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ABSTRACT

This study employed a cross-national survey to examine the linkages among 

materialistic and postmaterialistic value priorities, patterns of media use, and political 

participation in China and the United States. The study hypothesized that support for 

postmaterialist values is positively related to liberal political environment and advanced 

economic condition, and the use of public affairs media. It was also posited that the use 

of public affairs media has positive relations with public affairs knowledge, reflective 

integration of information, and political participation. In addition, this study explored the 

relationships between value support, political environments, economic conditions, and 

political participation. The results indicated that political environments and economic 

conditions did not exhibit statistically significant relations with the support for 

postmaterialist priorities or political participation, but a significant positive relationship 

was found between the postmaterialist value support, and political participation and the 

public affairs media use. The public affairs media use also demonstrated positive 

correlations with public affairs knowledge, reflective integration, and political 

participation.

To further enlighten the understanding of functions and political consequences by 

these various linkages in different national and cultural contexts, future research pursuit 

would benefit from explorations of mediating factors other than political and economic 

conditions in value formation and media uses, as well as survey sampling covering a 

wider range of demographic groups and societies.

vii
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

Mass media have played a vital role in contemporary political discourse, and 

often function as an essential mediator in the relationship among individuals with diverse 

values and political behaviors (Cohen, 1963; Dearing & Rogers, 1996; Katz, Blunder & 

Gurevitch, 1974; McComb & Shaw, 1972; Marks, 1997; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001). 

However, the majority of the investigations on the associations among values, media, and 

political behaviors are conducted in either the United States or mainly Western nations 

(Inglehart, 1997). Very limited effort has been made to examine the media’s mediating 

power in different political cultures and economic contexts in which values are 

developed. Therefore, to expand and place the previous research on how media usage 

mediates the influence of values on political participation into a comparative context 

(Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001), this dissertation attempts to explore the relationships 

among values, media use, and political participation in two different societies: China; the 

most influential nation in the East, and the United States; the most powerful country in 

the western hemisphere.

One of the essentials of democratic theory is an active and autonomous civil 

society that involves informed citizens participating in a discussion and deliberation 

process in a public sphere to further make demands on the states and hold state officials 

accountable (Diamond, 1996; Meyer, 2000). Nevertheless, a healthy civil society 

requires a foundation of a well-functioning public sphere with access to pertinent

1
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information about the actions of governmental institutions and opportunities for citizens 

to engage in rational-critical deliberation and sequential action (Habermas, 1984, 1987; 

Hass, 2004). In such a theoretical account, media then become a key component for 

bridging the governed to the governing through a supply of public affairs information, 

which then mediates the public’s gain of political knowledge and participation in the 

political process.

In practice, the media do take their part in informing the public. Research 

evidence has indicated that, among various forms of news media, television news has 

become a major source of political information, which rivals the newspaper in some 

respects (Chaffee & Kanihan, 1997). Yet, many scholars have argued that unlike the 

ideal role elaborated in the democratic theory, different media uses are not equally 

conducive to a vigorous political society. Putnam (1995) asserted that the amount of 

television viewing was strongly and negatively related to social trust; civic engagement, 

and voter turnout, and he further claimed that the mass media, television in particular, 

should be responsible for the collapse of community and social capital due to the their 

occupancy of the audience’s time previously dedicated to civic engagement (Putnam,

2000). Some even contemplate that the manner of news presentation and the perspective 

from which news is presented directly affect political perceptions and behaviors, and thus 

resulting in mass political apathy (Sigman & Fry, 1985).

On the other hand, not all the evidence points in the same direction, and some 

alternative forms of political activity may have arisen over time (Verba, Schlozman, & 

Brady, 1995). In fact, the public is not merely passive the receiver of the media message, 

but citizens have varying preferences and expectations for the roles the news media ought
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to play (McLeod, Guo, Daily, & Eveland, 1994). Some choose to attend to particular 

media and content according to the functions they think media should serve in reaching 

society’s higher priority goals. Also, research indicates that individual patterns of media 

use have influenced the perceived salience of social issues (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987), 

decision-making outcomes (McLeod, Sotirovic, Voakes, Guo, & Huang, 1998), learning 

(Ferejohn & Kuklinski, 1990), and political participation (McLeod & McDonald, 1985).

In addition to the link between different media usages and diverse social or 

political consequences, it is also imperative to understand why and how people decide 

which media to consume, and therefore leading to difference cognitive or behavioral 

consequences (McLeod, Sotirovic, & Holbert, 1998; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001). 

Research has been done on the influence of values that have been internalized by the 

people of a given society, widely shared within the society from generation to generation, 

and have both consciously and unconsciously affected every aspect of daily life 

(Inglehart, 1997). To empirically examine the influences and changes of values, political 

scientist Ronald Inglehart in his The Silent Revolution (1977) adopted a battery of 

measurements that enabled the assessment of materialist and postmaterialist values: 

Materialist values emphasize the priorities on the fulfillment of physical needs and 

economic security, whereas postmaterialist priorities focus on self-actualization and the 

issues about the intellectual and environmental quality of life. These two sets of value 

systems are argued to closely relate to the choices of media uses (Sotirovic & McLeod,

2001), and may lead to different political consequences (Inglehart, 1977).

Subsequently, McLeod and his colleagues (1998) employed Inglehart’s value 

scheme as constructs in their study and found in their study that materialism had stronger
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influences on consensual news media functions, higher entertainment television use, and 

less discussion diversity, whereas postmaterialism had stronger influences on pluralistic 

news media functions. In a later study, Sotirovic and McLeod (2001) found that the 

positive effects of postmaterialist values on participation are mediated through reading 

public affairs content in newspapers. In contrast, materialist values negatively affect 

participation through watching television entertainment.

Nevertheless, value is such a multidimensional concept that merely discerns 

certain aspects of a culture and makes distinctions among societies. Despite the effort to 

operationalize reliable constructs and measurement instruments to study values and to 

assess their influence on attitudes and behavior in different contexts, the effort is 

frequently bounded in Western democratic societies, predominantly the United States, 

and it is seldom extended to nondemocratic or non-Westem societies (Butovsky, 2002; 

De Graaf & Evans, 1996; Ester, Halma, & de Moor, 1993; Inglehart, 1997). In order to 

go beyond the boundary of Western societies to obtain a thorough understanding of 

human phenomena and value changes, Inglehart and his colleagues launched the World 

Values Survey project (WVS) in the early 1970s and expanded the project from mainly 

Western Europe and North America to 65 societies that include more than 75% of the 

world’s population. In the analyses of time-series data collected by several waves of the 

WVS, Inglehart (1977, 1990, 1997) presented new insights into the relationships between 

materialist and postmaterialist value shift, economic developments, and social and 

political changes.

Despite the criticism on the framing of the thesis and the ethnocentric constructs 

Inglehart’s World Values Survey has not only provided a comprehensive view of the
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societies founded on various cultural, economic, and political bases, but it has also 

opened an avenue for subsequent pursuits of validation or interrogations in this area (e.g., 

Marks, 1997; Pfeiffer & Cote, 1991; Western & Tranter, 2001). Then again, in spite of 

evidence from the WVS and other studies indicating that economic development tends to 

propel societies in a roughly predictable direction (Inglehart, 1997; Lipset, 1959, 1981; 

Rowen, 1996), Inglehart and Baker (2000) have also cautioned that these consequences 

are rather probabilistic trends, and more crucially, culture has to be taken into 

consideration. Different societies follow different trajectories even when they are 

subjected to the same forces of economic development, because of situation-specific 

factors, such as an enduring cultural heritage that constantly shapes a society’s political 

and economic performance (Fukuyama, 1996; Inglehart & Baker, 2000).

Although numerous scholars have recognized that the importance of cultural 

factors in formatting value systems is indisputable, the difficulty of operationalizing 

culture has sometimes limited the scope of research; aspects of culture are seldom 

incorporated into empirical research variables in mass communication research. Studies 

of the mediation of communication patterns between value influences and political 

behaviors are concentrated in the United States (e.g., Ball-Rokeach, Rokeach, & Grube, 

1984; Feather, 1991; Guo, 1996; Johnson & Kaye, 2003; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001), 

which cannot avoid the inadequacy that the surveyed population may come from an 

homogenous economic, cultural, or political background, namely economically advanced 

Western liberal democracy. The explanatory power of their findings and theoretical 

propositions are then constrained in such a context.
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On the other hand, numerous political scientists have extensively examined 

influences of culture and values in political discourse, but their research interests rarely 

included the effect of communication. The power of modem mass media is frequently 

overlooked in studies of political processes. In such a comprehensive crossnational effort 

like the WVS, the role of communication, interpersonal communication or media usage, 

is not incorporated in the survey variables. Inglehart (1997) only implied in his work 

(1997) that informal communication patterns mediate the influence of education on 

postmaterialist values.

With a concern for the scarcity of adequate crosscultural or crossnational 

investigations in mass communication studies in mind, this study intends to expand 

research effort to various societies by adopting a comparative examination between 

China and the U.S., the most politically and economically influential representatives for 

the East and the West. The selection of China is also based on the rationale that very 

little research of this nature has been conducted in China, despite the fact that China has 

risen to be one of the economically and politically influential nation in the world during 

the last decade. Also, culturally and historically, China has played an important role in 

the East Asia.

Moreover, the current study attempts to bridge Inglehart’s (1997) 

conceptualization of materialist and postmaterialist value systems, and Sotirovic and 

McLeod’s (2001) innovative model on the mediation of various patterns of media uses 

between materialist/postmaterialist values and political participations. It also intends to 

strengthen the weaknesses in each of the two research areas in order to advance the 

knowledge of relationships among values, media use, and political participation.
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Values

Values are widely shared, and this instinctive consensus sometimes needs not to 

build a cognitive support for values (Maio & Olson, 1998). From Milton Rokeach’s 

(1973) definition, the concept of values can be summed as a belief that a given endstate 

for the society is preferable to its alternatives. Also, values are abstract ideals that people 

regard as important in their lives, and are learned and developed through experiences 

(Feather, 1990; Rokeach, 1968, 1973; Schwartz, 1992). An adult may have hundreds of 

thousands of beliefs or attitudes, but only dozens of values. A value system is a 

hierarchical organization of ideas or values in terms of importance (Rokeach, 1968), and 

societies differ in their patterns (hierarchies and priorities) of values, which at the same 

time set goals for the societies

Scholars have studied and proposed the functions of values in various societies. 

Values provide bases for decision-making in response to certain situations, or direct 

individuals toward specific modes of conduct (Rokeach, 1973). Specifically in the 

political context, research has also indicated that values work in organizing political 

thinking (Kinder & Sears, 1985) and constitute a foundation for attitude and opinion 

formation toward the whole spectrum of governmental policies (Ball-Rokeach & Loges, 

1994; Hurwitz & Peffley, 1987; Kronsnick, Berent, & Boninger, 1994). For instance, 

Rokeach (1973) has devised a model of political beliefs based on two orthogonal values:

7
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positive or negative values for freedom and equality. The finding from a content analysis 

of political tracts supported Rokeach’s (1973) two-value model, in which socialists value 

both freedom and equality highly; conservatives value freedom highly but not equality, 

communists value equality positively and freedom negatively, and fascists devalue both 

freedom and equality.

It is also argued that values are preceded by worldviews, which are general 

assumptions about the world underlying people’s orientation to the environment 

(Kluckhohn & Strodtbeck, 1961; Lemer, 1980). New worldviews normally emerge as 

finding regularities and solutions to events in one’s life, and the process of forming new 

worldviews can help individuals to function in society (Rokeach, 1973). For instance, 

Lemer (1980) suggested that the judgment that in most situations people deserve what 

they get is manifested in a just worldview. The greater the belief in a just world, as a 

result of individuals being prevented from “facing the facts of life” (Lemer, 1980, p.

142), the more likely an individual is to perceive society as fair, to see the status quo as 

desirable, to be politically and economically conservative, and to be less cynical about 

politics and politicians. Moreover, Feather (1991) has found that people who strongly 

believe in a just world see values that support conformity to social mles and obedience to 

authority as more important than other values. The political consequence of this 

worldview is the belief that social change is impossible, and there follows acquiescence 

to the status quo (Jost, 1995).

Nevertheless, the formation of a value system requires a complex process that 

involves a constant interplay of enormous factors. Some contend that religion plays an 

important role in shaping some social values and attitudes (Huntington, 1996; Inglehart,
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1997; Norris & Inglehart, 2002). Others have examined and explained the influences of 

education, parental values, economic, or political context on value molding (Abramson & 

Inglehart, 1994; De Graaf & Evans, 1996; DiMaggio, 1994; Duch & Taylor, 1993; 

Inglehart, 1997). Although attempts have been made to explain the process of value 

formation, the process is certainly not unidirectional. Exploring the hypothesis that mass 

belief systems are changing in ways that have important economic, political, and social 

consequences in the WVS, Inglehart (1997) cautions that the results of the survey do not 

assume either economic or cultural determinism, and the findings of the survey suggest 

that the relationship among values, economics, and politics is reciprocal, and “the exact 

nature of the linkages in given cases is an empirical question, rather than something to be 

decided a priori” (p. 4).

Materialism and Postmaterialism

Among the ample variety of studied values that are considered crucial to societies, 

values of materialism and postmaterialism are compounds of different factors. In fact, in 

Inglehart and his colleagues’ crossnational time-series data, collected in nations of a full 

economic and political spectrum (Inglehart, 1971, 1977, 1997), these two sets of values 

are found to be closely related to the level of political participation. In this series of 

surveys, the values of materialism and postmaterialism are interpreted as that materialist 

values deemphasize communal obligations but accept social mobility; believe that social 

status can be achieved; economic growth came to be equated with progress, and was seen 

as the hallmark of a successful society. On the other hand, postmaterialist values 

emphasize the quality of life: broad latitude for individual choice of lifestyle, intellectual 

freedom, environmental quality, and individual self-expression (Inglehart, 1997). Aside
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from affluence, Duch and Taylor (1993) suggested that the indicators of postmaterial 

values can also be thought of as measuring a dimension of liberal values relating to 

commitment to democratic norms involving freedom of speech, tolerance, and a concern 

with ideas and individual rights.

Elaborating on the relationship between materialist and postmaterialist values, 

Inglehart and his colleagues (1997) hypothesized that these two sets of values tend to go 

in hierarchical order: those who feel secure about the satisfaction of their materialist 

needs are likely to give top priority to postmaterialist goals: belonging, self-expression, 

and intellectual and aesthetic satisfaction. Furthermore, Inglehart’s theoretical 

framework specifies its relation to Abraham Maslow’s (1954) theory of a need hierarchy 

underlying human motivation. Maslow’s theory is based on the assumption that people 

tend to fulfill needs in hierarchical order. Greater priority is given to satisfying 

sustenance needs as long as these have not been met, and the need for physical safety 

comes next. Once individuals have attained economic and physical security, the so- 

called materialist values, they may begin to pursue other nonmaterial needs, such as the 

need for love, belonging, and esteem, and later a set of goals related to intellectual and 

aesthetic satisfaction, the self-actualization needs in Maslow’s terms (Knutsen, 1990).

However, postmaterialists are not necessarily nonmaterialist or antimaterialists. 

The term postmaterialist denotes a set of goals that are emphasized after people have 

attained material security, and because they have attained material security. Thus, 

scholars have argued that if materialist values take precedence, generating reasons for 

materialist values might also instigate a change of perspective on postmaterialist values, 

thereby altering the perceived importance of the latter values. The collapse of security
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would lead to a gradual shift back toward materialist priorities (Bernard, Maio, & Olson, 

2003; Inglehart, 1977). Also, the emergence of postmaterialism does not reflect a 

reversal of polarities, but a change of priorities. Postmaterialism does not place a 

negative value on economic and physical security, but unlike materialists, they give even 

higher priority to self-expression and the quality of life. In fact, some evidence suggests 

that the large proportion of Western publics are repeatedly classified as “mixed” and 

indicate that for most citizens, materialist and postmaterialist values are not mutually 

exclusive (Marks, 1997).

Shift o f Materialist and Postmaterialist Values

A small number of scholars have dedicated themselves to examining the factors 

contributing to the formation and shift of materialist and postmaterialist values through 

both crossnational and longitudinal approaches. Continuing the previous effort, Inglehart 

and Baker (2000) synthesized the analyses from the WVS of 1999-2000 and time-series 

data from the earlier waves of surveys. Their findings have offered new and rich insights 

into the relationship between economic development, and social and political change.

The results demonstrate that the publics of all 20 advanced industrial societies 

increasingly emphasized the values of self-expression. Most of these societies (60%) 

also moved toward secular/rational values, but the pattern was mixed. Two contrasting 

trends are found in advanced industrial societies. First, established religious institutions 

are losing the allegiance of their followers, but there is a growing interest in spiritual 

concerns at the individual level. On the other hand, the ex-Communist societies fall into 

two groups: those that experienced economic, political, and social collapse, and those that 

made a successful transition to market economies. All of the Soviet successor states fell
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into the former group, and they have shifted toward an increasing emphasis on survival 

values, whereas three of the four publics that experienced economic growth shifted in the 

opposite direction.

Inglehart and Baker (2000) concluded that economic development has systematic 

and, to some extent, predictable cultural and political consequences, and that it provides a 

crucial element in the shift from materialist to postmaterialist values. The caveat is that 

these changes are not ironclad laws of history but are probabilistic trends: the probability 

of changes taking place tends to be high once a society has embarked on industrialization. 

