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ABSTRACT

During the late 1990s and early 2000s, the debate surrounding Economic and Monetary
Union (EMU) and the question of whether Britain should join dominated the political
agenda. Public opinion was characterised by widespread opposition to closer
integration with Europe. This thesis investigates the social psychological processes
underlying the dynamics of public attitudes towards the euro during this period. It
focuses on three factors, shown in previous research to be particularly useful in
explaining variation in support for EMU: the nature of information about the issue
circulated by the media, variation in public involvement in the issue and the strength of

people’s attachment to British national identity.

The empirical studies undertaken draw on a number of theoretical approaches but two in
particular play a central part in the thesis: the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of
persuasion (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986) and Self-Categorisation Theory (Tumner, 1987).
Together, they provide a social psychological framework for understanding the role of

information, involvement and identity in attitude formation and change.

Four empirical studies were undertaken. The first two focus on the media. Study A
looks at how much press coverage of the single currency issue the public was exposed
to over the course of the debate. Study B looks at the content of this coverage,
particularly in relation to forms of persuasive argument employed by press outlets of
differing political outlooks. The next two studies focus on the role of involvement and
identity in persuasion. Study C is an analysis of data from a public opinion field
experiment — a. Deliberative Poll — and study D reports an experiment especially
designed to test the postulates of the ELM in relation to public attitudes towards the
euro. The final chapter contains a summary of the thesis, some conclusions and a

discussion of some of the emerging issues.
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FOREWORD

Historical and political context of the research

British political ambivalence towards integration in Europe can be traced as far back as
the 1950s, when the decision was taken not to participate in the European Coal and
Steel Community (a core group of six European nations formed in 1951), to concentrate
instead on its close ties with the Commonwealth and the USA. Later, when talks began
to discuss the creation of the European Economic Community (EEC), culminating in the
1957 Treaty of Rome, British politicians remained sceptical because of concerns that
membership of the EEC would have a negative impact on trade links outside of Europe.
As the UK began to trade more and more with the EEC and as the Community grew
stronger economically, however, the arguments for participating became more
compelling. Britain finally joined in 1973, following two failed applications during the
1960s vetoed by French President Charles de Gaulle (partly out of concerns that
Britain’s relationship with the US would compromise its commitment to its European
partners). However, politicians were divided as to whether the decision to join had been
appropriate for the UK. Because Britain had not been involved from the outset, it had
not been able to influence the decisions that shaped the institutions of the European
Community (EC), and so some were not well suited to the British economy. As a
result, a number of concessions had to be made when Britain joined, which negatively
impacted on trading links with the Commonwealth. There was also widespread
reluctance to pursue even closer integration, which many saw as a step closer to
political union and ultimately, towards the establishment of a federal Europe. For this
reason, the Labour government took the decision to hold a referendum on whether

Britain should stay in the EEC or not.

The vote was held in 1975 and despite widespread opposition towards continued British
membership of the EEC (with 55% of those expressing an opinion in pre-referendum
polls claiming they would vote against staying in the Common Market), the ‘Yes’ camp
succeeded in achieving a swing in public opinion of 22%, resulting in 67% voting in
favour of staying in to 33% voting against (Worcester, 2000). But Britain’s relations
with its EEC partners remained problematic because of the Government’s continued

disinclination to support further political and economic developments within the
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Community. Throughout the next decade, the Conservative Prime Minister Thatcher,
became increasingly hostile towards EC projects aimed at creating stronger political
links within Europe. In particular, Thatcher vehemently opposed European
Commission President Jacques Delors’ plans for European-wide social rights and only
with reluctance consented to join the Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) in 1990, which
had been established in 1978 with the purpose of achieving currency stability across the

continent, in order to lay the foundations for a union of European currencies.

In 1987, despite her disinclination to support closer integration, Thatcher signed the
Single European Act — a treaty which promoted the improvement of living and working
conditions for European citizens and laid down a timetable for achieving a full internal
market by January 1993. These plans were later consolidated in the Treaty on European
Union, which was the outcome of negotiations that took place at a summit in Maastricht
in 1991. The Maastricht Treaty introduced new forms of co-operation between
European governments on issues such as defence and justice, adding a concrete political
dimension to integration for the first time. In addition, the treaty committed EC nations
to the decision to establish Economic and Monetary Union (EMU). It provided a clear
timetable for the unification process and laid down the criteria for entry into its final

stage, the single European currency.

British politicians continued to view the European project with suspicion and resistance
grew at both the political and popular level. Prime Minister John Major, who unlike his
predecessor had been keen to put Britain at the heart of Europe, was held back by the
divided attitudes to European integration held by his party. Many Conservatives feared
that integration would result in a loss of British sovereignty and the centralisation of
power in Brussels. Many, like Thatcher herself had been, were suspicious of the
provisions of the Maéstricht Treaty (especially those in the Social Chapter) and even
supporters of the single currency had concerns that the proposed timetable and criteria
for achieving the convergence of the European Union (EU) economies were unrealistic
and over-ambitious. In addition, concerns about EMU were partially vindicated when it
became clear that Britain had joined the ERM at an exchange rate against the
Deutschmark that was too high to sustain. In September 1992, as a result of excessively
destabilising currency speculation on the pound, Britain was forced to withdraw, an
event which fuelled political, media and public opposition towards integration and in

particular towards the single currency. Major struggled to get the treaty ratified by
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Parliament, despite achieving opt-outs for Britain over the single currency and the social
chapter and over the course of his leadership he was unable to unite the Conservative

Party on the issue of Europe.

By the time the New Labour government came to power in 1997, plans for the
introduction of the single European currency — the ‘euro’ — were well advanced. The
decision about which EU Member States had achieved the necessary economic
convergence to qualify for inclusion in EMU was made in Spring 1998, and the
exchange rates at which countries would join the single currency were fixed. Eleven
qualifying countries signed up to the new currency (later joined by a twelfth — Greece —
in June 2000), while the remaining EU member states at that time — Denmark, Sweden
and the UK — opted out of participation at the first wave. The euro was launched as an
electronic currency for use by banks and foreign exchange dealers in January 1999, and
in 2002, euro notes and coins went into circulation.

Unlike its predecessor, the new Labour leadership was broadly united on the issue of
EMU, committed in principle to joining the euro, but only if a) the economic case for
doing so could be established as ‘clear and unambiguous’ and b) the public voted in
favour of British membership in a referendum. This position was outlined in a
statement to the House of Commons by the Chancellor Gordon Brown in October 1997,
which was later published as the ‘National Changeover Plan’ (HM Treasury, 1997).
The plan detailed the criteria by which the suitability of the single currency for the
British economy could be assessed. Five ‘economic tests’ were proposed, aimed at
establishing the relative costs and benefits of EMU membership for the British
economic interest. Broadly, they concerned: 1) the compatibility of business cycles and
economic structures, and the suitability of shared interest rates; 2) whether the British
economy was sufficiently flexible to cope with any problems that may arise; 3) whether
joining EMU would encourage investment in Britain by foreign firms; 4) the impact of
joining on the UK’s financial services industry; and S) the impact of joining on
employment (HM Treasury, 2003). Only on meeting the economic tests, would the
Government make the recommendation for Britain to join the single currency and agree

to hold the referendum.

Public opinion on whether Britain should join the euro came to dominate the political

and media debate surrounding EMU in the late 1990s and early 2000s. At the time
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when the proposal to the ESRC for the research undertaken in this thesis was written (in
1999), it was widely believed that a euro referendum was inevitable, indeed imminent,
and certainly likely to take place during the lifetime of the grant. In the end, however,
the promised vote did not materialise. Widely referred to as the ‘sixth test’, the status of
public attitudes towards Europe and the euro were viewed as the linchpin in the decision
over not only whether to join, but also when the referendum itself would be held.
However, similar votes held in Denmark in September 2000 and in Sweden in
September 2003, resulted in majorities voting against joining (53% and 56%
respectively), leaving the British government reluctant to hold a referendum until high
levels of public opposition in Britain showed signs of abating. The first assessment of
the economic tests was announced in June 2003 and the decision was that 4 out of 5 of
the tests had not been satisfactorily met (though clear advantages for the UK’s financial
services sector were evident). No case for UK membership could be made unless
economic flexibility and convergence could be achieved (which would also help satisfy
the remaining two tests concerning the impact of the euro on British jobs and the issue
of foreign investment); and no case for membership could be made while public support

was apparently so weak.

