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Abstract

The perception of political messages may not only be shaped by textual information, but also by its
visual appearance. An online experiment investigated how newspaper articles’ layout style and text
slant affect the perception of a newspapers’ political orientation on the left-right axis. The layout
versions were based on a prior analysis of correlations between design and political direction of
quality newspapers. Results suggest the existence of political layout effects: a conservative layout
style led to the source of a left-wing slanted text being estimated more right-wing, especially for
left-wing-oriented participants. However, it had no effect when it was combined congruently with
a right-wing slanted text. A progressive layout style had only an effect for participants with more
knowledge on quality newspapers, leading them to locate the source more left-wing.
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An increasing number of studies connect the fields of political and visual communica-
tion. They point to the effectiveness and importance of visual cues for the processing of
political information (e.g. Barnhurst and Steele, 1997; Grabe and Bucy, 2009; Prior,
2014). However, until now, very few studies have investigated whether graphic design
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or layout (i.e. the composition of style and arrangement of textual, graphical and image
elements) affect the perception of political media content. But prior research indicates
that certain layout styles coincide with different political positions of the respective
media outlets (Barnhurst, 1994; Hutt, 1946: 12—13; Schindler and Miiller, in press). As
media content cannot be not designed, its layout could contribute to political opinion
formation. The look of newspapers, news magazines, online news, political weblogs,
political advertising or even TV content is shaped by typography, coloration and other
design characteristics in similar ways. Political layout patterns could be learned by
media users and affect their perception and judgment of political information from
familiar and especially from unknown sources. Hence, political layout effects could
also be important for experimental political communication research from a methodo-
logical point of view. Stimulus layout might unintentionally bear some political mean-
ing and interfere with the perception of experimental manipulations.

In light of these consequences, the present study explores the political effects of qual-
ity newspaper layout in Germany. An experiment tests how newspaper layout influences
peoples’ judgments of the newspaper’s political position and how it interacts with the
political slant of article content. The decision to use quality newspapers in this study was
made for several reasons. First, print newspapers are still the second most important
source of political information in Germany, after television (Bernhard et al., 2014). They
are regarded as important ‘orientation marks’ (Eilders, 2002: 28) in the process of opin-
ion formation, as they cover the political spectrum quite well. Second, a previous analy-
sis of German quality newspapers’ layouts has demonstrated considerable differences in
layout style that correlate with the newspapers’ political orientation (Schindler and
Miiller, in press).

Before presenting the empirical study, this article will discuss how layout could con-
vey political connotations. In order to explore whether graphic design is a relevant factor
in the transmission of political messages, it will continue with a review of theoretical
approaches and empirical findings referring to the perception and processing of political
and visual information. Then the paper discusses possible influences on political layout
effects, namely readers’ political convictions and their familiarity with layout patterns.

Political connotations of layout patterns

Various studies indicate that elements of graphic design can be ideologically or politi-
cally charged. This has been demonstrated for single design elements like fonts
(Campbell, 2013; Hutt, 1946: 12—13) and colors (Gross, 2013; Koller, 2008), but also for
layout style as a whole (Barnhurst, 1994; Chan, 2011; Peled-Elhanan, 2009). Research
on election posters shows that graphic design is used as a symbol for party identities
(Holtz-Bacha and Lessinger, 2006) and that the election posters of major and niche par-
ties are designed differently (Dumitrescu, 2010; Vliegenthart, 2012).

The connection between politics and newspaper layout has also been demonstrated by
a quantitative and qualitative analysis of nationwide quality newspapers’ layouts in
Germany (Schindler and Miiller, in press). The study shows that the layout styles of
newspapers differ systematically depending on the newspapers’ position on the left-right
axis, which is clearly identifiable in the German press landscape (Eilders, 2002). The
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primary difference lies in the use of a rather progressive layout style by left-wing news-
papers and the use of a rather conservative layout style by right-wing newspapers. The
progressive design of left-wing newspapers is basically characterized by the employ-
ment of more modern fonts (i.e. sans serifs), a higher number of colored elements per
page and smaller page and article formats. The conservative layout applies mainly serif
fonts, uses fewer colors and comes with a larger page size.

The connection between the two political directions and conservatism/modernism is
quite plausible: Political direction overlaps with modernist and conservative views
(Thorisdottir et al., 2007). Moreover, leftist parties have younger supporters than rightist
ones (Jung et al., 2013).

Beyond the mere progressive-conservative contrast, there are also layout differences
directly relating to political directions. German left-wing newspapers do not only apply
more colored elements in general, but also more frequently make use of the colors red
and green. These colors are linked to left-wing politics and the environmental movement
(Schiiler, 2006: 36-37). Furthermore, the most left-wing newspaper die tageszeitung
writes its logo in lower case, referring to an ideologically charged spelling discourse in
Germany. Rightist newspapers apply more and larger initials which are associated with
clerical publications and, therefore, with political conservatism (Mohseni and Wilcox,
2009). Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung even features a logo written in blackletter. Due to
its historical background, blackletter has traditionalist (and slightly nationalist) connota-
tions in Germany (Beck, 2006). Taken together, these results indicate that newspaper
design does work as a political symbol system in the German media landscape. Similar
patterns might be observable in other countries.

Different cognitive mechanisms suggest that media users will notice these political
layout patterns when they are confronted with a political media message from a known
or even an unknown source. Layout elements might (1) remind recipients of familiar
media and thus suggest a similar political orientation or (2) be generally associated with
certain political views (e.g. the color red with left-wing political views). In each case,
single layout elements could operate as simple peripheral cues (Petty and Cacioppo,
1986) for political camps. Sufficiently typical combinations of layout elements, how-
ever, might form politically connoted schemata. Schemata are experience-based ‘organ-
ised setting[s]’ (Bartlett, 1932: 201), which people use to interpret and remember
information. The left-right schema is regarded as a universal, efficient and effective aid
for communicating and processing political information (see also Jou, 2010). Thus, if
being ‘left’ is associated with progressivism or aesthetic modernism and being ‘right’
with conservatism or traditionalism (see Jung et al., 2013; Thorisdottir et al., 2007), a
political message could be perceived as more left-wing or right-wing depending on the
style of its respective presentation.

