powerful media will be positively relat- 
ed with perceived effects of undesirable messages on others. 
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TABLE 1 
Factor Analysis and Reliabilities for Media Schemas 

Schemas and Items Assigned to Them Factors 
1 2 3 4 5  

Invulnerable Schema (a = .77) 
When people are told about the risks of something they’re doing, .80 -.06 -.03 
they usually think, ”It’s not going to happen to me.” 
People think of themselves as indestructible. 
For most people, public service announcements go in one ear 
and out the other. 
People will do whatever’s easiest for them. 

Most people have the ability to judge the accuracy of what they 
see and hear. 
Most people can figure out which media messages are in their 
best interests-and act on those messages. 
Most people are smart enough to recognize what is believable 
and what is not. 
Most people blindly accept things they hear about. (Reversed) 

Public service announcements are cheesy. 
Public service announcements are overdramatic. 
People make fun of public service announcements. 

The media influence how people make decisions. 
The media are very influential in our society. 
The media don’t really influence what most people think. 
(Reversed) 

Avoidance (a = .70) 
People don’t want to watch things that make them feel bad 
about themselves 
People avoid thiigs that are depressing to thii about. 
You can’t make people change unless they really want to. 
Old habits are hard to break. 

Savvy Audience Schema (a = .67) 

Laughable PSAs Schema (a = .76) 

Powerful Media (a = .79) 

.77 -.02 -.16 

.78 -.02 .24 

.66 -.06 .17 

-.08 .82 -.13 

.02 .79 -.lo 

.13 .67 -.18 

-.20 .54 .04 

-.05 -.lo 3 2  
.07 -.08 .82 
.15 -.18 .79 

.22 -.14 .06 

.27 -.11 .04 

.04 -.22 .03 

.30 -.11 .10 

.23 .06 .05 

.13 -.19 .08 

.38 -.02 .04 

.41 .21 

.30 .33 
-.11 .22 

.12 .47 

.OO -.09 

-.07 .04 

-.26 -.02 

-.31 -.31 

.01 .19 

.01 .07 

.10 .02 

.85 .24 

.89 .22 

.73 .23 

.36 .79 

.19 .7l 

.06 .72 

.21 .62 

Note: N = 152. Factor loadings are those reported in the structure matrix after oblique (SFSS oblim- 
in) rotation. Cronbach‘s alphas for the scales were computed after standardizing the variables and 
reverse-coding the ones labeled as reversed. 

~ ~~~ 

HZ A belief in savvy audiences will be negatively relat- 
ed with perceived effects of undesirable messages on others. 

H 3  A belief in powerful media will be positively relat- 
ed with third-person perception for undesirable messages. 

H4 A belief in sawy audiences will be negatively relat- 
ed with third-person perception for undesirable messages. 

Perloff opined that schemas about the effects of pro-social media 
messages, involving beliefs in the weakness of these messages and peo- 
ple’s resistance to positive change, would lead to smaller perceived 
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effects of these messages on others.= To the extent that these schemas 
are applied to effects estimates for others and not for the self, we would 
expect them to be positively associated with first-person perceptions for 
these messages. The applicable independent variables here are the 
laughable PSA, invulnerable, and avoidance schemas. 

H5: A belief that PSAs are laughable will be negatively 
related with perceived effects of desirable messages on others. 

H 6  A belief that people see themselves as invulnera- 
ble will be negatively related with perceived effects of desir- 
able messages on others. 

H7: A belief that people want to avoid negative affect 
and change will be negatively related with perceived effects 
of desirable messages on others. 

HS: A belief that BAS are laughable will be positively 
related with first-person perception for desirable messages. 

H9 A belief that people see themselves as invulnera- 
ble will be positively related with first-person perception for 
desirable messages. 

H10 A belief that people want to avoid negative affect 
and change will be positively related with first-person per- 
ception for desirable messages. 

Price and colleagues found no relationship between media 
schemas and perceived effects of messages on the We would not 
expect to find such a relationship if schemas about media influence are 
arrived at, as Eveland and colleagues suggest, from observation of oth- 
ers’ beha~iors.2~ But if these schemas are derived from observing one- 
self, that would be a different story. 

RQ1: What is the relationship between media schemas 
and perceived media effects on oneself? 

The question of the extent to which media schemas are applied to 
the self bears on another question: whether they are related to second- 
person perceptions of joint media influence. 