Overview of thesis

This thesis is about public attitudes towards European integration and specifically, about
attitudes towards the introduction of the euro during the 1990s and early 2000s. The
Labour government’s commitment to decide whether Britain should join the euro by
means of a referendum placed public opinion at the forefront of political and popular
debate about the issue. The strength and direction of public attitudes would decide not
only the future of Britain’s economic and political relationship with Europe, but perhaps
more importantly, would also determine when the conditions and timing were
appropriate to hold such a vote. Understanding the nature of British public attitudes
towards Europe and their determinants were matters of both academic and political

interest.

British public opinion surrounding European integration held wider interest during this
period because of the extent to which it deviated from the views held by citizens of

other EU countries. Since the 1975 referendum on the EEC, public support for closer
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integration in Europe remained consistently low, lower than almost anywhere else in the
EU. In fact, in ‘Eurobarometer’ surveys carried out on behalf of the European
Commission, British citizens not only exhibited the lowest levels of support for
integration compared with other EU countries, but also showed they were the least well
informed about EU-level politics and that they were the least likely to identify
themselves as Europeans. The research conducted here was designed to explore the

relationship between these findings.

Studies of public opinion towards European integration have been carried out across a
range of disciplines within the social sciences, including political science, media and
communications research and psychology. This research has mainly been descriptive in
nature, taking as its starting point data from opinion polls and comparative surveys to
develop and test theories about the causes of widespread British opposition to closer
integration in Europe. The opportunities for analysis presented by such data are
appealing, but the findings sometimes present an image of public attitudes as being
relatively static and unchanging. Public opinion data is often analysed and interpreted
as such, while the question of how attitudes are formed and changed, how they are
expressed and the reliability and validity of their measurements tend to be neglected.
This thesis adopts a social psychological approach to understanding public opinion,
which is based on theories of attitude change. As such, the underlying assumption of
the research undertaken is that attitudes can be relatively labile; their expression
vulnerable to contextual influences. I argue that in order to understand the nature of
public attitudes towards EMU, it is necessary to examine the psychological processes by
which attitudes are formed and changed and the factors that influence those processes.

This background to the thesis is presented in chapter 1.

In particular, I explore three factors that have been shown to be important to
understanding variation in public support for European integration: (1) the nature of
information about Europe disseminated by the British media, (2) people’s involvement
in the political and economic issues involved in EMU (i.e. how much they know about
the issues and how interested they are in them), and (3) their sense of British national
identity. In order to examine how these three factors influence public opinion, I turn to
social psychological theories of persuasion, which provide a basis for understanding
how people’s attitudes are formed and changed. Specifically, I adopt the Elaboration
Likelihood Model (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981; 1986) as the overarching framework for
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the thesis, because it provides a theoretical account of attitude change in response to
information, at varying levels of issue involvement. To understand the role played by
national identity, I turn to the social identity paradigm (e.g. Tajfel and Turner, 1979,
Hogg and Abrams, 1988), and in particular, self-categorisation theory (Turner, 1985;
1987), which helps to explain how people’s attachment to their national identity can
influence their attitudes and the way in which they respond to information relevant to
the debate surrounding EMU. Together these approaches provide a model for
understanding public attitudes towards the euro that integrates the different roles played
by information, identity and involvement. In chapter 2, I present an overview of the
theory behind the thesis, describing in detail the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM)
and some of the controversies surrounding it — including the way in which it treats the
role played by social identities in persuasion. In this context, I introduce the social

identity approach.

The empirical content of the thesis consists of four separate studies, which are
introduced in chapter 3. In the first two studies (A and B), I consider the nature of
information disseminated by the British media. In study A (chapter 4), I focus on the
amount of coverage given to the EMU issue by newspapers during the 1990s and its
relationship to public concerns about European integration during this period. In study
B (chapter 5), I examine the content of that coverage, in an analysis of the different
arguments about the euro circulated by the pro- and anti-European press at the time of
key events that marked the course of the debate. In the following two studies, I test
predictions derived from the theoretical approaches adopted in the thesis using data
from two pieces of research. In study C (chapter 6), the data came from a public
opinion field experiment — a deliberative poll on Europe that was carried out by the
UK’s National Centre for Social Research in 1995. I present a secondary analysis of the
data, in which I test hypotheses based on the tenets of the ELM concerning the effect of
information on attitudes at varying levels of issue involvement. In study D (chapters 7
and 8), I collected my own data in an ELM-style experiment, in which I investigate the
effect of information, involvement and identity on attitudes and the psychological
processes by which attitudes are formed and changed. The results of these empirical
studies are discussed in chapter 9, in which I draw conclusions about the nature of
public attitudes towards EMU and the robustness of the theoretical approach used to

investigate them in this thesis.
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1 UNDERSTANDING VARIATION IN ATTITUDES TOWARDS EUROPEAN
INTEGRATION

1.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I provide an introduction to the substantive focus of the thesis. I start by
discussing what is meant by the terms ‘attitude’ and ‘public opinion’. I present an
overview of the status of British public opinion towards Europe and the single currency
up to and during the period of investigation, showing how it compared with public
opinion across the rest of the European Union at this time. I then review the literature
relating to three separate fields of inquiry that have sought to explain variation in public
attitudes towards European integration and which have motivated and informed the
development of the thesis. Each one concemns the role of a different factor relevant to
understanding variation in public attitudes towards European integration, and
specifically, the single currency. In this thesis, I refer to these factors as (1) information
about Europe circulated by the media, and in particular, information found in
newspapers; (2) people’s sense of national identity; and (3) public involvement in the
issues surrounding EMU and their issue-relevant knowledge. The overall aim of the
thesis is to investigate variations in public attitudes towards the single currency, by
introducing a social psychological perspective that integrates each of these three factors
into a single model. The theoretical framework for the thesis is introduced in chapter 2
and the specific aims and objectives of the empirical work are presented in chapter 3.

This chapter describes the background to the research undertaken.

1.2 Background

1.2.1 Defining attitudes and public opinion

Before considering the status of public opinion about Europe and the euro during the
period in which the empirical research was carried out, it is important to clarify the
focus of this thesis by defining what is meant by the terms ‘attitude’ and ‘opinion’. For
the most part, I use the two terms interchangeably throughout the thesis to refer the
same thing. However, it is helpful to consider some more formal definitions, to ensure a

common understanding of these concepts individually.
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The study of attitudes has been a central concern within social psychology for over 80
years. A variety of definitions have been proposed during this time, but current thinking
in the field generally agrees on the idea that attitudes are cognitive representations of a
person’s positive or negative evaluations of different ‘objects’, including physical
objects, people, behaviours, issues or policies (Wegener and Carlston, 2005; p. 493;
Bem, 1970; Oskamp, 1977; Petty and Cacioppo, 1981; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). A
distinction is often made in earlier theories between three components of attitudinal
responses — the affective, behavioural and cognitive components (Allport, 1954). The
thesis developed here is primarily focused on the cognitive component of attitudes,

though the three are generally viewed as being intrinsically linked with one another.

Attitudes can be regarded as a summary of the variety of beliefs people hold about a
particular object. Beliefs consist of information a person has about the object that may
be either fact or opinion and “may have positive, negative or no evaluation implications
for the target of the information” (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981; p.7). Attitudes are
generally stored in memory, but where they do not already exist, are assumed to be
constructed at some point (Wegener and Carlston, 2005). Attitudes vary not only in
terms of their ‘valence’ (how positive or negative they are), but also in terms their
strength (Krosnick and Petty, 1995) and accessibility in memory (e.g. see Fazio, 1995
for a review), in terms of the knowledge base that underpins them and their importance
to the person holding them (Krosnick, 1990). Central concerns of the field of attitudes
include the different functions attitudes serve (e.g. Katz, 1960; Maio and Olson, 1990),
the confidence with which they are held (Berger, 1992) and the relationship between
attitudes and behaviour (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). These issues are not included in the
scope of this thesis. Instead, the focus here is on the question of how attitudes are

formed and changed and the strength with which they are held.