Layout effects on the perception of political messages

By providing visual cues or schemata, layout style could have priming and/or framing
effects on the perception of political messages. Priming is generally defined as the short-
term activation of cognitive concepts by a stimulus. Being more accessible, these con-
cepts may subsequently influence recipients’ perception and evaluation of further
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information (Roskos-Ewoldsen et al., 2007). In a similar vein, framing basically refers to
the selection and salience of certain aspects of reality in media messages. Frames might
also affect the perception and evaluation of mediated information (Entman, 1993).
Several studies in the field of political communication have found visual priming and
framing effects with regard to images so far (e.g., Coleman, 2010; Domke et al., 2002).
This suggests that layout style might as well be capable of visually priming or framing
the perception of political news.

In other fields than political communication, studies have already provided ample
evidence for various design effects. It has been shown that layout affects, for example,
reading processes (Holsanova et al., 2006; Knapper and Warr, 1965), newspaper circula-
tion (Schoenbach and Lauf, 2002) or survey responses (Tourangeau et al., 2004). The
present study focuses on layout effects on the perception of textual content. In this
domain, it has already been demonstrated that scientific abstracts are evaluated more
positively when written in serif fonts (Kaspar et al., 2015). Moreover, Fichter and Jonas
(2008) found that newspaper articles are evaluated more positively if they were pre-
sented in their original layout (as compared to plain text). Similarly, Grabe et al. (2000)
have shown that viewers evaluated television news stories as less informative and trust-
worthy when they were presented in tabloid style. These findings can be regarded as
empirical support for effects of graphic design on the perception of media content.

The main objective of this study is to explore the effects of political connotations of
(progressive and conservative) newspaper layout. But to determine the actual signifi-
cance of layout for the processing of political messages, the interaction of layout effects
with effects of textual slant is considered as well. In real-life settings, recipients are usu-
ally confronted with a combination of both.

Based on the mechanisms of priming and framing described above, politically charged
design patterns could indicate a newspapers’ political position. Layout style is a feature
of a newspaper as a whole and not only of a single article. Thus, it probably results in
holistic effects on the evaluation of newspapers which exceed the mere perception of a
single article. Therefore, we analyze layout effects on the overall perception of a news-
paper. In order to prevent interactions with previous knowledge, participants’ perception
of an unknown, that is, fictitious, newspaper is examined.

Hla. An unknown newspaper is perceived as more left-wing if the layout style of an
article from that newspaper is progressive.

H1b. An unknown newspaper is perceived as more right-wing if the layout style of an
article from that newspaper is conservative.

Regarding text, it seems quite obvious that an article’s slant affects the perception of
political coverage. Various studies have shown that certain perspectives, arguments and
language patterns mark different ideological positions (e.g. Eilders, 2002; Lowry, 2008)
and that readers are able to assign views on issues to the corresponding political positions
(e.g., Huber, 2010). Accordingly, it is hypothesized,

H?2. An unknown newspaper’s political direction is perceived in line with the slant of
an article from the same newspaper.
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As mentioned above, layout and text are usually combined in real-life settings. At the
same time, graphic design can be regarded as an independent level of meaning, which is
typically, but not necessarily, congruent with a message’s textual meaning. Researchers
have argued that there are a complex interdependencies between visual and textual fram-
ing of media content which have yet to be more closely examined (Coleman, 2010; Geise
and Baden, 2015). For our context, there is not enough evidence to determine whether
layout and text work as separate cues or schemata for political orientation and are added
up to an overall assessment or whether there are more complex interactions. In general,
visual cues and schemata are regarded as particularly powerful, because they are less
explicit, more salient and can often be understood intuitively. They may also be pro-
cessed with reduced awareness and, therefore, more effectively (Messaris and Abraham,
2001). With regard to possible interactions between layout and text there could be a
priming effect of layout, since it is more readily accessible. The layout style of a media
message could set certain expectations at the beginning of the reception process so that
any further information is interpreted consistent to this first impression. Conversely, lay-
out style might not leave any lasting impression because its effects could be outshone by
the impact of text slant. These contradictory possibilities lead to the following research
question:

RQI: How do different combinations of textual slant and layout style influence the
perception of an unknown newspaper’s political direction?

Influences on layout effects

Political attitudes

Research on political information processing has shown that existing political convic-
tions influence the way political messages are processed and interpreted (Bartels, 2002;
Jerit and Barabas, 2012; Strickland et al., 2011). This could also be true for perceptions
of media outlets’ political direction, especially in a setting in which readers do not have
any prior information about this political orientation. Readers’ political position could
influence text and layout effects in two different ways: (1) They could affect the obtru-
siveness of political layout patterns and (2) they could compete with political layout
patterns and text slant as a heuristic anchor for newspapers’ political direction.

Regarding the obtrusiveness of political layout patterns, it can be argued that readers’
political positions could diminish layout effects. Research has demonstrated that parti-
sans tend to select media content congruent to their political convictions (e.g., Garrett,
2009; Stroud, 2008, 2010). That way, partisans could become accustomed to the typical
layout patterns of partisan media outlets. Layouts that resemble those of typically used
media outlets could then be less obtrusive to partisan readers. Unfamiliar layout styles,
on the contrary, should stand out. This could diminish the effects of layout patterns which
are consistent with the reader’s political position and increase the effects of inconsistent
layout patterns. On the other hand, it could also be easier for readers to detect well-
known layout patterns. This would suggest stronger layout effects when layout patterns
are consistent with readers’ political position.
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Readers’ political positions could also serve as starting point for a heuristic assess-
ment of newspapers’ political direction that is independent of layout and text slant.
Studies have shown that people tend to project their own attitudes and opinions on other
people (e.g. Gunther and Christen, 2002; Ross et al., 1977). This might be due to moti-
vated reasoning (Kunda, 1990) or merely due to a lack of more sufficient information
about these ‘others’. The same projection mechanism could also apply for the assessment
of media outlet’s political orientation (Goldman and Mutz, 2011). On the other hand,
research has also demonstrated that — independent of any actual media slant — partisans
tend to regard media as biased against their position (Vallone et al., 1985). Strong parti-
sanship and perceived in-group threat seem to trigger this effect (Hartmann and Tanis,
2013). Seen in this light, strong political convictions could also lead to an assessment of
media outlets as having the opposite political orientation. Against the backdrop of these
diverse possible effects of readers’ political position on both layout obtrusiveness and
judgments of newspapers’ political orientation, the following research question is posed:

RQ2. How do pre-existing political attitudes influence the text and layout effects sug-
gested in Hypotheses 1a/b and 2?