RQ2 What is the relationship between media schemas 
and second-person perceptions? 

Subjects and Design. Data were gathered from a convenience sam- 
ple of 152 undergraduates at a large Midwestern university who took 
part in exchange for credit in communication classes. Fifty-eight percent 
of the respondents were female. The mean age was 20.2 years (sd = 1.62), 

Method 
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and 22.5% identified themselves as members of racial or ethnic minori- 
ties. The study was administered via paper-and-pencil questionnaire. In 
that each respondent was asked about four kinds of media content, this 
study employed a repeated-measures design. Two kinds of content, cig- 
arette and alcohol advertisements, are generally deemed in the literature 
to be undesirable. The other two, anti-tobacco ads and anti-drunk-driv- 
ing BAS, are generally deemed desirable. 

Dependent Measures. The independent variables, the media 
schemas, were described earlier. The following paragraphs describe the 
dependent variables. Responses were typically on a scale of 0 to 8 and 
bipolar when appropriate. 

Perceived Effects on Self and Others. Four sets of effects questions 
were asked, one set for each kind of media content. Respondents were 
asked, ”How do you think (type of content) affects the likelihood that 
the following people will (smoke/ drink/ drive drunk)?” Each question 
was asked for “you” and for three comparison groups (“your friends,” 
”U students,” and ”the public in general”). 

Third-, First-, and Second-Person Perceptions. Third-person percep- 
tions are operationalized as the perceived effects of a message on a 
group minus the perceived effect on the self. First-person perceptions are 
perceived effects on the self minus effects on a group. Second-person 
perceptions are the sum of perceived effects of a message on the self and 
on a group. 

Control Variables. For a more stringent test of the relationship of 
media schemas to perceived media effects and person perceptions, a 
number of control variables were measured: 

Perceived Similarity. This variable taps social distance, one explana- 
tion for perceived effects on others such that as distance increases, per- 
ceived effects of messages become more different from perceived effects 
on the self.% Two items were used to assess respondents’ feelings of sim- 
ilarity to and identification with the comparison groups. For each group, 
the similarity and identification ratings were summed to create a two- 
item scale. Correlations between the two items were .48 for the public, 
.49 for other students, and .67 for friends. 

Perceived Exposure. The target corollary offers this as a predictor of 
perceived effects on others such that as exposure increases, perceived 
effects increase. For each of the messages and groups, subjects were 
asked, “How often do you think the following people see (type of con- 
tent)?“ 

Perceived Predispositions. Perceived predispositions of groups to the 
behaviors advocated or discouraged in media messages can predict per- 
ceived media  effect^?^ One’s own predisposition to the behavior can 
serve not only as a predictor of perceived effects on the self, but also an 
indicator of the desirability of the message and a control variable in 
every model. For all message topics and comparison groups, subjects 
were asked, “How would you describe the following people’s attitudes 
toward (drinking/ smoking/ driving drunk)?’’ 

One’s Behavior. Participants were asked about how frequently they 
smoke, drink, or have driven when they probably would have failed a 
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breathalyzer test. Alcohol use also was measured with an additional 
question, "When you drink, how much do you usually drink?" The two 
alcohol use items were standardized and summed to create a scale (r  = 
.69; standardized alpha = .82). 

Data Analysis. The following analyses used the control variables 
and the five media schema measures as predictors in a series of multiple 
regressions. In the interests of brevity, analyses for comparison groups 
other than students are not presented here, but are available from the 
author; the results are comparable. In each regression, a demographic 
controls block (gender, age, own predisposition, and own behavior) was 
entered first. Next came a block of known predictors (perceived similar- 
ity, perceived exposure, and perceived predisposition). Finally the 
media schemas were entered. 

In models predicting the differential effects of first- or third-person 
perception, the joint effects (second-person perception) were used as a 
control following the logic of a diamond regression model.30 Conversely, 
in models predicting second-person perception, differential effects were 
entered as a control variable. This approach is not a diamond model per 
se, in which both the sum and difference score of two variables are 
entered as predictors. But these analyses do employ the logic of the dia- 
mond model in that they control for the influence of the difference of 
two variables on their sum, and vice versa, for a more conservative test 
of the relationship between the main variables of interest-the media 
schema-and person perceptions?* 

Results First- and Third-Person Perceptions. As a preliminary step, a 
series of paired-samples t-tests were run to detect the presence of first- 
and third-person perceptions (see Table 2). As expected, third-person 
perceptions were evident for cigarette and alcohol advertising. Con- 
versely, there were significant first-person perceptions for anti-tobacco 
ads and anti-drunk-driving PSAs. 