The reason for using the term ‘public attitudes’ synonymously with the term ‘public
opinion’ is that the study of public opinion is concerned with “the formation,
communication and measurement of citizens’ attitudes toward public affairs” (Glynn et
al., 1999; p. 17). As with research into attitudes, research into public opinion has also
defined its subject matter in a variety of different ways. The mainstream perspective
conceptualises public opinion as the aggregate expression of individual opinions

distributed through the population (Glynn et al., 1999). These opinions are assumed to
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be measurable using conventional survey methods. Alternative approaches have argued
that public opinion is a reflection of majority beliefs (e.g. Noelle-Neumann, 1984) or of
elite or media opinion (e.g. Lippman, 1922). However, the mainstream definition is
adequate for the purposes of the present research. Nevertheless, this definition is
adopted in recognition of the observation that “public opinion is clearly more than
responses to public opinion polls. It is the verbal expression of culture, of social

interactions, of psychological processes.” (Glynn et al., 1999; p.207).

A distinction is sometimes drawn between attitudes, opinions and values in terms of the

strength with which they are held. For example, Worcester (2000) has argued:
“Opinions are the ripples on the surface of the public’s consciousness, shallow
and easily changed. (...) Attitudes are the deeper and stronger currents below

the surface (...). Values are the deep tides of public mood, slow to change, but
powerful.” (Worcester, 2000; p.18)

It is helpful, therefore, to consider the conviction with which a particular viewpoint is
“held as well as the way in which it has been measured. Opinion polls typically use
single-item measures to record people’s opinions about specific objects because this
usually provides a quick and adequate description of what people think. Researchers
interested in attitudes tend to use more sophisticated multi-item scales — or sometimes
what are called ‘indirect’ techniques (e.g. Greenwald et al.’s (1998) implicit association
test) — to tap into the attitude underlying a person’s opinions and beliefs. In chapter 2, I
describe the methods typically used to measure attitude formation and change. The next
section presents the findings of surveys that have used single-item measures of public

opinions about Europe and the euro.

1.2.2 British public opinion about Europe and the Euro

One of the most significant and widely-used sources of information about public
opinion on European integration is the Eurobarometer survey. This survey, which is
fielded bi-annually, is funded by the European Commission and was set up in 1973 to
provide time-series data on a range of different topics across the different Member
States of the EU. One of the longest running questions in the Eurobarometer series asks

respondents whether they consider their country’s membership of the European Union
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to be a ‘good thing’, ‘a bad thing’ or ‘neither good nor bad’. Figure 1.1 shows trends in

support for the EU in Britain using data from this question from 1985 to 2003.

Figure 1,1 Public supportfor the European Union in Great Britain (1985-2003)
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Source: Eurobarometer

Support for the European Union among British citizens grew over the course of the
1980s (apart from an anomalous dip in 1987), reaching a high point in the early 1990s.
In spring 1985, 37% of British adults thought UK membership of the EU was ‘a good
thing’, and this proportion had risen to 57% by 1991. In the autumn of 1992, support
fell sharply to 43%, following British withdrawal from the ERM, marking the start ofa
more gradual period of decline during the 1990s. From 1997 to 2003, the proportion of
people who considered EU membership to be a good thing dropped to some of its
lowest recorded levels. In autumn 2003 (Eurobarometer 60), just 28% of UK citizens
supported their country’s membership of the EU, while 29% believed UK membership
of the EU to be a bad thing. It is noteworthy that the proportion believing EU
membership to be ‘neither good nor bad’ (30% in autumn 2003) had also risen,
suggesting that many British people remained uncertain of their views about European

integration.

A further measure of support for European integration asks respondents whether they

believe the country has benefited or not from membership of the EU (figure 1.2). The
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Eurobarometer has been fielding this question since 1984. Once again, it is clear from
figure 1.2 that the trends in British public opinion about EU membership have been far
from constant. These data, however, depict a slightly more positive picture of British
public opinion about Europe than that shown in figure 1.1. From 1992 to 2003, the
proportion of British citizens who believed that the UK had benefited from EU
membership was greater than for those who felt the country had not benefited. In
autumn 2003, 45% ofthe public had a positive view of the benefits of EU membership,
compared with 30% who thought Britain had not benefited. Note, however, that the
proportion of the public who reported that they did not know whether Britain had
benefited or not from the EU more than doubled over the course of a decade from 13%

of British adults in 1993 to 30% in 2003.

Figure 1.2 Percentage o fBritish adults believing Britain has benefited or not
benefitedfrom EU membership (1985-2003)
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One of the advantages of using Eurobarometer data to examine support for European
integration stems from the opportunity it provides for comparative analysis. It is only
by comparing data from the British sample with those collected elsewhere that a fuller
picture of the nature of British public opinion about Europe can be gained. The
proportion of British citizens stating that EU membership is a ‘good thing’ has, in
general, followed a similar trend over time as that for the EU as a whole. However,

despite similarities in the trend lines, it is immediately apparent from figure 1.1 that the
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proportion of British people who consider EU membership to be a good thing is
significantly lower than that for the EU as a whole, and it has remained so, throughout
the past 20 years (data for the EU average is only shown here for surveys conducted
since 1999). While 28% of British citizens thought EU membership was a good thing
in 2003, this compared with an average for the EU as a whole of 48%. Similarly, with
respect to beliefs about whether or not Britain has benefited from membership of the
EU, the profile over time is broadly similar to that for the EU as a whole. Again,
however, considerably lower proportions of British citizens believe that their country
has benefited from EU membership (32% in 2003) compared with the figures for the
EU as a whole (50% in 2003).

Measures of support for the single currency among EU citizens showed a similar pattern
of results during this period, with lower levels of support in Britain, compared with the
EU countries that had already adopted the euro, as well as with Denmark and Sweden,
which, like Britain, opted out of participation at the first wave. In 1994, over half (53%)
of all EU citizens supported EMU. By 2003, this had risen to two thirds of all EU
citizens (66%). Of those living inside the eurozone (i.e. in countries that had already
adopted the euro as their currency) three quarters (75%) supported economic and
monetary union with a single currency, compared with 53% of Danes, 41% of Swedes

and just 24% of Britons.

Knowledge about EU affairs and European identity

People in Britain not only held the least favourable attitudes towards the EU and the
single currency in Europe, they also stood out from their European counterparts on a
number of other measures included in the Eurobarometer surveys. Two in particular are
highlighted here — measures of knowledge and awareness about EU affairs and

measures of strength of identification with Europe.

One indicator of how knowledgeable people are about European integration asks
respondents to rate on a scale of one to ten how much they feel they know about the
European Union, its policies and its institutions. In Spring 2003, the EU average score
on this scale (where 1 means ‘knowing nothing at all’ and 10 means ‘knowing a great

deal’) was 4.25 (across the 15 EU Member States at that time). The highest levels of
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self-rated knowledge were found in Austria, where the average score was 5.12. The
lowest levels of knowledge were found in Britain, where the average was 3.68. This
compared with mean scores of 4.69 for Denmark and 4.54 for Sweden (though it should
be noted that their scores may have been higher because citizens of both these countries
would have benefited from information campaigns associated with their euro
referendums). Just one fifth of British citizens gave themselves a score above six on the

scale, compared with over two fifths of citizens in the highest scoring nation, Austria.

Eurobarometer questions about the extent to which people in the EU identify themselves
as Europeans and feel proud to be European and the concerns people have that closer
integration will result in a loss of national identity, have received particular attention in
the psychological literature considered in more detail later (e.g. Breakwell, 1996;
Breakwell and Lyons, 1996). In order to find out whether Europeans feel European, the
Eurobarometer asks respondents, ‘In the near future, do you see yourself as [British],
[British] and European, European and [British] or European only?’ In 2003, two fifths
(40%) of all EU citizens claimed they would continue to view themselves as their own
nationality only. The remainder identified themselves as European and their own
nationality (44% choosing their own nationality first, followed by European). In the
UK, however, the findings once again were in stark contrast to those from the other
Member States. Nearly two thirds (64%) of UK respondents claimed they would
continue seeing themselves as British citizens only, and less than a quarter (24%)

considered themselves to be both British and European.

