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 The purpose of this study was to learn more about Independent candidates and citizens. 

The study had three specific aims: to learn more about the nature of Independent identity; to 

study the connection between ideology and Independence; and to measure the effect of framing 

on attitudes towards Independent candidates. The study used an experimental design and brief 

survey, distributed to college students, to meet these goals. 

The experiment presented students with one of three mock news articles, each of which 

presented three candidates for Congress. The articles varied in their descriptions of the 

Independent candidate, who was framed either as valuing his own political autonomy or as 

disliking the two major parties. After reading the article, participants completed a survey on their 

attitudes towards the candidates and basic demographic information. 

The results of the study suggest that Independence is a multi-dimensional concept; frames 

of the Independent candidate that echoed separate dimensions of Independence produced distinct 

effects in the sample population. Thoughts on future research, especially regarding Independents, 

are presented.  



 

CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

The Rise of the Independent 

Over the latter half of the twentieth century, the number of Americans who identified 

themselves as political Independents rose steadily: from the 1950s to the 1980s, the number grew 

so high that Independents actually outnumbered Republicans for a time (Craig, 1985). This trend 

towards dealignment, or dissociation from political parties, was slightly reversed by the Reagan 

administration and accompanying Republican success, though the 1992 and 1996 elections 

demonstrated a persistent portion of the population who still seemed to fall outside of the 

traditional partisan configuration. In fact, more recent research confirms a widespread trend 

towards dealignment in Western societies such as the United States, the United Kingdom, and 

Canada (Clarke and Stewart, 1998). Individuals are increasingly distancing themselves from 

traditional partisan affiliations; even with the resurgence of partisanship in the last decade, 

approximately one third of the American population still identifies as Independent (“Gallup finds 

increase in Independents, typical of off-years,” 2007). 

Despite the obvious implications of dealignment for our democracy, many researchers in 

the past have treated Independents as politically irrelevant. In The American Voter, the Michigan 

researchers suggested that Independents are primarily those individuals who lack a positive 

attachment to one party or another (Campbell et al, 1960); because their study focused on 

partisanship, they spent little time expanding on this idea. They mention in passing that 

Independents may choose to identify as such because of a negative appraisal of existing parties, 

or perhaps because they place a high value on the idea of Independence itself.  

Some researchers have continued to disregard Independents: Keith et al (1986) have 

maintained that Independents, for the most part, behave just as regular partisans do, sometimes 
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even more so. They vote along party lines, they are surprisingly loyal to parties that they lean 

towards, and they have high levels of general political involvement. Since most Independents 

behave like partisans, we should treat them as such. Nevertheless, Independents do depart from 

their partisan counterparts in several important behavioral respects: they are more likely to split 

their tickets on election day, and they also are more likely to change the party that they lean 

towards from one election to the next (Greene, 2000).  

Studying the Independent 

Understanding these behaviors is important, but political communicators must also learn 

how to influence these behaviors. Whether striving to bring Independents back into the partisan 

fold, or encouraging Independents to resist partisan affiliation, how the media or political 

campaigns communicate to this important population is vital for many reasons. 

First, as Stephen Craig (1985) has suggested, understanding the varieties of 

nonpartisanship is necessary to understanding the phenomenon of dealignment. If dealignment 

truly is a concern, then reversing that trend involves reaching out to Independents.  

 Second, many Independents are highly politically involved (Dennis, 1988). The fact that 

certain types of Independents are more involved than certain types of partisans suggests that, 

however they choose to be involved, this population plays an important role in our democracy. 

For those interested in involving Independent voters in efforts to combat or resist the two-party 

system, understanding how to motivate Independents is very important.  

Third, Independents represent a potential “swing” vote, a group of citizens who do not 

firmly identify with either major party. Independents represent a central battleground on which 

the two parties will most certainly be meeting each other in coming years, and understanding 

how they make political decisions will be central to the outcome of that struggle. 
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While it is clearly important to study Independents as a broad category, it is even more 

important to study college students who identify as Independent. First, college students, more so 

than the general population, tend to resist partisan affiliation (Abramowitz, 1983). Students are 

more flexible in their political affiliations, and often switch affiliations during college. Second, 

college students are more politically involved than their non-college peers (Bernstein, 2005). 

Finally, college students represent a significant portion of the future audience for political 

communication, and perhaps an even greater portion of our future elected officials.  

Dealignment and disengagement from the party system are serious concerns, and future 

solutions must be based on current research. How can political campaigns and the media, 

whatever their aims, effectively communicate to individuals who identify as Independent? 

Unfortunately, little effort has been made to answer this question. Most research has focused on 

the different reasons that cause individuals to identify as Independent (See Dennis, 1988; 

Daalder, 1992; Greene, 2000); while this research has been important and enlightening, it does 

not tell us much about how to practically communicate to Independents. This study aims to 

understand how different messages regarding Independent candidates are received by college 

students, particularly Independent college students.  

This study will follow an experimental design to test the effects of framing on voter 

support for Independent candidates. Participants will be exposed to newspaper articles on a 

fictional Congressional race; these articles will present a Democrat, a Republican, and an 

Independent candidate. The Independent candidacy will be presented in different ways, designed 

to highlight various facets of Independence identified by previous literature. After exposure to 

these articles, participants will rate each candidate and indicate their willingness to support the 

Independent candidate specifically.  
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Chapter 2 will evaluate existing literature on both framing theory and the current 

understanding of Independent voters. Chapter 3 will lay out the methodology for the current 

study. Chapter 4 will present the findings of this study, Chapter 5 will discuss those findings, and 

Chapter 6 will offer concluding thoughts and suggestions for future research. 



 

CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

Explaining the Rise in the Number of Independents 

As The American Voter (Campbell et al, 1960) suggested, Independents may actually have 

a number of different justifications for their choice of nonpartisanship: a lack of positive 

attachment to the parties, a negative evaluation of the parties, or a high regard for the idea of 

Independence. But which of these reasons, if any, explained the rise in the number of 

Independents from the 1950s to the 1980s?  

 Miller and Wattenburg (1983), writing in the American Journal of Political Science, 

argued that Independents were not so much turned off by politics (a negative evaluation of 

parties) as they were tuning out from politics. They delineated between two types of citizens: 

Independents, who were politically involved and may ‘lean’ towards one party or another, and 

those individuals who were nonpartisan and expressed no preference between the parties 

(nonpartisan no-preferences, or NPNs). According to Miller and Wattenberg, Independents were 

largely dissatisfied with the parties’ performance, and NPNs were simply indifferent to the 

choices offered them by the parties.  

 This hypothesis, that citizens were moving away from preferences and towards a more 

neutral evaluation of the parties, was termed the “neutrality hypothesis” in later literature; 

Wattenberg (1984) expanded these ideas, suggesting that parties were less and less relevant to 

American citizens interested in political involvement. For a number of reasons, parties were no 

longer the primary vehicle of involvement for many citizens; as a result of the parties’ decline in 

saliency, more individuals chose to identify as Independent rather than cling to the “vestigial” 

party system.  
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 But the American citizens’ attitude towards the parties probably went beyond mere 

neutrality. There was also a sense of increased cynicism in the 1970s and 1980s, and this 

cynicism towards government often was redirected towards the parties (Craig, 1985). In his 

critique of Wattenberg’s neutrality hypothesis, Craig contended that a decrease in perceived 

saliency of the parties did not equate to neutrality towards the parties. Rather, parties could grow 

less relevant to American politics while at the same time evoke negative responses and 

evaluations from American citizens. If parties are no longer representative of the public will, 

then the parties will be subject to increased criticism, while at the same time growing less salient 

to everyday politics. Craig (1985) also suggested that the major parties were growing 

indistinguishable from one another, and this also contributed to the public moving away from 

them.  

Dennis (1992) summarized this train of thought well, arguing that the growth in the 

number of Independents was attributable to two fundamental factors: indifference and hostility. 

These attitudes may be easy to understand for some, but others may ask specifically what turned 

so many citizens off to the major parties? Many factors could be cited, but Webb (2005) does an 

especially good job outlining the indictments against the parties: like many large institutions, 

they are often subject to corruption; they are self-interested, often to the point of seeming petty; 

and they are, in many cases, perceived to be incapable of effective governance. Furthermore, 

parties are often forced to aggregate many diverse interests into singular or overly simplistic 

platforms, leading to a defection of many particular interest groups. In fact, Webb suggests that 

interest groups as political institutions offer an appealing alternative to many citizens: because 

parties are forced to represent ideological amalgamations, citizens with particular interests may 
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elect more specialized institutions to represent them and towards which to direct their political 

energies.  

 For whatever structural reasons, citizens often find themselves less and less attached to 

political parties. This attitude manifests itself in a number of ways (Daalder, 1992): first, citizens 

may adopt a normative position which rejects all parties. Individuals may perceive the party 

system itself to be detrimental to democracy, and thus turn away from whatever system or set of 

options is presented to them. Second, citizens may selectively reject parties that they perceive to 

be particularly bad. Parties with a history of corruption or ideological oversimplification may 

lose citizen support; and how many parties can reasonably escape either of those criticisms? 