Media Schemas and Perceived Effects of Undesirable Messages. It 
was predicted that a belief in powerful media (Hl) would be positively 
related with perceived effects of undesirable messages on others, while 
a belief in s a y  audiences (H2) was expected to be negatively related to 
perceived effects on others (see Table 3). The powerful media schema 
was not significantly related to perceived effects on other students for 
either message, so H1 is not supported. Belief in savvy audiences was 
not related to perceived effects of either message on students, so H2 is 
also not supported. 

Media Schemas and Third-Person Perception. H3 predicted that 
belief in a powerful media would be positively related to third-person 
perception, while H4 predicted that belief in savvy audiences would be 
negatively related. As Table 3 shows, neither hypothesis received any 
support. None of the five media schemas was significantly related to 
third-person perception for either message. 

Media Schemas and Perceived Effects of Desirable Messages. It 
was predicted that the beliefs that PSAs are laughable (H5), that people 
see themselves as invulnerable (H6), and that people want to avoid neg- 
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TABLE 2 
Perceived Media Eflects on Self and Others 

Message Type Self Friends Other Students Public 
M (sd) M (sd) M (sd) M (sd) 

Cigarette Advertising 2.93 (1.95) 3.64*** (1.74) 4.46*** (1.45) 5.40*** (1.15) 

Alcohol Advertising 4.57 (1.63) 5.18*** (1.48) 6.10*** (1.19) 6.02*** (1.20) 

Anti-tobacco Ads 5.74 (1.88) 5.19*** (1.56) 4.55*** (1.25) 4.47*** (1.28) 

Anti-drunk-driving PSAs 5.80 (1.89) 5.22*** (1.76) 4.46*** (1.43) 4.49*** (1.46) 

Note: N = 151 or 152. Means are on a 0-to-8 scale (midpoint of 4), with higher values indicating 
greater persuasion. Values for others that are significantly different from values for the self are indi- 
cated with asterisks. 

,-, p c .lo; * p < .05; ** p c .01; *** p c .001 
~~ 

ative affect and change (H7) would be negatively related to perceived 
effects of desirable messages on others (see Table 4). The laughable PSA 
schema had a significant negative relationship with perceived effects of 
anti-tobacco ads on other students, while its negative relationship with 
effects of drunk-driving PSAs on other students approached significance. 
H5 receives some support. The invulnerable schema likewise had one 
significant negative beta and another approaching significance, so H6 
also receives some support. But the avoidance schema did not relate to 
perceived effects of desirable messages, so H7 is not supported. 

Media Schemas and First-Person Perception. It was predicted that 
belief in three schemas relevant to estimating effects of pro-social mes- 
sages would be positively related to first-person perception: beliefs that 
PSAs are laughable (H8), that people see themselves as invulnerable 
(H9), and that people want to avoid negative affect and change (H10). 
Table 4 shows no significant relationships for the laughable PSAs schema 
or the avoidance schema, so H8 and H10 are not supported. The belief 
that people are invulnerable was positively related to perceiving the self 
as more affected by anti-tobacco ads than other students, a relationship 
that approached significance. H9 receives very limited support. 

Media Schemas and Perceived Effects on OneselJ The columns 
labeled "self" in Tables 3 and 4 shed some light on the research question. 
Despite previous work suggesting that media schemas are not related to 
perceived effects on the self, at least one schema showed such a relation- 
ship for each of the four messages. The powerful media schema was pos- 
itively related to perceived effects of cigarette ads on the self. The avoid- 
ance schema was negatively related to perceived effects of alcohol ads on 
the self, such that the more participants thought people avoid change 
and feeling bad, the less they thought alcohol ads influenced themselves. 
The savvy audience schema was positively associated with perceived 
effects of drunk-driving PSAs; the more savvy they thought people were, 
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TABLE 3 
Predictors of Perceived Effects of Undesirable Messages 

Predictor Self Other Others Minus Self Other Others Minus 
Cigarette Ads Alcohol Ads 

Students Self Students Self 

Joint Effects 

Gender (Female) 

Own Predisposition 
Own Behavior 

Block R2 A 
Perceived Similarity 
Perceived Predisposition 
Perceived Exposure 

Block RZ A 
Invulnerable Schema 
Savvy Audience Schema 
Laughable PSAs Schema 
Powerful Media Schema 
Avoidance Schema 

R2 

Block RZ A 

Age 

Block R2 A 

N 

... 