Voting intentions in a referendum on the euro

The major opinion research organisations in Britain (including Gallup, ICM, Ipsos-
.MORI (then MORI) and GfK NOP (then NOP)) were all regularly polling the public on
issues relating to Europe during the period of investigation. The polls conducted by
MORI are of particular interest here, because they provide a long-running time series on
voting intention in a euro referendum (starting in 1991) and was one of the most widely

used indicators of the British public’s position on EMU by the media.

Figure 1.3 shows the trend in responses to these polls from 1991 to September 2003
(although note that the lower frequency of polling on this issue in the early part of the
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1990s gives the impression of a smoother trend line prior to May 1997). One of the
most striking features of these data is, once again, the extent of public opposition in
Britain towards a single currency. In November 1991, as the debate surrounding British
membership of a single European currency first really entered the public arena around
the time of the Maastricht summit, over half of British adults (54%) stated that they
would vote against Britain participating in such a project. One third of the public were
in favour of a single currency and 13% were uncertain which way they would vote in a
referendum. By September 2003, opposition had risen to 61%, with just under a quarter

(24%) reporting that they would vote in favour ofjoining.

Figure 1.3 Voting intentions in a referendum on the euro (1991-2003)
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Figure 1.3 is also striking because of the consistency of the picture of public opinion on
the euro that is depicted. During the twelve-year period shown in the chart, public
opinion remained relatively constant, with similar proportions of respondents selecting
each of the answer options throughout. In particular, opposition remained at a high
level throughout this period, as did the proportion of the public stating that they did not

know how they would vote in a referendum on the euro.

11t is interesting to note that since 2003, this question has only been fielded on a few occasions, most
recently in 2005, when 57% reported they would vote against joining the euro, 26% in favour, and 16%
did not know.
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1.2.3 Variation in attitude valence and attitude strength

Because attitudes towards the euro remained relatively constant during this period, it
was often assumed that they were fixed and stable. Indeed, this assumption not only
underpinned the government’s decision to delay a referendum on British membership of
EMU but also much of the research in the field, which explored the different
background variables that predicted variation in people’s attitudes, both within and
between countries. For example, Ahrendt (1999) analysed data from the Eurobarometer
and Continuous Tracking Survey (also collected by the European Commission’s
Opinion Analysis Unit) collected between 1995 and 1998 and found significant
differences in support for the euro on the basis of sex, age, education and socio-
economic status. More favourable attitudes towards the euro were found among men,
among those aged 54 and under, among those with higher levels of education and
among those employed as managers, compared with those in manual occupations
(Ahrendt, 1999). More recent data from the British Social Attitudes (BSA) Survey also
supports the finding that the key demographic characteristics associated with varying
levels of support for the euro in Britain at this time were sex, education and class
(Evans, 2001; 2003).

One limitation of analyses of this kind, however, is that they tend to overemphasise
differences in the direction or valence of attitudes, while failing to take into
consideration variations in their strength. This problem is confounded by the tendency
for expressed attitudes to vary as a function of relatively subtle changes to question
wording in survey research (Schuman and Presser, 1981). One example of this is
provided by a question fielded by MORI to capture variability in the strength of
attitudes towards the euro. Respondents were asked to choose the response closest to
their view of British participation in EMU. The options included ‘strongly support’ (A
in figure 1.4), ‘strongly oppose’ (D in figure 1.4), and ‘don’t know’ (not shown in
figure), as well as ‘generally in favour...” (B), and ‘generally oppose...” (C) ‘...but
could be persuaded to change my mind if the government said it would be bad/ good for

the economy’>. The question was intended to identify respondents who had not yet

? Full question wording;
Q: Which of the following best describes your own view of British participation in the single currency?
A: I strongly support British participation
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made up their minds on the euro issue - the so-called “waverers” (Worcester, 1999;
2000; Mortimore and Atkinson, 2003) - by giving them the opportunity to express
uncertainty about their views. The results indicate that people are happy to admit that
their attitudes are not as fixed as they might appear when they are measured using a less
‘sophisticated’ polling question. Trend data from the ‘waverers’ questions are shown in

figure 1.4.

Figure 1.4 Views on British participation in single currency (1990-20033
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Analysis of the ‘waverers’ question identifies a majority of the electorate who are still
undecided in their attitudes and who claim to be open to persuasion on the issue of
British participation in the euro - a group great enough in number to influence the
outcome of a referendum. Mortimore and Atkinson (2003) identified the key
characteristics of this segment ofthe electorate. By classifying voters according to their
responses to the ‘waverers’ question and their intentions to vote in a referendum and in
the next general election, their analysis identified six different types of wavering voter
and explored the different characteristics of each. Like Ahrendt (1999) and Evans

(2003), they also found that sex, education and socio-economic classification were

B: I am generally in favour of British participation, but could be persuaded against it if I thought it would
be bad for the British economy.

C: I am generally opposed to British participation, but could be persuaded in favour of it if I thought it
would be good for the British economy.

D: I strongly oppose British participation.

3By 2005, the proportion of waverers had increased: A: 10%; B:21%; C: 27% and D: 25%.
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important variables associated with the strength and direction of people’s attitudes
towards the euro. In addition, however, the authors found newspaper readership to be a
powerful predictor of British voters’ attitudes. For example, a group they labelled the
‘diehards’ consisted of those who claimed to be certain they would vote in a referendum
and who claimed to be either strongly in favour or strongly against joining the euro.
Those who were strongly against EMU were significantly more likely to be regular
readers of right-wing newspapers, The Daily Mail and The Mail on Sunday and The
Daily Telegraph. By contrast, those who strongly supported British participation in the
euro were more likely than average to read left-wing newspapers, the Daily Mirror, The
Guardian or The Observer. These findings were also backed up by Evans’s (2003)
analysis of BSA data, in which he highlighted the significance of newspaper readership,
and in particular, the distinction between reading tabloids and broadsheets, as a key
predictor of variation in attitudes towards the euro (broadsheet readers being more likely

to support British membership of EMU).

1.24 Summary

In summary, British public opinion about Europe throughout the 1990s and the early
2000s was characterised by high levels of opposition towards membership of the EU
and joining the single currency, low levels of knowledge about European integration
and reluctance among British people to identify themselves as ‘European’. Opposition
levels were highest among women, among those with lower levels of education and
among those in manual occupations. Opposition was also stronger among regular
readers of anti-European newspapers. Nevertheless, closer inspection of the data
reveals a high proportion of respondents who claimed not to know their opinion on
EMU and when asked, a majority of the public claimed to be ‘open to persuasion’ and

apparently undecided in their views.

1.3 Explaining variation in support for integration

The comparative dimension of Eurobarometer data has made the survey particularly
appealing to researchers interested in exploring cross-national differences in attitudes

towards European integration (e.g. Hewstone, 1986; Inglehart, Rabier and Reif, 1991;
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Gabel and Palmer, 1995; Gabel, 1998a; Ahrendt, 1999). Secondary analyses of
Eurobarometer data constitute a significant part of the literature and have helped
provide a picture of the dynamics of public opinion across all Member States
throughout the history of the survey, as well as led to the development of a number of
different theoretical accounts of variation in aggregate levels of support across the EU
(particularly among political scientists such as Anderson and Kaltenthaler, 1996; Gabel
and Palmer, 1995; Gabel, 1998a; 1998b; Kaltenthaler and Anderson, 1999). These
researchers present some of the most theoretically formalised explanations of aggregate
variation in public attitudes towards European integration and specific integrative
policies such as EMU. For | example, according to Inglehart’s (1970; 1990) ‘silent
revolution’ theory, support for integration is associated with people’s value orientations
towards economic and political issues that are developed during the formative years and
shaped by socio-economic conditions. As living conditions have continued to improve
since the mid-twentieth century, Inglehart (1970) argues that the values of EU citizens
have become less oriented towards materialist concerns such as economic and physical
security towards what he terms ‘post-materialist’ values, characterised by priorities such
as intellectual fulfilment and self-actualisation. Inglehart, Rabier and Reif (1991) argue
that the EU is more appealing to people who hold post-materialist values — people who
tend to be younger and better-educated citizens — because their political values match

more closely those that underpin the integrative process.