Familiarity with newspapers and attention to design

Political layout effects might also depend on readers’ familiarity with political layout
patterns and with design in general: If readers have not learned to associate layout pat-
terns with specific sources, they will not be able to draw inferences about a newspaper’s
ideological position from the layout. Such knowledge about media design and content is
acquired by exposure. Therefore, exposure to quality newspapers could foster the devel-
opment of layout schemata and their political associations. However, basic experiences
with different types of printed material may already be sufficient to allow readers to clas-
sify layout patterns as conservative or progressive even without being familiar with qual-
ity newspapers.

Moreover, attention to layout patterns could be enhanced by a general interest in lay-
out and design which could then increase political layout effects. However, since there is
no existing research in this field, the following research question is posed:

RQ3. Do familiarity with quality newspapers and attention to design influence the
layout effects suggested in Hypotheses 1a/b?

Method

Participants

To test our hypotheses and answer the research questions, a 2x3-factorial (text slant x layout
style) between-subjects online experiment was conducted in Germany in April and May
2014. Participants were recruited through different channels in order to provide a diverse
sample regarding newspaper usage, political orientation, education, age, and gender. The
survey link was spread via e-mail and Facebook, and participants were incentivized with the
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lottery of three €20 gift cards. In all, 546 participants completed the questionnaire. Thirteen
cases were excluded from analysis because the stimulus was not viewed for more than
20seconds. The final sample comprised n=533 (age: M=35.2; standard deviation
(SD)=16.3; 54% female). In all, 53% of the participants used one or more quality newspa-
pers on a regular basis (values between 3 and 5 on a scale from 1 to 5). The political orienta-
tion of the sample was relatively balanced (M=3.75; SD=1.4; scale from 1=left-wing/
progressive to T=right-wing/conservative). The sample was rather highly educated, with
46% of the participants having an academic degree and an additional 31% having a high-
school diploma as highest degree.

Procedure

In an online questionnaire, respondents were presented with one of six versions of a
newspaper article. Before the stimulus was shown, they were asked to assess how often
they used the most important German quality newspapers. Then, one of six newspaper
article versions (Factor 1: left-wing or right-wing text; Factor 2: progressive newspaper
layout, conservative newspaper layout or neutral/no newspaper layout as controls) was
randomly assigned to the respondents. As mentioned above, this study tested political
layout effects on the perception of an unknown newspaper. That means participants were
merely instructed that the article they read had ‘recently been published by a daily news-
paper’. Neither the instruction nor the stimulus itself contained any information as to
which newspaper exactly the article came from. Following stimulus exposure, partici-
pants were asked to fill out a questionnaire with the central dependent variable being the
evaluation of the newspapers’ political position. Furthermore, they were asked for their
general perception of the article (e.g. its quality and authenticity). Attention to design
was also measured after the article was presented in order to avoid drawing particular
attention to layout. Finally, respondents were asked to identify their own political posi-
tion and social demographics.

Experimental stimuli

For the six experimental conditions, the political slant of a newspaper and the political
connotation of its layout style were manipulated. Each of the two text versions (left-wing
and right-wing) was combined with each of the three layout versions (progressive, con-
servative and neutral/no newspaper layout). No newspaper name or other identifying
information was given. To provide the highest possible external validity, the text and
layout of the article versions were generated thoroughly in the style of quality newspa-
pers. A pretest showed that the stimulus articles were perceived as realistic. The validity
of the applied layout versions is also confirmed by a manipulation check (see the results
section for details).

Text slant. Both text versions (left-wing and right-wing) deal with a national summit on
the integration of immigrants. Both article versions begin with an introduction that
explains the event and the political measures under discussion. The articles’ framing of
these measures were systematically varied by emphasizing different aspects and by
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Experten fordern mehr Unterstiitzung fiir Migranten

Beim siebten Integrationsgipfel ging es um Bildung. Laut Kritikern ldsst der
verabschiedete MaRnahmenkatalog aber die Bediirfnisse der Einwanderer auRer Acht.
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Figure |. Progressive layout style.

quoting different statements of government representatives, experts and interest groups.
For this purpose, fundamental lines of conflict between left-wing and right-wing politics
in Germany (Eilders, 2002; Voltmer, 1997) were addressed: preserving cultural identity
(left) versus forced integration (right), state responsibility (left) versus individual respon-
sibility (right), and preventing integration problems (left) versus sanctioning refusal to
integrate (right). The left-wing version’s headline stated that ‘experts call for more sup-
port for immigrants’, in contrast to the right-wing headline, which stated that ‘experts
call for more willingness to integrate’. Typical writing styles and keywords used by qual-
ity newspapers in the German migration discourse were adopted.

Layout style. Three layout style versions (progressive, conservative and neutral/no news-
paper layout, see Figures 1 to 3) were created. The progressive and conservative layout
versions were based on findings of the prior analysis of German quality newspapers’
layout (Schindler and Miiller, in press). Both layout versions contained a heading line
and page number so that they appeared like they had been cut out of a newspaper page.
They differed in (1) typography (non-serif headings and some lower case (progressive)
vs. serif headings and initials (conservative)), (2) color usage (red and green accents (p)
vs. little muted blue (¢)), and (3) format/arrangement (horizontal article format, which is
typical for smaller, more modern page formats (p) vs. vertical article format (c)). They
also contained (4) differently designed logos (red and green elements and a modern font
(p) vs. no color and blackletter (c)) with the first part of the newspapers’ name blackened
(like ‘xxx Times’). The two resulting layout styles resemble the layouts of existing
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Experten fordern mehr
Unterstiitzung fiir Migranten

Beim siebten Integrationsgipfel ging es um Bildung.
Laut Kritikern lidsst der vorgestellte MaBnahmenkatalog
aber die Bediirfnisse der Einwanderer auer Acht.

BERLIN.
um Auftakt des Berliner Integ-
rationsgipfels verwies Bundes-
kanzlerin Angela Merkel auf

Defizite bei der Integration von Mig-
rantinnen und Migranten: ,Kinder aus
Einwandererfamilien haben schlechtere
Bildungs- und Berufschancen als Kin-
der aus deutschen Familien. Deshalb ist
das Armutsrisiko unter Migranten auch
weitaus hoher als unter Deutschen”. Es
gebe noch deutlichen Handlungsbedarf
bei der Bildung".