... 
-.04 
.04 
.20" 
.17" 
.16*** 
... 
... 
.06 
.01 
.10 
.08 
.17* 
.16* 

-.05 
.06" 
.22*** 

150 

... 

... 
.05 

-.17 
.01 

-.02 
.05 
.11 
.10 
.11 
.05" 
.03 
.06 
.12 
.13 

-.lo 
.03 
.13" 

150 

-.25** 
.lo*** 
.05 

-.18* 
-.MA 
-.16 
.19*** 
.05 
.10 
.12 
.03 
.10 

-.02 
-.04 
-.03 
-.05 
.01 
.32*** 

150 

... 

... 
-.01 
-.02 
.50*** 
.08 
.36*** 
... 
... 
.24*** 
.04** 
-.04 
-.08 
.oo 
.02 
-.14* 
.03 
.44*** 

148 

... 

... 
-.09 
.05 
.04 

-.12 
.03 

-.05 
.34*** 
.33*** 
.26*** 

-.06 
-.09 
.01 

-.04 
-.09 
.02 
.31*** 

148 

-.18* 
.08*** 

-.03 
.06 

-.36** 
-.21" 
.30*** 
-.07 
.17* 
.07 
.05** 

-.02 
-.03 
.04 
-.04 
.07 
.01 
.44**' 

148 

Note: Coefficients reported are standardized final betas. Positive coefficients indicate that a higher 
score on the schema is associated with greater perceived effects of the undesirable messages (greater 
likelihood to smoke or drink) on the group. 

p < .lo; * p < .05; ** p c .01; *** p < .001 

the more they thought the PSAs would affect themselves. The laughable 
PSAs schema was negatively related to perceived effects of anti-tobacco 
ads on the self and positively related to perceived effects of cigarette ads 
on the self. 

Media Schemas and Second-Person Perception. Table 5 addresses 
the second research question, the relationships between media schemas 
and second-person perception: 

Invulnerable Schema. This belief that people see themselves as 
invulnerable was negatively related to perceived mutual effects of 
drunk-driving PSAs on the self and other students. 

Savvy Audiences Schema. A belief in sawy audiences was negative- 
ly related to second-person perception for anti-tobacco ads. 

Laughable PSAs Schema. A belief that PSAs are laughable was neg- 
atively associated with second-person perceptions for anti-tobacco ads 
and (marginally) for drunk-driving PSAs. This schema also had a mar- 
ginally significant positive association with the perceived mutual effects 
of cigarette ads. 

Powerful Media Schema. A belief that the media influence our deci- 
sions and our society had a marginally significant positive association 
with second-person perceptions for cigarette. 
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TABLE 4 
Predictors of Perceived Effects of Desirable Messages 

Predictor Self Other Others Minus Self Other Others Minus 
Anti-tobacco Ads Drunk-driving PSAs 

Students Self Students Self 

Joint Effects 

Gender (Female) 

Own Predisposition 
Own Behavior 

Block R2 A 
Perceived Similarity 
Perceived Predisposition 
Perceived Exposure 

Block R2 A 
Invulnerable Schema 
Savvy Audience Schema 
Laughable PSAs Schema 
Powerful Media Schema 
Avoidance Schema 

R2 

Block R2 A 

Age 

Block R2 A 

N 

... 

... 
.08 
-.04 -.a*** 
-.04 
.29*** 
... 
... 
.01 
.oo 
.04 
.10 

-.30*** 
-.11 
-.03 
.lo** 
.39*** 

149 

... 

... 
.01 
.04 

-.15 
.13 
.04 
.03 

-.27** 
.22** 
.13*** 

-.16" 
-.15* 
-.21* 
-.03 
.oo 
.08* 
.25*** 

150 

.29*** 

.15*** 

.04 
-.05 
-.20* 
-.11 
.14*** 

-.02 
.26*** 

-.16* 
.09*** 
.15" 
.04 

-.05 
-.06 
-.02 
.02 
.41*** 

149 

... 

... 
.08 

-.19* 
-.33** 
.oo 
.20*** 
... 
... 