Other accounts of variation in aggregate levels of support for integration across Europe
have emphasised the significance of cognitive mobilisation, which is associated with
increased familiarity with the workings of EU institutions and EU affairs (e.g. Inglehart
and Rabier, 1978; Anderson, 1995; Anderson and Kaltenthaler, 1996) and economic
variables relating to the micro- and macro-level benefits to be derived from EU
membership (e.g. Gabel and Palmer, 1995; Anderson and Kaltenthaler, 19965; Gabel,
1998a; 1998b; Anderson, 1995; Banducci and Karp, 2001). Some of these approaches
are considered further in section 1.6, but an extensive review of this literature is beyond
the scope of this chapter. Instead, the remainder of the chapter focuses on three areas of
inquiry that have investigated in more detail the relationships observed in opinion poll
findings about British public attitudes towards the EU and EMU, and in particular,
sought to explain the reasons behind widespread opposition in the UK towards closer
European integration. The first addresses the influence of the media on public attitudes

towards Europe, the second considers the role played by national identity and the third
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explores the significance of low levels of knowledge about integration processes. In
each section, I draw conclusions about the implications findings from each area of

inquiry have for understanding British attitudes towards the euro.

1.4 The role of the media in public attitudes towards European integration

The media have been said to influence public opinion in at least four different ways
(Glynn et al., 1999; McQuail, 2000): firstly, they are assumed to play a role in
determining the salience of different issues on the public agenda by drawing public
attention onto and away from different topics; secondly, they play a role in informing
the public about issues; thirdly, they have the capacity to affect change in people’s
attitudes and behaviour; and fourthly, they are assumed to influence the formation of
social values and norms. While there is continued debate about the extent of media
influence on public opinion and the nature of that influence, it is these four spheres of
influence, which have received the greatest attention in the literature. Research looking
at how the mass media communicate European integration to the public, and the way
this relates to attitudes burgeoned during the period in which the empirical research for
this thesis was undertaken (e.g. Statham and Gray, 2005; Firmstone, 2003; Gray, 2003;
de Vreese, Peter and Semetko, 2001; de Vreese, 2001). Prior to this, the majority of
studies had focused on the informational role played by the media and the content of
media reports about Europe. This section highlights some key findings from these
earlier studies, focusing in particular on the nature of information about European

integration and the euro disseminated by the print media.

There are a number of reasons to focus only on the print media, rather than on the
broadcast media (or indeed, on new web-based media). Firstly, there is evidence to
suggest that people are less good at integrating information from television news than
they are from the print media news (e.g. see Glynn et al., 1999). This would suggest
that despite the finding that television is more widely used as a source of information
about the European Union (Gavin, 2000; de Vreese, 2002) and that people consider it
their preferred source when asked in Eurobarometer surveys, it is arguably a less
influential source of information about Europe compared with what people read in
newspapers (though it may play an important role in the three other areas of influence

on public opinion outlined above).
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Secondly, the print media in Britain are quite distinct from those found in other
countries. For one, newspaper readership is relatively high in the UK compared with
other EU countries. British newspapers are also unusually partisan, making them
especially interesting to researchers interested in media influences on political attitudes.
One outcome of this partisanship is that a large sector of the press has adopted a
strongly ‘eurosceptic’ stance — a position that has found expression in overt hostility
towards European integration and, at times, open xenophobia towards citizens of other
European countries. This has not only earned the British print media a reputation for its
bias on the continent, but it has also attracted a substantial quantity of research interest
(e.g. Gavin, 2002; Hardt-Mautner, 1995; Anderson and Weymouth, 1998; Wilkes and
Wring, 1998;). Amidst the general proliferation of research into Britain’s antagonistic
relationship with Europe and studies of the factors underlying widespread British
opposition to the EU, a number of key studies have emerged, focusing attention on the

role played by euroscepticism in British newspapers.

A third reason for focusing on the press rather than on other media sectors stems from
the finding that there is a relationship between newspaper readership and attitudes
towards the euro (Evans, 2003). People who regularly read broadsheet newspapers
(independent of which title they read) are significantly more likely to be in favour of
European integration and the single currency than readers of the tabloid press. This
finding is not independent of educational and socio-economic background, both of
which account for variance in attitudes towards EMU, so naturally it should be
interpreted with caution. However, Atkinson and Mortimore (2003) also found greater
numbers in support of British participation in the single currency among broadsheet
readers than among tabloid readers, in their analysis of responses to the ‘waverers’
question. Over one third (35%) of tabloid readers were opposed to the euro, compared
with just under a quarter (24%) of broadsheet readers. By contrast, the authors found
only 17% of tabloid readers strongly in support of British participation in the euro,
compared with over a quarter (27%) of broadsheet readers (Mortimore and Atkinson,
2003). These authors also found that when the electorate was segmented according‘to
their responses to the ‘waverers’ question and their voting intentions, readership of

particular titles was an important characteristic of the different segments identified.
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1.4.1 Euroscepticism in the British press

The press sector in Britain is, commercially speaking, highly successful. Despite the
fact that there has been an overall decline in newspaper readership in the last fifty years,
the press today enjoys a circulation of around twenty-seven million readers. The market
is also highly competitive, consisting of only nineteen daily and Sunday titles and, as in
other EU countries, these newspapers are owned by just a few large companies (four in
the UK). Of the so-called quality newspapers — the broadsheets — The Daily Telegraph
is the most popular, with a daily circulation of over 900,000, followed by The Times
with a circulation of nearly 700,000 (Source: Audit Bureau of Circulations). By
comparison, the tabloid press enjoys a far greater share of the market. To illustrate, The

Sun had a circulation of over 3 million in November 2005.

In terms of their political orientation, over half the titles are right-wing and this
imbalance is exaggerated in terms of the actual circulation of the different newspapers,
with just five million consumers purchasing centre-left publications. The right-wing
newspapers also tend to be the anti-European newspapers, meaning that there is a strong
anti-European bias in the print media, not only in terms of the number of eurosceptic
titles, but — more significantly — in terms of actual circulation. Both market leaders —
The Daily Telegraph and The Sun — are right-wing (although The Sun switched to
support the Labour party prior to the general election campaign in 1997) and both are
staunchly anti-EU.

It is interesting to note, however, that this partisanship and anti-European bias in the
British press is a relatively recent phenomenon. The alignment of the different titles
into their now established positions on Europe did not properly emerge until the mid- to
late-1980s (Wilkes and Wring, 1998). This is argued to have occurred partly in
response to events like a speech made by Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in Bruges,
in which she expressed her opposition to Delors’ federalist vision for the EU and
arguably ignited the debate over national sovereignty (Leonard and Leonard, 2002).
Two years later, prior to Thatcher’s resignation, The Sun published its now infamous
headline — ‘Up Yours! Delors!’ — referring to the then president of the EC. The article
had the effect of awakening public attention to European matters and illustrates the
fervour with which certain sectors of the press adopted their positions on the European

issue. Later, the Maatricht summit in December 1991 and Britain’s withdrawal from
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the ERM in September 1992 helped to further establish the split on Europe that is
evident in the British press today (Wilkes and Wring, 1998).

The concentration of ownership of the different news titles and its associated
commercial pressures are argued to have had an impact on the content and style of
British newspapers and in particular, on the way in which euroscepticism finds its
expression (Anderson and Weymouth, 1998). Both the tabloids and broadsheets alike
have adopted an increasingly informal style of discourse in their writing, in order to
appear more accessible to the public (Hardt-Mautner, 1995). To examine the impact
this has had, it is useful to consider a distinction made by Fairclough (1995) between
different functions served by discourse in the press. Fairclough identifies three key
discourse functions: a ‘representational’ function, a ‘social identities’ function and a
‘social relations’ function. Representational discourse serves to convey information to
the reader and used to be the dominant style adopted in British newspaper journalism.
By contrast, the ‘social identities’ function of discourse serves to heighten the sense of
shared identity between the writer and reader, and the ‘social relations’ function of
discourse serves to give the impression of a close and informal relationship between the
two. Newspaper discourse has become increasingly ‘conversationalised’ in response to
the demands of the market, such that the relative importance of these three functions has
shifted. The information role of the press (served by representational discourse) has
been reduced and greater emphasis has been placed on developing a style of reporting
that serves the social identities and social relations functions, in order to build up a loyal

readership.