Third, citizens may reject specific party systems. Not quite an indictment of all party politics, 

and more broad than a criticism of a particular party, this attitude represents dissatisfaction with 

whatever party system a citizen may be offered in his or her system of government. Fourth, 

citizens may simply view parties as increasingly irrelevant. This attitude does not necessarily 

entail a negative evaluation of parties or party performance, merely the belief that alternative 

forms of political involvement are more relevant and effective.   

The Psychology of Independence 

The authors and research discussed above help explain the aggregate movement of citizens 

towards Independence, but tells us very little about the psychology of Independence. We can 

understand why negative attitudes towards parties, be they attitudes of indifference or hostility, 

can drive citizens away from partisan affiliation, but what exactly are they being driven towards? 

What does it mean to identify as an Independent? 

 Unfortunately, the answer to this question is not very clear. Bastedo and Lodge (1980), in 

a semantic analysis of what it means to be an Independent, Republican, or Democrat in America, 

found, not surprisingly, that to be a Republican or Democrat, or a partisan, is a much clearer 
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concept than to be an Independent. The concept of Independence is not only semantically 

ambiguous, but it is difficult to distinguish from the concept of Republican or Democrat. This 

means that the scale most commonly used to delineate political affiliation, the 7-point ANES 

scale, may actually conflate Independence with Republican or Democratic affiliation. The scale, 

which includes strong and weak partisans, Independents leaning towards one party or another, 

and “pure” Independents with no stated preference, assumes that partisanship operates along a 

unidimensional scale, and this concept has itself come under fire from various corners. 

 Weisberg (1980) contends that the unidimensional conceptualization of partisanship is 

entirely insufficient. It is especially flawed in regards to Independence, which the scale treats as 

a midpoint equally far from either partisan extreme. Instead, Weisberg argues for a 

multidimensional understanding of partisanship, specifically a three-dimensional model which 

takes into account an individual’s attitude towards each party (on separate dimensions) as well as 

the individual’s attitude towards Independence. These three dimensions, which are orthogonal, 

combine to comprise the partisan character of any given individual.  

The Multidimensionality of Independence 

 This idea, that Independence is a multidimensional construct, has received much support 

in the literature. Valentine and Van Wingen (1980) demonstrated that Independents display a 

high association with what they consider “Independent” values such as autonomy, individualism, 

and rationality. Their analysis of ANES data revealed at least two significant dimensions of 

Independence: an individual’s attitude towards the two major parties and the individual’s attitude 

towards Independence itself. However one characterizes the makeup of attitudes concerning the 

major parties, be they unidimensional between the two extremes or a composite of two separate 

dimensions each measuring attitude towards one party, those attitudes only form one dimension 

of Independence. This finding was echoed by Craig (1985), who labeled the partisan dimension 
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“saliency of the parties,” while also recognizing a dimension of attitudes towards Independence. 

These two dimensions were empirically supported by Kamieniecki (1988) who conducted 

regression analysis of ANES data and found that the multidimensional approach yielded greater 

explanatory power. 

This point is important, and bears explication. An individual, under this view, may identify 

as an Independent for any combination of two reasons: their attitudes towards the parties may 

lead them towards Independence, or their attitudes towards Independence itself may draw them 

towards it. So a citizen may be so turned off by the parties that he or she is forced to choose 

Independence as a form of protest (Dennis, 1988); alternatively, a citizen may have positive 

evaluations of both parties, yet still feel strongly attracted to the idea of Independence (Greene, 

2004).  

The Impact of Independence on Political Behavior 

Of course, political scientists (and political parties) are generally more concerned with the 

behavioral results of psychological attitudes, so how does this multidimensional concept of 

Independence affect individual political behavior?  

According to Bruce Keith and his colleagues (1986), it doesn’t. They contend that 

Independent “leaners,” or individuals who identify as Independent but then express a preference 

for one party or another, behave just like political partisans. The remaining, or “pure” 

Independents, are less politically active than the leaners, and so are paid less attention by Keith. 

Setting aside the important question of why the pure Independents are less involved for a 

moment, we must deal with this weighty claim. That leaners often behave like partisans has been 

confirmed already (Wattenberg, 1987; Dennis, 1992), which leads us to suspect that the label 

“Independent” in these cases is misleading, and the distinction between leaning Independents 

and partisans is a meaningless one.  
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 Greene (2000) has argued, however, that leaners do differ from partisans in two 

important behavioral respects: they are more likely to engage in split-ticket voting and they are 

more likely to change their affiliation (or “lean”) over time. Both of these behaviors suggest that 

leaners, despite some similarities to partisans, are still, to some degree, independent, and are 

more susceptible to persuasion.  

 Moreover, Keith et al (1986) acknowledge the second dimension of Independence, the 

individual’s attitude towards Independent values, though they disregard it as “self-image” and 

meaningless in the larger question of political behavior. Not only does this fence off fertile 

ground for research and a greater understanding of the psychology of Independence, it also 

ignores the fact that this “self-image” seems to be largely responsible for the behavioral 

differences cited by Greene.  

 Other researchers have uncovered other differences between Independent leaners and 

partisans. Martinez and Gant (1990) demonstrated that for many Independents, it is particular 

issues that drive partisan behavior. Unlike partisans, who tend to take a big picture approach to 

choices like voting, Independents tend to be driven more by particular issues when making 

political choices. Additionally, Jack Dennis (1988 and 1992), who has conducted extensive 

studies of Independents and partisan behavior, has found both important similarities and 

differences between the two groups. For instance, Independents behave like partisans in terms of 

commitment and political involvement, but differ in their high regard for political autonomy and 

their political mobility.  

Why Do People Choose Independence? 

Beyond the simple two-dimensional explanation offered above, other authors, most 

notably Dennis, have provided more extensive explanations of why individuals choose to 

identify as Independent.  
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In his article “Political independence in America, part II: Towards a theory,” Dennis 

(1988) tests four hypotheses concerning motivations for identifying as an Independent. First, 

individuals may identify as an Independent because they highly value political autonomy. These 

citizens feel a sort of civic duty in their Independent identity; they believe that by being an 

Independent they are preserving their ability to act rationally and pragmatically despite partisan 

influences, that they are being true individuals. Second, an individual may identify as an 

Independent out of a sense of what Dennis calls “anti-partyism” (p. 202). This sentiment may 

take any of the forms developed by Daalder (1992), which were discussed earlier.  Third, an 

individual may identify as an Independent because they are truly neutral towards the parties. 

They may perceive no discernible cost or benefit to affiliating with or supporting either party, 

and truly do default to the midpoint of Independence. Finally, an individual may identify as an 

Independent because, in evaluating their past political behavior, they perceive themselves as 

being politically mobile. This group of individuals simply reflects on their voting history and, 

seeing that they have supported both parties at one time or another, conclude that they must be an 

Independent.  

Dennis’s regression analysis finds support for each of these four dimensions of 

Independence in ANES data, and his theoretical model is helpful to this inquiry. Another 

important researcher in this field is Steven Greene, who has explored the idea of Independence 

from a psychological perspective, and has produced interesting and important results. In a recent 

study, Greene demonstrates that identifying as an Independent or partisan is a matter of social 

identity (Greene, 2004). While many theorists treat partisanship as an internal factor that often 

determines group membership and social identity, Greene contends that we identify as partisans 

or Independents largely because we perceive those social groups to be prestigious or otherwise 
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attractive. In other words, if an individual positively evaluates Independents as a group, he or she 

will be more likely to identify as an Independent. Greene’s research also confirms the 

multidimensionality of partisanship, suggesting that as our evaluations of partisan groups rise, 

our evaluations of Independents as a group falls, and vice versa. Nevertheless, we may identify 

as an Independent because of our evaluation of that social group, and yet still behave like a 

partisan for cognitive or strategic reasons.  

 Greene (2000) has also conducted unique psychological surveys of Independent leaners, 

developing additional differences between them and partisans that helps us understand how the 

different dimensions of Independence contribute to the choice to identify as Independent despite 

partisan behaviors or tendencies. Greene has found that Independent leaners are less affectedly 

attached to their partisan tendencies than outright partisans; instead, their partisan behaviors are a 

result of cognitive attachment and strategic decisions. Also, Independent leaners identify with 

other Independents as a social group before and above they identify with partisans.     

Ideology and Independence 

 Now that we understand more about Independence and its relationship to partisanship, we 

must learn more about ideology and its interaction with Independence. From very early on, 

political scientists have noticed the inconsistencies associated with ideology and ideological 

identification. Converse (1964) noted that most citizens had very little ideological consistency 

among their issue positions: they might identify themselves as conservative, but then indicate 

consistently liberal positions on particular issues, or vice versa. Ideology did not seem to provide 

a clear mechanism for citizens to identify or make sense of their issue positions. 