In fact, different societies follow different trajectories even when they are subjected to the 

same forces of economic development due to situation-specific factors. An exceptional 

example can be found in Kotze and Lombard’s (2002) study that compared data from 

1991, 1995, and 2001 collected by the WVS in South Africa. The authors argued that the 

value shift hypothesis by Inglehart appears largely uncorroborated, whereas an overall 

trend away from prematerialism (preindustrialization economy) toward increased mixed 

type value priorities, with a slight increase in materialist, has become evident (Kotze & 

Lombard, 2002).

However, research effort on multifarious forces leading to the shift in value 

system has not provided consistent findings. In fact, there are competing presumptions 

made that in addition to economic and political development, many other factors do play 

a role in effecting the shift from materialist to postmaterialist values. De Graaf and 

Evans (1996) examined the impact of both individual level and contextual factors on the 

relationship between year of birth and postmaterialism in eight countries: UK, Germany, 

the Netherlands, Austria, United States, Italy, Switzerland, and Finland. The authors
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argued that value change appears to be related to noneconomic factors, such as education 

and severity of wartime experience. Starting with Inglehart’s model of value change, 

with additions from liberal democratic and heuristic availability theories, their research 

examined to what extent formative economic context, education, wartime experience, and 

life cycle effects account for the relationship between year of birth and postmaterialism.

It found that war experience and education are by far the most important predictors of 

postmaterial values, but formative affluence has no impact on levels of postmaterialism.

In his contention for the processes involved in the formation of the values, Marks 

(1997) distinguished five general influences on these values: parental socialization, 

formative security within the family of origin, societal or economic formative security on 

reaching adulthood, education, and contemporary influences. His survey study found that 

parents’ materialism is one of the strongest influences on children’s materialism. 

Similarly, parent’s postmaterialism has a substantial effect on children’s postmaterialism. 

There is also an evidence of a generation gap regarding values; children’s 

postmaterialism is inversely associated with parent’s materialism.

Flouri (2003) also examined the role of parental socialization in offspring on 

materialist and postmaterialist values in adult life by employing the data from the British 

National Child Development Study (NCDS). The examination found that poor relations 

with the father in adolescence and absence of partner in adult life predicted 

postmaterialist values in women, and religiosity and absence of financial difficulties in 

childhood predicted materialist values in men.

Both Marks (1997) and Flouri’s (2003) research found that for both genders, 

educational attainment was positively associated with postmaterialist values. Marks
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interpreted the research findings as the strongest effect was with materialism; the longer 

the time spent at school, the weaker the materialist values. But there was no evidence to 

support the hypothesis that higher education has a lasting and positive effect on 

postmaterialism. The graduates of the humanities and social sciences are more 

postmaterialist than other graduates (Marks, 1997).

Also, in Knutsen’s (1990) study on the relationship between materialist and 

postmaterialist political values and sociostructural variables in a comparative Nordic 

context, mainly postindustrial democracies, the principal findings demonstrate a partial 

support of the thesis that the postwar generations and the educated strata are adherents of 

postmaterialist political values. Yet, the findings also contradict the hypothesis that 

economic affluence and financial security play a central role in value change. In this 

respect, it is especially important that income and economic security values are not 

strongly correlated in any of these Nordic countries (Knutsen, 1990).

In addition to the hierarchical relationship between materialist and postmaterialist 

values, Inglehart’s “silent revolution” thesis proposes that rapid technological and 

economic development after World War II has led to the fulfillment of many basic needs, 

such as food and shelter, and the emergence of concern with new nonmaterial needs, such 

as esteem and self-actualization. As a consequence, older generations are supposedly 

more concerned with material values, whereas younger generations tend to be more 

concerned with postmaterial values (Inglehart, 1977, 1981, 1990). Further elaboration 

has explained the differences in values of different generations. First, there are cohort or 

generation effects, which are associated with year of birth and concern all events that one 

generation has experienced and that other generations have not. Second, there are period
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effects, which concern those events that affect all generations equally and at the same 

point in time. These two types of effects can account for the relationship between year of 

birth and postmaterialism (De Graaf & Evans, 1996).

Meanwhile, Abramson and Inglehart (1987), using the analyses from their study 

on Western Europe, have argued that intergenerational replacement is gradually taking 

place; as older, more materialist Europeans die, they are replaced continuously by 

younger, more postmaterialist Europeans. The result then indicates that generational 

replacement gradually reduces the proportion of materialist and gradually increases the 

proportion of postmaterialists (Abramson & Inglehart, 1987). The authors also project 

that the likely impact of generational replacement on the overall distribution of European 

values from 1985 to 2000 may lead Western Europeans to become more postmaterialist 

despite that the fact that change created by replacement is relatively slow.

Values and Political Participation

Political scientist Seymour M. Lipset (1959) claimed with statistical analyses that 

economic development is related casually to democracy: the more people enjoy modest 

levels of property, prosperity, and education, the more likely they are to want a say in 

making the rules under which they live, which is more likely to promote democracy 

(Lipset, 1981; Rowen, 1996). As hypothesized and demonstrated in the series of value 

surveys (Inglehart, 1977; 1997; Inglehart & Baker, 2000), economic development exerts 

a vital force in the shift of materialist and postmaterialist values, which may have 

influences on political consequences. Duch and Taylor (1993) also suggested that aside 

from affluence, the indicators of postmaterial values can also be thought of as measuring 

a dimension of liberal values relating to commitment to democratic norms involving
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freedom of speech, tolerance, and a concern with ideas and individual rights (Duch & 

Taylor, 1993).

In fact, Siemienska (2000) investigated the effect of different conditions before 

and after 1990 in two groups of democratic countries (Poland, Hungary, the Czech 

Republic, France, Spain, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, United States): the long- 

established democratic countries, and those that began to build a democratic system about 

10 years ago, when communist systems were overthrown in Central and Eastern Europe. 

Siemienska compared different generations on political values and attitudes. The study 

surveyed generations bom between 1900 and 1926, and 1967 and 1976, and those who 

were at least teenagers during the transformation. The study not only contended that 

interest in politics springs from a wide range of sources, such as current economic or 

political situations or a long tradition of political culture, but that level of education and 

gender exert influence on values and attitudes. Respondents with a higher level of formal 

education expressed higher levels of interests in politics. Also, male respondents with a 

postmaterialist orientation, rather older, less religious, expressed higher levels of interest 

in politics.

Therefore, considering the possible political consequences that value systems may 

contribute, questions can be raised about the relationship between 

materialist/postmaterialist values and political change. Does the shift toward 

postmaterialism lead to democracy, or does the shift of values in economically advanced 

liberal democracies positively relate to levels of political participation?

Despite the comprehensive findings of the WVS and the predictive power of 

value shift thesis, the inductive assertion that the shift to postmaterialist values leads to
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the increase in level of political engagement has not obtained significantly consistent 

support. Research, particularly conducted in long-established democracies, has generated 

divergent findings. In the 1990-1993 WVS, the hypothesis that traditional democracies, 

in which the shift to postmaterialism takes place, host a larger share of citizens seriously 

interested in politics than new democracies was not confirmed (Inglehart, 1997). Rather, 

it might be that citizens periodically become active, especially when they are dissatisfied 

with the political regime. Surveys from the early 1990s have shown that in recently 

democratized nations, such as South Korea, South Africa, Lithuania, and Bulgaria, more 

respondents reported that politics plays a “very important” or “quite important” role in 

their lives than in those liberal democracies, for example, Switzerland, Austria, France, or 

Italy.

Moreover, taking a different perspective in examining hypotheses of value shift in 

political venues, Butovsky (2002) argued that little evidence was found in his study that 

supports the hypothesis that postmaterialist issues are replacing materialist ones at the 

core of Canadian politics despite Inglehart’s value-change thesis on Western 

democracies. According to Canadian election surveys, materialist issues like 

unemployment, the deficit, and taxes are still the primary focus of voters during elections. 

The research also found that Canadians have become less rather than more positive 

toward postmaterialist issues over the past 15 years or so. Butovsky (2002) concluded 

that rather than uncovering a global shift in Western politics, Inglehart only identified a 

locally specific phenomenon.

In addition, Tranter (2001) attempted to test the hypothesis of whether the 

adoption of postmaterialist values by major political parties would suggest that voting in
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Australia has come to be more dependent on postmaterialist values than on perceptions of 

economic, materialist interest. The authors used data from the 1990, 1993, 1996, and 

1998 Australian Election Studies to investigate postmaterialist and materialist voting in 

the Commonwealth House of Representatives and the Senate. Using various statistical 

methods, they first explored bivariate relationships between key variables and then used 

multivariate models of postmaterialist and economic voting to adjudicate between the 

contending positions. The authors, however, found no relationship between 

postmaterialist values and voting behavior, whereas economic evaluations remained a 

strong determinant of voting behavior.

To examine the competing claims of values-based and economic voting accounts 

in Canada, Gow (1990) used logistic regression analysis with a dichotomous dependent 

variable to predict the likelihood of voting against the then Labor government in the 

federal House of Representatives. With the exception of retrospective household 

evaluations, Gow found all economic variables to be significant predictors of voting 

against the then Labor government. The finding also suggests no relationship between 

postmaterialism and voting, and the author consequently concluded that voters’ economic 

evaluations rather than their underlying values shape electoral choices.

On the other hand, Inglehart (1997), in defending his thesis, further elucidated 

that in postmaterialist society, the emphasis on the basic political participation—voting, 

has shifted to more active and issue-specific forms. The loyalty to long-established 

hierarchical political parties is eroding, and the public has gradually become autonomous 

and elite-challenging. Therefore, although voter turnout is declining, people tend to 

participate in politics through alternative channels. Moreover, a growing segment of the
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population is coming to value freedom of expression and political participation as things 

that are good in them, rather than simply pursuing economic security (Inglehart, 1997).

Nevitte’s (1990) study on the relationship between values and political behaviors 

in Canada also demonstrates a resonance to Inglehart’s claim. The study examined the 

association between postmaterialist values and a host of issue variables ranging from 

politics to the economy, work, and family. Regarding politics, Nevitte found that 

postmaterialists indeed have lower levels of confidence in government institutions, more 

involvement in nontraditional forms of political protest, and greater distaste for 

traditional authority groups.

In summary, although it has always been argued that values influence the 

formation of political attitudes or participation, and the value shift from materialism to 

postmaterialism also has political consequences, research findings show little support to 

the link between postmaterialist values and an increase in political involvement. Yet, it is 

not to say that values do not make a contribution to political behavior, but instead, it has 

to be taken into consideration that there may be other sources promoting political 

participation, or mediating factors that weaken or strengthen the relationship between 

values and political behavior. For instance, sometimes it is the result of a current 

economic or political situation, and sometimes it is a persisting element of a long 

tradition of political culture. Among possible mediating factors, the influential role that 

mass media have played in modem politics nationally or internationally should not be 

overlooked, and different patterns of media use may also have attitudinal and behavioral 

outcomes in the political process.
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Media Use

Mass media have unquestionably become inseparable from people’s daily lives in 

this modem era, especially in societies where mass media are readily accessible. As the 

media started to occupy a noticeable portion of people’s life, Lasswell (1948) concluded 

from his research findings that media serve three basic functions: surveillance of the 

environment, correlation of events in the environment, and transmission of social 

heritage. To understand audiences’ media uses, research efforts have also been expanded 

to look for the dynamics linking decisions and patterns of media use. There have been 

critiques of the media, which are grounded on the assumption that there is one mass 

communication experience rather than multiple motives and uses, and one audience 

rather than different types of users. Therefore, a considerable amount of mass 

communication research challenges this perspective to investigate differences in media 

usage and effects across various groups of audiences (McLeod, 2000; McLeod et al., 

1996; McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999; Norris, 1996; Shah, Kwak, & Holbert, 2001).

On the other hand, since the 1960s, a significant number of researchers have 

studied the motives of media uses, mainly television viewing, through the uses and 

gratifications approach, which focuses on audience members’ pre-existing orientation, 

interests, preferences, and “the social and psychological origins of needs, which generate 

expectations of the mass media or other sources, which lead to differential patterns of 

media exposure, resulting in need gratifications and other consequences, perhaps mostly 

unintended ones” (Katz, Blunder, & Gurevitch, 1974, p. 20). In line with the uses and 

gratifications perspective (e.g., Blunder & Katz, 1974), researchers have found that self
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reported interest in the program and desire to seek information rather than entertainment 

determines channel and content choice (Neuman, 1976).

Also, early research on people’s media behavior tended to emphasize the role of 

the social melieu in which a person resides with measurement typically anchored in 

global demographic variables such as age, income, education, and religiosity (Lazarsfeld, 

Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944). For example, McQuail (1994) summarized previous 

empirical findings and reported that higher income and better education tended to lead to 

diminished use of television and choice of more “informational content or content 

favored by dominant educational and cultural values” (p. 301). Conversely, the less well 

educated and those low in socioeconomic status have been found to express a general 

subjective preference for television over newspapers as a source of news (Delli-Carpini & 

Keeter, 1992; Miller & Asp, 1985).

A handful of research endeavors have focused on variables, such as perceptions of 

media functions, beliefs or values that correlate to, if not directly affect, media uses. 

Individuals may use media according to their perceptions of the media as social 

institutions that are instrumental in reaching certain societal goals. For example, if one 

perceives change as an important societal goal, this value may be translated into the view 

that media as social institutions have a function to provide a forum for a wide range of 

viewpoints. Consequently, media may be used according to how they perform that 

function, or what they do to lead to change in society (Katz, Blunder, & Gurevitch,

1974).

Furthermore, citizens have varying preferences for the roles the news media ought 

to play in the community (McLeod, Guo, Daily, & Eveland, 1994). Individuals choose to
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attend to particular media and content according to the functions they think media should 

serve in reaching the societal goals they give higher priority. For instance, support for 

the news media function of activating citizens is associated with attentive local news use, 

whereas endorsement of more consensual functions leads to a preference for soft local 

news (McLeod et al., 1994). Also, Loges and Ball-Rokeach (1993) suggested that 

individuals’ perception of media usefulness for reaching their personal goal of social 

understanding, such as staying on top of what is happening in the community, predicts a 

dependency relationship with newspaper reading.

Guo (2000) has argued that perceptions of media may be couched in people’s 

media habits, and these perceptions in turn mediate political effects attributable to mass 

media. Guo’s analysis of data from a survey of 503 local residents during the first 

Legislative Council election in Hong Kong yielded several revelations. First, audience 

expectations of campaign media performance have distinct dimensions stemming from 

different social structural backgrounds. Also, various dimensions of audience 

expectations are also associated with unique patterns of media use habits. Third, media’s 

effects on campaign political knowledge and participation are to some extent mediated by 

what audience members expect from media coverage. In addition to Guo’s finding, some 

research found that people who are more issue-oriented receive information primarily 

through the newspaper. Those voters interested in the personal qualities of the candidates 

are more likely to attend to television news and advertisements (e.g., Lowden et al., 1994; 

Rosenberg & Elliot, 1989; Sue, 1994).

Inevitably, how individuals use media also has social consequences. For instance, 

Sotirovic (2001) examined how differences in individuals’ media uses are related to
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public perceptions of the characteristics of a typical welfare recipient and of welfare 

programs. The evidence shows a positive relationship between more viewing of thematic 

television stories about welfare and poverty, more reading of public affairs content in 

newspapers, and the accuracy of perception of welfare. On the other hand, the exposure 

and attention to television cable news and entertainment shows is significantly linked to 

typical biases in welfare perceptions, such as perception of welfare recipients as non- 

White, female, and of younger age, and of higher federal spending on welfare programs. 

Other research indicates that individuals’ patterns of media use have influenced perceived 

salience of social issues (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987), causal attributions (Iyengar, 1991), 

decision-making outcomes (McLeod et al., 1998), learning (Ferejohn & Kuklinski, 1990), 

and political participation (McLeod & McDonald, 1985).

Values and Patterns o f Media Use

As previously mentioned, the influences of values encompass all aspects of our 

lives and directly or indirectly model attitudes and behaviors, and certainly the motives, 

choices, or patterns of media uses. Although limited support has been provided to 

determine the relationship between values of materialism and postmaterialism, and 

activities in the political process, it is argued that media uses may have been a mediating 

force in the effects of postmaterialist priorities on political participations (Sotirovic & 

McLeod, 2001).

A few scholars took the challenge to examine how value systems are related to 

patterns of media use, and there is some evidence that materialist and postmaterialist 

values are associated with various uses of media. For example, Roberts and Mccoby 

(1985) found that those who are postmaterialist value holders (wealthier, older, and more
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educated) tend to belong to the group of newspaper readers, whereas women, the 

younger, the less wealthy, and the less educated people, who preserve materialist values, 

watch more television.

Johansson and Miegel (1992) studied the link between Swedish adolescents of 

different values and their choices of media content and found influence of both social and 

personal values on music and film tastes. Materialist youth like mainstream pop and 

disco music, and movies featuring horror, pomo-violence, and comedy. Postmaterialist- 

oriented youths demonstrate music tastes that included folk and rock, jazz, 

opera/musicals, and socially conscious work, and they like romantic, 

poetic/psychological, and socially conscious movies. Johansson and Miegel also found 

that values sharply differentiated other leisure-time activities of these Swedish 

adolescents.

Sotirovic and McLeod (2001) have, in fact, taken a seminal and comprehensive 

approach by conjecturing a model to explore the correlations among values, 

communication patterns, and political participation. They regarded materialism and 

postmaterialism as main mediators between individuals’ structural location and three 

types of communication behaviors: exposure or attention to newspaper public affairs, 

exposure or attention to television entertainment, and expression of disagreement in 

discussions of controversial topics. In fact, in their earlier research, the two authors and 

their colleague differentiated between adopting newspaper public affairs and television 

entertainment as two media use variables with the consideration of content over medium 

forms (Sotirovic, McLeod, & Holbert, 1998). They utilized analyses on uses of opposite 

types of content within each medium: soft news in newspapers and news on television, to
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differentiate. With respect to their origins in values and news functions, newspaper soft 

news reading tends to be more like television entertainment viewing than like newspaper 

public affairs reading. Likewise, television news use exhibits relationships closer to 

those of newspaper hard news reading than to entertainment viewing. They concluded 

that the possible differentiations in effects of media uses are found in the content rather 

than in medium forms.