Auf dem Integrationsgipfel treffen
sich einmal im Jahr 120 Verbands- und
Gewerkschaft Kirchenl

unter ,staatlichen lnlcgralionszmng
gesetzt zu den, sollten Eir d
erfamilien bei Beduf von Som.lphda-
gogen betreut werden, die beispielsweise
iiber Bildungsméglichkeiten aufkliren.
wViele der Probleme, mit denen Mig-
ranten konfrontiert sind, wiirden so
gar nicht erst entstehen” sagte Ruhl der
Agentur dpa. ,Der Staat muss endlich
seiner Verantwortung gerecht werden
und Einwanderern helfen, wo es wirk-
lich ndtig ist™.

Der Vorsitzende des Deutschen Phi-
lologenverbandes Hans-Peter Meinert
fordene (berdies ,eine tatséichliche An-

gskultur gegeniiber kultureller

Behordenleiter, Politiker und Migran-
tenverbiéinde. Sie diskutieren jihrlich
iiber ¢in neues Thema rund um Integra-
tion, erstellen Pline und rufen neue Ini-
tiativen ins Leben. In diesem Jahr stellte
das Kabinett cinen MaBnahmenkatalog

Vielfalt*, Der MaBnahmenkatalog be-
schriinke sich darauf, Deutschkenntnisse
zu verbessern. Zusitzlich miisse es aber
mehr herkunftssprachlichen Unterricht
an Schulen geben. ,Das gute Erlernen
lhmr Muuaspm:hc hilft Kindern mn

zur Verbesserung der Bildungsch

grund ihre  kul

von Kindern aus Einwandererfamilien
vor. Der wohl wichtigste Beschluss ist,
dass ab 2015 mehr Geld in die Sprach-
forderung in Kitas und Schulen inves-
tiert werden soll. AuBerdem sollen ver-
pflichtende Integrationskurse speziell
fiir Eltern angeboten werden. Die Integ-
rationsbeauftragte der Bundesregierung
Ayfer Ozcan spricht von einem ,,positi-
ven Signal“, das die ,,Schliisselrolle der
Ausbildung fir die Integration* deutlich
mache.

Forderung:
GroBere Anerkennung
kultureller Vielfalt

Der MaBnahmenkatalog steht aber
durchaus in der Kritik: Der Migrations-
experte und Politikprofessor Thomas
Ruhl sprach sich gegen verpflichtende
Integrationskurse fir Eltern aus. Anstatt

Idcnuun 2u wahren und verbessert auch
ihre generelle Sprachfiihigkeit”, so Mei-
nert.

Regierung zeigt
sich optimistisch

Gleichzeitig erkliinre Regierungsspre-
cher Steffen Seibert, dass trotz des
Verbesserungsbedarfs bei der Bildungs-
integration ,,in den letzten Jahren ein po-
sitiver Trend" zu beobachten sei. Kinder
aus Einwandererfamilien besuchten hiiu-
figer Kindertagesstitten und Kindergi
ten als noch vor finf Jahren. Auch ihre
schulischen Leistungen niherten sich
schrittweise jenen von Kindern und Ju-
gendlichen ohne Mlgrauonshmlcrgrund
an. Der verabschiedete MaBnah -
talog werde diesen positiven Trend noch
einmal ,deutlich verstiirken".

(Red)

Figure 2. Conservative layout style.
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Beim siebten Integrationsgipfel ging es um Bildung. Laut Kritikern lasst der vorgestelite
MaRnahmenkatalog aber die Bedirfnisse der Einwanderer auBer Acht.

Berlin. Zum Auftakt des Beriner Integrationsgipfels verwies Bundeskanzlerin Angela Merkel auf Defizite bei
der Integration von Migrantinnen und Migranten: ,Kinder aus Einwandererfamilien haben schlechtere
Bildungs- und Berufschancen als Kinder aus deutschen Familien. Deshalb ist das Armutsrisiko unter
Migranten auch weitaus hoher als unter Deutschen®. Es gebe noch .deutlichen Handlungsbedarf bei der

Bildung®.
Auf dem Integrationsgipfel treffen sich einmal im Jahr 120 Verbands- und Gewerl ft:
Kirchenleute, Behdrdenleiter, Politiker und Migrantenverbénde. Sie diskutieren jéhriich Uber ein neues

Thema rund um Integration, erstellen Pléne und rufen neue Initiativen ins Leben. In diesem Jahr stelite das
Kabinett einen MaBnahmenkatalog zur Verbesserung der Bildungschancen von Kindern aus
Einwandererfamilien vor. Der wohl wichtigste Beschluss ist, dass ab 2015 mehr Geld in die Sprachférderung
in Kitas und Schulen investiert werden soll. AuBerdem sollen verpflichtende Integ kurse speziell fiir
Eltern angeboten werden. Die Integrationsbeauftragte der Bund gierung Ayfer Ozcan spricht von einem
.positiven Signal®, das die .Schlisselrolle der Ausbildung fiir die Integration* deutlich mache.

Forderung: GroRere Anerkennung kultureller Vielfalt

Der MaBnahmenkatalog steht aber durchaus in der Kritik: Der Mi perte und Politikprof

Thomas Ruhl sprach sich gegen verpflichtende Integraﬂonskume far Eltern aus. Anstatt unter staatlichen
grati 9" g zu werden, soliten E dererfamilien bei Bedarf von Sozialpddagogen betreut

werden, die beispielsweise Uber Bildungsméglichkeiten aufkidren. .Viele der Probleme, mit denen Migranten

konfrontiert sind, wiirden so gar nicht erst entstehen" sagte Ruhl der Agentur dpa. .Der Staat muss endlich

seiner V. tung gerecht werden und Einwanderern helfen, wo es wirklich ndtig ist".

Der V de des Deutschen Philologl rbandes Hans-Peter Meinert forderte Uberdies ,eine
tatséchliche A gskultur gegeniiber kultureller Vielfalt". Der MaRnahmenkatalog beschrinke sich
darauf, D isse zu verb Zusétzlich milsse es aber mehr herkunft Ur

an Schulen geben. .Das gute Eri ihrer Muttersprache hilft Kindern mit Migrationshintergrund ihre
kulturelle Identitat zu wahren und verbessert auch ihre generelle Sprachfahigkeit”, so Meinert.