 Instead, according to Conover and Feldman (1981), ideology is actually more about 

symbolically self-labeling than it is about issues and attitudes. Like partisanship, people view 

themselves in certain ways, and then identify with the labels that come closest to their self-
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image. If a person feels closer to those people she considers 'liberal', she is more likely to 

consider herself a liberal.  

 But what happens if these ideological labels are insufficient? Or if they bear no close 

resemblance to the available partisan dimensions or identities? Ideology is popularly conceived 

of in simple, 'left/right' terms. This is similar to the unidimensional model of partisanship that 

places Independence squarely between the 'left', the Democrats, and the 'right', Republicans. But 

this unidimensional model may not sufficiently capture the complexity of ideology. Huckfeldt et 

al (1999) seem to support this idea, suggesting that if an individual does not conceive of the 

world in left/right terms, then it would be exceptionally difficult for them to place themselves on 

a left/right scale of ideology.  

 In fact, very few Americans even understand the left/right scale to begin with (Kitschelt 

and Hellemans, 1990). With confusion about the very terms people are expected to identify 

themselves with, it is not surprising that they may be confused about their own identity. Why 

could this not lead to individuals "opting-out" of the left/right scale altogether, and identifying in 

terms that reject that fundamental dichotomy? 

 Abramowitz (1983) has indicated that clear ideological convictions tend to produce 

changes in partisanship among college students; for instance, a student with a liberal ideology is 

more likely to adopt a liberal partisanship during college. If ideology can pull an individual 

towards partisanship, couldn't it also pull an individual away from partisanship?  

 Now a clearer picture of Independents and the various motivations for their choice of 

identity emerges. First, some Independents simply place a high value on the concept of 

Independence and related ideas of political autonomy and rationality. Even if they have clear 

partisan preferences, they choose the positive association as an Independent over a partisan 
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association. Second, some Independents just choose to avoid the partisan system. They may 

perceive the parties to be corrupt or ineffective, and resort to identifying as Independent as a 

form of protest. They may also simply be neutral towards the parties: they either perceive no 

meaningful difference between the parties, or what differences exist are irrelevant to their lives. 

Whether the attitude is negative or just ambiguous, some Independents identify as such because 

of distaste for the parties. Finally, some Independents are overwhelmed by ideological 

complexity, or perhaps underwhelmed by partisan simplicity. They may be confused by complex 

ideological options, or dissatisfied with the lack of ideological similarity between their position 

and that of the parties. Ideological complexity that cannot be reduced to a simple left/right scale 

leaves individuals feeling politically homeless, unsure of where they belong.   

College Students and Independents 

 Abramowitz (1983) has found that college students often change their partisan affiliation 

while in college. While Abramowitz is chiefly concerned with partisanship and partisan change, 

his research may have important implications for the study of Independents. Abramowitz argues 

that college students go through a period of rational evaluation, when they compare their 

ideology to their partisanship and often reconsider their partisan affiliation if the two do not 

match up. A liberal student who was raised as a Republican will often switch his affiliation to 

Democrat, and vice versa for a conservative student raised as a Democrat.  

 The higher rate of Independence among college students is confusing in light of the 

relatively high level of political involvement among college students compared to their college-

aged peers (Bernstein, 2005). In this case, at least, identifying as an Independent may not signify 

withdrawal from the political process, but instead a new way of engaging in it. If this is the case, 

it is especially important for us to understand how Independence can affect the political behavior 
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and attitudes of college students, be they partisan or Independent themselves. In order to explore 

these ideas, we will use the power of the media to set the political agenda and frame candidates.  

Second-Level Agenda Setting and Framing 

The process of agenda setting has been a subject of inquiry for communication scholars 

for several decades (see studies including Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; McCombs & Shaw, 1972; 

Wanta, 1997). Researchers studying agenda-setting typically focus on the amount of coverage 

that a particular issue receives; the theory of agenda setting asserts that the media has the power 

to influence what the audience thinks about (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Recent research, 

however, has begun to emphasize the power of the media to influence how the audience and 

public think about those issues (Benford & Hunt, 1992; Ghanem, 1997; Soroka, 2003).  

 Modern agenda-setting theory includes a rather large subset referred to as second-level 

agenda setting (Ghanem, 1997; McCombs & Estrada, 1997). Ghanem (1997) lays out a thorough 

explanation of second-level agenda setting: within a set agenda, media outlets control the way 

issues are prioritized within a policy category, how causality is perceived and understood by the 

public, what relevance is assigned to different aspects of an issue, and what policy options are 

pursued by activists and voters. These different elements of an audience’s reaction to an issue 

form a powerful foundation for social action: many scholars and researchers have established the 

link between the effects of second-level agenda setting and audience attitudes towards candidates 

and political issues (McCombs & Reynolds, 2002; Weaver, 1996). The media chooses to cover 

different aspects of a candidacy, and as a result the public’s view of that candidate is influenced. 

 Second-level agenda setting discusses the media or public agenda on, not surprisingly, 

two levels: objects and attributes (McCombs & Ghanem, 2001). Objects are issues or ideas on 

the media's agenda, such as the war in Iraq or the economy; attributes are particular 

characteristics or ways of thinking about those objects, such as looking at the economy from a 
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middle-class perspective or a corporate perspective. So a candidate’s place on the agenda is the 

first-level, the level of objects, and then the way that the candidate is treated is the second-level, 

or the level of attributes. 

Agenda setting is generally considered a function of the mass media; this study is more 

interested in the effects that this process has on the attitudes of voters. The attributes that the 

media may present surrounding a given object on the agenda contribute to the public's perception 

of the object, and here is where second-level agenda setting begins to look a lot like framing 

theory. In fact, second-level agenda setting is so similar to framing theory as to cause many 

scholars to argue for their convergence (Yioutas & Segvic, 2003; McCombs & Ghanem, 2001). 

Framing theory is borrowed from sociology and psychology (Goffman, 1974; Reese, 2001) and 

deals with the way people view the world around them. Many authors have used similar ideas in 

the past (Gamson, 1992; Graber, 1988; Riker, 1986), but it was Entman (1993) that brought the 

framing literature together into a unified theory. This application of framing to mass 

communication emphasized two primary processes: selection and salience. Media outlets frame 

issues by selecting what to include in a story and then assigning varying levels of salience to 

those issues (Entman, 1993).  

That framing theory can make better sense of attitudinal or psychological changes is just 

one reason why it is the appropriate framework for this study. Framing is also an important area 

of research for political communication because of its ability to direct action. This connection 

between framing and social action exists in three ways. First, when ideas are included or 

excluded from a frame, action is either prompted or effaced (Sniderman, Brody, & Tetlock, 

1991). This process of selection relates rather directly to the basic process of agenda setting, and 

it is easy to see how the information included or excluded about a candidate would drastically 
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affect how voters react to that candidate. If there is a particular piece of information that a voter 

would find actionable, that information's inclusion in a frame would help lead to that voter taking 

action; but if the information is excluded altogether from a frame, then a voter or citizen would 

never have cause to act in the first place.  

The second way that framing directs action is through the creation and maintenance of 

phenomenological signifiers; the very names and titles we use to describe the world around us 

can determine our attitudes towards social action (Gamson, 1992). The political battle waged 

over “partial-birth abortions” shows how a politically charged name can have great influence 

over a public debate (Esacove, 2004). The signifiers we use to describe objects in the political 

landscape are a result of how those objects and their related issues are framed, and the names we 

end up with are a fundamental part of our political attitudes. The term “Independent” is itself a 

semantically unclear term (Bastedo and Lodge, 1980): its meaning is constantly undergoing 

changes based on the political landscape. How the media chooses to frame an Independent 

candidate goes to the very heart of what it means to be Independent at all. 

This element of framing relates to issue-ownership theory. Petrocik (1996) demonstrates 

that each of the two main political parties 'owns' a set of issues: the general public strongly 

associates each party with certain issues, and comes to view the parties as being most effective 

on those issues that they own. But there is no "Independent" party; choosing to identify as an 

Independent does not entail an affinity for a particular set of issues, nor do Independent 

candidates 'own' issues in the same way that Democrats or Republicans do. This semantic 

ambiguity, perhaps due to a lack of issue-ownership, makes it difficult for Independent 

candidates to positively identify themselves. Issue-ownership theory also contends that as issues 

are mentioned more frequently by candidates or by the media, the general public comes to view 
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those issues as increasingly important (Petrocik, 1996). This positive connection between the 

framing of issues and issues saliency with the public also can encourage action. 

Finally, framing can direct social action by suppressing alternative discourse and frames. 

When frames have taken hold of the public thought process, alternative viewpoints find it 

remarkably difficult to build momentum for social action (Gamson, 1988). Because protests 

against the dominant discourse generally rely on language and tactics that fall beyond the scope 

of the dominant frame, the general populace easily discounts them. If the media treats an 

Independent candidate, or Independent candidates generally, one way, then it will be remarkably 

difficult for a candidate to shake that definition. Essentially, the general psyche of a population 

can only support one dominant frame at a time, and so all interpretation of new information is 

filtered through that frame. Encouraging action or protest against a dominant frame, such as the 

two-party system of politics, becomes increasingly difficult as the dominant frame becomes 

more deeply embedded in the public’s mind. Independent candidates must combat not only 

partisan biases but also media frames that may misrepresent their motivations. 