.12 

.01 
-.04 
.17* 

-.07 
.05 
.07 
.04 
.25*** 

150 

... .31*** 

... .09*** 
.oo .04 

-.23** .05 
-.02 -.28** 
-.19* -.14" 
.11** .09** 

-.03 -.02 
-.38*** .43*** 
.01 .06 
.13*** .16*** 

-.19* .12 
.03 .11 

-.14" .06 
.07 -.02 
.08 -.03 
.05" .03 
.28*** .36*** 

150 150 

Note: Coefficients reported are standardized final betas. Positive coefficients indicate that a higher 
score on the schema is associated with greater perceived effects of the desirable messages (smaller 
likelihood to smoke or drive drunk) on the group. 

p < .lo; p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

Avoidance Schema. A belief that people want to avoid change and 
negative emotions was negatively associated with perceptions of joint 
impact of alcohol ads. 

Before considering the hypotheses, let us discuss the control vari- 
ables. First, consistent with other findings, perceived similarity showed 
no significant relationships with any dependent variables?* Second, per- 
ceived predispositions were consistently related to perceived effects on 
self and others, which previous research had shown,= as well as to 
first-, second-, and third-person effects, which had not yet been tested. 
Third, perceived exposure predicted perceived effects of anti-tobacco 
ads, the first time such a relationship has been shown for a desirable mes- 
sage. This finding suggests lay theories of hypodermic media effects may 
sometimes extend to pro-social messages and foreshadows some of the 
complexity to come in the discussion. 

As for the hypotheses, this study contains several surprising 
results, not the least of which were the null ones. It had been predicted 
that beliefs in a powerful media and a savvy audience would be related 
(positively and negatively, respectively) to perceived effects of undesir- 

Discussion 
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TABLE 5 
Predictors of Second-Person Perceptions, Self + Other Students 

Undesirable Messages Desirable Messages 
Predictor Cigarette Ads Alcohol Ads Anti-tobacco Ads Drunk-driving PSAs 

Differential Effects 

Gender (Female) 

Own Predisposition 
Own Behavior 

Perceived Similarity 
Perceived Predisposition 
Perceived Exposure 

Invulnerable Schema 
Savvy Audience Schema 
Laughable PSAs Schema 
Powerful Media Schema 
Avoidance Schema 

Block R2 A 
R2 

Block R2 A 

Age 

Block R2 A 

Block R2 A 

-.29** 
.lo*** 
.03 

-.lo 
.10 
.05 
.03* 
.10 
.06 
.07 
.03 

-.02 
.07 
.16" 
.16" 

-.09 
.05 
.21** 

-.19* 
.09*** 

-.08 
.02 
.28* 
.oo 
.09** 

-.01 
.29*** 
.35*** 
.20*** 

-.06 
-.08 
-.02 
-.02 
-.15* 
.04 
.41*** 

.30*** 

.15*** 

.04 

.02 
-.3*** 
.08 
.09** 
.03 

.15* 

.05* 

-.15" 

-.09 
-.16* 
-.30*** 
-.08 
-.01 
.11*** 
.40*** 

.32*** 

.09*** 

.02 
-.26*** 
- . lW 
.16" 
.15*** 

-.05 
-.23** 
.05 
.04* 

-.16* 
.09 

-.14" 
.08 
.09 
.05" 
.33*** 

N 150 148 149 150 

Note: Coefficients reported are final standardized betas. Positive coefficients indicate that a higher 
score on the schema is associated with greater perceived effects on both the self and others. 
Differential effects are third-person perceptions for undesirable messages and first-person perceptions 
for desirable messages. 

p < .lo; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < ,001 

able messages on others, but these predictions received little support. 
Price and colleagues had found the powerful media schema related to 
perceived effects of pornography news on others, while a belief that 
people are vulnerable to media influence was related to perceived 
effects on others of two other news stories. The current research includ- 
ed several controls Price and colleagues did not, but rerunning the 
regressions here without the control blocks did not substantially change 
the results. A more likely explanation for the weaker results may be a 
combination of different messages and a smaller N here; the latter is a 
limitation of note. 

This study created measures for three schemas that were expected 
to be negatively related to perceived effects of pro-social media mes- 
sages. There was some support for two of these performing as expect- 
ed. The laughable PSAs and invulnerable schemas each had negative 
coefficients that reached or approached significance in the regressions 
predicting effects on others. Price and colleagues had not found media 
schemas to be related to perceived effects on the self, but there were 
some instances of that here. Only five out of the twenty coefficients 
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were significant, but four of the five schemas were related with perceived 
effects on the self at least once. 