Therefore, in Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2001) study, the findings from a telephone 

survey revealed that postmaterialism has a strong direct influence on the endorsement of 

pluralistic media functions, whereas material values have a significantly weaker link to 

consensual functions. Sotirovic and McLeod further explained that those respondents 

who most strongly value freedom and equality would see the news media as instrumental 

in reaching these goals.

Sotirovic and McLeod’s study also found that newspaper public affairs reading 

has a positive impact on discussion diversity, whereas entertainment television watching 

has no influence. The positive effects of postmaterialist values on political participation 

are then mediated through reading public affairs content in newspapers. On the other 

hand, materialist values negatively affect participation through watching television 

entertainment. Interpersonal discussion in which disagreement occurs mediates both the 

positive effect of reading public affairs and the negative effect of materialism on political 

participation (Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001).

Nevertheless, through decades of observations and research, the consumption of 

media content and forms is found to be mediated by pre-existing factors and closely 

related to different political consequences. It has been long believed that various patterns
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of media use not only provide a source of information, but also place effects in the 

modem political process. The following section contains a brief review of research on 

the link between different media uses and involvement in political discourse.

Media Use and Political Participation

In dealing with the nature and origins of the growing mass political apathy and 

indifference, it is often argued that the manner of media content presentation, of news in 

particular, and the perspectives from which news is presented affect political perceptions 

and behaviors (Sigman & Fry, 1985). Similar to the discussion on links between values 

and media use, the relationship between media use and political participation should not 

be assumed to have a cause-effective relationship, but instead, a mediated relationship.

In the realm of political communication concerns, individual assessments and uses of 

news media seem to affect message-induced consequences, such as the extent to which 

individuals gain political knowledge and engage in political actions (e.g., Kline et al., 

1974; McLeod et al., 1986). Studies have demonstrated that major sources of 

information for the electorate are the news media—television, newspapers, radio, and 

magazines, and discussions with friends, neighbors or coworkers (Popkin, 1994). Kim 

(1997) also obtained support for his hypothesis that the news media encourage political 

conversation; the news media and political conversations then allow people to form better 

quality opinions, and thus in turn encourage political participation.

A study testing the validity of a model of deliberative democracy through 

examining the interrelationships among four components (news media use, 

political conversation, opinion formation, and political participation) found that news 

media use is closely associated with the frequency of political conversation in daily life,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

27

both at general and issue-specific levels; willingness to argue against different opinions is 

influenced by the news media use and political talk, which also had a positive effect on 

the quality of opinion and is closely associated with participatory activities (Kim, Wyatt, 

& Katz, 1999).

Sotirovic and McLeod (2001) also provided what may be a better explanation for 

the influence of communication patterns on political participation by going beyond 

acquisition of factual political knowledge. Their study shows that individual efforts to 

think about news and search for additional information and perspectives modifies what 

people gain from media. Individual reflection about news and integrating information 

from various sources promote better understanding of the political world, and thus may 

provide a stronger cognitive base for political participation than factual political 

knowledge (Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001).

Comparisons among Different Types o f Media Use

Needless to say, the relationship between media uses, especially the news media 

in this research context, and political participation has been critically studied as the 

modem political process becomes increasingly more sophisticated. As crucial as the 

complex links between sets of values or perceptions and patterns of media usages are, the 

same inquiring rationale should be extended to examinations of how various media uses 

correlate to different degrees and forms of political participation. Due to a wide variety 

of factors affecting media consumption, such as values and intent, or individual cognitive 

ability in processing media content, it is anticipated that different medium forms may 

exercise different influences and are thus related to different political consequences. The
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subsequent section is dedicated to a brief examination of research comparing the links 

between different types or media use and political behavior.

Television. It has been extensively debated whether the amount of television 

viewing is strongly and negatively related to social trust, group membership, and voting 

turnout, whereas the same correlations with newspaper readings were found to be 

positive (Putnam, 1995). Yet, not all the evidence blames television for the decline of 

social capital. It has to take into consideration that pre-existing factors affect the 

selection of television over other media, as well as the chosen program content, and thus 

influence levels of civic engagement. For instance, Wattenberg (1986) found that the 

politically apathetic or those who are uninterested and do not participate report either 

avoiding using media at all or using just one medium, which is by a large margin, 

television. It is found that those who regularly tuned into the network news and public 

affair programs were significantly more likely to be involved in all types of political 

activity (McLeod et al., 1996). A study also found that informational uses of mass media 

are positively related to the production of social capital, whereas social-recreational uses 

are negatively related to these civic indicators. Informational uses of mass media were 

also found to interact with community context to influence civic engagement (Shah, 

McLeod, & Yoon, 2001).

In fact, evidence from studies during the late 1990s concluded that television 

news has become a major source of political information that rivals the newspaper in 

some respects (National Television Association, 1995; Chaffee & Kanihan, 1997). Also, 

television has been the predominant channel by which young people first encounter
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politics, and for those who are new to the United States and with weak English language 

skills (Chaffee, Nass, & Yang, 1990; Martinelli & Chaffee, 1995).

One should also consider that alternative forms of political activity may have 

risen over time as a result of the interplay between television news viewing and other 

media content consumption (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). Although television 

news produces little increments of knowledge, studies have found that its coverage of 

political candidates and events during campaigns has a direct impact on voting (Crotty, 

1991). Also, one study (Pan & Kosicki, 1997) indicated that call-in talk shows on 

television and radio have reached a significant segment of the mass audience. The 

exposure to these shows overlaps with exposure to other forms of news and public affairs 

information and is associated with certain modes of political participation, namely 

contacting elected officials and contributing to or being affiliated with political 

organizations for specific causes.

Television vs. Newspaper. Despite the fact that television may have become the 

dominant source of information, the newspaper certainly demonstrates a fierce 

competition in influencing audiences’ subsequent acts. In all, survey research almost 

invariably supports the proposition that newspapers are highly informative in the realm of 

public affairs (Becker & Whitney, 1980; Chaffee & Kanihan, 1997; McLeod & 

McDonald, 1985; Miller, Singletary, & Chen, 1988). Sparkes and Winter (1980) 

reported that with respect to international news, television is judged by viewers to be 

more accurate than newspapers, and the medium is more successful in communicating 

the distant political issues, whereas print media are more successful with the more 

immediate issues and concrete subject matter.
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Also, a large body of research has marshaled evidence showing that written news 

enhances information gain, political knowledge, and participation (Becker & Dunwoody, 

1982; Furnham & Gunter, 1988; Jacoby et al., 1981; Milbrath, 1965), and television 

appears to have an “inhibiting effect” to learning (Clarke & Fredin, 1978). In general, the 

comparison between the two media suggests that people who read newspapers are more 

likely to be politically active and knowledgeable about public affairs (Kebbel, 1985; 

McLeod et al., 1996). McLeod and McDonald (1985) found that television exposure 

time and television reliance did correlate negatively with both knowledge and 

participation even after demographic controls; the viewing of news, however, is related to 

low participation only, and the level of attention to news shows a reverse pattern in being 

associated with the integrative side of these variables. Evidence also points to the 

positive integrative role of newspaper reading in the political process. The authors 

concluded in the study that newspaper public affairs content reading and the attention 

paid to this material predict high levels of economic knowledge and political participation.

Results from other research find that people who describe themselves as 

television-reliant have been less able to answer factual questions about politics than those 

who rely instead on newspapers and magazines (Becker & Whitney, 1980; Chaffee & 

Kanihan, 1997; Miller, Singletary, & Chen, 1988). Newspaper readership has been more 

significantly related to activism, although interestingly those who regularly tuned into 

talk shows on radio did not seem to be stimulated to participate in other forms of politics 

(McLeod et al., 1996).

Furthermore, the research findings from Guo’s (1996) three test models has 

revealed a general predictive structure of the medium-sophistication-participation
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relationships. At the most general level, newspaper news is not only found to lead to 

political participation directly, but also make substantial contributions to political 

sophistication, which in turn is a major determinant of participation. In contrast, no 

matter what pattern of use is measured, television news predicts either negatively to or 

has no direct relationship with political participation. The only exception is that attentive 

viewing of local television news tends to boost participation in local institutional 

activities, which resonates with the finding in McLeod et al.’s (1996) study. Yet, when 

different content types are taken into consideration, television news does have a 

moderately positive relationship with some aspects of political sophistication (Guo, 1996).

On the other hand, seeing the overemphasis on the milieu of national media, Moy 

et al. (2004) examined the political correlates of attention to news in local newspapers 

and television, focusing on evaluations of journalists and news media, political 

knowledge, and political participation. The analyses of their survey data indicate that 

attention to news on television and in newspapers enhanced perceptions of knowledge. 

Yet, only the attention to newspaper local news promotes political participation. The 

research also found that both positive and negative evaluations led to participation, which 

may have suggested that unfavorable views of the press can in fact invigorate democracy.

In the meantime, other studies also found strong relationships among local media 

use, local political interest, knowledge, and participation. The findings suggest that the 

use of local news in newspapers is a somewhat better predictor of community knowledge 

and participation, but it is the local television news that had a decided edge in affecting 

local political interest (McLeod et al., 1996; McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999).
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However, in the relationship to political consequences, it is not to say that 

television is placed in an inferior position to newspaper. On the contrary, television may 

serve a complimentary role for regular users of other media channels, particularly for the 

avid information seekers and the sophisticated who engage in a deep level of processing. 

Research has found that newspaper readers are likely to keep up with the “news” 

generally also through television, and television news is sometimes used as an auxiliary 

device for a more complete picture of the information (Gunter, 1984).

Then again, there are also research findings that show slight inconsistencies as 

opposed to the numerous studies previously mentioned. In a replication of Kim, Wyatt, 

and Katz’s (1999) study on the correlation among news, talk, opinion, and participation, 

Wang (2001) hypothesized that the more media news people used and the more educated 

they were, the more political talk they would be involved in, and further predicted that 

the amount of media news use and political talk would predict political participation.

This replication study found that television news was a weak predictor in the model, and 

newspaper use did not predict political participation. Eveland and Scheufele (2000) also 

found that neither television news use nor newspaper use is related to gaps in voting, 

although newspaper use is related to gaps in general political participation.

Radio and Internet. Research efforts regarding the link between media use and 

political participation has also been broadened to media other than newspaper and 

television, as the choices of media have swiftly turned diversified. Stamm and his 

colleagues (1998) found that radio has also emerged as a more significant contributor 

than television in supplying information to commuters, equaling the contribution of 

newspapers. The study also found support for Chaffee and Schleuder’s (1986)
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hypothesis that media attention measures should be more strongly related to political 

knowledge than exposure measures, particularly in the case of television.

Also, an online survey found that the politically interested Internet users were 

more likely to report in 2000 than 1996 that they felt they had power to bring about 

political change, were very interested in the presidential campaign, and were likely to 

vote. The study also suggested that the Internet has provided a new venue of political 

participation and appears to be partially responsible for the increase in civic engagement, 

as reliance on the web was the strongest predictor of political attitudes (Johnson & Kaye, 

2003). In addition, Shah, McLeod, and Yoon (2001) employed a multilevel test to 

explore the influence of mass media use (i.e., print, broadcast, and Internet) and 

community context on civic engagement based on the data set developed from the 1998 

and 1999 DDB Life Style Studies. Their study also found that among the youngest adult 

Americans, use of the Internet for information exchange more strongly influences trust in 

people and civic participation than do uses of traditional print and broadcast news media.

From this brief review of research on links between different media use and 

political participation, it seems to be a plausible assertion that watching television news 

or reading about public affairs would encourage people to become more active in politics. 

Through paying attention to the news, people should become more aware of the issues 

facing their community or country, and the role of the government, civic associations, 

and volunteer groups in resolving those issues. Yet, as the review presents earlier, it 

cannot be concluded whether news media serve as a direct cause to the increase of 

audiences’ political knowledge or civic engagements. It may be that those who hold
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expectations of functions from news media, or are already actively involved in public life 

turn to the news media to find out more about current events.

In fact, the relationship is probably somewhat reciprocal, and the direction of 

causality cannot be sufficiently determined through correlational analyses, which are the 

case in most research studies of the subject. The caveat to keep in mind is that much of 

these findings on the direct relationship are generated from models that do not take into 

consideration the intervening role of numerous variables, such as cognitive activity, 

therefore the reported magnitude of effects may not reflect true relationships.

Nevertheless, research on the complex interrelationships among values, patterns 

of media uses, and political participation with acknowledgement of mediating factors 

should be incorporated into an ongoing effort in this ever-changing age. Research will 

help illuminate the interactions among those influential variables and contribute to the 

understanding of the world, as well as the distinctions from societies to societies, and 

from individual to individual. Derived from the premise that patterns of media uses may 

reflect values of individuals and can be symbolically influential in the political process, 

this current study intends to investigate and enhance the comprehension of the 

interrelationships through a crossnational or crosssocietal comparison. The next chapter 

presents the theoretical foundations of this study and research hypotheses for the 

examination of the links among values, media use, and political participation.
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CHAPTER 3

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

Enthused by the reviewed research effort, the present study intends to take a 

crossnational, comparative approach to examine the differences of how media use affects 

the publics of different value systems and their political behaviors. In order to advance 

the understanding of relationships among values systems, patterns of media use, and 

political participation, this study is founded on the theoretical frameworks and hypotheses 

explored by forerunners of the relevant fields.

Materialist and Postmaterialist Value Priorities 

The differentiation of value systems in this research context is based on the 

theoretical components of Inglehart’s “silent revolution”- materialist/postmaterialist 

value shift thesis (Inglehart, 1977, 1990). The thesis, in simple terms, proposes that rapid 

technological and economic development after World War II has led to the fulfillment of 

many basic needs, such as shelter and food, and the emergence of concern with new 

nonmaterial needs, such as self-actualization. Consequently, the unprecedented 

economic security experienced by the postwar generation in most industrial societies led 

to a gradual shift from materialist values, emphasizing economic and physical security, 

toward postmaterialist priorities, which embrace self-expression and the quality of life 

(Inglehart, 1997). Thus, a contrast of value priorities can also be found between older 

and younger generations.

35
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The perseverance of materialist/postmaterialist value priorities and the shift from 

one set of values to the other at the macro-level are further elucidated by two 

fundamental hypotheses of the value shift thesis: scarcity hypothesis and socialization 

hypothesis. First, the scarcity hypothesis, rooted in Maslow’s (1954) need hierarchy, 

argues that an individual normally places greater subjective value on those things that are 

in relatively short supply (Inglehart, 1977). Unmet physiological or survival needs would 

take priority over social, intellectual, or aesthetic needs, and this is also a reflection of an 

individual’s socioeconomic environment.

On the other hand, whereas affluent individuals and nationalities tend to feel more 

secure than poor ones, the shaping of these feelings is also influenced by the cultural 

setting and social welfare institutions in which one is raised. Thus, the scarcity 

hypothesis must be interpreted in connection with the socialization hypothesis. The 

socialization hypothesis reasons that human development seems to be far more rapid 

during the preadult years, and enormous evidence points to the conclusion that the 

statistical likelihood of basic personality change declines sharply after an individual 

reaches adulthood (Block, 1981; Jennings & Markus, 1984; Jennings & Niemi, 1981). 

Because the basic human personality structure tends to crystallize by the time an 

individual reaches adulthood, generations maintain the values developed during their 

adolescent years.

Yet, this does not imply that no change would occur during adult years. In 

individual cases, dramatic behavioral shift may take place, and the process of human 

development never comes to a complete stop (Brim & Kagan, 1980; Erikson, 1982). 

Moreover, the improvements in economic conditions may also have some impact on
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already molded values. Although the effect of economic improvement on the shift of 

value priorities maybe delayed, Inglehart (1997) argued that the effect may gradually 

have an impact through processes of generational replacement.

Nevertheless, the essence of Inglehart’s theoretical framework implies that 

individuals who emphasize economic security and physical security tend to demonstrate a 

fundamentally different outlook and political behavior from those who have obtained 

both economic and physical security. The satisfaction of these survival needs then leads 

to growing emphasis on postmaterialist goals, such as self-expression, belonging, and 

intellectual or aesthetic satisfaction. Cases of this kind can be found in many Western 

societies, which have been socialized in an environment that provides an unprecedentedly 

secure environment. Also, results from several waves of WVS have demonstrated 

powerful links between value systems and political and socioeconomic variables, such as 

democracy or economic growth rates (Inglehart, 1997).

Synthesizing Inglehart’s thesis from the societal level, the first set of hypotheses 

for the present crossnational rather than longitudinal comparison can be developed:

HI a: Support for postmaterialist values is positively related to individuals raised 

in a liberal democratic society.

Hlb: Support for postmaterialist values is positively related to individuals from 

economically advanced families.

Value Systems and Patterns of Media Use 

Although there has been limited research effort dedicated to empirically 

investigating the relationship between values and media use, as discussed in the previous 

chapter, the formation of media use patterns may be influenced by value priorities. Few
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studies have found that the differences between materialistic and postmaterialistic values 

are reflected in different media uses. For instance, Roberts and Maccoby’s (1985) 

findings, for instance, suggest that materialist values are positive correlated with 

television use, whereas postmaterialists tend to belong to the group of newspaper readers.