These various factors and their interplay with the success or failure of frames all 

contribute to audience beliefs and behaviors, particularly in elections. The choice between 

competing candidates and ideas may be over-limited by the way those candidates and issues are 

framed (Zaller, 1992). Citizens and voters may be unaware of alternatives to the choices 

presented; Independent candidates may be portrayed as out of the ‘mainstream’ and rendered 

illegitimate by certain frames, and voters are left with fewer choices than may have originally 

been offered.  

Even the choices left for the voting populace may be illusory if the frame surrounding the 

choice has achieved dominance in the mass media (Entman, 1989). Choices may be so limited or 
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framed in such a biased way as to render them meaningless. Voters may be left to choose 

between options that all favor one group or interest; those groups and interests will have won by 

framing the question in such a way as to preclude adverse answers.  

Even if choices are not limited or mooted, they are still powerfully influenced by frames 

in the media (Kiousis, 2005). The power of frames to influence the public debate on issues is 

significant, which leads to intense competition between frames in society and the mass media 

(Entman, 1989; Riker, 1986; Benford & Hunt, 1992). This competition can occur between 

diverse sources and diverse frames, and the results of the competition often determine the 

outcome of larger social discussions. One site of this competition that deserves greater study is 

the presentation and framing of Independent candidates for political office.  



 

CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

Research Questions 

In order to better understand dealignment (Craig, 1985), we must investigate the various 

dimensions of nonpartisanship. This study explored how college students react to different 

frames of Independent political candidates.  

Most research in this area has been conducted at the aggregate, survey-analysis level. 

While this is fine for understanding aggregate political behavior, it proves inadequate for 

understanding the specific mechanisms that drive individual behavior. Gaining insight into the 

decisions of Independent voters and the way college students perceive Independent candidates 

can direct political communication and also test the theories of Independence already extant in 

the literature. We were interested in three general questions. Research question one: Do 

Independent students respond to specific frames of Independent candidates that echo the 

dimensions of Independence outlined above? Research question two: Does ideological confusion 

or neutrality result in Independent identification? Research question three: Do different frames of 

Independent candidates produce different responses from students generally? We sought answers 

to these questions through an experimental design. 

Framing Independent Candidacies 

 The literature suggests that Independence is a multi-dimensional concept, and that 

individuals who identify as Independent do so for two basic reasons: they either place a high 

value on the concept of political autonomy, or they are dissatisfied with the two-party system. 

The literature on ideology suggests a possible third reason for Independent identification: 

ideological complexity. This study attempted to activate those beliefs through the use of framing. 
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Independent candidates were presented, or framed, in different ways designed to resonate with 

those values.  

 This study sought to test existing theory by exploring the effects of framing; an 

experimental design is appropriate for this sort of research, as it affords the greatest chance to 

understand the causal relationship between framing and individual assessment of candidates 

(Hakim, 1986).  

The study design had two experimental groups and one control group. Participants were 

drawn from public speaking classes at a large Southeastern university; participants were offered 

extra credit for their participation. Drawing from this population presents challenges to the 

external validity and generalizability of the results, though Kuhberger (1998), in a meta-analysis 

of framing effects research, has found that college students do not significantly vary from the 

general population. This suggests that the results of this study are still relevant to society as a 

whole; nevertheless, learning more about college students in particular is still a valuable goal.    

Methods and Survey Instrument 

Participants were told that they are participating in a study on media coverage of political 

races. They were given a mock news story about a Congressional race in the Midwest between a 

Democrat, a Republican, and an Independent candidate. The mock story was modeled after a real 

Midwestern newspaper, so that the source credibility was not called into question: this was done 

to prevent disengagement by participants (Druckman, 2001). The articles and surveys were 

bundled in packets, then collated by experimental group, so that the packets cycled through each 

group. Each class that was used as part of the sample received packets from each experimental 

group, so that approximately one-third of each class was placed into each group. Each group was 

only exposed to one story, with one version of the framing of the Independent candidate; this 
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was done to prevent frame competition and a possible ‘wash’ effect between contradictory 

frames (Riker, 1986).  

The control story presented ideologically neutral information about the three candidates: 

their names, basic personal information, their political affiliation, and their reason for running for 

office. This information was designed to be unobtrusive, unremarkable, and generic. The control 

group is important because it enables a more accurate estimation of the effects of the 

experimental manipulations. We are not just interested in the way respondents react to the frames 

of Independence; we also want to know how these frames compare to a neutral presentation of 

Independence, or, put another way, we want to know if these frames of Independent candidates 

improve or degrade the public's perception of those candidates. 

The two experimental stories differed only in their presentation of the Independent 

candidate. By limiting variation to this aspect of the story, we can best control for confounding 

variables, one of the chief strengths of experimental design (Druckman, 2001). One story framed 

the Independent candidate as a politically autonomous individual who resists classification, a 

candidate who may agree with both major parties on certain issues, but nevertheless feels it is 

important to preserve his independence. The other story framed the Independent candidate as a 

challenge to the two-party system itself, a political outsider who feels that the major parties are 

too controlling and restrictive of the political system. These frames were designed to resonate 

with the Independent values identified in the literature, which is one of the clearer ways that 

frames resonate with viewers (Pattillo-McCoy, 1998). Frames that employ the cultural language 

of the target audience are more likely to be adopted, and these frames invoke the values 

developed by previous literature on Independents. 
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Before administration of the survey, these mock articles were pre-tested with associates 

of the researcher and a small number of participants from public speaking classes similar to the 

classes that the study’s sample was drawn from. These participants were asked to read the 

articles, and then asked several questions concerning the information contained therein. These 

participants showed a consistent grasp of the relevant material in the articles, and gave the 

researcher confidence that the experimental manipulations were significant enough to register 

with respondents. Internal manipulation checks were not included in the actual survey, both 

because of these successful pre-tests and to keep the length of the survey to a minimum. 

After they read the news story, participants completed a questionnaire regarding their 

attitudes towards the three candidates. Respondents were asked who they would be most likely to 

vote for in the race; they were also asked to rate their attitudes towards each candidate. Basic 

demographic and political affiliation information was also surveyed in the questionnaire.  

This post-test only design is well-suited for this study. A pre-test was not necessary, as 

the control and experimental groups were randomly distributed; this randomization allows us to 

control for rival hypotheses (Campbell, 1989). As with any experimental design, the chief 

concern was internal and external validity. Campbell and Stanley (1963) lay out the primary 

dangers for validity, and this study was designed to avoid these pitfalls. The post-test only design 

eliminated concerns over instrument decay, maturation, history, and dropout effects. Because 

there was no pre-test, and therefore no delay between the pre-test and post-test phases, an instant 

and internally sound measure of participant attitudes was obtained. The chief concern for 

external validity was that the sample was not representative of the larger population; this concern 

is addressed above.                                   
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Coding and the Handling of Data 

 The data from the respondents was sorted into three groups, labeled according to the way 

that their article treated the Independent candidate. Group one received an article presenting only 

neutral demographic information, and was referred to as the "Neutral" group. Group two 

received an article presenting the Independent candidate as a political maverick who values 

political autonomy, and was referred to as the "Autonomy" group. Group three received an 

article presenting the Independent candidate as disliking the two major political parties, and was 

referred to as the "Party Antipathy” group. 

 Respondents were asked, among other demographic information, to identify their partisan 

affiliation. They could choose between Democrat, Republican, Independent, and Something 

Else. These Something Else responses were grouped with "Independent" responses for most of 

the analysis. This was done because actual third-party identification, such as with the Green 

Party or the Libertarian Party, is rare; additionally, these two groups were statistically similar 

enough to merit grouping. 

 Finally, respondents were asked to place themselves on an ideological scale ranging from 

one, for very liberal, to seven, for very conservative. These values were inverted for data 

analysis, as all other questions in the survey assigned lower numerical values for conservative 

responses and higher numerical values for liberal responses, so each one became a seven, each 

two a six, and so on. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS 

Frequencies and Sample Characteristics 

 In total, 152 surveys were distributed and collected in six different public speaking 

classes at the University of Florida in February, 2008. Some specific demographic information 

on the students can be obtained below; the public speaking class that the sample was drawn from 

is required for most majors at the University, so the sample drew from most fields and from most 

age groups. Out of these 152 surveys, 14 were excluded because they were either illegible or 

because the respondent had failed to answer more than half of the questions. The remaining 138 

surveys constituted the sample for the study.    