One effect of this change in journalistic style has been to diminish the responsibility of
the press to provide factually accurate and unbiased information (Hardt-Mautner, 1995).
The reduced informational content of newspapers is evidenced in reporting about the
relationship between Britain and Europe and moves towards closer integration in
Europe. For example, Hardt-Mautner (1995) compared how the provisions of the
Maastricht treaty were communicated to readers in an article that appeared in The Sun
to the precise wording of the treaty itself. She found that the information included in
the news article had not only been markedly over-simplified, but that in the process, the
journalist had succeeded in distorting its original meaning. The outcome was an
inaccurate and biased portrayal of the intended content of the treaty. Hardt-Mautner
argues that, in this way, developments in EU politics end up being portrayed in British
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newspapers (tabloids and broadsheets alike) as too complex for the public to understand
and this has led to a “growing chasm between the discourse of elites actively shaping

European politics and the lay discourse of the electorate” (Hardt-Mautner, 1995; p.199).

The distortion of facts about integrative policies has meant that the informational
content of news reports about Europe has become increasingly impoverished (and this is
especially true for the anti-European tabloid press). In addition to this, however, the
range of events considered newsworthy has also narrowed (Gavin, 2000; 2002).
Newspaper reporting on Europe tends to focus on a number of recurring themes, centred
on concerns about the economic consequences of integration, concerns about political
issues and concerns about the historical and cultural implications of integration
(Anderson and Weymouth, 1998). For example, in their sample of anti-European
broadsheet articles about the economic consequences of EMU (selected from coverage
of a series of issue-relevant events in the 1990s), Anderson and Weymouth (1998)
found that there was a disproportionate focus on the difficulties experienced by
countries in the Eurozone in achieving the Maastricht criteria for joining the single
currency at the first wave. Similarly, the articles about the political issues associated
with EMU were focused mainly on the problem of sovereignty and the impact closer
integration would have on this. By comparison, the sample of pro-European newspapers
included in the analysis tended to focus more on the positive benefits of integration,

such as the perception of the EU as a “provider / facilitator” in international relations.

The eurosceptic discourse of the anti-European press is not only lacking when it comes
to conveying information about integration to readers, it is also imbued with historical
and cultural concerns about integration (Anderson and Weymouth, 1998). This is
evidenced in the use of national stereotyping in news relating to the EU, particularly of
the French and the Germans (Hardt-Mautner, 1995). In addition, this aspect of
euroscepticism is expressed through a range of more subtle discursive strategies, such as
through the use of linguistic devices that create a sense of separation and distance
between Britain and Europe. For example, the use of “clusters of dichotomous
relationships grouped around a juxtaposition of ‘inside’ vs ‘outside’” (Hardt-Mautner,
1995; p.181), such as ‘us’ and ‘them’, or ‘in’ the euro, or ‘out’. Journalists also use
metaphors to similar effect. These manifestations of eurosceptic discourse are argued
to have the effect of raising the salience of British national identity in news reporting on

Europe and, thereby, hindering the development of a European identity.
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In addition to these overt expressions of euroscepticism, articles about Europe also
employ a “covert level of representation” (Anderson and Weymouth, 1998), which
serves to communicate the newspaper’s ideological position on European issues.
Journalists invoke knowledge and understanding about political issues that are believed
to be shared between the newspaper and the reader. Thus, articles about Europe rely on
taken-for-granted assumptions about the issues surrounding integration and the various
relationships involved in it. For example, Anderson and Weymouth identified some of
The Daily Telegraph’s key ideological assumptions about the single currency in the
sample of texts that they analysed. In the Telegraph, the single currency was viewed
variously as a threat to sovereignty, a potential source of social unrest, and as a project
being driven forward by Germany, linked historically to German dreams of expansion
in Europe. These assumptions had become normalised within the ideology of the
newspaper and formed part of a shared repertoire of discourse between the newspaper
and reader — an effect which may partially account for differences in public attitudes by

newspaper readership.

1.4.2 Summary

The preceding discussion highlights a number of reasons why the media appear to be an
important factor in understanding British public opinion about Europe. However, the
precise mechanisms by which the media exert an influence on attitudes have not been
addressed in these studies. Nevertheless, the pervasiveness of euroscepticism in British
newspapers seems likely to be influential in public opinion formation in at least two
ways. Firstly, newspapers provide a source of information about the EU. However, the
way in which that information is communicated by the print media may provide some
explanation as to why British citizens are concerned about their level of factual
knowledge about matters relating to European integration being inadequate. The
information about the EU that is available tends to be ‘dumbed-down’ and, as a result, is
often factually inaccurate. Secondly, eurosceptic discourse makes liberal use of
national stereotypes and linguistic devices that serve to emphasise the difference
between Britain and Europe and, thereby, heighten the salience of British national
identity. One effect of this may be to hinder the development of a European identity,

but the mechanism by which this works has not been explored in any depth in the
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existing literature. These two sources of influence are investigated further in the present
thesis in relation to people’s attitudes towards the euro. Specifically, the research
addresses the questions of how media information about the euro influences attitudes
and what is the effect of heightening the salience of national identity in information
about Europe. The next section considers the relationship between national identity and

attitudes towards Europe in more detail.

1.5 National identity and attitudes towards EMU

The second area of inquiry investigating variation in support for European integration to
be considered here concerns the relationship between attitudes and national identity. As
we saw in section 1.2.2, in addition to the high levels of opposition towards integration
reported in surveys, British citizens are also among the least willing to identify
themselves as ‘Europeans’, believing instead that in future they will continue to view
themselves as British first and, if at all, European second. In 2003, among those who
considered their country’s membership of the EU to be a good thing, three-quarters of
EU citizens saw themselves as their own nationality and European (75%), whereas only
23% of those who saw EU membership as a bad thing identified themselves in this way.
Breakwell (1996) analysed the relationship between support for integration and national
identity further using data from a Eurobarometer question asking whether respondents
thought that the creation of the EU would mean their sense of national identity would
disappear and end up being replaced by a sense of European identity. The majority of
respondents did not believe that their national identity would disappear and were
content that a European identity was compatible with their existing national identity.
However, there was considerable variation across member states and there were high
proportions in some countries that were concerned that their national identity would end
up being usurped by a European identity. The highest proportion holding this view was
found in the UK, where 38% of respondents feared a loss of national identity compared
with an EC average of 23% - a finding which echoed earlier conclusions by Hewstone
from the mid-1980s that the British at this time were “still concerned with matters of
national sovereignty”, and reluctant to “give lasting commitment to the community”
(Hewstone, 1986; p.38). Thus, people’s feelings about their national identity appear to

be an important component of their attitudes towards European integration.
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European integration poses a challenge to national identity on a number of different
levels. Firstly, the unification of Europe raises fundamental questions about the future
sovereignty of nation states, as political and economic decision-making becomes
increasingly centralised at a European level. This centralisation of political power —
which has motivated the British government’s concerns about the European project over
the years — is underpinned by the ideological motivation to create a ‘supra-national’
community, which taken to its logical conclusion (one might argue) would accomplish a
‘federal superstate’ of European nations. In this sense, the creation of the EU poses a
direct challenge to the independence of the nation states of which it is composed and
thereby, to the unique sense of identity associated with those independent nation states.
Secondly, because the single currency was intended as a symbol of this union of nation
states, EMU cannot be viewed as a purely economic endeavour. The euro was intended
to provide the citizens of participating countries with “clear proof of the fact that [they]
all belong to a continent, which is uniting and asserting itself” (EC documentation,
1997). In this sense, not only does integration involve asking European citizens to
accommodate a new supranational identity alongside their existing national identity, but
also to accept a symbol of that identity to replace their own national currency (Routh

and Burgoyne, 1998).