Sotirovic and McLeod (2001) have taken a rather inclusive examination and 

constructed a structural equation model to illuminate the mediation of communication 

patterns on values and political participation.1 To make better distinctions between 

media uses, the authors adopted two types of media content, newspaper public affairs and 

television entertainment. The selection justification was based on the assumption that 

individuals who value postmaterialistic priorities are expected to show interest in public 

affairs content, which may provide them with the view of a larger world and its problems. 

Thus, attentive reading of public affairs in newspapers leads to acquisition of knowledge 

and reflective thought about public issues, and thus higher level of civic engagement.

In contrast to positive relationship between postmaterialist values and use of 

public affairs content, Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2001) model further demonstrates that 

materialism is positively related to television entertainment viewing. Materialists tend to 

preserve the past and be resistant to change (Inglehart, 1990). They are also expected to 

see the status quo world of entertainment as matching their personal goals of conformity 

and security, and helping preserve their control over their lives and social events that may 

threaten them. McLeod et al (1998) further argued that materialists are less likely to

1 Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2001) structural equation model consists of six exogenous variables (gender, 
age, education, income, ideology, and structural diversity) that potentially influence values, and six 
endogenous variables that are hypothesized to actively mediate the influences o f values and 
communication patterns on political behaviors. The endogenous variables include values 
(materialist/postmaterialist), communication patterns (newspaper reading/television entertainment 
viewing, and discussion diversity), public affairs knowledge and reflective integration, and political 
participation.
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accept the non-mainstream that threatens loss of control over their own lives, and thus 

prefer mainstream entertainment content. In return, the consumption of entertainment 

content tends to reinforce the status quo and values of materialism and conformity 

(Corbett, 1991, Sigman & Fry, 1985). Thus, materialism and television entertainment 

use are positively related (McLeod et al, 1998).

However, the amount of time and attention given to public affairs and 

entertainment content should not be considered mutually exclusive, but viewed in a 

relative sense. This is not to imply that readers of public affairs newspapers do not watch 

television entertainment, or vice versa. Individuals who seek public affairs information 

in news media may also allocate time for entertainment content. On the other hand, those 

who show preferences and devote more time to entertainment content may also consume 

news media occasionally. Therefore, it has been contended that time spent watching 

entertainment content may shorten the time available for consumption of public affairs 

content, and thus civic activities (Putnam, 1995), and because of its unrealistic 

representation, entertainment content may also discourage the aspiration or cognitive 

effort for public affairs information.

The model developed by Sotirovic and McLeod (2001) thus provides a rationale 

framework for the examination of links between values and media use in the current 

study. The second set of hypotheses on the relationship between values of 

materialism7postmaterialism and patterns of media uses are:

H2a: Materialist values and entertainment media use are positively related.

H2b: Postmaterialist values and public affairs media use are positively related.
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H2c: Materialist values and active engagement in entertainment content are 

positively related.

H2d: Postmaterialist values and active engagement in public affairs information 

are positively related.

Patterns of Media Use and Political Participation

In general, most results of survey research invariably support the view that 

compared to other news media, newspapers tend to be more informative in the realm of 

public affairs (Becker & Whitney, 1980; Chaffee & Kanihan, 1997; McLeod & 

McDonald, 1985; Miller, Singletary, & Chen, 1988). Although neither television news 

use nor newspaper use has been found directly related to gaps in political behavior, such 

as voting, the proposition that newspaper use is related to a discrepancy in general 

political participation has been supported (Eveland & Scheufele, 2000). Also, some 

research findings have also suggested that reading public affairs and diverse discussion 

have a direct positive impact, whereas television entertainment viewing has a direct 

negative effect on participation (McLeod et al., 1996; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 2001; 

Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001).

Yet, in addition to the link between various media uses and political participation, 

Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2001) model provides an explanation of the mediation of 

different media uses on political participation by going beyond factual political 

knowledge. It not only investigates the links between media usage, but also incorporates 

cognitive processing variables, such as public affairs knowledge, reflective integration, 

and discussion diversity, which are considered the antecedent of political activity. 

Sotirovic and McLeod further purported that individual effort to think about news and
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search for additional information and perspectives modify what people gain from media. 

Individual reflection about news and integrating information from various sources 

promote better understanding of the political world and thus may provide a stronger 

cognitive base for political participation than factual political knowledge.

On the other hand, there has been strong evidence supporting the notion that 

interpersonal discussion of politics plays a crucial antecedent of political participation. 

Although it is anticipated that hard news media use has an overall positive main effect on 

political participation, there is a significant difference between those who frequently 

engage in conversation with others about politics and those who do not (Scheufele,

2002). Other evidence demonstrates that news media use is closely associated with the 

frequency of political conversation in daily life, and news media use and political 

conversation have positive effects on certain measures of the quality of opinions, and also 

closely associated with participatory activities (Kim, Wyatt, & Katz, 1999).

As implied in the aforementioned research findings, the relation between different 

patterns of media uses and participations in the political process is presumably mediated 

by different factors, such as cognitive processing strategies and interpersonal 

communication. The mediation and possible consequences of those factors may also 

vary due to differences among individuals and societal contexts. Although it is difficult 

to encompass all the factors influencing the link between media use and political 

behavior, Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2000) model furnishes this current study a clear 

structure from which to examine the link between various patterns of media usage and 

political participation by incorporating mediation of political knowledge, reflective
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integration, and participatory activities. Accordingly, the third set of hypotheses are 

constructed as follows:

H3a: The use of public affairs content is positively correlated with public affairs 

knowledge.

H3b: The use of public affairs media and reflective integration are positively

related.

H3c: The use of public affairs content is positively correlated with political 

participation.

Political Participation and Value Systems 

In addition to those three sets of hypotheses, the relation between value systems 

and political participation will also be investigated. In Inglehart’s (1977) claim, different 

value systems would have different political consequences. He also has contested that in 

postmaterialist societies, the level of political participation tends to be higher than it is in 

materialist societies, and types of political participation have been diversified through 

various channels, and no longer restrained in conventional form—voting (Inglehart, 1997; 

Nevitte, 1990). Yet, numerous research attempts have not generated consistent, but 

rather disparate findings. Therefore, instead of establishing hypothetical linkage, this 

study intends to examine how value systems and political participation are correlated in 

this research context by posing the following research question:

RQ1: Is there a higher frequency of political participation among individuals who 

support postmaterialist priorities than among those who support materialist priorities?

On the other hand, extended from the claim that development of democracy is 

closely associated with economic advancement (Duch & Taylor, 1993; Lipset, 1959;
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Rowen, 1996), two research questions can also be constructed in emphasizing the 

relationship between societies of different political and economic characteristics, and the 

level of involvement in political process:

RQ2: Is there a higher frequency of political participation among individuals who 

are raised in a liberal democratic society?

RQ3: Is there a higher frequency of political participation among individuals who 

are from economically advanced families?

As these nine hypotheses and three research questions are formed and provide a 

skeleton for the current study, the following section will present the proposed method 

design to be employed to investigate the different links and the operationalization of 

construct variables.
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METHOD 

Sample

For the objective of this crossnational investigation, participants were recruited 

from various lecture classes and student bodies in two universities; one located in the 

southeastern United States and another in the east coast of China. The class levels in 

which participants were studying ranged from freshman to first-year master’s level, and 

consisted of students majoring in social sciences, humanities, engineering, natural 

sciences, and mathematics.

The rationale of the sample selection was derived from two assumptions. First, 

according to Inglehart’s (1977) value shift thesis, the socialization hypothesis posits that 

generations maintain the values developed during their adolescent years. Second, 

education has been researched and contended to be closely related to political liberalism; 

the more individuals are educated, the higher the tendency to value postmaterial priorities 

(Siemienska, 2000). To minimize the interference of variance in ages and educational 

levels, this study targeted its sample population at university students, who just went 

through their adolescent period and have formed their initial value systems. Therefore, 

participants who did not experience adolescent years (12-18 years of age) in either China 

or the United States or whose ages were not between 17 and 27 years were not included 

for further analyses.

44
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Procedure

All of the surveys in the two selected universities were administered immediately 

after regular class sessions were concluded, and students who were willing to partake in 

the survey after a brief description of the survey stayed in the classrooms. First, student 

participants were provided an explanation of the survey objective and procedure. Prior to 

proceeding to the questionnaire, all of the participants were also asked to read and sign a 

informed consent, which assured that all participation was voluntary; participants’ 

identities and questionnaire answers would be maintained in confidentiality, and data 

analyses would be conducted in a manner to ensure anonymity. Then, each of the 

participants received a survey questionnaire with instructions attached and completed the 

questionnaire independently in the presence of the researcher. After each participant had 

completed the paper-and-pencil questionnaire, he or she returned the questionnaire in 

person to the researcher.

Measures

The survey questionnaire was designed to address three major sets of variables: 

value systems, patterns of media use, and political participation, as well as various 

demographic control variables (e.g., age, gender, and nationality). The basic structure of 

the questionnaire was founded on the Sotirovic and McLeod (2001) survey instrument 

applied in their Dane County, Wisconsin study. Yet, several modifications were made to 

categories, and subsequently to the questions within those modified categories. The 

scales of discussion diversity originally in Sotirovic and McLeod’s instrument were not 

included in this study’s questionnaire.
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The original English version of the survey instrument was translated into Chinese 

by three Chinese-English bilinguals (two translations and one back translation).

Necessary adjustments were also made to accommodate to survey sessions in China. For 

instance, the U.S. dollar was replaced with Chinese “Renminbi” (RMB), and the income 

categories were altered according to the local economic standards.

Materialistic and Postmaterialistic Values

Departing from Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2001) 10-item index, the measurement 

of materialist and postmaterialistic values in this study were approached using an index 

of 12 national aims on 7-point scales (Appendix), including the full battery of items that 

closely corresponded to Inglehart’s (1990) modified index of 12 goals. Also, as 

discussed in the literature review, if the Maslowian hierarchy is presumed, the 

postmaterialistic values will be placed at a higher level than materialistic values, based on 

the premise that basic material and security needs are fulfilled. In other words, 

postmaterialists can support not only materialist but also postmaterialistic values, but on 

the contrary, materialists may only support materialistic values and do not value 

postmaterialistic priorities. Therefore, this measurement instrument employed rating in 

place of ranking the 12 items as applied in Inglehart’s battery. This allowed the rating of 

each item to be independent of one another, and enabled a creation of continuous and 

sequential rather than categorical measures of values, avoiding the “mixed” group 

(Marks, 1997).

Moreover, the selected goals in the index dealt with broad societal or national 

goals rather than individuals’ immediate needs, and long-term concerns as opposed to 

immediate situations. Materialists were then anticipated to show higher ratings on 6 of
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the 12 goals that emphasized survival and physical needs: (a) fight rising prices, (b) 

maintain high rate of economic growth, (c) have a stable economy and comfortable life, 

(d) maintain social order, (e) have strong defense forces, and (f) fight against crime. 

Conversely, the other six items, which were closely associated with political attitudes and 

behaviors, were intended to capture support for postmaterialistic priorities. These six 

items included the following: (a) protect freedom of expression, (b) make cities and 

countryside more beautiful, (c) have more say in the decisions of the government, (d) 

have equal opportunity for all in their jobs and in their communities, (e) show kindness 

and friendliness to each other, and (f) move toward a society where ideas count more than 

money. The order of these 12 goals was randomized prior to the distribution.

Patterns o f Media Uses

To identify the patterns of media use, this study focused its assessment on 

distinction among types of media content, instead of forms of media that provide the 

content. Two main types of media content were employed: public affairs and 

entertainment. The choice of content over media forms could be rationalized by the fact 

that the proliferation of new media forms, such as the Internet and satellite programming, 

and newly developed program genres, has added complexity and changed the channels 

people use to acquire information and entertainment. Also, in general, public affairs 

content is deemed more conducive to gain of political knowledge and level of civic 

engagement, whereas entertainment content is considered as delivering little factual 

information about politics and reinforcing values of materialism (Corbett, 1991; McLeod 

et al., 1986; Sigman & Fry, 1985).
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The patterns of media use were measured by the variables indicating respondents’ 

frequency of exposure and closeness of attention on a daily basis to these two types of 

media content on 7-point scales. Public affairs content referred to the content with 

subjects focusing on public issues, policies, or public administration, and this type of 

content can normally be presented in newspapers, television news programming, 

newsmagazines, or online newspapers. Due to the vast variety of public affairs content 

formats and topics covered across different media, four general categories of this content 

were included in the measurement: international affairs, national government and politics, 

local government and politics, and news editorials.

Likewise, the entertainment content embraced media content that is intended to 

eliminate boredom and hold the attention of different audiences, and not limited to 

material found in a particular medium. Likewise, four general categories of 

entertainment content were used for current assessment: entertainment news, sports news, 

reality-based programs (e.g., games shows, or reality shows), and dramatic programs 

(e.g., primetime dramas, situation comedies, or soap opera). Entertainment or sports 

news may embrace information of this nature in all types of media. Yet, Sotirovic and 

McLeod (2001) argued that entertainment content may also contain “certain implicit 

messages about human behavior and problem solving that may generalize to viewers’ 

political attitudes” (p. 279). For instance, reality shows, the currently most popular 

genre, present a manipulated reality (Mascaro, 2004), whereas situation comedies depict 

an undifferentiated picture of reality in overrepresenting underemployed singles, whose 

problems deal with personal relationships for the most part, and thus discourage the use 

of cognitive frames conducive to support for certain social policies (Sotirovic, 2000).
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Active Engagement

Active engagement was assessed through the frequency of engaging in the 

behavior to locate desired media content, such as using various channels to locate 

preview information of certain content. Although rarely included in research, the 

evaluation of active search for media content, in fact, would help demonstrate the 

magnitude of respondents’ aspiration toward obtaining certain types of content as well as 

the quality of their commitment to the content. In this study, presumably those who 

value materialistic priorities may tend to actively engage in the search for entertainment 

content, whereas postmaterialists tend to actively seek preview information for public 

affairs content.

Therefore, the frequency of active engagement was assessed through a six-item 

index: (a) check out previews (TV Guide in U.S./Broadcast Weekly in China, TV, or 

Internet) for my favorite programs, (b) make sure not to miss any segment of my favorite 

programs, (c) video-record or download my favorite programs for later appreciation, (d) 

subscribe or purchase newspapers or newsmagazines, (e) use different ways to locate 

news and issue updates, and (f) go to Internet for news coverage about home origin (e.g., 

hometown, home country). The first three items aimed to assess the frequency of active 

search and commitment for entertainment content, and the last three items were for the 

public affairs content.

Public Affairs Knowledge

Public affairs knowledge can be simply described in this context as knowledge 

concerning public issues, policies, or public administration. It is conventionally 

considered to be a cognitive base for making informed decisions in political participation
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and deemed an effective mediator between the use of media and political participation 

(Popkin, 1994; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001). Thus, public affairs knowledge was assessed 

through the responses to an index consisting of two sets of questions: local/national 

affairs and international affairs (Appendices B and C); each set had six questions. 

Presumably those who are able to provide more correct answers will show more 

preservation of political knowledge.

In order to make the nature of public affairs questions equivalent to both surveyed 

countries, three criteria were adopted for each of the local/national and international 

affairs categories; two questions for each criterion. For local/national affairs, the first 

criterion was to name the head of a government division; second, the most current events 

in national politics, and third, the most current headlines related to local politics. On the 

other hand, for international affairs, two questions dealt with the names of leaders in 

well-known world organizations; two questions on the most current events in 

international politics; and the last two questions on current headlines in the region where 

the surveyed country was located (i.e. East Asia for China, North America for United 

States). Furthermore, to assure the timeliness, current affair questions for both categories 

were drafted according to the headlines within 2 weeks prior to the distribution date. The 

2-week time frame for the Chinese current affair questions was from December 5th to the 

18th, 2004, and the timeframe for the American counterpart was from December 26th, 

2004 to January 8th, 2005. The sources for current event questions were the mostly 

visited websites: www.sohu.com.cn and www.sina.com.cn for the Chinese questionnaire, 

and www.nyt.com and www.cnn.com for the U.S. survey.
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Reflective Integration

Reflective integration involves the replay of media messages in one’s mind and 

the use of these messages as discussion topics, and is normally examined as information 

processing strategies and interpersonal communication (Kosicki & McLeod, 1990). It 

has been postulated to influence the knowledge and understanding of the political 

environment and go beyond the mere gathering of factual information. Research findings 

also have started to confirm the positive relationship between discussion of news or 

politics and political knowledge (Bennett, Flickinger, & Rhine, 2000; Eveland, 2004; 

Scheufele, 2000, 2002). Thus, reflective integration will further help enhance 

individuals’ political interest, and thus is expected to stimulate political activity (Kosicki 

& McLeod, 1990).

This study adopted a slightly modified index composed of five items on 7-point 

scales, based on Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2001) four items. These five items included 

the following: (a) think about the news stories just learned, (b) recall the news stories and 

think about them again, (c) find additional information about the news stories, (d) talk 

about the news stories with friends, and (e) search for additional information about 

discussed news topics. The first three items focus on personal information processing 

strategies, whereas the last two emphasize an aspect of interpersonal communication. 

Political Participation

As diversified forms of civic engagement have continuously emerged on the 

contemporary political landscape, the concept of political participation has also required 

numerous reconsiderations. Converging various research efforts, political participation 

can be simply defined as involving legal actions taken by private citizens that are
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intended to directly or indirectly influence the decisions of government and the society 

(e.g., Arterton, 1988; Conway, 1985; Milbrath, 1965; Nagel, 1987; Uhlaner, 1986; Verba 

& Nie, 1972; Verba et al., 1995). In terms of categorizations of political actions, four 

basic dimensions of political activities have been identified (Verba et al., 1995): voting, 

campaign activity, communal activity, and particularized contacts (individuals contacting 

a government official on a personal problem).