 The 138 respondents were nearly evenly divided into the three experimental groups; this 

distribution can be found in Table 4-1. To test the random distribution of respondents into the 

three experimental groups, chi-square tests were conducted on the major demographic 

characteristics of the sample. The chi-square test is appropriate for characteristics such as gender, 

race, religion, and partisan affiliation because these data recorded for these variables is nominal 

(or categorical). The sample for this study had a large gender gap, with over 60% of the sample 

being female. The distribution of males and females into the three groups was very nearly even; 

Table 4-2 displays this distribution and the chi-square summary. The majority of the sample was 

Caucasian, though a sizable number of minority respondents were included in the survey. 

Christianity was the most frequent religious affiliation in the sample, with a sizable number of 

respondents also selecting "None" or "Other" as their religious affiliation. Both the race and the 

religious affiliations of respondents were fairly evenly distributed throughout the three groups, as 

Table 4-3 (race) and Table 4-4 (religion) show. The sample had more Democrats than 

Republicans, followed by Independents and then those that chose to identify their partisanship as 
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Something Else; despite apparent variation in the distribution of respondents, Table 4-5 shows 

that the various partisan affiliations were distributed within the realm of chance into the three 

experimental groups. 

Question 1: Do Independent Students Respond to Specific Frames of Independent 
Candidates that Echo the Dimensions of Independence Outlined Above? 

 The first purpose of this research was to determine the ways Independent voters reacted 

to the different frames of the Independent candidate. The first point of interest was who the 

Independent students would vote for. Before looking at the Independent students in particular, 

chi-square figures were obtained for the total number of votes for each candidate in the three 

experimental groups (Table 4-6). These vote totals fell within the realm of chance; cross-

tabulation and chi-square tests revealed no statistically significant variation among the vote 

counts in each experimental group. The next step was to look specifically at those students who 

identified as Independent. Once we isolated those respondents, we found that both experimental 

groups had higher voting incidences for the Independent candidate among Independent 

respondents (Table 4-7). The tendency for Independent students to vote for the Independent 

candidate in the two experimental groups is pronounced, and comes very close to statistical 

significance. 

 The next point of interest was the attitudes of Independent students towards the 

Independent candidates. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were conducted on each 

measure of respondent attitude towards the Independent candidate: general attitude, how 

qualified the candidate is to hold public office, how strong of a leader the candidate is, and 

whether or not the candidate shares the respondent's values. These tests all returned  significance 

levels below 95%, indicating that there was no statistically significant impact on Independent 

respondents' attitudes towards the Independent candidates. How the entire population of 
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respondents reacted to the Independent candidates and the ways they were framed is discussed 

under Question 3. 

Question 2: Does Ideological Confusion or Neutrality Result in Independent Identification? 

 The second area of interest in this research is the effect that ideology had on Independent 

identity. First, a one-way analysis of variance test was conducted on the measure of ideology; 

this test shows no statistically significant variation in ideology across the three groups (Table 4-

8). Ideology was not affected by the experimental manipulation, but did it play a role in the 

partisan affiliation of respondents? Table 4-9 displays the distribution of ideology across partisan 

affiliation: we notice in the first two columns that ideological conservatives tended to identify as 

Republicans and ideological liberals tended to identify as Democrats. Independents tended to be 

slightly more liberal than not, while the largest number of those students identifying as 

Something Else placed themselves in the exact middle of the ideological scale. Our interest here 

is not in comparing means, as we can plainly see the influence of ideology in the first two 

columns; additionally, because of the small number of Independent students, it is difficult to 

derive statistically sound conclusions from the data. It is noteworthy, though, that only in the 

fourth category of partisan affiliation, Something Else, did most respondents indicate a neutral 

ideology. 

Question 3: Do Different Frames of Independent Candidates Produce Different Responses 
from Students Generally? 

 The third purpose of this research was to explore the attitudes towards Independent 

candidates and the effects that varying frames had on those attitudes. The first measure of these 

attitudes is the likely vote of the respondents. An initial glance at Table 4-6 reveals higher vote 

counts for the Independent candidate in the two experimental groups; the chi-square test on this 

variable, however, demonstrates that this variation is within the realm of chance (significance is 
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indicated in the rightmost column of Table 4-6). Additionally, there are larger numbers of 

Independent voters in those two groups (Table 4-5), making it more difficult to conclude that the 

experimental manipulation was responsible for the variation in the vote count. To test this, chi-

square tests were run on the vote distributions in the three groups, controlling for partisan 

affiliation. These tests resulted in no statistically significant variation in expected vote counts in 

the three experimental groups. 

 Looking at the attitudes of respondents towards the Independent candidates, there is some 

variation between the three groups. Table 4-10 displays the mean scores for each measure of 

attitude towards the Independent candidate in the three groups. A one-way analysis of variance 

test was conducted on these means, and the significance values of this test are reported in the 

rightmost column of Table 4-10. The first two measures of attitude display very little variation in 

the means among the three groups, and the corresponding p-values (.705 and .445, respectively) 

suggest that what differences do exist are well within the limits of expected statistical variation. 

The p-values for the measures of whether the candidate would make a strong leader or shares the 

values of the respondent are also below the threshold for statistical significance. It is noteworthy, 

however, that the Neutral group produced the lowest mean scores on those two measures, and a 

pronounced difference exists between the mean scores of the Neutral group at least one of the 

two experimental groups: on the measure of the candidate as a strong leader, the Autonomy 

group rated the candidate notably higher than the Neutral group; on the measure of the candidate 

sharing the values of the respondents, the Party Antipathy group rated the candidate notably 

higher than the Neutral group. These results, with significance vales of .094 and .079, both 

approach the 95% threshold for statistical significance.  
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To further test these relationships, independent sample t-tests were conducted for both the 

strong leader measure and the shared values measure. These tests looked at the two groups with 

the largest difference in means: for the strong leader measure, the t-test compared the means of 

the Neutral group and the Autonomy group; for the shared values measure, the t-test compared 

the means of the Neutral group and the Party Antipathy group. These tests were conducted 

because the one-way analysis of variance may be measuring a double-effect, or, in other words, 

because both experimental groups may be having an effect on the mean scores of these measures, 

which would obscure a statistically significant difference between one of the means and the 

control group. Both of these supplemental t-tests revealed statistically significant differences 

between the means. The difference between the Neutral and Autonomy group means on the 

strong leader measure returned a p-value of .027; the difference between the Neutral and Party 

Antipathy group means on the shared values measure returned a p-value of .020. These 

relationships will be further explored in the next chapter. 
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Table 4-1.  Distribution of respondents into experimental groups 
Group Percent N =
Neutral 32.6% 45
Autonomy 33.3% 46
Party antipathy 34.1% 47
Total 100.0% 138

 
Table 4-2.  Distribution of respondents by gender 
 N=   
Group Male Female Total Chi-square significance
Neutral 18 27 45 .525
Autonomy 18 28 46
Party antipathy 14 33 47
Total 50 88 138

 
Table 4-3.  Distribution of respondents by race 
 N=   
Group White Black Asian Hispanic Other Total Chi-square significance
Neutral 30 6 3 2 4 45 .157
Autonomy 28 6 8 4 0 46
Party antipathy 31 6 5 5 0 47
Total 89 18 16 11 4 138

 
Table 4-4.  Distribution of respondents by religion 
 N= Chi-square 

significanceGroup Catholic Jewish Islamic Protestant Other None Total 
Neutral 15 3 1 7 12 8 45 .907
Autonomy 12 3 1 8 14 7 46 
Party antipathy 13 4 1 12 13 4 47 
Total 40 10 3 27 39 19 138 

 
Table 4-5.  Distribution of respondents by partisan affiliation 
 

Republican Democrat
N= 

Something else Totals 
Chi-square 

significanceIndependent
Neutral 12 25 3 5 45 .141
Autonomy 18 18 8 2 46 
Party antipathy 13 18 12 4 47 
Totals 43 61 23 11 138 

 
 

 

 
 

36 



 

Table 4-6.  Vote totals for each candidate by group 
  N=    

  Group Rep. Dem. Ind. Chi-square significance  
 Neutral 14 21 10 .130  

Autonomy 17 15 14   
Party antipathy 14 12 21   

    Total 45 48 45   
 
Table 4-7.  Indicated candidate preferences by Independent students, layered by experimental  
       group 

   N=   
Affiliation Group Rep. Dem. Ind.  

Independent Neutral 1 2 0
 Autonomy 2 1 5
 Party antipathy 2 1 9

Something else Neutral 0 4 1
 Autonomy 0 2 0
 Party antipathy 1 0 3

Total independents Neutral 1 6 1
 Autonomy 2 3 5
 Party antipathy 3 1 12

 
Table 4-8.  Mean ideology scores between groups.  
Group N= Mean Score ANOVA significance
Neutral 45 4.5333 .101
Autonomy 46 3.9130 
Party antipathy 47 4.0638 
Total 138 4.1667 

Note: Ideological scale ranges from 1 (very conservative) to 7 (very liberal). 
 
Table 4-9.  Distribution of ideology across partisan identification.  