Regierung zeigt sich optimistisch

Gleichzeitig erklarte Regierungssprecher Steffen Seibert, dass trotz des Verbesserungsbedarfs bei der
Bildungsintegration .in den letzten Jahren ein positiver Trend" zu beobachten sei. Kinder aus

Eil dererf; b hten haufiger Kindertagesstatten und Kindergérten als noch vor finf Jahren.
Auch ihre schulischen Leistungen néherten sich schrittweise jenen von Kindern und Jugendlichen ohne
Migrationshintergrund an. Der verabschiedete MaRnahmenkatalog werde diesen positiven Trend noch
einmal ,deutlich verstarken®. (Red)

Figure 3. Neutral/no newspaper layout.

left-wing and right-wing newspapers in Germany. At the same time, it was ensured that
the layout did not look too similar to any particular existing paper in order to avoid the
confounding effect of prior knowledge and attitudes toward existing newspapers. The
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control group received a treatment version which did not look like a newspaper article
but was a plain text document written in Arial.

Measures

Perception of the newspaper’s political position. The perceived political position of the
stimulus article’s source was measured on a 7-point scale from 1=/left-wing/progressive
to 7=right-wing/conservative (M=4.31; SD=1.31). The alternative terms ‘progressive’
and ‘conservative’ were added to the political directions because, in particular, the term
‘right-wing’ has a rather negative (and extremist) connotation in Germany, which could
have led to response bias if used solely.

Respondents’political attitude. Respondents’ political attitude was measured using the same
7-point scale from 1=left-wing/progressive to 7=right-wing/conservative (M=3.76;
SD=1.44).

Familiarity with newspapers and attention to design. To capture familiarity with political
layout patterns and with design in general, we measured several constructs. First, partici-
pants were asked to estimate their quality newspaper exposure on a 5-point scale from
1 =almost never to 5=very frequently for each of the five most important, German qual-
ity newspapers. For further analyses, we calculated an index that indicates to what extent
participants used one or more quality newspapers at least on a regular basis (M=1.39;
SD=1.75).

Second, participants’ knowledge about quality newspapers’ political positions was
assessed. For each of the five existing German quality newspapers, respondents’ were
asked whether they think the paper’s slant is ‘rather left-wing’, ‘rather right-wing’ or
whether they were not sure. Then, all correct answers were added to a sum index
(M=1.87; SD=1.71).

Third, self-reported attention to design was measured asking participants to assess
how much they generally pay attention to the design of print and online newspapers and
magazines. This was estimated on a 5-point scale reaching from 1 =very little to S5=very
much (M=3.57, SD=1.11).

Sociodemographic factors. Participants were also asked for their age, gender and level of
education.

Results

Manipulation check

In order to test for the successful creation of realistic and convincing layout and text ver-
sions, participants were asked to evaluate the article they read on a bipolar 5-point scale
with 10 pairs of items regarding quality, balance, authenticity and reading experience
(e.g. not professional vs. professional; not comprehensible vs. comprehensible; not reli-
able vs. reliable; not appealing vs. appealing). Analyses of variance showed no
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Table I. Perception of the newspaper’s ideological position by text slant and layout style.

Layout style Text slant

Left-wing Right-wing
Progressive 3.462 (0.98) 5.002 (1.20)
Neutral/no newspaper layout 3.542 (1.16) 4.762 (1.15)
Conservative 4.03% (1.08) 5.012 (1.23)

Values are means with standard deviations in parentheses. Dependent variable: ‘Even if you don’t know this
newspaper — how would you classify it between “politically left” (or progressive) and “politically right” (or
conservative)?’; seven-point rating scale from | ‘politically left/progressive’ to 7 ‘politically right/conservative’.
Means with identical superscripts do not differ significantly (p < .05) within columns according to Duncan’s
post hoc test.

significant differences for these items between the different layout versions. However,
t-tests indicated that the right-wing text version was rated somewhat worse in 3 of the 10
dimensions, namely in balance (right-wing text: M=2.78, SD=0.97; left-wing text:
M=3.18, SD=1.04; 1485, 47)=4.356, p < .001), in seriousness (right-wing text:
M=3.60, SD=0.95; left-wing text: M=3.85, SD=0.88; #(485, 95)=3.023, p=.003), and
in professionalism (right-wing text: M=3.40, SD=0.90; left-wing text: M=3.56;
SD=0.94; 1(488)=2.020, p=.044). This might be explicable through the slightly left-
wing oriented sample. However, it can be concluded that the layout manipulation has not
resulted in any differences in the article’s general perception which could have interfered
with the experimental manipulation. Differences concerning the manipulation of article
slant are also not as substantial as to doubt the validity of manipulation.

Political layout effects and text effects

In order to test for the effects of the experimental manipulation on the perception of the
newspaper’s political direction, an analysis of variance was conducted. Results show a
significant main effect of text slant across all layout versions (F(1)=157.61; p=.000).
Reading a right-wing slanted text lead participants to rate the newspaper as more right-
wing than the left-wing slanted text (see Table 1). This supports H2. In Hla and b, it was
hypothesized that a newspaper with a progressive layout style is perceived as more left-
wing and that a newspaper with conservative layout style is perceived as more right-
wing. This is confirmed by a significant main effect of the layout versions across the
different text groups (F(2)=5.24; p=.006). Although the interaction effect between the
layout and the text slant fails to reach significance (F(2)=2.71; p=.067), there seem to
be no layout effects for the right-wing slanted version on the one hand (as a separate
analysis of variance indicates, F(2)=1.25; p=.287), and layout effects for the-left-wing
slanted text on the other hand (F(2)=7.32; p=.001). According to Duncan’s post hoc
test, this version is rated as significantly more right-wing if the layout style is conserva-
tive (H1b). The conservative layout appears to neutralize the effect of text slant.
However, there is no difference between the progressive and the neutral layout style of
the left-wing slanted text (H1a). With regard to RQ1, layout effects could thus be only
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found for an incongruent combination of text slant (left-wing) and layout style
(conservative).