Based on the four dimensions of political activities, a seven-item index was 

structured to measure political participation, including individual involvement in both 

nonelectoral and electoral political participation. Also, in order to insure the equivalency 

in both national contexts, these statements of actions were phrased in general terms with 

possible political sensibility and implication extracted. The seven items were the 

following: (a) electoral participation (no specification of electoral types), (b) membership 

in any organizations (no specification of organizational natures), (c) attendance at 

meetings on certain public issues, (d) work with others in a group for resolutions on local 

problems or issues, (e) circulation of a petition for something of interest, (f) expression of 

views, and (g) contacting of leaders, lobbying or persuading others.

Demographic Profile

In addition, various demographic control variables were employed for aggregate 

measurements. First, age, gender, and parents’ income were included. Second, 

respondents’ educational levels were also acquired by selecting to one of the seven 

categories ranging from four undergraduate levels (freshman, sophomore, junior, and 

senior) to graduate (master’s and doctoral), and “other” for any other conditions not
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falling into those six categories. Also, information as to where respondents spent 

adolescent years was also incorporated in order to determine their origins.

For the categories of parents’ incomes, the criteria of classification were achieved 

through employing the index of Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) prepared by the 

International Comparison Program of World Bank in 2003. PPP indicates the relative 

purchasing power of different countries’ currencies over the same types of goods and 

services, because goods and services may cost more in one country than in another.

Thus, PPP allows us to make more accurate comparisons of the standard of living across 

countries. Different categories were drafted in local currencies: Renminbi (Yuan) for 

China and U.S. Dollar for the United States.

Demographic Description 

A total of 536 students voluntarily participated in the survey, and after 

ascertaining the ages and nationalities, 511 responses (229 in China and 282 in the United 

States) were then included in further statistical analyses (see Table 1). More than half 

(53%, N=  272) of the combined sample were females. The Chinese sample also 

contained a greater proportion of female respondents (59%, N  = 136), whereas 51% (N = 

146) of the sample from the United States were males. The average age of the combined 

sample was 20.3, with Chinese respondents averaging at 20.9 and the U.S. sample 19.9.

Furthermore, approximately one third of the total sample came from families with 

parents’ combined income greater than 80,000RMB (76,000US), and 53% (N=  150) of 

the U.S. respondents collapsed into this highest income category. On the other hand, 

among the Chinese sample, only 9% (N=  21) belongs to the highest income category, 

and nearly two thirds of respondents in the Chinese sample (64%, N  — 147) were from
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families with parents’ income less than 40,000 RMB. Noticeably, almost 6% (N= 30) of 

the combined sample did not provide sufficient information on parents’ income levels. 

Table 1

Demographic Data

China United States Total
N % N % N %

From Each Group 229 44.8 282 55.2 511 100.0

Gender
Male 93 40.6 146 51.8 239 46.8
Female 136 59.4 136 48.2 272 53.2

Age Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
20.9 2.10 19.9 1.68 20.3 1.94

China United States Total
N % N % N %

Parents’ Income
($RMB) 
< 19,999 65 28.4

($US) 
< 19,999 5 1.8 70 13.7

20,000-39,999 82 35.8 20,000-35,999 25 8.9 107 20.9
40,000-59,999 36 15.7 36,000-55,999 36 12.8 72 14.1
60,000-79,999 12 5.2 56,000-75,999 49 17.4 61 11.9

> 80,000 21 9.2 > 76,000 150 53.2 171 33.5
Not Answered 13 5.7 Not Answered 17 6.0 30 5.9

Educational Level
Freshman 26 11.4 90 31.9 116 22.7
Sophomore 110 48.0 97 34.4 207 40.5
Junior 22 9.6 75 26.6 97 19.0
Senior 1 0.4 17 6.0 18 3.5
Master’s program 67 29.3 2 0.7 69 13.5
Doctoral program 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0
Other 3 1.3 1 0.4 4 0.8

Total Each Group 229 282 511 100.0
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As to educational level of the sample, 72% (N=  420) of the total sample came 

from freshman, sophomore, and junior levels, with sophomores contributing the greatest 

proportion (40%, N  = 207). The U.S. sample also exhibited a consistent tendency, in 

which 92% (N  = 262) of the respondents were from those three levels. Conversely, the 

Chinese sample included a considerably large proportion of respondents from the 

master’s program level (29%, N=  67), despite the fact that 48% (N  = 110) of the sample 

was from sophomore classes.

Measurement Instrument Reliability 

To ensure the reliability of the modified measurement scales based on Sotirovic 

and McLeod’s (2001) instrument, a Cronbach scale reliability analysis was performed. 

The results of reliability analysis indicated that the six sets of scales incorporated in the 

questionnaires are strong, with the lowest Cronbach alpha score at .707 and the highest at 

.856 (see Table 2).

Table 2

Survey Questionnaire Cronbach Alpha Scores

Scale Number of Items Alpha

Value Assessment 12 .792

Public Affairs Content Use 4 .826

Entertainment Content Use 4 .826

Active Engagement 6 .707

Reflective Integration 5 .856

Political Participation 7 .805
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Changes in the amended questionnaire included the following: (a) a 12-item value 

index replaced the original 10-item index in accordance with Inglehart’s (1990) 12 

national goals; (b) news editorials was added as the fourth category in the scales of 

exposure and attention to the public affairs media content; (c) four new contextualized 

categories were drafted for entertainment media content; (d) a six-item active 

engagement index was developed to evaluate respondents’ involvement in the media 

content; (e) one more statement was added to the four-item reflective integration index; 

and (f) the original four-item scales for political participation were expanded to seven 

items.
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RESULTS

All analyses of the survey data were performed using SPSS version 12.0, and the 

applied analytical methods and results are presented in this section corresponding to the 

order of posited hypotheses and research questions. The last portion of this section 

provides a summary of the examined hypotheses and research questions, and their results.

Hypotheses I

The first set of hypotheses was intended to examine the linkages between 

different value systems and political cultures, and between value systems and economic 

environment. For Hla\ “Support for postmaterialist values is positively related to 

individuals raised in a liberal democratic society,” the aim was to find whether 

individuals raised in the United States, the liberal democracy, would demonstrate 

stronger support for the postmaterial priorities than their Chinese counterparts. A factor 

analysis was conducted on the scale index of materialist/postmaterialist value items by 

using Varimax rotation, and two dimensions emerged: Six materialist items were placed 

under one factor, whereas six postmaterialist value items were under another factor. The 

result resonated with the conceptualization by Inglehart (1990). A series of independent- 

samples t tests were then conducted to compare the mean total scores of six postmaterial 

items, as well as the mean scores of individual items, between the Chinese and American 

aggregates (see Table 3). Using the mean scores of the Chinese (33.40, SD = 5.25) and

57
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the American (33.60, SD = 5.49) support for postmaterialist values, the result revealed 

that the difference between the two groups was not significant, t(509) = -.420,p  = .675. 

Table 3

T Test o f Support for Postmaterialist Values between China and the United States

N

China

Mean SD

United States 

N  Mean SD T P

Postmaterialist Values 229 33.40 5.25 282 33.60 5.49 -.420 .675

More Say in Government 229 5.52 1.37 281 5.52 1.25 -.006 .995

Kindness and Friendliness 228 5.38 1.42 280 5.83 1.34 -3.677 .000

Freedom of Expression 229 5.97 1.22 282 6.07 1.08 -.988 .323

Beautiful Cities/Countryside 229 5.23 1.59 282 5.17 1.40 .403 .687

Equal Opportunity for All 229 6.24 1.04 281 5.77 1.31 4.391 .000

Ideas Count More 228 5.11 1.54 281 5.31 1.51 -1.414 .158

Moreover, although the six postmaterialist priorities were adopted into a 

composite index, it is understandable that each of these six goals may receive 

comparatively different levels of support if situated in different national or cultural 

contexts. Therefore, within the H la  framework, the difference in support for each of 

these six items was also examined to see whether these individual priorities receive 

stronger support from the American respondents than from the Chinese. The mean scores 

of the American respondents’ support for Freedom of Expression (6.07, SD = 1.08) and 

Ideas Count More (5.31, SD =1.51) are slightly higher than the Chinese counterparts’ 

scores 5.97 (SD = 1.22) and 5.11 (SD = 1.54), although not at significant levels. Yet,
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there is a significant difference between the mean scores of the Chinese (5.38, SD = 1.42) 

and the United States (5.83, SD = 1.34) for Kindness and Friendliness, /(506) = -3.677, p 

< .001. Contrary to HI a, the Chinese respondents scored slightly higher on Beautiful 

Cities/Countryside (5.23, SD = 1.59), and the /-test result revealed a significant difference 

between the Chinese (6.24, SD = 1.04) and the American (5.77, SD =1.31) mean scores 

of Equal Opportunity for All, /(508) = 4.391, p < .001.

Additionally, in response to the second hypothesis Hlb, which conjectured 

“Support for postmaterialist values is positively related to individuals from economically 

advanced families,” as postulated by Inglehart’s (1971) value shift thesis, a one-way 

analysis of variance was administered to investigate the relation between support for 

postmaterialist values (mean total scores) and families’ economic conditions (five levels 

of parents’ incomes). Due to the discrepancy in income levels and Purchasing Power 

Parity, one-way ANOVA tests were conducted separately for each of the two countries, 

excluding the 30 Not-Answer cases (13 in China, and 17 in the United States). The 

results of the analysis of variance indicated that for both China and the United States, 

there was not a significant difference among the postmaterialist value scores of these five 

different income groups (China: F(4,211) = .170,/) = .954, r\2 = .013; U.S.: F(4, 260) = 

1.424,/) = .226, r|2 = .014; see Table 4).

Despite the lack of statistical significance, the Chinese sample demonstrated a 

trend that the mean score of postmaterialist values gradually increased from 33.05 (SD = 

5.29) to 34.08 (SD = 3.99) as the total parents’ income increased from below $19,999 

RMB to $60,000-$79,999 RMB. Yet, the group with parents’ income higher than
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$80,000 RMB only had a mean score of 33.10 (SD = 4.98), which was only .05 more 

than the group with below $19,999 RMB.

Table 4

One-way ANOVA o f Support for Postmaterialist Values among Economic Conditions

N Mean SD F P i f

China (N = 216)

Parents’ Income ($RMB)

< 19,999 65 33.05 5.92

20,000-39,999 82 33.38 5.09

40,000-59,999 36 33.75 5.57

60,000-79,999 12 34.08 3.99

> 80,000 21 33.10 4.98

Between Groups .170 .954 .013

United States (N = 265)

Parents’ Income ($US)

< 19,999 5 37.00 1.58

20,000-35,999 25 33.32 6.65

36,000-55,999 36 33.75 5.53

56,000-75,999 49 34.55 5.39

> 76,000 150 32.91 5.34

Between Groups 1.424 .226 .014
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On the other hand, the U.S. sample displayed a drastically different trend in mean 

score variation. Among the groups of $20,000-$35,999 US, $36,000-$55,999 US, and 

$56,000-575,999 US, the mean score also increased as income increased. However, it 

was the lowest income group (< $19,999 US), in fact, that had the highest mean score on 

postmaterialist values among all the five groups (37.00, SD = 1.58), whereas the highest 

income group (< $76,000 US), where more than half of the U.S. sample falls (N= 150), 

had the lowest mean score (32.91, SD = 5.34).

Hypotheses II

The second set of hypotheses attempted to examine the correlations among values, 

patterns of media uses, and engagement in media content. Several significant 

relationships emerged from the various Pearson Product Moment Correlations. The 

premise of these various correlations was that all of the participants were asked to register 

scores on the same scales of all investigated variables during the survey administration, 

and the questionnaire items were arranged in the same manner for distribution in China 

and the United States. Therefore, although respondents displayed a preferred pattern over 

another, they did not tend to indicate a pure utilization of only one style. These 

correlations coefficients were gauged with the score sums from three sets of indexes: six 

materialist and six postmaterialist items in value index; eight public affairs content and 

eight entertainment content items (both exposure and attention) for media uses, and six 

active engagement items, of which three were for public affairs content and the other 

three for entertainment. The correlations were then obtained from the total combined 

sample, as well as from the China sample and the U.S. sample separately for comparative
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purposes. All of these three sets of variables (values, media uses, and active engagement) 

are positively correlated at various significant levels (see Table 5).

Table 5

Pearson Correlation Coefficients o f Values, Media Uses, and Active Engagement

Mat PMat PAff Ent ActEnt ActPAff

Combined

Mat 1.00 .480** .114* .324** .158** .146**
PMat - 1.00 00 * * .153** .130** .081
PAff - - 1.00 .075 .216** .500**
Ent - - - 1.00 .412** .163**
ActEnt - - - - 1.00 .392**
ActPAff - - - - - 1.00

China
Mat 1.00 .383** .119 .335** .145* .149*
PMat - 1.00 .076 .224* .193** .083
PAff - - 1.00 .167* .237** .596**
Ent - - - 1.00 414** .123
ActEnt - - - - 1.00 .319**
ActPAff - - - - - 1.00

United States

Mat 1.00 .565** .154** .268** .203** .180**
PMat - 1.00 .158** .101 .090 .085
PAff - - 1.00 .119* 174** .413**
Ent - - - 1.00 .543** .297**
ActEnt - - - - 1.00 .425**
ActPAff — — — — 1.00

Note. Mat = Materialist Values; PMat = Postmaterialist Values; PAff = Public Affairs 
Content Use; Ent = Entertainment Content Use; ActPAff = Active Engagement in Public 
Affairs Content; ActEnt = Active Engagement in Entertainment Content 
*p < .05
**p < .01
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Focusing on the correlations between value variables and media uses variables, 

H2a, “Materialist values and entertainment media use are positively related,” was 

supported by a significant correlation coefficient of .324 (p < .01) from the combined 

sample. Comparing the samples of two nations, the Chinese sample demonstrated a 

slightly stronger relationship (r = .335,p  < .01) between materialist values and 

entertainment content use than its American counterpart (r = .268, p  < .01).

Conversely, H2b, examining whether “Postmaterialist values and public affairs 

media use are positively related,” was not sufficiently supported. Within the entire 

survey responses, there was a low positive correlation (r = . 118, p  < .01) between support 

for postmaterialist values and public affairs content use, but a similar relationship could 

only be found in the U.S. sample (r = .158,/? < .01). The correlation in the Chinese 

sample was not significant, but in contrast, a low positive correlation (r = .224, p  < .05) 

was found between postmaterialist values and entertainment content use in the Chinese 

sample.

The correlation coefficients addressing to H2a and H2b may have demonstrated 

an overview of relationships between values and media uses, but these cannot explain any 

direction of causality among these variables. The low correlations or insignificant 

relationship may have been reflecting the “coexistent” characteristics of two value sets 

and patterns of media uses. Also, there are factors, such as accessibility of media content, 

that may have mediated the relationship between the values and the selection, exposure, 

and attention to different media content.

Likewise, the scores from materialist values scales demonstrated a low but 

positive correlation to active engagement in entertainment content (r -  .158,/? < .01 for
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the combined sample), and the correlation in the U.S. sample (r = .203, p  < .01) was 

slightly higher than its Chinese counterpart (r = .145, p  < .05). This provided support for 

H2c, “Materialist values and active engagement in entertainment content are positively 

related.” The positive correlation was also consistent with the aforementioned 

correlations between materialist values and media use, and between media use and active 

engagement.

However, H2d, “Postmaterialist values and active engagement in public affairs 

information are positively related,” did not find support from the survey sample. Neither 

of the two samples demonstrated significant correlations. The lack of support for H2d 

can be attributed to the different levels of ease (e.g., physically, financially, etc.) in taking 

committing actions to media content as incorporated in the questionnaire: various 

accessibility of media forms, or unexpected patterns of media consumption and 

programming as the result of the surrounding media environment and infrastructure.

Nevertheless, the most significant relationships among all were found between 

public affairs content use and active engagement in public affairs content, with the 

strongest relationship in the Chinese sample (r = .596 ,p  < .01), and a moderate level in 

the combined sample (r = .500,p  < .01) and the U.S. (r = .413,/? < .01). Likewise, fairly 

significant relationships were also found between entertainment content use and active 

engagement in entertainment content; the U.S. sample revealed the strongest relationship 

at .543, (p < .01), and the correlation coefficients in the Chinese (r = .414,/? < .01) and 

combined sample (r = .412,/? < .01) shared similar strength. In fact, all the paired factors 

between different media uses and active engagements indicated strong positive 

relationships, which may have suggested that the level of active engagement in media
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content is strongly correlated with the exposure and attention given to the media in 

general, regardless of distinctions in media content. In addition, there was a moderately 

positive relationship between the ratings of materialist and postmaterialist values in all 

three sets of samples: .480 in combined, .383 in China, and .565 in the United States, all 

at p  < .01. This resonated with the claim that these two sets of values are not mutually 

exclusive, but rather are coexisting preferences (Mark, 1997). Also, limited statistical 

significance in the analyses for four hypotheses that examined the support for 

postmaterialist values (HIa, Hlb, H2b, and H2d) maybe attributed to numerous 

confounding causes (e.g., unstable value development and immediate surroundings), 

limited sampling frame (education and age), and sample size.

Hypotheses III

The third set of hypotheses intended to assess how the use of public affairs media 

was linked to the retention of public affairs knowledge, the frequency of engaging in 

reflective integration, and political participation. Pearson Product Moment Correlations 

were utilized, and as hypothesized, numerous significantly positive correlations were 

found (see Table 6).