Ideology Partisanship (N=)  
Republicans Democrats Independents Something else Totals 

1.00 1 0 1 0 2 
2.00 18 0 0 1 19 
3.00 17 2 6 1 26 
4.00 6 15 4 5 30 
5.00 1 26 8 1 35 
6.00 0 13 4 3 20 
7.00 0 5 0 0 6 
Total 43 61 23 11 138 
Mean ideology 2.72 5.07 4.30 4.36  

Note: Ideological scale ranges from 1 (very conservative) to 7 (very liberal). 
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Table 4-10.  Mean scores for attitudes towards Independent candidate.  

Measure of respondent attitude Group Mean 
ANOVA 
significance

I like the independent candidate  
  
  

Neutral 4.4444  
Autonomy 4.5870 .705 
Party antipathy 4.6170  

I believe the independent candidate 
is qualified to hold public office  
  

Neutral 5.3556  
Autonomy 5.0435 .445 
Party antipathy 5.1915  

I believe the independent candidate 
would make a strong leader  
  

Neutral 4.5111  
Autonomy 5.0435 .094 
Party antipathy 4.7872  

I believe the independent candidate 
shares my values  

Neutral 4.1556  
Autonomy 4.3478 .079 
Party antipathy 4.6809  

Note: All four measures were on a scale of 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

CHAPTER 5  
DISCUSSION 

 This study was conducted to discover more about Independent voters and Independent 

political candidates. The first aim was to learn more about how Independent voters form their 

opinions and attitudes, the second aim was to learn more about the connection between ideology 

and Independence, and the third was to learn more about how Independent candidates might 

frame their candidacies and how these frames might be received by the public. In analyzing the 

gathered data, more can be learned about the third question than the first two, though some 

lessons are there to be had for all three areas of interest. 

Independent Voters 

Before looking at some conclusions, it should be noted again that those respondents who 

identified themselves as either “Independent” or “Something Else” are considered Independents 

for our purposes. This choice was made initially because those who identified as “Something 

Else” were unlikely to be actually affiliated with a third party (such as the Green Party or the 

Libertarian Party), and the data bore this supposition out. Respondents identifying as 

“Independent” and those identifying as “Something Else” answered the survey in statistically 

similar ways. There is one notable exception to this statistical similarity, which will be noted 

below. Otherwise, from here on, we will refer to both of these groups of respondents simply as 

Independents.  

The data collected here confirms that Independents behave much like traditional partisans 

when deciding which candidates to support. Most Independent respondents indicated that they 

would likely vote for the Independent candidate. These Independents came from both sides of 

the ideological scale, with significant numbers registering as both conservative and liberal. 

Additionally, these respondents varied in their second preferences, as registered in their general 
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attitudes towards the other two candidates: some seemed to prefer the Democrat as their second 

choice, others the Republican. So these Independent voters exist on both ends of the ideological 

spectrum.  

The tendency among Independent respondents to vote for the Independent candidate was 

similar among partisan respondents; partisanship was easily the best predictor of voting 

preference. In the two experimental groups, however, Independent students were more likely to 

vote for the Independent candidates. This tendency was not statistically significant, but it was 

pronounced nonetheless. At the same time, there was much variation between the three groups 

separate from the experimental manipulation, so it would be difficult to say with any certainty 

that the manipulation was responsible for the tendency. Nevertheless, this suggestive finding 

may mean that Independent voters had their Independence “triggered” by the positive 

Independent frames, and thus were more likely to vote in line with their Independent identity.  

 When comparing the data from the three groups of respondents, we find little other 

evidence of Independent-specific effects. The votes were not equally distributed in all three 

groups or among all different partisan affiliations, but this variation seems attributable to chance, 

not to the experimental manipulation in the news article.  

 There were also no specific changes in the attitudes of the Independent respondents 

towards the three candidates. Though there were some statistically significant changes in the 

attitudes of the population as a whole, these changes were not specific to the Independent 

respondents, nor did they seem especially pronounced among that group.  

 In summary, there were no statistically significant effects on the Independents in this 

survey, but their voting tendencies suggest a relationship between the frames deployed in the 

articles and their decision to vote Independent. Beyond that, their attitudes seemed largely 
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determined merely by their identification as Independent. A connection could still exist in two 

ways: either the Independent frames in the article encouraged the respondents to identify as 

Independent in the first place, or perhaps it triggered their ‘partisanship’ and encouraged an 

Independent vote. 

Ideology and Independence 

Some evidence suggests, but does not confirm, a relationship between Independence and 

voting behavior. Ideology, by contrast, was not very strongly correlated with vote at all. In fact, 

there seemed to be a good deal of confusion surrounding the question on ideology: several 

respondents indicated ideological affiliations that, on the surface, seemed at odds with their 

partisan affiliation (i.e. a Republican identifying as very liberal, or a Democrat as very 

conservative). While these choices are not unheard of in the political landscape, and could 

actually represent the true ideologies of these respondents, it seems more likely that they were 

merely confused by the question. Two respondents actually went so far as to ask what the word 

“ideology” meant, which suggests that others may have been silently confounded.  

Whatever the source of the confusion, it seemed to have no effect on the other attitudes of 

these respondents. It was thought that ideological confusion might increase susceptibility to 

frames, or that those respondents who registered complex ideologies would be more likely to 

identify as Independent, but this was not the case: the ideological confusion was not limited to 

Independents, and seemed to occur throughout the sample.  

The one exception to this is another suggestive finding, this time relating to those 

individuals who specifically identified as “Something Else” on the partisanship question. These 

individuals were more likely than others to choose neutrality when confronted with the 

traditional left/right scale of ideology. The number of these responses was quite low (11), and so 

no real statistical analysis could be conducted on this particular population, but it is worth noting 
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that the largest number of them selected neutrality. This might suggest that individuals who find 

themselves outside of traditional partisan norms might also have difficulty conforming to the 

traditional ideological classifications. This could prove fertile ground for future research that 

explores more fully the connection between ideological complexity or confusion and 

Independence. 

Independent Candidates 

The data gathered in this study show no significant change to the predicted voting 

behaviors of the sample. Different frames of Independent candidates also do not seem to 

influence the general attitudes towards those candidates, but they do seem to produce changes in 

particular attitudes as measured by questions about the candidates’ qualities. The one-way 

analysis of variance on measures of strong leadership and shared values revealed notable, but not 

statistically significant, differences in the mean scores of the three groups. We suspect that this 

may be due to both experimental groups producing a change in these evaluations. Independent 

sample t-tests returned statistically significant differences between particular groups. When the 

Independent candidate was presented as a maverick, valuing his political autonomy over ties to 

particular parties, respondents were more likely to say that he would make a strong leader. When 

the Independent candidate was presented as disliking the two main parties, respondents were 

more likely to say that he shared their values. These two findings tell us several things. 

 The first finding tells us about what college students are looking for in a leader: political 

autonomy and independence is considered a quality of a strong leader. It may not be the 

determining factor in a student’s vote, but it undoubtedly plays into their conception of 

politicians and potential leaders. The second finding tells us something about at least one value 

that college students maintain: a dislike for divisive partisan politics.  
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 Perhaps more importantly, the findings confirm, to some degree, that the different 

elements of political Independence do indeed register in different ways with college students. A 

unidimensional theory of Independence would predict a single way of viewing Independent 

candidates, but these findings suggest that there are at least two separate elements of 

Independence and that each resonate on different frequencies: one relates to the expected 

strength of leadership and one to the values that a candidate holds. Neither, in this case, were 

able to independently influence voting behavior, but nevertheless can influence voter attitudes.  

 It should be noted again that though the initial focus of this study was on the attitudes of 

Independent voters, the findings reported here relate to the sample as a whole. No unique 

correlation was found between Independent voters and the changes in attitudes, but rather the 

influence on attitudes was registered throughout the sample. This suggests that the dimensions of 

Independence register in all categories of partisan affiliation, and tend to have the same effects 

on many different types of voters.  

 One more observation should be made about the particular attitude data: in both 

experimental groups, the Independent candidate scored lower on the “Qualified to hold public 

office” measure than in the Neutral group. This difference was well within the margin of error, 

but it is still curious that both groups registered a lower mean on this measure. Perhaps there is a 

relationship between Independence and perceived readiness to hold public office; this is, of 

course, supposition, but again could be a valuable line of future research.  

Regarding College Students 

 It should be noted that the researcher made several observations during the administration 

of the survey. As mentioned above, two respondents went so far as to ask the meaning of the 

word “ideology,” which suggests that other students may have been similarly, but silently, 

confused. In addition to these explicit indicators, participants in this study often seemed 
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distracted or bored while completing the survey; many gave the news article a merely cursory 

glance before moving onto the survey portion. This general disinterest registered in the form of 

“neutral” responses, where a respondent would indicate a neutral and unchanging attitude 

towards all three candidates. Essentially, they would just circle “4” or “5” for every response. 

Whether this made the overall data more or less representative of the population is unclear. More 

thoughts on this phenomenon are included in the next chapter. 