These hypotheses assumed, as Perloff did, that a given media 
schema would influence either pro-social or anti-social messages, not 
both.M This was not necessarily the case. People seemed able to apply 
media schemas selectively, so that at times signs changed in moving from 
anti-social to pro-social messages, or from self to others. A belief in savvy 
audiences was positively related to perceived effects of a pro-social mes- 
sage on the self, yet negatively related to the perceived effects of a differ- 
ent pro-social message on other students. In the first message, it seems 
participants associated the savvy audience schema with the self; in the 
next, they pointedly disassociated it from other students. In the case of 
the belief that PSAs are laughable, the schema was negatively associated 
with perceived effects of anti-tobacco messages (on the self and other 
students), as if this belief suppressed perceived effects of the pro-social 
message. 

This same schema was positively related to perceived effects of cig- 
arette ads on the self, such that the cheesier you thought PSAs were, the 
more influenced you thought you would be by cigarette ads. The appli- 
cability of this schema may be related to the fact that anti-tobacco ads 
often make tobacco ads themselves their main target, or because PSAs 
are the antithesis of the much more appealing images purveyed else- 
where. As one focus group participant put it: 

They never show anything cool, they never show 
anybody having fun, they never show anything great or hip 
about it. It’s always kind of a sobering moment. The rest of 
media is so full of like, car chases and funny beer commer- 
cials, friends, you know. 

Clearly, these schemas contain sometimes contradictory beliefs 
about people and about media. Zaller and Feldman explored the notion 
of conflicting considerations and the ways in which the considerations 
called to mind by a question’s wording could affect survey re~ponses.3~ 
Their findings suggest that the schema or schemas applied and activated 
to make a judgment might have consequences for the media effects esti- 
mate one arrives at. Conceivably a media effects question could be 
framed in such a way to make a given media schema more or less salient. 
Of course, media content may prime certain schema as well. Individual 
PSAs that viewers encounter likely vary in their level of perceived laugh- 
ability, affecting the applicability of a laughable PSAs schema. Likewise, 
messages may include references to the savvy or the avoidance tenden- 
cies of others. Manipulating questions or stimuli in future studies could 
add some causal direction to media schemas research, as well as help test 
the schemas approach. 

The results for the relationships between media schemas and first- 
and third-person perceptions were remarkably weak, even weaker than 
the ”somewhat disappointing” results of Price and colleagues, who had 
two results out of six significant at p < .lo.% Only one coefficient out of 
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twenty even approached significance, the number we would have 
expected to find just by chance at an alpha level of .05. 

By contrast, there was evidence that media schemas were related 
to second-person perception: seven significant or marginally significant 
coefficients out of twenty. This is a significantly greater proportion than 
was found for first- and third-person perception (Yates-corrected x2 = 
3.91, df = 1, p < .05). It appears media schemas are better suited to pre- 
dicting mutual effects than differential effects. This, combined with the 
fact that media schemas did in some cases relate to perceived effects on 
the self, suggests media schemas may be applied in estimating effects on 
self and others alike, typically in a similar direction. And while the 
laughable PSA schema predicted second-person perceptions for both 
desirable and undesirable messages, the other schemas did so only for 
one or the other, but not in a way that was suggested by the a priori divi- 
sion used in the hypotheses between undesirable and desirable message 
schemas. The invulnerable and savvy audience schemas were associat- 
ed with second-person perceptions for the desirable messages only; the 
powerful media and avoidance schemas with such perceptions for the 
undesirable messages only. There were only two messages of each type, 
so further research is required before we can generalize about this seem- 
ing divide. 

Another limitation is that message desirability was not directly 
assessed in this study, nor for that matter in much first- and third-per- 
son research. A priori assumptions of desirability here were based on 
message genre (PSA vs. product advertising) and previous pretests from 
other samples. One‘s own predisposition toward behavior advocated or 
discouraged in the message was used as a control, but this may not com- 
pletely capture the notion of whether or not a message is ”smart to be 
influenced by.”37 

Among this study’s other limitations is a small convenience sam- 
ple of students, which limits generalizability and power. Also, the 
schemas presented here are not exhaustive. There are almost certainly 
other media schemas that people may use in estimating media effects on 
themselves and others. But the work here represents a long-delayed sec- 
ond step in further exploring the existence and impact of these belief 
structures. 
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