Addressing H3a, “The use of public affairs content is positively correlated with 

public affairs knowledge,” a positive but fairly low correlation coefficient .308 was found 

using the entire sample. Yet, looking at the two countries individually, the strengths of 

correlation coefficients from both of the Chinese (r = .211, p  < .01) and American 

samples (r = .269, p  < .01) tended to be less. It is understandable that the more exposure 

and attention given to the public affairs content by an individual, the more knowledgeable 

this individual is on public affairs. Yet, the levels of retention of public affairs
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knowledge may vary according to individual differences, such as in comprehension 

ability and information processing strategy.

Table 6

Pearson Correlations Coefficients o f Public Affairs Content Use,
Public Knowledge, Reflective Integration, and Political Participation

Combined

PAff

PKnow

Reflnt

PolPart

PAff

1.00

PKnow

.308**

1.00

Reflnt

.543**

.297**

1.00

PolPar

.347**

.113*

.383**

1.00

China

PAff

PKnow

Reflnt

PolPar

1.00 .277**

1.00

.593**

.235**

1.00

.330**

.151**

.373**

1.00

United States

PAff

PKnow

Reflnt

PolPar

1.00 .269**

1.00

.483**

.307**

1.00

.370**

.109

.399**

1.00

Note. PAff = Public Affairs Content Use; PKnow = Public Affairs Knowledge 
Reflnt = Relective Integration; PolPar = Political Participation
*p < .05
**p < .01

Furthermore, a relationship between the use of public affairs media and reflective 

integration was revealed to be significant and positive, with a moderately strong 

correlation coefficient of .543 (p < .01), which was supportive of the H3b. Comparing
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the responses from China and the United States, the Chinese sample demonstrated a 

stronger correlation of .593 (p < .01), .11 higher than the American sample’s .483 (p < 

.01). Indeed, the use of public affairs media and the involvement in reflective integration 

(information processing strategies) can be regarded as reciprocally beneficial, if not in a 

causal relationship, because more public affairs media use may lead to more involvement 

in reflective integration, and thus enhance the need for public affairs content.

The H3c, “The use of public affairs content is positively correlated with political 

participation,” was also supported with a fairly significant correlation of .347,p <  .01 

(.330 in China and .370 in the United States). This is not to suggest that the relationship 

between these two sets of variables is direct, but to some extent, this relationship can be 

illuminated by an also fairly significant positive correlation between public affairs 

knowledge and reflective integration (r = .297, p  < .01), and between reflective 

integration and political participation (r = .383, p< .01). Weaving together the examined 

variables in this set of hypotheses, the overwhelmingly positive correlations have 

exhibited consistency in the contention that the use of public affairs media, the retention 

of public affairs knowledge, and the engagement in reflective integration are conducive 

to the participation in political activities (Kim, Wyatt, & Katz, 1999; Scheufele, 2002; 

Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001).

Research Questions

In addition to the hypotheses, three research questions were also posed to examine 

the frequency of political participation as conditioned by different value supports, and the 

political environments and parents’ incomes with which the surveyed individuals were 

raised. Thus, the first research question RQlvfas formulated to see if there is a higher
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frequency of political participation among individuals who support postmaterialist 

priorities than among those who support materialist priorities. To gauge the differences 

in political participation, all the valid responses were first classified into four categories: 

uninvolved, materialist, postmaterialist, and undifferentiated, according to each 

individual’s two scores: the sum from six materialists items and the sum from six 

postmaterialist items, as compared to the sample’s mean scores of the materialist and the 

postmaterialist items. The mean scores on materialist items were 34 for the China sample 

and 35 for the United States, and the mean point on postmaterialist items was 33 for both 

China and the United States. The uninvolved group should have both scores lower than 

the mean scores, whereas the undifferentiated had rated both materialist and 

postmaterialist priorities higher than the mean scores. Those who scored higher than the 

materialist mean score but lower on the postmaterialist items were categorized as 

materialist, and conversely, those who had higher scores on postmaterialist items but 

lower on materialist priorities were deemed postmaterialist. The procedure resulted in a 

total of 349, more than two thirds of the responses, classified as either uninvolved (N= 

162) or undifferentiated (N  = 187), 77 materialists, and 83 postmaterialists (see Table 7). 

The materialists took up the smallest proportion in the Chinese sample (N= 36), but 

within the American sample, the smallest proportion was inhabited by the 

postmaterialists (N=  35).

As the four groups were distinguished, the mean scores for political participation 

were then obtained for each group. Comparing the mean scores for political 

participations, unanimously in the Chinese and American samples, Materialists had the 

lowest mean scores on political participation frequency (17.03, SD — 7.02 in China and
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18.66, SD = 6.69 in the United States), but postmaterialists had the highest mean scores 

(21.08, SD = 8.61 in China and 22.46, SD = 9.04 in the United States). A one-way 

analysis of variance was conducted, and the results revealed that the difference in 

political participation frequency among the four groups was significant, F(3, 508) =

2.874,p  = .036, r|2 = .017.

Table 7

One-way ANOVA o f Political Participation Frequency among Value Groups

N Mean SD F P p 2

Combined (N=  509)

Uninvolved 162 20.38 8.26

Materialist 77 17.90 6.85

Undifferentiated 187 20.20 8.60

Between Groups 2.847 .036 .017

China (A =229)

Uninvolved 76 21.05 9.09

Materialist 36 17.03 7.02

Postmaterialist 48 21.08 8.61

Undifferentiated 69 20.64 10.01

Between Groups 1.917 .128 .025

United States (N  = 280)

Uninvolved 86 19.79 7.44

Materialist 41 18.66 6.69

Postmaterialist 35 22.46 9.04

Undifferentiated 118 19.94 7.68

Between Groups 1.645 .179 .018
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Yet, looking at the two national samples individually, the differences among the 

four groups were not significant, which could be attributed to the fact that the 

composition proportions of these four groups differ in the Chinese and American samples 

and lead to this statistical discrepancy. To ensure the difference for RQ1, in which the 

mean score of political participation frequency in the postmaterialist group was higher 

than the mean score of the materialist group, a t test was also conducted. Within the 

entire sample, t-test results demonstrated that the difference in mean scores between the 

two value groups was significant, t(158) = -3.012, p  = .003 (see Table 8).

Table 8

T Test o f Political Participation Frequency between Materialists and Postmaterialists

N Mean SD T P

Combined

Materialist 77 17.90 6.85

Postmaterialist 83 21.66 8.77 -3.012 .003

China

Materialist 36 17.03 7.02

Postmaterialist 48 21.08 8.61 -2.308 .024

United States

Materialist 41 18.66 6.69

Postmaterialist 35 22.46 9.04 -2.101 .039
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In both countries’ samples, the differences in the mean scores of materialists and 

postmaterialists were also significant, at the .024 level for China and the .039 level for the 

United States. Thus, in response to RQ1, there is a higher frequency of political 

participation among postmaterialist individuals than among materialist individuals.

Following the inquiry thread, RQ2 asked, “Is there a higher frequency of political 

participation among individuals who are raised in a liberal democratic society?” To 

answer the question, a t test was conducted to compare the mean scores of political 

participation frequency between samples from China and the United States. The mean of 

political participation in the Chinese sample was 20.30 (SD — 9.05), and the mean score 

in the U.S. sample was 20.02 (SD = 7.68; see Table 9).

Table 9

T Test o f Political Participation Frequency between China and the United States

China United States

N  Mean SD N  Mean SD t p  

Political Participation 229 20.30 9.05 280 20.02 7.68 .377 .706

Even though the apparent mean score of the Chinese sample was .28 higher than 

that of the American sample, the results indicate that the difference between the two 

means was not significant, t(507) = .377, p  = .706. The insignificant difference between 

the mean scores of political participation in the Chinese and American samples was not 

sufficient to provide a positive answer to RQ2.

Similar to Hlb, differentiating the responses by parents’ income level, RQ3 

posited, “Is there a higher frequency of political participation among individuals who are 

from economically advanced families?” Two one-way analysis of variance tests were
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conducted separately on each of the Chinese and American samples to compare the mean 

scores of political participation frequency from different parents’ income groups. The 

results of the analyses for China and the United States were also reported independently 

due to the different income classifications. In both cases, the differences of mean scores 

among income groups’ were not statistically significant (China, F(4, 211) = .717, p  — 

.581, r|2 = .003; U.S, F(4, 258) = .939,p  = .442, Tf=021; see Table 10).

The variations of the mean scores in the Chinese and American samples displayed 

two slightly different patterns. In the China case, the mean score increased as the family 

income increased from below $19,999 RMB (M = 19.32, SD = 8.97) to the $40,000- 

$59,999 RMB (M = 22.28, SD = 7.66), where nearly 85% (N= 183) of the Chinese 

sample was from. Yet the mean score started to decrease in the $60,000-$79,999 RMB 

(M = 20.83, SD = 6.53) and above $80,000 RMB (M = 19.62, SD = 10.39) groups. On 

the other hand, the American sample mean also increased from 17.00 (SD = 7.04) at the 

lowest level to 20.06 in the $36,000-$55,999 U.S. group, slightly dropped to 19.14 (SD = 

7.53) in the $56,000-$75,999 level, and then went up to the highest mean score 20.73 

(SD = 7.71) within the group with the highest range of parents’ income, from which more 

than half of the U.S. respondents (N= 150) came. On the other hand, except for the mean 

scores in the highest income groups, the mean scores of political participation in the four 

income groups from China tended to be greater than those of their U.S. counterparts.

Yet, with the inconsistent patterns of mean score variations within both of the samples 

and the lack of statistical significance in between-group differences, RQ3 could not be 

sufficiently answered.
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Table 10

One-way ANOVA o f Political Participation Frequency among Economic Conditions

N Mean SD F P i f

China (N=  216)

Parents’ Income ($RMB)

< 19,999 65 19.32 8.97

20,000-39,999 82 20.74 9.16

40,000-59,999 36 22.28 7.66

60,000-79,999 12 20.83 6.53

> 80,000 21 19.62 10.39

Between Groups .111 .581 .003

United States (N= 265)

Parents’ Income ($US)

< 19,999 5 17.00 7.04

20,000-35,999 25 18.42 5.82

36,000-55,999 36 20.06 8.78

56,000-75,999 49 19.14 7.53

> 76,000 150 20.73 7.71

Between Groups .939 .442 .021

Nonetheless, to furnish a clearer view of the findings in this study, a summary of 

the applied statistical tests and analytical results to the three sets of hypotheses and one
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set of research questions, and thus provided in the following segment (see Table 11). 

Among all tested, the first three of Hypotheses II (H2a, H2b, and H2c), all of Hypotheses 

III (H3a, H3b, and H3c), and RQ1 were supported. Yet, no significant support was found 

for Hypotheses I (HI a and HIV), H2d, RQ2, and RQ3.

Table 11

Summary o f Results for Hypotheses and Research Questions 

Hypotheses I

HI a: Support for postmaterialist values is positively related to individuals raised in a 
liberal democratic society. (Not supported)

(T test): China: M =  33.40 (SD = 5.25)
U.S.: M =  33.60 (SD = 5.49) 
t = -.420, p  = .615

Hlb: Support for postmaterialist values is positively related to individuals raised in 
economically advanced families. (Not supported)

(One-way ANOVA): China: F  = .170,/? = .954, i f  = .013 
U.S.: F = 1.424,/? -  .226, r f  = .014

Hypotheses II (Pearson Correlation Coefficients)

H2a: Materialist values and entertainment media use are positively related.
R = .324** ( China:.335** ; U.S.: .268** )

H2b: Postmaterialist values and public affairs media use are positively related.
R = .118** ( China:.076 ; U.S.: .158** )

H2c: Materialist values and active engagement in entertainment content are positively 
related.

R = .158** ( China:.145* ; U.S.: .203** )

H2d: Postmaterialist values and active engagement in public affairs information are 
positively related. (Not supported)

R = .081 ( China:.083 ; U.S.: .085 )
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(Table 11, continued)

Hypotheses III (Pearson Correlation Coefficients)

H3a: The use of public affairs content is positively correlated with public affairs 
knowledge.

R = .308** ( China: .277** ; U.S.: .269**)

H3b: The use of public affairs media and reflective integration are positively related. 

R = .543** ( China: .593** ; U.S.: .483**)

H3c: The use of public affairs content is positively correlated with political 
participation.

R = .347** ( China: .330** ; U.S.: .370**)

Note: *p< .05, **p< .01

Research Questions

RQ1: Is there a higher frequency of political participation among individuals who support 
postmaterialist priorities than among those who support materialist priorities?

(T test): Materialist: M =  17.90 (SD = 6.85)
Postmaterialist: M =  21.66 (SD = 8.77) 
t = -3.012, p  = .003

RQ2: Is there a higher frequency of political participation among individuals who are 
raised in a liberal democratic society? (Higher frequency not supported)

(nest): China: M =  20.30 (SD = 9.05)
U.S.: M =  20.02 (SD = 7.68) 
t = 311,p  = .706

RQ3: Is there a higher frequency of political participation among individuals who are 
from economically advanced families? (Higher frequency not supported)

(One-way ANOVA): China: F  = .717,p  = .581, r|2 = .003
U.S.: F  = .939,p  = .442, r|2 = .021
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION

The overarching purpose of this research was to provide a further understanding 

of the linkages among values, patterns of media uses, and political participation through a 

comparative context between China and the United States, representing the East and the 

West. This study was also framed by Inglehart’s (1997) concepts of materialist and 

postmaterialist value systems, and Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2001) study of the mediation 

of media uses on value systems and political participations. Although the findings of this 

study were not overwhelmingly consistent with the theses or conjectures purported by 

previous research efforts, the study indeed instigated further contemplation on factors that 

may influence or mediate each of the examined linkages in this research. The following 

section will review the study results and provide possible explanations to better 

understand the differences in the findings from the two sampled countries.

Materialist and Postmaterialist Value Priorities 

Ingleharf s (1977) scarcity hypothesis posited that an individual would 

subjectively prioritize values that are in relatively short supply, and this relation has been 

demonstrated in several waves of World Values Survey, which also suggests that political 

and socioeconomic variables are two of the chief players in value formation (Inglehart, 

1997). Derived from the WVS findings, the first two hypotheses intended to determine 

whether individuals raised in a liberal democratic society, namely the United States, are 

more likely to support postmaterialist values, and whether affluent individuals and

76
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nationalities, who feel more secure, tend to focus more on quality of life than people from 

poorer nations, and therefore score higher on postmaterialistic items. Instead of basic 

physical and economic security, the quality of life in such a context refers to the higher 

levels of the Maslowian need hierarchy, focusing on intellectual advancement, self- 

actualization, or environmental quality.

However, the statistical results of this study did not reveal significant differences 

in the sample, and did not support either hypothesis. Although the factor analysis 

indicated that two factors can be extracted from the 12-value-item index, these value 

items may not necessarily reflect a dichotomous value dimension, as either toward 

materialism or postmaterialism. When respondents were asked to rate the 12 value items 

that are equally desirable, they may rate each value on its own terms without reference to 

a common underlying value dimension, or being “materialist,” “postmaterialist,” or 

“mixed” (Davis & Davenport, 1999, Marks, 1997). Moreover, the insignificant findings 

from these two hypotheses may have also suggested that the formation of materialist and 

postmaterialist values is not merely associated with political environment and economic 

conditions, but it is instead a complex process influenced by enormous confounding 

factors.

Despite the finding of no significant difference in postmaterialist value ratings, 

the summary of mean score comparison found that the U.S. sample had slightly higher 

mean scores on materialist values, but this does not necessarily suggest that the sampled 

American students are more materialistic than their Chinese counterparts. In fact, it may 

be helpful to examine the Chinese and American samples’ ratings separately, as each 

country has its unique context and constant changes within each context. For example, it
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could be that at the time of the survey in the United States, the personal associated 

economic issue, such as the rise in gasoline prices and housing expenses (most students 

drive and pay monthly rent in the United States, whereas the majority of university 

students in China live in dormitories) attracted more attention than other types of issues, 

and thus led to the higher scoring on the materialist value items.

The positive correlation between materialist and postmaterialist priorities found in 

this study’s statistical analyses agrees with the claim that materialist and postmaterialist 

values are not mutually exclusive, resonating with Marks’ (1997) contention that the 

majority of the public are in fact classified as neither persistent materialist nor 

postmaterialist, but mixed. Furthermore, if  prioritization of values can shift from 

materialist toward postmaterialist, it is also rational that the direction can shift from 

postmaterialist to materialist. One set of priorities may outweigh the other at certain 

points in time, but the weighing is personally subjective and may change along with the 

changes in the environment.

On the other hand, the socialization hypothesis (Inglehart, 1977), on which the 

respondent sample (i.e., university students aged from 17 to 27) was based, contends that 

rapid human development takes place during the preadult years, and as basic personality 

change declines during an individual’s adulthood, values developed during the adolescent 

years are likely to be maintained during adulthood (Jennings & Markus, 1984). This 

claim may be valid in a stable environment, but in practicality, numerous extrinsic or 

intrinsic factors, such as a sudden political or individual ability to adjust to the changes, 

may still play a role in value shaping.
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Furthermore, the statistical analyses were conducted by treating the Chinese and 

American respondents’ ratings in two aggregations, and the mean scores of ratings on the 

value priorities from both sets of samples were then used for comparison. In such a 

macro-level analysis, participating individuals’ characteristics in value support were thus 

overlooked. Also, the level of support for a value system in early adulthood may change 

in later adulthood due to human developmental factors, such as employment or marriage 

(Ting & Chiu, 2000). These sampled university students may not have had much realistic 

contact with the issue priorities used for materialist or postmaterialist values, and thus are 

not able to demonstrate distinctions among the values.