Theoretical Implications 

 As noted in chapter one, political dealignment and the growing number of Independents 

in America has serious implications for our democracy. Identifying as an Independent can be a 

form of protest against the dominant political system, and can lead to apathy or disengagement 

(Craig, 1985). This concern, when coupled with the seeming disinterest noted just above, can be 

quite troubling. At the same time, this type of protest can be a powerful force for change. The 

individuals who identify as "Something Else" and seem to register no dominant ideological 

affiliation may still be quite interested in politics, and Independents themselves can maintain 

high levels of political involvement (Dennis, 1988); this might suggest that Independents and 

those who have disengaged from the political parties might still be valid targets for political 

communicators or activists. Some of the findings noted above may point the way to more 

successful communication strategies geared towards reincorporating Independents into the 

political fold.  

 These strategies must take heed of the lessons suggested by this study and the literature 

explored earlier. Some authors have suggested that Independence, among other partisan and 

political affiliations, are not unidimensional, but multidimensional. The findings of this study 

seem to confirm that different elements of Independence are received differently by students, 

that, indeed, Independence operates on more than one dimension of political salience. It is 
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important to continue exploring this issue from both an aggregate, sociological perspective, and 

also an individual, psychological perspective in order to develop adequate theoretical answers to 

these questions. 

 Finally, as communicators in politics or any field, we must always take into account our 

audience and the way they conceive of and present their identities. If we attempt to tailor our 

communications to the identities of our audience, but do not understand the true nature of those 

identities, then we run two serious risks. First, we are not likely to be successful in our 

communications if we do not truly understand our audience: whatever our goals may be, they can 

only be furthered by a more in-depth understanding of our audience. Second, we actually may 

alienate our audiences if we misrepresent their identity through our communications. 

Communication should be a dialogic process based in mutual respect and understanding, and if 

we simplify or theoretically 'flatten’ our audiences, then that process breaks down. This study 

shows the power of specifically tailored communication based in a sound understanding of an 

audience’s identity. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION 

 To summarize, different frames of Independent candidates produced changes in voters’ 

attitudes towards those candidates. The frames, presenting the Independent as either a political 

maverick who values autonomy or as a politician simply fed up with political parties, activated 

separate dimensions of political Independence and produced different effects on voters: one 

frame made the candidate appear as a strong leader, the other made the candidate appear to share 

the values of voters. These findings confirm the multidimensional nature of Independence, as 

well as the importance and power of framing in political communication. The findings of this 

study do not, however, demonstrate any statistically significant tendencies particular to 

Independent voters. The effects that the frames had on the population were seen throughout the 

sample, leaving some questions regarding the behaviors and attitudes of Independent voters 

unanswered.  

The future of Independent voters and candidates is of great importance to our society and 

democracy. Whether or not candidates begin to court their vote, large and possibly growing 

numbers of citizens will continue to identify as Independent and they could play significant roles 

in regional and national elections (Clarke and Stewart, 1998). But their Independence should not 

be viewed as a unidimensional phenomenon: the literature suggests, and this study, to some 

extent, confirms that Independence contains at least two dimensions. These two dimensions of 

Independence help us to measure the tendencies of all citizens, whether they label themselves as 

Independent or not. This study demonstrates that different frames of Independence resonate with 

students of all partisan and ideological identities. It also shows us that people label themselves as 

Independent for many reasons, just as they label themselves Democrat, Republican, or something 
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else entirely for many reasons, and understanding these reasons is an important part of effective 

political communication. 

This study shows that the way Independent candidates are framed is important, that 

highlighting different dimensions of Independence produces different effects on voters’ attitudes. 

Hopefully, this is only the first step towards a more complete understanding of political 

Independence, an understanding which could, in time, bring more citizens back into the political 

fold.  

Potential Applications 

The findings of this study present three potential avenues for practical application. First, 

this study adds to the already voluminous body of knowledge on framing and framing effects, 

enabling more focused communication using frames to resonate with a given audience. Even 

simple changes in the presentation of basic facts can produce powerful changes in the audience’s 

mind, and communicators, be they in a political campaign or otherwise, must pay particular 

attention to the way they frame their message. 

 Second, the results of this study seem to indicate particular avenues of communicating to 

college students in politics. The two dimensions of Independence explored in the study, the value 

of political autonomy and animosity towards political parties, both produced changes in the 

attitudes of the sample population of college students. College students, and young people 

generally, represent the future participants in our democracy. Whether a candidate is an 

Independent or not, this study suggests that using these frames effectively might help to win the 

support of college students, or at least win their attention.  

 Finally, the results of this study suggest important ways for Independent candidates to 

frame their candidacies. The relationships discovered in this study between the different 

dimensions of Independence and voter attitudes could prove useful to Independent candidates. A 
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politician seeking to establish herself as a strong leader might do well to play up her political 

autonomy and sense of independence; if a candidate wants to connect with the values of young 

voters, then perhaps she should be clear about her distance from the party-line. These values and 

traits are here shown to resonate with college students and Independent voters, and both themes 

could be important tools for prospective Independent candidates.  

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

This study is both focused and limited in its scope. Its goal was to test the 

multidimensional nature of Independence and learn more about framing effects, not to draw 

conclusions about the general population. It was noted earlier that this study’s external validity 

and generalizability are suspect due to the limited sample: the focus on college students makes it 

difficult to draw conclusions for larger groups, and any theoretical clarity or confirmation we 

may gain from the results may be reasonably limited to the college population alone. Future 

studies of this sort may do well to expand the sample to the general population, or perhaps to 

other particular segments of the population that are of interest to communicators. Beyond that 

initial, and perhaps obvious, limitation, there are several other factors that make broad 

conclusions difficult. 

 First, the study has a relatively small population of students who identify as Independent 

(n = 34). This small sample makes it difficult to gather precise data on the Independent 

population as a whole, and also makes it difficult to find the effects of the experimental 

manipulation on the Independents. A larger sample size would both provide more data for more 

complex analysis in all respects and also serve the specific purpose of increasing the pool of 

Independents. Though this study has yielded some insights into the phenomenon of 

Independence, more can be learned about Independent voters themselves.  
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 Second, the design of this study relies on a relatively small experimental manipulation: 

the differences between the three articles presented to respondents are admittedly small, and 

though pre-testing confirmed that respondents were able to perceive the differences between the 

articles and comprehend the information presented, the overall effect may still be very weak. As 

a result, the potential for the manipulation to fail to register with many respondents is very real, 

meaning that a lack of statistically significant differences between the three groups could very 

well be due to a weak manipulation. Future studies should consider more extensive pre-testing, 

or perhaps include manipulations of varying intensities. This would reveal more about the link 

between the article and respondents’ attitudes. There might also be some sort of declining returns 

involved in framing Independents, and data from varying manipulations would help illuminate 

that principle. 

 The third limitation to the current study is the medium of manipulation. A single 

newspaper article describing a distant and relatively unimportant Congressional race may not be 

the most interesting material to present to anybody, much less college students. Many of the 

surveys seemed to be filled out in merely the most painless way; for example, more than a few 

respondents indicated neutral feelings about all three candidates on all four measures of attitude. 

Though they may have been legitimately neutral towards the candidates, it is also likely that a 

newspaper article may not have aroused much interest in the three candidates at all. If future 

researchers wished to further explore the dimensions of Independence through experimental 

manipulation, a different medium may yield better results. Mock television news stories or 

political advertisements might more effectively communicate the various frames deployed in this 

study.  
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Future research into this field might look more closely at the relationship between 

Independent candidates and Independent voters. This study included Independent voters, but 

yielded results relevant to the entire college population. Larger sample sizes and greater focus on 

Independent voters might yield greater insights into the psychology of Independence. A similar 

study that included follow-up in-depth interviews or focus groups might also be more revealing; 

using surveys to identify Independent voters who seem to respond to one of the dimensions of 

Independence could be just part of a study designed to plumb the depths of Independent political 

thinking.  

Finally, some of the findings of this study which were not statistically significant 

nonetheless spark interesting new questions about Independence. First, the respondents who 

chose “Something Else” as their partisan affiliation were most likely to be neutral on the measure 

of ideology. Though it does not confirm our thinking on the link between ideology and 

Independence, it does give us additional cause to study it further. Future studies could investigate 

how individuals who are either confused by or frustrated with the existing left/right scale of 

ideology express themselves on measures of partisanship. Second, the slight decrease in the 

perceived qualifications of the Independent candidate to hold office in the two experimental 

groups might suggest a link between Independence and perception of general qualifications. 

Future research could examine the possible connection between the two, and even investigate the 

link between perceptions of the two-party system and of governance in general.  
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APPENDIX A 
“NEUTRAL” GROUP MOCK ARTICLE TEXT 

Democrat incumbent Nancy Boyda has announced that she will not seek reelection in 
2008, leaving her seat in the House of Representatives up for grabs. What was already going to 
be a tightly contested campaign has now turned into an all-out battle.  