In Britain, both political and popular discussion about Europe and the euro have fused
issues surrounding European integration with questions about national identity since the
debate began. In the context of political devolution in the United Kingdom and the
introduction of the euro towards the end of the 1990s, this feature of the debate became
especially prominent. Heightened media attention and a proliferation of writing on the
topic (e.g. Paxman, 2001; Weight, 2002) sought to address questions such as how we
define British national identity and how Europe challenges this definition. In this
context, social psychologists began to investigate the implications of political and
economic change in Europe for the way different people experience national identity
and how this, in turn, relates to their views about the process of integration (e.g.
Breakwell and Lyons, 1996). Before considering the findings of their research, I first
consider what is meant by ‘national identity’ and how different theorists have defined

the concept.
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1.5.1 Defining nation and identity

Smith (1991) differentiates two ways of conceptualising nation states. According to the
standard Western model, the nation is conceived of as an historic community with legal
and political equality of its members. By contrast, the ‘ethnic model’ emphasises the
importance of shared genealogy, languages and traditions. Both of these
conceptualisations share the notion that “nations are territorially bounded units of
population” (Smith, 1991; p.17). In accordance with this definition, the fundamental
features of national identity can be identified as the existence of an historical territory,
common myths, a common mass public culture, shared legal rights and duties and ‘a
common economy with territorial mobility for members” (p.14). National identity acts
as a ‘multi-faceted power’ providing citizens with both external functions (e.g.
territorial, economic) and internal functions (such as socialisation). These internal
functions are underpinned by shared symbols such as flags, anthems, passports and
currency that remind members of a nation state of their common heritage and sense of
common identity. Thus, national identity is intrinsically tied up with the visible markers

of nationhood, which serve to symbolise that shared identity.

In fact, these markers of nationhood are comparatively modern creations (Billig, 1996),
and are widely accepted to be social constructions (Jackson and Penrose, 1993).
Changes in the geopolitical boundaries of European countries over the past decade or
more illustrate the extent to which nations are created and are not naturally
predetermined. However, the psychological importance of such markers cannot be
overemphasised. National symbols underpin the ideology on which nationalism rests.
They serve to ‘naturalise’ the contemporary world of nation states (Billig, 1996; 185)
and make possible the collective act of “imagining the community” (Anderson, 1983)
necessary for national identity to exist. Most of the literature in this field subscribes to
Anderson’s idea, that nation states are no more than ‘imagined communities’ (1983).
Nations provide collective identities that extend beyond people’s immediate
communities and require people to imagine the boundaries and content of the national
community (Hopkins and Reicher, 1996). Thus, countries are not “‘natural’ or ‘given’,
but produced and reproduced through a series of social practices” (Hopkins and
Reicher, 1996; p75). For this reason, national identity is better viewed not as being
formed of the external markers of nationhood as in Smith’s conceptualisation, but rather

as being socially represented through acts of collective imagination.
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This conceptualisation of national identity has implications for understanding people’s
resistance towards Europe and the euro. Currency plays an important symbolic function
in enabling citizens to socially represent the community in which they live. According
to Burgoyne, Routh and Ellis (1999),

“the national currency embodies both symbolic and economic referents in a
very concrete way: on one side of the coin (in many cases) we find the value of
this particular ‘unit of exchange’ in economic transactions (one pound, fifty
pence, and so on), and on the other, the image of the Head of State,
symbolising the authority and legitimacy of the currency, at the same time as
national sovereignty” (Burgoyne, Routh and Ellis, 1999; p95).

It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, to find that people’s resistance to the euro is
bound up in their national identity and their sense of pride in national symbols such as
the pound sterling or the image of the Queen’s head. At the same time, the notion of an
‘imagined community’ helps to explain variation in how citizens of different nation
states experience a sense of common identity both at the national level and at the
supranational, European level. Variation in the status of the existing national identity
(in terms of the historical basis and strength of that identity) and in the way in which the
European identity is socially represented both appear to influence how people think
about European integration (Breakwell, 1996; Cinnirella, 1993; 1996).

1.5.2 Aggregate differences in the strength and nature of attachment to nation

Based on the survey findings presented at the start of this section, we might hypothesise
that British citizens show more resistance to Europe because they have a stronger sense
of national identity than their European counterparts, and hold a more negative image of
the European identity; in other words, the stronger people’s attachment to their national
identity, the weaker their support for integration. Yet the relationship between national
identity and attitudes is more complex than it first appears.  Unfortunately,
Eurobarometer data are insufficient when it comes to testing this hypothesis. Some
alternative data provide some insight however. For example, Cinnirella also examined
differences at the national level in how people felt about their European identity. He
found that citizens of Italy and Britain varied not only in the strength of their
attachments to their national and European identities, but also in the nature of their

attachments to the two (Cinnirella, 1996). Among the British participants in his
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research, national identity was found to be stronger than the European identity, and
people were more likely to consider the two identities to be mutually incompatible with
one another. By contrast, for the Italian participants in the study, the sense of European
identity was stronger than their national identity and it was far stronger than that of the
British participants. Italians in the study were also more likely to see their national and

European identities as “compatible and even mutually reinforcing” (p. 259).

Participants in Cinnirella’s research (1993; 1996) also varied in the nature of their
attachment to their national and European identities. Distinguishing between
sentimental and instrumental orientations to nation, he found that Italian participants
were more likely to hold instrumental attachments to their national identity, which made
it easier for them to accommodate a European identity. By contrast, the British
participants in the study held strong sentimental attachments to their national identity
and were consequently less keen to integrate the European identity into their self-
concept. The British participants were also more likely to express instrumental
attachments towards the European identity and there was little evidence of sentimental
attachment towards Europe. It is these differences in how people oriented themselves
towards their national identity and towards Europe that appeared to account for
differences in the willingness to support European integration among Britons and

Italians.

Routh and Burgoyne (1998) tested Cinnirella’s hypothesis that the nature of attachments
to nation and to Europe is an important determinant of how people feel about
integration. Using UK data only from a Europe-wide survey of the psychological factors
underlying attitudes towards the euro (Mueller-Peters et al., 1998a; 1998b), their
analysis showed that only sentimental attachments to Britain seemed to have a direct,
negative influence on attitudes to EMU. The influence of attachment on attitudes was
mediated, however, by people’s evaluation of the potential for the euro to provide
participating nations with benefits. People who held sentimental attachments towards
Britain were more likely to hold negative evaluations of the benefits of EMU
membership, whereas those who held instrumental attachments to Britain tended to hold
more favourable views of the benefits of EMU. Thus, the way in which people feel
about their country, as well as about Europe, has the capacity to influence attitudes both

directly and indirectly (Mueller-Peters, 1998; Van Everdingen and Van Raaij, 1998).
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Analyses of cross-cultural variations in attachment to nation are limited to the extent
that they assume a degree of homogeneity in the way in which national identity is
experienced within different nations. Routh and Burgoyne’s analysis demonstrates,
however, the extent to which individual variations in attachment to Britain and Europe
are associated with varying levels of support for the euro. It is especially important not
to assume national identity means the same thing to all citizens in a nation like the UK,
itself a union of different countries, each with its own separate identity. Exploring
differences between UK identities reveals some interesting variations in what
‘Britishness’ means to different people and demonstrates the multi-dimensional
structure of national identity, which accounts for individual-level differences in the

nature and strength of people’s attachment to nation.

1.5.3 Variation in the experience of national identity in the UK

Using data from the 1995 British Social Attitudes survey, Dowds and Young (1996)
distinguished two dimensions of national identity in order to construct a typology of
different ways of “being British” (p.149). The two dimensions differentiated the more
positive manifestations of nationalism, such as pride in the nation, its achievements and
institutions) from its more negative manifestations (such as xenophobia and
discrimination against outsiders). This distinction represents an important focus in the
literature on national identity between on the one hand, sentiments associated with
‘patriotism’ and, on the other, what is commonly associated with nationalism, or ‘good’
and ‘bad’ forms of nationalism (Kosterman and Feshbach, 19989; Schatz, Staub and
Lavine, 1991; Mueller-Peters, 1998; Memmendey, Klink and Brown, 2001; Hopkins,
2001; Condor, 2001). The first, positive dimension of nationalism is referred to by
Dowds and Young as ‘inclusive nationalism’ and encompasses two distinct elements:
pride in national heritage and culture, and pride in the way the nation functions, both at
home and abroad. The more negative manifestations of national identity are
encapsulated in the second dimension of ‘exclusive nationalism’. This comprises
attitudes that promote cultural and economic protectionism (such as putting limits on
imports to protect the economy or giving preference to British television programmes
over American ones) and xenophobic sentiments, such as those based on the idea of
exclusion and discrimination against the ‘other’. Defining national identity as multi-

dimensional in this way reveals some interesting findings about how people vary in
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their experience of ‘Britishness’ across the United Kingdom, and in particular, some
marked differences between citizens of Northern Ireland and those of Great Britain. It
also reveals some interesting systematic relationships between different ‘types’ of

national identity and attitudes towards Europe.