Despite the fact that political and economic conditions are two key players, the 

findings for the first two hypotheses also imply that the formation of value systems relies 

on many other factors. For example, Marks (1997) proposed five general influences on 

values: parental socialization, formative security within the family of origin, societal or 

economic formative security on reaching adulthood, education, and contemporary 

influences. Postmaterialist values, such as freedom of expression or having more say in 

government decisions, are not the natural consequences of the fulfillment of physical and 

economic security, but are rather learned in later developmental stages. In fact, education 

has been proven the single most important predictor of postmaterialist values, and 

research findings have suggested that the postmaterialism scale is not related to material 

issues but to those associated with having more or less education, such as liberal values 

(De Graaf & Evans, 1996; Moore, 2003). On the other hand, high levels of educational 

attainment can also be treated as an indirect measure of family prosperity. As succeeding 

generations become more economically secure during early socialization, they have

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

80

greater access to education and become more postmaterialist in their attitudes 

(Macintosh, 1998). College education in both China and the United States has been 

considered a high educational level, and in such an educational institution students are 

nurtured with the more liberal view of pursuing quality of life. In addition to the political 

and economic factors hypothesized in Hypotheses I, the current study attempted to 

control age and educational levels by recruiting university students to participate in the 

survey, and the results of the ratings on the value index were thus inevitably mediated by 

educational attainment, leading to insignificant difference between the Chinese and 

American samples.

Moreover, in breaking down the support for the six postmaterialist items, there are 

significant differences between the two countries on two items: the American 

respondents rated “to show kindliness and friendliness to each other” higher, whereas the 

Chinese respondents demonstrated a higher mean on “to have equal opportunity for all at 

their jobs and in their community.” If values are only an aspect of a culture, different 

magnitudes of support to these two items may also reflect the difference between both 

cultures. Pan, Chaffee, and his colleagues (1994) have compared and provided several 

distinctions between the cultural systems of the Chinese and Americans. They argued 

that the U.S. culture emphasizes horizontal dimensions of interpersonal relationships, 

whereas traditional Chinese culture places more weight on vertical interpersonal 

relationships. This may explain the fact that the Chinese rated showing kindliness and 

friendliness to others lower than other values, as traditionally, there is a high degree of 

distrust between people who are not related (Tu, 1984). In comparing to their American 

counterpart, the Chinese gave an average higher score to “equal opportunity for all,”
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which may suggest a rebound effect from the situation of an immeasureable polarization 

and inequality between the have and have nots. Education is considered a conventional 

gateway to remove inequality. In the reality of Chinese university students, equal 

opportunities will then become an urgent personal concern before they enter into society.

As to the obvious decline of support for postmaterialist values among individuals 

from the most affluent families, it seems to be the case in both the Chinese and the U.S. 

samples. This decline, which goes against the direction of the scarcity hypothesis, 

demands close examination. This may have insinuated that economic comfort exerts its 

influence in value development. The lowest income group in the U.S. sample 

unexpectedly demonstrated the highest mean score for postmaterialist, but conversely, the 

support decreased among individuals of the highest income families. For those who were 

from the lowest income group, they have fewer needs satisfied but less to lose, and thus, 

it is conceivable that they would rate all the value items high if these items could be 

fulfilled. Yet, when individuals are situated in an upper class setting, they are more 

willing to maintain materialistic conditions, such as status and income, and less likely to 

jeopardize their holdings to support seemingly riskier postmaterialist priorities. That 

being said, more than half of the American respondents were from the highest income 

families but scored the lowest among the five groups on postmaterialist items. In such a 

case, the prevalent state of political apathy, disagreement with the current government, 

and economic volatility in the United States may lower postmaterialist priorities, causing 

it a reverse shift in value priorities.
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Value Systems and Patterns of Media Use 

The second linkage examined was primarily between the two value systems and 

patterns of media uses. Research has found that postmaterialist value supporters tend to 

be news media users, whereas materialists tend to place preferences on entertainment- 

oriented or mainstream media content (Johansson & Miegel, 1992; Roberts & Mccoby, 

1985; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001). Drawn from previous research findings, Hypotheses 

2a and 2b focused specifically on the correlation between support for materialist or 

postmaterialist values and frequency of public affairs or entertainment media use, 

whereas hypotheses 2c and 2d looked at the relationship between value support and types 

of active media engagement. Yet, these four hypotheses only aimed to correlate all of the 

sampled individuals’ support for both value sets with the patterns of their media use, not 

make any differentiation of materialist and postmaterialists among the respondents or 

suggest causality among these variables.

The results of several correlation analyses presented modest support for the two 

hypothesized correlations in which rating of materialist values was set as a variable. 

However, unlike the findings in Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2001) study, the correlations 

between the support for postmaterialist values and public affairs media use, or between 

postmaterialist values and active engagement in public affairs media, were rather weak. 

Relating to the first set of hypotheses, the insignificant relationships between the support 

for postmaterialist priorities and other variables can be explained by the fact that the 

sampled respondents may not have developed concrete sets of value priorities at their 

current ages. Regardless of their natures, as all of the 12 value items juxtaposed together, 

it is possible that the rating of an item may have interfered with the ratings of the others.
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Moreover, another consideration affecting the weak correlations could be that the 

two types of media contents are presented in fundamentally different manners. Although 

the four categories of public affairs information (i.e., international, national, local affairs, 

and news editorial) can be obtained through various medium forms, such as TV nightly 

news, newspapers, or Internet websites, these categories are normally assembled in one 

program, a daily newspaper, or a group of web pages. In other words, an individual is 

able to locate different kinds of news in one place all at once, which is not the case for the 

four types of entertainment content. In fact, the distribution channels of entertainment 

content, and content lengths, breadths, and depths, suggest a sharp difference from the 

public affairs content. Thus, these various distinctions should be taken into consideration 

as influencing participants’ answers on their use of the two types of media content, and 

their active engagements in the content.

Also, in spite of the finding from the previous section of little difference between 

the Chinese and American respondents’ scores on postmaterialist value support, the 

nonsignificant relationship between postmaterialist priorities and public affairs media use 

may be due to the immense variation in media accessibility (e.g., easier to obtain copies 

of newspapers or get online than own a TV set for students in China), programming 

strategies (e.g., more news channels and more variety of newscasts in the United States), 

or media consumption patterns as the consequence of different developments of media 

environments in China and the United States.

Nonetheless, when correlating all the major variables examined for these four 

hypotheses, fairly strong positive relationships were found between public affairs media 

and active engagement, and between entertainment media use and active engagement. It
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is reasonable that the exposure and attention given to media content are closely 

associated with the extra action taken in search of the preferred content. The more 

frequently an individual consumes a certain type of media content, the higher level of 

involvement in this content this person may have, and the more likely that he or she 

would take further action (e.g., videotape shows, subscribe to newspapers, etc.) to engage 

in the content, and eventually this would lead to more exposure and attention paid to the 

content. In this research context, the results suggest a strong correlation between the use 

of media content and active engagement activities, and yet, the findings are not sufficient 

to suggest these two sets of variables are in any causal relationship, which may be 

another area calling for examinations.

Although the current findings on the linkage between values aild media uses are 

not in agreement with the previous research endeavors, these findings have to be 

interpreted in a crossnational, comparative context, in which each of the surveyed 

countries has its characteristic factors contributing to the significance or nonsignificance. 

Yet, whether value systems influence the choice of media content, or media content help 

shape or reinforce the values is not to be answered by these correlational interpretations.

Patterns of Media Use and Political Participation

To political communication scholars, the relation between mass media and civic 

activities is generally the focal point. In particular, public affairs media are deemed a 

crucial element in contemporary democracy, as opposed to entertainment media, which 

are normally associated with materialist values not related to civic engagement. Research 

findings also support the assertion that having frequent contact with public affairs 

information and diverse discussions lead to a positive impact on participation (Eveland &
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Scheufele, 2000; McLeod et al., 1996; Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 2001; Sotirovic & 

McLeod, 2001). Founded on this rationale, the current study intended to cross national 

boundaries to find out whether the assertion also exists not only in the United States but 

in China.

In addition to the use of public affairs media and its relationship to political 

participation, this study also included examination of the links between political 

participation and two other cognitive factors, public affairs knowledge and reflective 

integration, which are considered the interplaying antecedents of political activity. Based 

on the models proposed by Sotirovic and McLeod (2001), this study conjectured that the 

frequency of use of public affairs content is positively correlated with the retention of 

public affair knowledge, reflective integrating activities, and political participation.

These three hypotheses of positive correlations in the current study were 

supported by the statistical results. The strongest positive correlation existed on the pair 

of public affairs media use and reflective integration in both the Chinese and U.S. 

samples. This positive correlation in the Chinese sample appeared to be slightly stronger 

than the correlation in the U.S. sample. This may be explained by the lack of variance 

and higher frequencies of using public affairs media and engaging in reflective 

integrating activities in the Chinese sample.

Nonetheless, the lowest positive correlation was found between public affairs 

media use and public affairs knowledge, and this demonstrates relatively weak support to 

the normal assumption that the more frequent exposure and attention given to the news 

media should lead to a gain in public affairs knowledge. Yet in this study, question 

should be raised concerning the measure of the levels of public affairs knowledge.
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Although an equivalency was attempted for the 12 public affairs questipns in both the 

Chinese and English versions of the survey, and the questions were drafted based on 

common criteria (e.g., government officials’ or world organization chief officers’ names, 

local or international current affairs), different emphases on public affairs in the two 

countries should also be taken into account when considering the variance among the 

scores on public affairs knowledge. For instance, students in China may be accustomed 

to paying more attention to national and international affairs, whereas American students 

may focus more on national and regional affairs.

Another complication in the statistical correlation between public affairs media 

use and public affairs knowledge was that there was a tremendous discrepancy in the 

scores of the 12 general public affairs questions between the Chinese and Americans.

The average score in the Chinese sample was 5.48, with a standard deviation of 2.62, 

whereas the American counterpart only scored 1.90 on average, with a small standard 

deviation of 1.72. The discrepancy, especially the low score in the U.S. sample, may be 

the result of the inappropriate drafting of the public affair questions, although questions 

were composed on a general basis and concerned with events taking place 2 weeks prior 

to survey administration. The other confounding factor could be that the answer rate was 

simply low, or survey participants did not truthfully provide their knowledge on public 

affairs. No matter which of the factors are held more accountable, they certainly hinder 

the statistical analysis process and resulting interpretation.

Furthermore, reminiscent of the previous research findings, this survey found that 

in both the Chinese and U.S. samples, public affairs media use is positively correlated 

with political activity, including electoral and nonelectoral behavior. Also, a somewhat
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stronger positive correlation was found between reflective integration and political 

participation. This places engagement in reflective integration in the mediating position 

between public affairs media use and political participation, as hypothesized by Sotirovic 

and McLeod’s (2001) model. That is, the more individuals consume and think about the 

news and search for additional related information, the more public affairs knowledge the 

individuals may gain, and thus increase their understanding of the political world. These 

processes then provide a strong cognitive base for political participation.

As the use of public affairs media is suggested to be conducive in promoting 

political activity, the importance of public affairs media, mainly news media, in the 

political process is reaffirmed. On the other hand, the allegation is often made against the 

news media that biased and manipulated media presentations of political reality in recent 

decades have contributed to a great degree to political apathy and cynicism, particularly 

in the United States. This study does not attempt to defend the public affairs media, nor 

does it attempt to suggest the causes of declining civic participation. The intent to use, 

exposure frequency, and attention paid to public affairs media are as crucial as the 

messages incorporated into the media content for individuals to understand the political 

world, but these factors also have to compete with enormous interfering factors ranging 

from individual differences to societal influence that may play a part in the political 

process.

Political Participation 

In addition to the linkages among values, media use, and political participation, 

this research also extended its inquiry to the involvement in the political process by 

comparing support of different value priorities among individuals raised in different
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political systems and economic backgrounds. Postmaterialist values are considered to 

encourage political behaviors, and also it has been argued that development of democracy 

is closely associated with economic advancement (Duch & Taylor, 1993; Lipset, 1959; 

Rowen, 1996). Although China is still classified as a not-free regime (Freedom House, 

2004), it has experienced tremendous growth during its economic reform in the 1990s. 

Thus, in hope of promoting understanding of the current state of political sense and 

attentiveness in China, this study intended to adopt political participation as an indicator 

and compare the involvement in China and the United States, a long standing liberal 

democracy. Because research efforts using a comparative perspective in this area have 

not established sound theories, this study began its exploration in this subject area by 

posing three research questions about whether postmaterialists, individuals raised in a 

relatively liberal country, and those growing up in more affluent families would 

demonstrate a higher frequency of participating in the political process.

This study found that in both the Chinese and American samples, the persistent 

postmaterialists demonstrated a significantly higher frequency of political participation 

than did the materialists, despite the fact that these two groups were only a small portion 

of the entire sample, as opposed to the majority of “mixed” (Marks, 1997). Also, the 

results revealed that in the United States, the frequency of engaging in political behaviors 

increased when families had higher incomes, although not at a consistent rate. Yet, the 

mean scores of political participation in the Chinese sample showed a curvilinear pattern: 

they increased as parents’ income increased to the middle range and started to decline as 

the increase in incomes continued. Contradictory to the common sense notion that 

involvement in political participation tends to be constrained in nondemocratic societies,
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this study found that the level of political engagement among the Chinese respondents 

appears slightly higher than its American counterpart, although the difference was 

statistically nonsignificant.

However, this does not suggest that the political atmosphere in China has become 

more tolerant or that American democracy is undermined by the decline of civic 

engagement. The assessment of these differences should start with how political 

participation is perceived in this survey questionnaire as well as in general sense. First, 

the construction of the political participation scales in this survey was intended to explore 

the attitudinal bases of political participation through statements of civic or political 

engagement, which is considered a strong predictor of participation (Klesner, 2003).

In doing so, the statements were phrased in a general way, avoiding politically sensitive 

words or references for distribution in China and the United States. Although the essence 

of these scales was to capture these student participants’ attitudes and involvement in 

civic activities (e.g., vote in class or student government elections, or be members in 

nonpolitical organizations), and not actual counts of the behaviors, these scales of 

statements were likely interpreted or understood as statements in an actual political 

context. Thus, to many students, they have not had actual experiences in the political 

process, such as attending town hall meetings, and casting votes in presidential, 

gubernatorial, or local elections. This misinterpretation of the questionnaire is more 

likely the case in the U.S. sample, because the respondents were raised in a democratic 

political culture, in which political activities take place constantly.

On the other hand, although the political system in China is regarded as being far 

from a democratic regime, the Chinese political culture and individuals’ political attitudes
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have encountered enormous changes during the recent economic and political (stagnated 

in the early 1990s after the June 4 democratic movement) reforms in the last decade. 

Traditionally, Chinese weak deference to authority has created a greater need for an 

authoritarian political system in Chinese societies. Because state authority is less 

respected in China, the danger of social chaos and fear of disintegration are what have 

continued to make Chinese rulers reluctant to liberalize the political system (Tu, 1984).

In today’s China, those who are better educated, young, and more liberl tend to be more 

cynical of political institutions, but at the same time more active in the political process. 

Moreover, political reform has progressively taken place at the local, grass-roots level, 

and elections are regularly held in the villages. Some argue that the village 

industrialization, villagers’ ties to the economy, and the rise in income are closely 

correlated with interest in political participation (Qi & Rozelle, 2000). Although these 

changes are not to be treated as the prevailing phenomenon nationwide, they tend to 

occur in regions of political importance.

Another factor contributing to the variance in the responses of political 

participation between the two samples could be the different curricular designs. 

University students in the United States have full autonomy in selecting courses and 

composing class schedules and can study at their own pace. In China, pre-established 

curricula and class schedules are normally the case, and politics-oriented courses are 

mandatory for all of the students. Although the courses of this nature are not to be 

deemed in the same sense or nature as common civic education, these courses more or 

less help encourage an awareness of, and attitudes or values toward politics. Also, within 

the surveyed sample are students from various disciplines, which suggests that
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respondents’ sensibilities toward the political process may vary at individual levels 

associated with different academic majors. For example, students majoring in the social 

sciences or law may have a stronger sense about politics as compared with the natural 

sciences or mathematics majors.

The model posited by Sotirovic and McLeod (2001) that public affairs media are 

the mediating factor for political participation may also shed light on the different levels 

of political involvement between the Chinese and U.S. samples. Based on the model, the 

statistical results in the third set of hypotheses indicated that public affairs media use, 

public affairs knowledge, reflective integration, and political participation are positively 

correlated. These are also the variables that showed the Chinese sample demonstrating 

higher mean scores and stronger correlations than the U.S. sample. With more frequent 

use of public affairs media, more awareness of public affairs, and frequent engagement in 

reflective integrating activities, it is logical to find impressively more involvement in 

civic activities from the Chinese sample. Yet, when the focus is on political 

participation, especially in this research context, it must not be interpreted as in a 

democratic society, because political activities associated with democracy are still 

prudently constrained in China.

The theoretical foundation of this study has been an attempt to bridge Inglehart’s 

(1977) thesis and conceptualization of materialist and postmaterialist values, and the 

theoretical model of linkages among values, communication behaviors, and political 

activity. The study also intended to investigate the various relations in a comparative 

context by expanding the effort to non-Westem society. Three sets of hypotheses and 

three research questions were thus examined. Yet, both supportive and inconsistent
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results were found in the study. Although the link between postmaterialist values and 

public affairs media use was not substantial, all the correlations among values, media use, 

and political participation were positive, congruent to the hypothetical model of Sotirovic 

and McLeod (2001). Variables of active engagement and reflective integration were also 

incorporated in the survey as indicators of commitment toward media use and 

information processing, which are considered to strengthen the importance of 

distinguished media use. Also, support for postmaterialist values was also shown to be 

positively related to engagement in political behaviors, which agrees with Inglehart’s 

(1997) argument that postmaterialist priorities pose political consequence.