Boyda represented Kansas’s Second Congressional District, which covers the eastern 
quarter of the state and includes the capital, Topeka. Her seat will be sought by at least three 
candidates: Republican Chester Mize, Democrat William Avery Jr., and Richard Bird, who will 
be running as an Independent.  

Chester Mize, a former state legislator, is the Republican candidate. Mize comes from an 
agricultural background, and his family still owns several thousand acres of farmland south of 
Topeka.  

Mize’s record in the state legislature has been productive, if unremarkable: he sponsored 
five bills in the last two sessions, though all five were supported by both sides of the aisle. Mize 
has given strong support for moderate Republican Governor Kathleen Sebelius in her past 
campaigns. 

William Avery Jr., the presumptive Democratic candidate for the 2nd District seat, comes 
from a similar background. Avery is the oldest son of Bill Avery, a common name in agricultural 
circles. Bill served as Kansas Commissioner of Agriculture, and William Jr. served for four years 
on the state house agriculture committee.  

Like most Kansan Democrats, Avery considers himself a moderate, but nevertheless is 
fiercely loyal to his party. He has been an active member of the Democratic State Caucus for 
over twelve years. 

The third candidate in this race is Richard Bird, who is running as an Independent. Bird 
has served two complete terms in the state Senate, after being nominated to fill a vacant seat six 
years ago. Bird is a former Lt. Governor with strong ties to both parties.  

Bird has worked on a number of different issues in the state Senate, rarely leading a 
charge but often making himself available to support various initiatives.  

 “I think it’s going to be close, no matter who wins,” said Clay Archer, a political 
consultant who has worked in the district before. “There’s not a lot to distinguish these three 
from one another, so the campaigns themselves will play a big role.” 

The primaries will be held on August 26th, 2008. 
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APPENDIX B 
“AUTONOMY” GROUP MOCK ARTICLE TEXT 

Democrat incumbent Nancy Boyda has announced that she will not seek reelection in 
2008, leaving her seat in the House of Representatives up for grabs. What was already going to 
be a tightly contested campaign has now turned into an all-out battle.  

Boyda represented Kansas’s Second Congressional District, which covers the eastern 
quarter of the state and includes the capital, Topeka. Her seat will be sought by at least three 
candidates: Republican Chester Mize, Democrat William Avery Jr., and Richard Bird, who will 
be running as an Independent.  

Chester Mize, a former state legislator, is the Republican candidate. Mize comes from an 
agricultural background, and his family still owns several thousand acres of farmland south of 
Topeka.  

Mize’s record in the state legislature has been productive, if unremarkable: he sponsored 
five bills in the last two sessions, though all five were supported by both sides of the aisle. Mize 
has given strong support for moderate Republican Governor Kathleen Sebelius in her past 
campaigns. 

William Avery Jr., the presumptive Democratic candidate for the 2nd District seat, comes 
from a similar background. Avery is the oldest son of Bill Avery, a common name in agricultural 
circles. Bill served as Kansas Commissioner of Agriculture, and William Jr. served for four years 
on the state house agriculture committee.  

Like most Kansan Democrats, Avery considers himself a moderate, but nevertheless is 
fiercely loyal to his party. He has been an active member of the Democratic State Caucus for 
over twelve years. 

The third candidate in this race is Richard Bird, who is running as an Independent. Bird 
has served two complete terms in the state Senate, and is in the middle of his third term. A 
maverick since his first election, Bird resists political classification.  

In the state Senate, Bird has worked closely with Republicans, but he is running as an 
Independent because he feels he can make better decisions without strict ties to party politics.  

 “I don’t want to be tied down to one label or another,” said Bird. “I think being able to 
define your own politics is an important part of our democracy.”  

 “I think it’s going to be close, no matter who wins,” said Clay Archer, a political 
consultant who has worked in the district before. “There’s not a lot to distinguish these three 
from one another, so the campaigns themselves will play a big role.” 

The primaries will be held on August 26th, 2008. 
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APPENDIX C 
“PARTY ANTIPATHY” GROUP MOCK ARTICLE TEXT 

Democrat incumbent Nancy Boyda has announced that she will not seek reelection in 
2008, leaving her seat in the House of Representatives up for grabs. What was already going to 
be a tightly contested campaign has now turned into an all-out battle.  

Boyda represented Kansas’s Second Congressional District, which covers the eastern 
quarter of the state and includes the capital, Topeka. Her seat will be sought by at least three 
candidates: Republican Chester Mize, Democrat William Avery Jr., and Richard Bird, who will 
be running as an Independent.  

Chester Mize, a former state legislator, is the Republican candidate. Mize comes from an 
agricultural background, and his family still owns several thousand acres of farmland south of 
Topeka.  

Mize’s record in the state legislature has been productive, if unremarkable: he sponsored 
five bills in the last two sessions, though all five were supported by both sides of the aisle. Mize 
has given strong support for moderate Republican Governor Kathleen Sebelius in her past 
campaigns. 

William Avery Jr., the presumptive Democratic candidate for the 2nd District seat, comes 
from a similar background. Avery is the oldest son of Bill Avery, a common name in agricultural 
circles. Bill served as Kansas Commissioner of Agriculture, and William Jr. served for four years 
on the state house agriculture committee.  

Like most Kansan Democrats, Avery considers himself a moderate, but nevertheless is 
fiercely loyal to his party. He has been an active member of the Democratic State Caucus for 
over twelve years. 

The third candidate in this race is Richard Bird, who is running as an Independent. Bird 
has served two complete terms in the state Senate, and is in the middle of his third term. He has 
chosen to run as an Independent because he is dissatisfied with the two parties here in Kansas. 

Following a bitter gubernatorial race in 2006, many Kansans were upset with the political 
process, Bird among them. Neither party came out of that election clean, and Bird has indicated 
that he just would not feel comfortable running on either ticket.  

“I don’t feel particularly close to either party,” said Bird. “In fact, I think neither party 
really presents a good choice for our citizens.” 

“I think it’s going to be close, no matter who wins,” said Clay Archer, a political 
consultant who has worked in the district before. “There’s not a lot to distinguish these three 
from one another, so the campaigns themselves will play a big role.” 

The primaries will be held on August 26th, 2008. 
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APPENDIX D 
SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

1. In the attached newspaper article, there are three candidates running for a seat in the 
House of Representatives: Chester Mize, a Republican; William Avery Jr., a Democrat; 
and Richard Bird, an Independent. If you were a citizen of this Congressional district, 
who would you be most likely to vote for? 

A. Chester Mize (R) 
B. William Avery, Jr. (D) 
C. Richard Bird (I) 

 
2. Please indicate how you feel about each candidate on a scale of 1 (strongly dislike) to 7 

(strongly like). 
 
                          Strongly Dislike          Neutral              Strongly Like 
Chester Mize  1                 2                  3                 4                 5                 6                 7 
 
William Avery, Jr. 1        2     3            4      5  6        7 
 
Richard Bird  1        2     3           4      5  6           7 

 
3-5:   Please indicate how strongly you agree with the following statements in regards to each  
        candidate. 

 
3. This candidate is qualified to hold public office. 

 
                           Strongly Disagree         Neutral            Strongly Agree 
Chester Mize  1                 2                  3                 4                 5                 6                 7 
 
William Avery, Jr. 1        2     3            4      5  6        7 
 
Richard Bird  1        2     3           4      5  6           7 
 
4.  This candidate would make a strong leader.  

 
                           Strongly Disagree         Neutral             Strongly Agree 
Chester Mize  1                 2                  3                 4                 5                 6                 7 
 
William Avery, Jr. 1        2     3            4      5  6        7 
 
Richard Bird  1        2     3           4      5  6           7 
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5.  This candidate shares my values. 
 

                         Strongly Disagree          Neutral            Strongly Agree 
Chester Mize  1                 2                  3                 4                 5                 6                 7 
 
William Avery, Jr. 1        2     3            4      5  6        7 
 
Richard Bird  1        2     3           4      5  6           7 
 
6. What is your gender?  

A. Male   B. Female 
 
7. What is your race? 

A. White  B. Black  C. Asian 
D. Hispanic  E. Other 

 
8. What year are you in school? 

A. Freshman  B. Sophomore  C. Junior 
D. Senior  E. Other 
 

9. What is your parents’ estimated annual income? 
A. $0 - $25,000 B. $25,000 - $50,000 C. $50,000 - $75,000 
D. $75,000 - $125,000 E. $125,000 or greater 
 

10. What is your religious affiliation? 
A. Catholic  B. Jewish  C. Islamic 
D. Protestant  E. Other  F. None  
 

11. Do you consider yourself a Democrat, a Republican, an Independent, or something else? 
A. Republican  B. Democrat  
C. Independent D. Something Else 

 
12. Please place yourself on the following scale from 1 (very liberal) to 7 (very conservative). 

 
                                Very Liberal   Neutral         Very Conservative  
                                1    2    3             4        5            6            7 
 

13.  How strongly do you identify with the ideology you just selected? 
 
          Not very strongly       Neutral                              Very strongly  
               1       2            3      4            5      6        7 
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