Moderating factors

With RQ2 and RQ3, we asked for the moderating influence of respondents’ political
attitudes and their familiarity with newspapers and attention to design on layout effects.
In order to test for these effects, we estimated a series of linear models in which we
included these variables and their interaction with the layout groups (see Table 2).
Regarding the participants’ political attitude, no interaction with text slant was found.
However, political attitude interacts with layout style. The more right-wing the own
political attitude, the less respondents perceived the article with a conservative layout as
right-wing. The effect of conservative layout style is thus reinforced by a left-wing politi-
cal attitude. As to the influence of familiarity with newspapers and design (RQ3), expo-
sure to quality newspapers and attention to design do not moderate the layout effects.
Quality newspaper knowledge, however, moderates the effect of the progressive layout
version: the better participants knew the political positions of important German news-
papers, the more left-wing they located the article with the progressive layout style.

Discussion

As expected, the results show a strong influence of text slant on recipients’ political
impression of the stimulus. But layout style can also have an impact on how recipients
locate newspapers politically. The observed findings show that variations in typography,
coloration and arrangement can trigger political layout effects. However, in this experi-
ment, direct layout effects could only be found for a conservative layout style and a left-
wing slanted text version. In this case, the conservative style yielded in a more
conservative evaluation of the newspaper’s political orientation than the progressive and
neutral styles. The fact that neither the combination of left-wing slanted text and progres-
sive layout nor of right-wing slanted text and conservative layout lead to significant dif-
ferences in comparison to the control group suggests that a congruency of layout
associations and textual content does not result in the same attention to layout as an
incongruency. This means that layout does not reinforce the effects of a political text
slant when it points in the same direction. However, when the layout style contradicts the
text slant, it might make the difference between the perception of the same newspaper as
being either left-wing slanted or centered. The left-wing text slant was, in other words,
neutralized by the conservative layout style.

Regarding the relationship of text slant and layout style during message processing,
these findings suggest that text and layout information are not processed separately
and simply added up afterwards. If that was true, congruency of layout style and text
slant should have strengthened layout effects. Instead, results indicate a holistic pro-
cessing of text and layout, so that layout becomes salient only when it is incongruent
with the bigger picture that is suggested by the text. It can also be concluded that text
effects are stronger than layout effects but can apparently be moderated by the former
in some cases. Furthermore, the fact that layout style was only effective when it was
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Table 2. Effects of an article’s layout and ideological slant on readers’ perception of the
newspaper’s ideological position (linear model, standardized coefficients).

Model | Model 2 Model 3
Experimental manipulation
Right-wing text slant A8k 5527k 575%wx
Progressive layout style —-.046 .093 -.020
Conservative layout style 178+ 4527k A410*
Right-wing text * progressive layout .105 .108 19
Right-wing text * conservative layout —-.060 -.073 —-.068
Interaction between political attitudes and manipulation
Political attitude .033 .057
Political attitude * right-wing text -.079 —-110
Political attitude * progressive layout —155 -171
Political attitude * conservative layout —-.297% —295%
Effects of familiarity with newspapers and design
Quality newspaper exposure —-.044
Quality newspaper knowledge .104
Attention to design —-.063
Quality newspaper exposure * progressive layout .087
Quality newspaper exposure * conservative layout .055
Quality newspaper knowledge * progressive layout —.186*
Quality newspaper knowledge * conservative layout —-.045
Attention to design * progressive layout 211
Attention to design * conservative layout .033
R? 274 295 .308
R? change 021%* .012

Values are standardized [3-coefficients. Effects of categorical variables are coded in relation to reference cat-
egories (left-wing text slant and neutral/no newspaper layout). Dependent variable: ‘Even if you don’t know
this newspaper — how would you classify the newspaper the article has appeared in between “politically
left” (or progressive) and “politically right” (or conservative)?’; seven-point rating scale from | ‘politically
left/progressive’ to 7 ‘politically right/conservative’.

*p <.05; FFp < .01; ¥¥p < .001.

incongruent to text slant could indicate the existence of layout priming effects. The
first impression of a message caused by layout style may set readers’ expectations as
to the political orientation, but this priming effect may be canceled out by a strong
political message in the text. These assumptions should be treated with caution though,
as the underlying cognitive processes of political layout effects are yet to be examined
more thoroughly.

Readers’ political position turned out to interact with layout effects but not with the
textual manipulation (RQ?2). Political orientation influences the stimulus perception in
such a way that more left-wing oriented recipients perceive an article with a conservative
layout style as more strongly right-wing slanted than more right-wing oriented recipi-
ents. This indicates that partisans can become accustomed to the layout patterns of the
media outlets they are usually exposed to. Conversely, an unfamiliar layout style might
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appear more striking to them. Thus, political position seems capable of affecting the
obtrusiveness of political layout patterns and can, accordingly, strengthen their effects.
However, political position caused no different perception of the textual manipulation.
Apparently, the frames used in the article versions were a quite reliable indicator for
political slant, which worked independently of recipients’ political orientation.

Regarding familiarity with quality newspapers and with design, neither exposure to
quality newspapers nor attention to design turned out to interact with layout effects.
However, knowledge on the political positions of German quality newspapers was shown
to be a moderator of the effect of the progressive layout style. While the conservative
layout style was found to be effective regardless of individual factors and to be addition-
ally moderated by political orientation, only participants with more knowledge on news-
papers perceived an article with progressive layout style as more left-wing slanted. This
points to the existence of different types of layout effects of whom some have more
specific preconditions than others.

On the one hand, this may indicate that some political layout patterns, like the con-
servative style used in this experiment, fit in general schemata, which do not have to be
learned specifically from regularly reading quality newspapers. Instead, their layout
effects seem to be based on common knowledge about styles, symbols, and their political
connotations. Such knowledge could also be transferred to other media contexts beyond
the newspaper as well, so that similar political layout effects may also be observable for
other political media.

On the other hand, there also seem to be political layout patterns, like the progressive
layout style used in this experiment, which require specific contextual knowledge to be
effective. Only participants who knew the political positions of other newspapers from
the same genre located the article with the progressive layout style as more left-wing
slanted. This could be explained as follows: the layout characteristics typically used by
German right-wing quality newspapers (like classic initials and blackletter) differ quite
clearly from the most common designs used by different media today. They might there-
fore be easily recognizable and commonly perceived as traditional and associated with a
right-wing slant. In contrast, the design features typically characterizing left-wing news-
papers (like more reds, greens and non-serif headings) are only specific for left-wing
newspapers within the genre of quality newspapers. Within other genres like tabloids or
news magazines, they seem to be common among right-wing oriented media as well.
Hence, only participants who were familiar with the political positions of quality news-
papers and therefore also with the specific design characteristics of left-wing quality
newspapers perceived the progressive layout version as a sign of left-wing orientation.