On the other hand, the inconsistent findings occurred when values and political 

participation variables were compared in a crossnational context, between China and the 

United States. The research found that tendency toward postmaterialism and 

involvement level in political process did not differ significantly in the two countries, and 

did not increase as a society or political system was more liberal. The results actually 

were in the opposite direction from the normal understanding of the tight relation 

between liberal democracy and civic engagement. Nonetheless, this inconsistency is 

rather encouraging and invites more in-depth examination of the factors contributing to 

the differences between the two nations.

Also, although postmaterialists tend to demonstrate a higher frequency of political 

participation, it is not to be overlooked that values instigate political consequence through 

the mediation of many factors, such as varied media usage. No matter whether the 

patterns of media use are influenced by accessibility and content, or by beliefs and values,
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and no matter in what cultures, it is evident that media, particularly public affairs media, 

hold in a vital position in the modem political process.

In its current state, the media environment in the United States is filled with a 

wide variety of choices in terms of media forms and content, so the share of public affairs 

media (time and interest) is constantly threatened by other types of media content, for 

instance, new entertainment genres. The role played by public affairs media in 

America’s daily life has been fixed, and the impact level of content remains fairly stable, 

except for exceptional cases, such as election periods, particular policy issues, or 

breaking news events. Yet, although the media in the United States do not need to take 

the sole responsibility for declining political interest, the content format and appeal of the 

public affairs media may not constrain their functions to merely informing the public. 

Acknowledging their crucial position in the political process, the public affairs media 

themselves should refocus their role in not only providing information and being the 

watchdog for the public, but also leading the public to exercise its rights and liberties.

On the contrary, the media, print or electronic, in China are still officially owned 

and operated by central and local governments, and the governments normally place a 

great emphasis on public affairs. Although it is difficult to avoid the color of 

propaganda, the Chinese government has allowed some extent of reform in news media 

policy. Issues can be discussed in the media, editorial independence has also been 

pursued, and critical voices against local government or issues are permissible on the 

premise that the interests of central government are not affected. An example can be 

found in the current affairs program “Jiaodian Fangtan” launched by Chinese Central 

Television, and the program claims to attract more than 300 million viewers each day
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(Chan, 2002; Li, 2002). In general, these gradual changes are favorable to the public and 

have energized the public interest in public affairs, and therefore, encourage exposure and 

attention to these media. In the meantime, the changing trend enables the public to be 

more informed and have a clear self-identity in the political process. That being the case, 

the changes in media environment or political interest and behavior should still be seen in 

its national circumstance, and by no means suggests that China is experiencing any 

democratization process.

Limitations of Present Study 

As with any research in social sciences, there are limitations and potential 

weakness in this research design. First, the limited sample may have been the greatest 

shortcoming of this research. As a comparative survey study, the number of participants 

in each country tends to be small, and this leads to difficulties with statistical significance, 

obscuring results by covering potential meaningful differences. Furthermore, due to a 

lack of funding, the method of sampling was not based on randomization but convenience 

within two frames: age and educational level. Thus, the samples consisted of university 

students from a major university in the east coast of China, and a major university in the 

southeastern United States. The homogeneity within the two sets of sample could lead to 

rather skewed results, and the homogeneity could take place as students in each of the 

universities may have been situated in similar living environments, taken the same 

courses, or exposed to similar environmental conditions.

Another drawback of this convenience sampling is the unrepresentativeness to 

the targeted population, namely all college students. Although the research intends to 

compare the various linkages of values, media uses, and political participation among
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university students, the two universities included in the research did not provide

equivalent levels of representativeness for students in the two nations. The university

selected in China is located in a major east coastal city, and considered one of the top

major universities in China, in which students are admitted after competing in national

entrance examinations. Compared to schools in inland China, students in this university

tend to be aware of political current affairs as well as indicate more interest in political

discourse. On the other hand, the university in the United States is located in the

southeast, which is normally labeled the most conservative region. Although in the

school setting the political atmosphere can be slightly moderate, the majority of the

student body are individuals from the same region, a relatively conservative political

environment as opposed to many other regions in the United States. Students may hold

different views of political affairs from students from other places in the United States.
»

Thus, attempts to generalize the results of this study to the full student populations of 

China and the United States can only be done tenuously. However, the main purpose of 

this research was to explore a new direction of study using a crossnational design. 

Significant mark can only be made on the larger landscape through replication and 

adapting under more generalizable conditions.

The second limitation of the study lies in the measurement instrument. As with 

most crossnational research, linguistic differences have been the major challenge in 

constructing measurement instruments. In this case, English and Chinese were used to 

compose the survey questionnaires. The original questionnaire was a slight modification 

based on Sotirovic and McLeod’s (2001) instrument and had to be translated from 

English to Chinese. Although the translation was conducted by three Chinese-English

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

96

bilinguals (two from English to Chinese, one from Chinese to English), there were some 

English expressions that did not have Chinese equivalents and were rephrased in a more 

understandable way. Also, although the reliability tests demonstrated acceptable levels 

for all the item scales, item statements included in each set of examined variables, such as 

media use or political participation, may not show sufficient breadth and depth to 

determine respondents’ tendency.

Finally, the last limitation of this research design is its correlational nature. 

Because the survey sessions were conducted only once for all the participants, and no 

element of time or scientific intervention was included, there was no position to make 

any substantial claims as to direction or causation of any of the variables studied. Also, 

there is always the possibility of unrecognized mediating or moderating variables 

affecting the results. Thus, without further examination, the study cannot adequately 

infer which, if any, variables are factors in this question. Yet, although there are 

insufficiencies in this comparative research design and interpretations of limited findings, 

this is, in fact, a call for further study.

Suggestions for Future Research 

Previous research efforts suggests that the relationship between value dimensions 

and media use is reciprocal, that values may affect choices of media, and, in turn, media 

content reinforces certain values. This dynamic relationship further places direct and 

indirect effects on the political process (Shah, Domke, & Wackman, 1996). Further, 

research also illuminates that the relationship is influenced by microlevel differences in 

the motives underlying media use; there are age-cohort differences in patterns of media
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use and levels of civic engagement, and macro-level differences in 

community/communication context (Shah, McLeod, & Yoon, 2001).

The current research, taking a step further with a crossnational comparison, has 

added national cultural variables to the examination of the linkages among values, 

patterns of media use, and political participation. The main objective of the crossnational 

comparison is, on one hand, to examine whether the linkages hold in various societies, 

and on the other hand, to contribute to the understanding of the differences each society 

demonstrates on the linkages.

Pursuit of this line of investigation would benefit from more rigorous sampling 

methods. First, the sample size in this study was constrained in two rather culturally 

specific regions in China and the United, and within a relative constant age group and 

education level. If ages and education level are to be controlled in the comparison as in 

this research context, the sampling frame can be extended to student populations of more 

diverse regional backgrounds in each studied nation, and thus it would help strengthen 

the comparisons and differentiations among countries. Also, randomized samples of 

diverse demographic groups can not only enhance the degree of representativeness in the 

national samples, but also enable identification of potential moderating or mediating 

factors on the links among values, media use, and political involvement from specific 

societal or national contexts. All of these suggestions on the sampling techniques aim to 

raise the level of ecological validity in crossnational comparative approaches, and are not 

intended to use as bases of generalization.

Additionally, the scope of crossnational examination can be expanded to multiple 

Western and non-Western societies on wide cultural, political, and economic spectrums.
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The larger scale of crossnational research on this series of linkages would facilitate the 

corroboration conjectures on the relationships of the three elements. In the meantime, 

comparing variations in the relationships among different countries can also facilitate the 

recognition of emergent patterns of the relationships because of different societal 

characteristics.

Furthermore, although the survey method is normally deemed the most feasible 

approach for covering crossnational contexts, other methodological approaches, including 

both quantitative and qualitative, would also complement the results generated through 

survey research. For example, time-series analyses may help enlighten the order of 

precedence of values, media use, or political engagement in the relationships in certain 

cases in spite of the indisputable reciprocity of influences among the three components. 

Also, the lack of depth in findings from quantitative approaches can be balanced by 

qualitative methods, which would help identify unique elements of each culture or 

society and thus provide more in-depth explanations of the differences.

Nevertheless, this line of research not only interprets the crossnational differences 

on the linkages among value systems, media use patterns, and civic involvement, but it 

also has implications for international relations. In fact, in this global era, there are 

continuous contacts among nations and societies, and the consequences of changing 

international affairs and issues have put many countries in a shared lifeboat. Also, global 

media consolidations and crossborder information flows may have made impacts on the 

weights of the elements (i.e., value, media use, and political activities) in the linkages. 

Therefore, the political consequences of the linkages will take place not only within a 

society, but also expectedly on the stage of global affairs.
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Informed Consent

You are invited to participate in our survey on values, patterns of media uses, and 
participation in the political process. In this survey, approximately 400 people will be 
asked to complete a survey that asks questions about how they view and know about their 
world, how they use various media, and what types of activities they do. It will take 
approximately 2 0  minutes to complete the questionnaire.

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. There are no foreseeable risks 
associated with this project. By signing this form, you are certifying that you are at least 
18 years of age and agree to participate in this survey. However, if you feel 
uncomfortable answering any questions, you can withdraw from the survey at any point.
It is very important for us to leam your opinions.

Your survey responses will be strictly confidential and stored securely in the 
investigator’s office. Data from this research will be reported only in the aggregate.
Your information will be coded and will remain confidential. If you have questions at 
any time about the survey or the procedures, you may contact Dr. Gary Copeland (phone: 
348-6350; email: copeland@ua.edu), or Amy Chu (phone: 348-8604; email: 
chu004@bama.ua.edu~).

If you have any research related problems or questions regarding subject’s rights, you 
may contact Dr. Thomas Ward (phone: 348-3178; email: ward@ccm.ua.edu).

Please print your name: 

Please print your CWID:

Participant Signature:________________________________  Date:_________, 2005

Please proceed to the next page for the questionnaire after signing this consent form.
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SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE

People sometimes talk about different goals that are important to their own nations in the 
future years. In this section, we would like to know how important in your judgment each 
of the following goals is to your country by marking the scale provided next to each goal.
On this 7-point scale, “1” means that the goal is not at all important and “7” means it is 
extremely important. For each item, please circle the number on the scale to indicate how 
important you consider each goal is.

N ot a t a ll Extremely
important important

a. To maintain social order 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

b. To have more say in the decision of the government 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

c. To have a stable economy and comfortable life 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

d. To have strong defense forces 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

e. To fight rising prices 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

f. To show kindness and friendliness to each other 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

g. To protect freedom of expression 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

h. To make cities and countryside more beautiful 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

i. To maintain high rate of economic growth 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

j. To have equal opportunity for all at their jobs and in 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
their communities

k. To fight against crime \ 2 3 4 5 6  7

1. To move toward a society that values ideas over } 2 3 4  5 6  7
money.

In this section, please tell us how often you read/watch each of the following types of news 
content each day by circling your answer on the scale. “1” means don’t read/watch at all, 
and “7” means read/watch all the time.

D o n ’t read/watch Read/watch
at all all the time

a. International affairs 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

b. Coverage about national government and politics 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

c. Coverage about local government and politics 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

 ̂ xt a 't ■ 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7d. News editorials
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When you read/watch these news content, how much attention do you normally pay to them?
In the scale below, “1” means very little attention, whereas “7” means very close attention.

Very little Very close
attention attention

a. International affairs 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

b. Coverage about national government and politics 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

c. Coverage about local government and politics 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

d. News editorials 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

Likewise, please tell us how often a day, on the average, you read/watch the following types of 
content. Again, “1” means don’t read/watch at all, and “7” means read/watch all the time.

D on ’t read/watch Read/watch
a t a ll all the tim>

a. Entertainment news 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

b. Sports news/games 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

c. Variety programming (e.g., reality shows, music 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
programs, game shows)

d. Dramatic programming (e.g., TV series, movies, 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
dramas)

When you read/watch the following content, how much attention do you normally pay to them?
In the scale below, “1” means very little attention, whereas “7” means very close attention.

Very little Very close
attention attention

a. Entertainment news 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

b. Sports news/games 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

c. Variety programming (e.g., reality shows, music 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
programs, game shows)

d. Dramatic programming (e.g., TV series, movies, 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
dramas)
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The following is a set of activity statements related to media uses. We would like to know 
how frequently you would engage in these activities. On the scale, “1” means never, and 
“7” means very frequently.

Very
Never frequently

a. Check out schedules or previews of my favorite 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
programs in the TV Guide, TV promotions, or on 
Internet

b. Make sure not to miss any episode of my favorite 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
programs

c. Video-record/download, rent, or purchase my favorite 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
programs for multiple viewings

d. Subscribe or purchase newspapers or newsmagazines 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

e. Use different media sources to get news and issue 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
updates (e.g., radio, TV, Internet, etc.)

f. Go to Internet for news coverage about my home town 1 2 3 4 5 6  7

Below are some current affairs questions. For each question, please write your answer in 
the provided space next to the question. If you don’t know the answer to any of the 
question, please leave the space blank.

a. Who is the current U.S. Secretary of State?

b. In what region did Mahmoud Abbas just won in the recent presidential election in
early January 2005?

c. Which Chilean dictator was recently arrested on charges of human right cases related
to the death and disappearances of dissidents in the 1970s?

d. U.S. Congressman Tom Lantos, leading a team of his aides, went to North Korea in
early January 2005 and anticipated to discuss with North Korean officials several 
international issues. Please name one of the serious issues associated with the 
situations in North Korea.

e. According to the announcement by the Justice Department in last December, which
company has agreed to pay the U.S. government $325 million to settle numerous 
allegations that the company defrauded Medicare and other government programs?

f. In which branch of the federal government does William Rehnquist serve?
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g. Who is the current United Nations Secretary-General?

h. What controversies or policies have brought Attorney General nominee Alberto R.
Gonzales before the Senate Judiciary Committee?

i. In December 2004, with which nation did the U.S. issue a new agreement which aims
to stop asylum seekers from landing in one country and seeking refuge in another?

j. Please name two of the countries that were impacted by the Indian Ocean Tsunami on
December 26, 2004.

k. Who is Shirley Chisholm?

1. Since the pressure from the European Union in March 2003, frosty relation between
Cuba and eight European nations finally became improved recently due to the 
positive response by the Castro government. What was the main issue causing the 
past tension?

The following statements are some ways about how people use various types of news 
content, and we would like to know how frequently you take the actions as described in the 
following segment. Please tell us the frequency that you take each of these actions. On the 
scale, “1” means never, and “7” means very frequently.

Very
Never frequently

a. I spend time thinking about the news stories that I read 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
or heard earlier.

b. I talk with friends about stories learned in the news, 1 2 3 4 5 6  7
and see what they think.

c. When I have learned about something in the news, I 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
will recall it later and think about it.

d. I seek out additional information about a topic when I 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
feel the news stories are incomplete.

e. I search for additional information about the most \ 2  3 4 5 6  7
discussed news topics.
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Now we would like to ask how often you participate in each of the following acts. On the 
scale, please indicate the frequency that you engage in these actions, and again, “ 1” means 
never, and “7 means very frequently.

Very
N ever frequently

a. I cast vote in an election. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

b. I hold memberships in organizations. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

c. I attend meetings on public issues. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

d. I work with others in a group for resolutions on local 
problems or issues.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

e. I circulate a petition for something I am interested. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

f. I write to the news editors to express my views. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

g- I contact leaders, lobby or persuade others for the 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
interests I support.

In the following section, please briefly tell us about your demographic background.

a. Your gender: 1) Male_____  2) Female_____

b. Your age: ___________ years old

c. The place you lived the longest between the ages of 12 and 18:

_____________ , _____________ ,   (city, state/province, country)

d. Your parents’ combined annual income: ($ U.S.)
1) <$  19,999______ 2) $20 ,000-35 ,999_____  3) $ 36,000 -  55,999_____

4) $ 56,000-75,999_____ 5) > $  76,000_____

e. What is your current educational level?
1) Freshman  2) Sophomore  3) Junior  4) Senior____
5) Master’s program  6 ) Doctoral program  7) Other____

f. What is your major? _________________________________

This is the end of the questionnaire.
Again, we appreciate your help and wish you all the best!
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m m  > m i m  1 2 3 4 5 6 7

? t * » ® A i ± s
“7” . ;a 1 m 7 mmmmm ■> if

® A i±m
« A f r f i  1 2 3 4 5 6 7/ J  \71

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

’ m m m m )  1 2 3 4 5 6 7

m ^ T i g ( M $ n « ®  ’ « > M # )  1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

124

“i ” m ^ x m ^  ’ “7” p j iS T # 7 tM s t  * j x  i $  7 » « ^ i  - 
w tw g  ° 

i m m m
3 4 5 6 7

3 4 5 6 7

3 4 5 6 7

3 4 5 6 7

3 4 5 6 7

3 4 5 6 7

O T S / l l i W M g  * i t £ @ J T ^ ± 7 i T M ^ I g  - > f lf f tg L L ^ a  °

a. ?____________

b. T T l l_____________________________________________ _______

c. 0 ?_____________

d . T H M T M H i T T W J T ^ l S T M g ^ T  ? ________________

e.____________________________________ ________________________

f. i m ^ m m i m m A & m m & ? ______________

g.  __________________

j . gfcgM 0 xt t  mmmmwtf} ?_________________

1. n M ^ m m X ' m m . m ^ m m m ^ m ^ m ^ m ^ m m ^ y X X & r n ? __________
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a. 1 ) H  2 ) &

b. fftfiWw? : ______ ^

c. H ffr 12 ]g  18 ^SSfi],

d. { frA T O ¥ « :A  (7C) m i ■
1) < 19,999 2) 20 ,000-39 ,999  3) 40 ,000-59 ,999
4 ) 60 ,000-79 ,999  5) > 80,000
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