Conclusion

Our study reveals two main findings: first, a large part of recipients are able to identify a
relatively implicit left-wing or right-wing framing of a newspaper article. Second and
most importantly, this evaluation can be influenced by layout style. Thus, this study’s
findings provide first tentative evidence of political layout effects. They demonstrate
that, beyond text and images, graphic design should be considered as a further dimension
that may affect the perception of political media messages.
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Political layout effects might be of importance in several areas: (1) Media compa-
nies and political communicators should be aware of how the perception of their politi-
cal position can be influenced by design. (2) Political layout effects could unconsciously
bias recipients’ perception of political messages and communicators and thus affect
political opinion formation. Layout style could, for instance, cause extreme political
communicators to appear more moderate. (3) Finally, political layout effects are rele-
vant for political communication research. They could contribute to the further exami-
nation and understanding of recipients’ conceptions and evaluations of media.
Moreover, political layout effects might be of importance for experimental research as
effects of stimulus layout might interfere with message variations. They also point to
the importance of thoroughly created stimulus layout in order to increase internal and
external validity.

Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations future research should address. In this study, a single
newspaper article was presented in an online setting. This setting might be regarded as
a somewhat artificial reading situation. However, it seems appropriate to determine pos-
sible interferences of layout effects in experimental political communication research
since many other studies in this field work with print stimuli, which are presented in an
online survey as well. Future studies should, nevertheless, try to replicate the observed
findings in a lab setting in which participants can be confronted with an actual print
newspaper.

Moreover, political layout effects should be integrated into other fields of political
communication research. They especially offer implications for priming and framing
research. But also beyond the field of political communication, it should be more broadly
examined how graphic design shapes the perception of media content and sources with
regard to meaning. Specifically, the cognitive processes underlying layout effects and
their interactions with text effects are understudied. One difficulty of this field of research
lies in the complexity and multidimensionality of layout. It could not be determined
whether the layout effects were actually caused by whole layout styles or just by single
cues such as a particular typeface. This should be tested in more detail by future studies.
Layout styles, which are connoted with some kind of political orientation, might simul-
taneously bear meaning in other dimensions as well. Therefore, it is not easy to system-
atically create specific layout styles. However, given the relevance of political layout
effects, this should not prevent further investigation.

In this first step, the focus was necessarily limited to one issue, country, type of
medium, and political dimension. Future analyses should particularly consider different
countries and media (e.g. political advertising, political online and TV news) as well as
further ideological dimensions (e.g. religion, liberalism, and intellectualism). The pre-
sent study was also confined to political layout effects on the perception of a medium’s
political position. It is highly plausible that this is associated with effects on the percep-
tion of media content. Future studies should confirm this assumption and investigate
further possible types of political layout effects, for example, on message persuasiveness
and recall.
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Despite these limitations, this study points to the role of not only textual information
and images, but also graphic design as a factor influencing the perception of political
news. Our findings also offer insights into the complex interplay of textual and visual
information in the context of political communication.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

References

Barnhurst KG (1994) Layout as political expression: The press and Sendero Luminoso. In:
Beauchamp DG, Braden RA and Baca JC (eds) Visual Literacy in the Digital Age. Blacksburg,
VA: International Visual Literacy Association (IVLA), pp. 435-447.

Barnhurst KG and Steele CA (1997) Image-Bite news: The visual coverage of elections on U.S.
television, 1968-1992. The Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics 2: 40-58.

Bartels LM (2002) Beyond the running tally: Partisan bias in political perceptions. Political
Behavior 24: 117-150.

Bartlett FC (1932) Remembering: Studies in Experimental Social Psychology. London: Cambridge
University Press.

Beck F (2006) ‘Schwabacher Judenlettern’. Schriftverruf im Dritten Reich [‘Schwabach Jewish
Letters’. The damnation of typefaces in the Third Reich]. In: Brachmann B, Kniippel H,
Leonhard J-F, et al. (eds) Die Kunst des Vernetzens. Festschrift fiir Wolfgang Hempel [The
Art of Networking. Festschrift for Wolfgang Hempel]. Berlin: Verlag fiir Berlin-Brandenburg,
pp- 251-269.

Bernhard U, Dohle M and Vowe G (2014) Wie werden Medien zur politischen Information genutzt
und wahrgenommen? [How are the media used and perceived in the context of political infor-
mation?]. Media Perspektiven 159—168.

Campbell K (2013) The sociogenic imperative of typography. European Journal of English
Studies 17: 72-91.

Chan LK (2011) Visualizing multi-racialism in Singapore: Graphic design as a tool for ideology
and policy in nation building. Design Issues 27: 63—69.

Coleman R (2010) Framing the pictures in our heads: Exploring the framing and agenda-setting
effects of visual images. In: D’ Angelo P and Kuypers JA (eds) Doing News Framing Analysis.
New York: Routledge, pp. 233-261.

Domke D, Perlmutter D and Spratt M (2002) The primes of our times? An examination of the
‘power’ of visual images. Journalism 3: 131-159.

Dumitrescu D (2010) Know me, love me, fear me: The anatomy of candidate poster designs in the
2007 French legislative elections. Political Communication 27: 20—43.

Eilders C (2002) Conflict and consonance in media opinion: Political positions of five German
quality newspapers. European Journal of Communication 17: 25-63.

Entman RM (1993) Framing: Toward clarification of a fractured paradigm. Journal of
Communication 43: 51-58.

Fichter C and Jonas K (2008) Image effects of newspapers: How brand images change consumers’
product ratings. Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie/Journal of Psychology 216: 226-234.

Garrett RK (2009) Politically motivated reinforcement seeking: Reframing the selective exposure
debate. Journal of Communication 59: 676—699.

Geise S and Baden C (2015) Putting the image back into the frame: Modeling the linkage between
visual communication and frame-processing theory. Communication Theory 25: 46—69.



Schindler et al. 365

Goldman SK and Mutz DC (2011) The friendly media phenomenon: A cross-national analysis of
cross-cutting exposure. Political Communication 28: 42—66.

Grabe ME and Bucy EP (2009) Image Bite Politics: News and the Visual Framing of Elections.
New York: Oxford University Press.

Grabe ME, Zhou S, Lang A, et al. (2000) Packaging television news: The effects of tabloid on
information processing and evaluative responses. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic
Media 44: 581-598.

Gross B (2013) Color-Coding politics: Creating meaning about ‘Red States’ and ‘Blue States’ in
U.S. newspapers between 2003 and 2007. SAGE Open 3: 1-10.

Gunther AC and Christen CT (2002) Projection or persuasive press? Contrary effects of per-
sonal opinion and perceived news coverage on estimates of public opinion. Journal of
Communication 52: 177-195.

Hartmann T and Tanis M (2013) Examining the hostile media effect as an intergroup phenomenon:
The role of ingroup identification and status. Journal of Communication 63: 535-555.

Holsanova J, Rahm H and Holmgqvist K (2006) Entry points and reading paths on newspa-
per spreads: Comparing a semiotic analysis with eye-tracking measurements. Visual
Communication 5: 65-93.

Holtz-Bacha C and Lessinger E-M (2006) Politische Farbenlehre: Plakatwahlkampf 2005
[The political theory of colours: Campaign posters in 2005]. In: Holtz-Bacha C (ed.) Die
Massenmedien im Wahlkampf. Das Wahljahr 2009 [The Mass Media in Election Campaigns.
The 2009 Election Year]. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag fiir Sozialwissenschaften, pp. 80—125.

Huber S (2010) Kognition und Motivation bei der Wahrnehmung politischer Positionen: Eine
experimentelle Untersuchung zur Rolle von Ideologie-Hinweisen [Cognition and motivation
in the perception of political positions: An experimental study on the role of ideology cues].
In: Faas T, Arzheimer K and RoBteutscher S (eds) Information — Wahrnehmung — Emotion
[Information — Perception — Emotion]. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag fiir Sozialwissenschaften, pp.
145-168.

Hutt A (1946) The Gothic title peace and the English newspaper. Alphabet and Image 3: 3-20.

Jerit ] and Barabas J (2012) Partisan perceptual bias and the information environment. The Journal
of Politics 74: 672—684.

Jou W (2010) The heuristic value of the left — Right schema in East Asia. International Political
Science Review 31: 366-394.

Jung M, Schroth Y and Wolf A (2013) Angela Merkels Sieg in der Mitte [Angela Merkel’s victory
in the center]. Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte 63: 9-20.

Kaspar K, Wehlitz T, von Knobelsdorft S, et al. (2015) A matter of font type: The effect of serifs
on the evaluation of scientific abstracts. International Journal of Psychology 50: 372-378.

Knapper C and Warr PB (1965) The effect of position and layout on the readership of news items.
International Communication Gazette 11: 231-236.

Koller V (2008) ‘Not just a colour’: Pink as a gender and sexuality marker in visual communica-
tion. Visual Communication 7: 395-423.

Kunda Z (1990) The case for motivated reasoning. Psychological Bulletin 108: 480-498.

Lowry DT (2008) Network TV news framing of good vs. bad economic news under Democrat and
Republican Presidents: A lexical analysis of political bias. Journalism & Mass Communication
Quarterly 85: 483—-498.

Messaris P and Abraham L (2001) The role of images in framing news stories. In: Reese SD, Gandy
OH and Grant AE (eds) Framing Public Life: Perspectives on Media and Our Understanding
of the Social World. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, pp. 215-226.

Mohseni P and Wilcox C (2009) Religion and political parties. In: Haynes J (ed.) Routledge
Handbook of Religion and Politics. New York: Routledge, pp. 211-230.



366 European Journal of Communication 32(4)

Peled-Elhanan N (2009) Layout as punctuation of semiosis: Some examples from Israeli school-
books. Visual Communication 8: 91-116.

Petty RE and Cacioppo JT (1986) The elaboration likelihood model of persuasion. In: Berkowitz
L (ed.) Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, vol. 19. New York: Academic Press,
pp- 123-205.

Prior M (2014) Visual political knowledge: A different road to competence? The Journal of
Politics 76: 41-57.

Roskos-Ewoldsen DR, Klinger MR and Roskos-Ewoldsen B (2007) Media priming: A meta-
analysis. In: Preiss RW, Gayle BM, Burrell N, et al. (eds) Mass Media Effects Research:
Advances through Meta-Analysis. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, pp. 53-80.

Ross L, Greene D and House P (1977) The ‘false consensus effect’: An egocentric bias in social
perception and attribution processes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 13: 279—
301.

Schindler J and Miiller P (in press) Design follows politics? The visualization of political orienta-
tion in newspaper page layout. Visual Communication.

Schoenbach K and Lauf E (2002) Content or design? Factors influencing the circulation of
American and German newspapers. Communications 27: 1-14.

Schiiler B (2006) Farben als Wegweiser in der Politik [Colours as guides in politics]. Aus Politik
und Zeitgeschichte 53: 31-38.

Strickland AA, Taber CS and Lodge M (2011) Motivated reasoning and public opinion. Journal of
Health Politics, Policy and Law 36: 935-944.

Stroud NJ (2008) Media use and political predispositions: Revisiting the concept of selective expo-
sure. Political Behavior 30: 341-366.

Stroud NJ (2010) Polarization and partisan selective exposure. Journal of Communication 60:
556-576.

Thorisdottir H, Jost JT, Liviatan I, et al. (2007) Psychological needs and values underlying left-
right political orientation: Cross-National evidence from Eastern and Western Europe. Public
Opinion Quarterly 71: 175-203.

Tourangeau R, Couper MP and Conrad F (2004) Spacing, position, and order: Interpretive heuris-
tics for visual features of survey questions. Public Opinion Quarterly 68: 368-393.

Vallone RP, Ross L and Lepper MR (1985) The hostile media phenomenon: Biased perception
and perceptions of media bias in coverage of the Beirut massacre. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 49: 577-585.

Vliegenthart R (2012) The professionalization of political communication? A longitudinal analysis
of Dutch election campaign posters. American Behavioral Scientist 56: 135-150.

Voltmer K (1997) Medien und Parteien im Wahlkampf: die ideologischen Préiferenzen der mein-
ungsfithrenden Tageszeitungen im Bundestagswahlkampf 1990 [The media and the parties in
election campaigns: The ideological preferences of opinion leading newspapers in the Federal
election campaign of 1990]. Rundfunk und Fernsehen 45: 173—-193.