Dowds and Young (1996) constructed a typoiogy of four distinctive versions of British
national identity, based on where survey respondents were located on the two
dimensions of nationalism described above, and their views about Britain’s relationship
with Europe. The first group identified by the typology — labelled the ‘Supra-
nationalists’ — were low in both the inclusive and exclusive dimension of national
identity and held the most pro-European attitudes (with 28% agreeing there should be a
single currency). The second group termed ‘Patriots’ because of their high national
sentiment and low exclusiveness, also tended to be more pro-European than their
counterparts, with 16% in favour of a single currency. The other two groups — named
the ‘Belligerents’ and the ‘John Bulls’ — showed high levels of exclusive nationalism
and these sentiments appeared to stand in the way of adopting favourable attitudes
towards European integration. Both of these groups held similar views about Europe.
They were less likely to believe that Britain benefits from the EU, less likely to support
closer links with the EU (in particular, the introduction of a single currency), and were
more likely to believe that Britain should leave the EU altogether. Similarly, Mueller-
Peters’ (1998) analysis, which used the dimensions of ‘nationalism’ and ‘patriotism’ in
order to capture variation in the way people feel about their country, found that feeling
‘patriotic’ or proud about one’s country had no relationship to attitudes towards the
euro, whereas nationalistic sentiments were negatively associated with attitudes towards
the euro. Feeling patriotic towards Europe, however, helped to foster positive views of

the single currency.

As we shall see in chapter 2, social psychological accounts of the processes underlying
social identity — notably, social identity theory (e.g. Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Hogg and
Abrams, 1988) and self-categorisation theory (Turner, 1985; Tumer, Hogg, Oakes,
Reicher, and Wetherell, 1987) — provide a theoretical basis for understanding these
findings. In brief, according to social identity theory, people’s membership of social
groups contributes to their sense of self-esteem (Hogg and Abrams, 1988). For positive
benefits to be gained people must engage in inter-group comparisons in order to

establish the groups to which they belong (their ‘in-groups’) as superior to other groups
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(‘out-groups’). Actively identifying oneself as a member of a group — referred to as
self-categorisation (Turner, 1987b) — results in a number of psychological effects. Of
particular interest here are a) inter-group bias, in which group members show preference
for other members of their in-group and denigrate members of out-groups; and b) the
internalisation of the perceived belief structures of the group. These psychological
effects of self-categorisation help to explain inclusive and exclusive forms of
nationalism and feelings of patriotism, and identify a link between social identity and

attitudes (considered in more detail in chapter 2).

A further implication of the social identity and self-categorisation theories is that
because people are members of a range of social groups, they hold a collection of
different social identities, not all of which will be relevant or ‘salient’ at any given time.
Variation in the salience of different social groups at different times means that national
identity is not only multi-dimensional, but also situation-specific, in that its significance
for a person’s self-concept is not constant, but varies temporally, from one situation to
the next. Examples of this abound — such as the power of international sporting events
to temporarily arouse strong sentiments linked to nationhood. As particular social
categories become more salient, people become more likely to categorise themselves as
members of the salient group. This means that the psychological effects of self-
categorisation just described are also context-bound, linked inextricably to fluctuations

in the salience of social categories from one moment to the next.

1.5.4 Summary

The aim of this section was to highlight some of the ways in which understanding
national identity helps to explain variation in public attitudes towards the euro. Citizens
of different EU countries have been shown to vary in the strength and nature of their
attachment to their nation and to Europe. These variations are, in turn, associated with
different levels of support for European integration. In the UK, variations in the way in
which different people experience their national identity/ identities are also associated
with different attitudinal positions relating to the EU and EMU. Simply put, while
nationalist sentiments tend to be associated with more negative views about Europe,
feeling patriotic about Britain does not seem to stand in the way of positive attitudes

towards membership of the EU and British participation in EMU. In this sense, national
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identity can be described as multi-dimensional, in that it captures a range of different
sentiments relating to a sense of belonging to nation and this multi-dimensionality has

implications for understanding attitudes towards European integration.

In addition to the multi-dimensional nature of national identity, however, people’s
attachment to nation is also experienced differently from one situation to the next. This
idea suggests that any analysis of the relationship between identity and attitudes must
take salience into account because the basis of the relationship — if indeed there is any —
is likely to vary situationally. In other words, like attitudes, the strength and nature of
national identity should not be viewed as fixed and stable but as something fluid and
ever-changing as a function of salience. As we saw in the previous section, the media
appear to play an important role in manipulating the salience of national identity in
reports about European integration — a conclusion also drawn by Cinnirella (1996). In
this thesis, I consider the implications of this finding for understanding British attitudes
towards the euro. The postulates of social identity theory and self-categorisation theory

are considered in more detail in chapter 2.

1.6 Issue-relevant knowledge and attitudes towards European integration

The final section of this chapter considers the relationship between public knowledge of
the issues surrounding European integration and public opinion. As we have seen, one
of the key findings to have emerged from Eurobarometer surveys of attitudes towards
Europe and the euro during the period of interest was that UK citizens stood apart from
their EU counterparts at the time on a number of different dimensions. Not only did
they hold the least favourable attitudes towards closer integration, but they also revealed
themselves to be among the least well-informed about the political and economic issues
involved (e.g. Mueller-Peters et al., 1998a; Sinnott, 2000; Worcester, 2000). This
section considers the relationship between these two findings in more detail and

discusses their implication for our understanding of public attitudes towards the euro.
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1.6.1 Issue-relevant knowledge and attitude valence

Data from a number of sources suggest there is a positive relationship between
knowledge and attitudes among EU citizens. Those who feel more knowledgeable
about the European Union also tend to hold more favourable attitudes towards it. This
relationship has been observed both at the aggregate level, with countries where
knowledge levels are highest showing higher levels of support for integration, and at
individual level. For example, looking at Eurobarometer data, Worcester (2000) found
that in member states where levels of awareness of EU institutions and policies were
highest, levels of support for the EU were, on average, 11% higher. It has also been
shown that among those British citizens who rate their knowledge of EU affairs at the
higher end of the scale (scoring eight to ten), a significantly higher proportion than at
the lower end of the scale believe that their country’s membership of the EU is a good
thing. In autumn 2003, 72% of UK citizens rating their knowledge at the high end of
the scale considered their country’s EU membership to be a good thing, compared with
41% of those scoring themselves at the lower end of the scale. By the same token, a
higher proportion of respondents with lower knowledge scores considered EU
membership to be a bad thing. Of those scoring below eight on the scale, 32% stated
that their country’s membership of the EU was a bad thing, compared with 15% of those
scoring above eight (Eurobarometer 60.1, UK national report, 2003). Similarly, surveys
show that those socio-demographic groups who hold more negative attitudes towards
Europe (i.e. women, those with lower levels of education and employed in manual
occupations), also tend to have lower levels of knowledge about EU politics (Ahrendt,

1999; Evans, 2003).

The conclusion that greater issue-relevant knowledge leads to more favourable attitudes
towards integration forms the basis of the cognitive mobilisation theory (e.g. Inglehart,
1970), which proposes that as people become more familiar with the consequences of
European integration and the impact of integrative policies on their lives, they develop
more favourable attitudes towards it. Inglehart and Rabier (1978) analysed public
opinion data from 1950 to 1975 and observed that length of EU membership was a
significant predictor of aggregate levels support for the EU. In particular, levels of
support were found to be higher among the original six members of the European Coal
and Steel Community, than among those joining later (see also Anderson, 1995;

Anderson and Kaltenthaler, 1996). One explanation for this is that over time, EU
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citizens become more aware and knowledgeable of EU affairs and with that, become
more familiar with the benefits to be gained from EU membership (Anderson, 1995) —a
process that has been referred to as ‘cognitive mobilisation’ (Inglehart, 1970). As
people become more familiar with the issues involved in integration, they are assumed
to develop the requisite cognitive skills for understanding the often complex and
abstract information they receive about EU affairs. With this, people start to feel less
threatened by the integration process, and therefore more likely to look favourably on it

(Inglehart, Rabier and Reif, 1991; Janssen, 1991).

The postulates of the cognitive mobilisation theory are also consistent with the
interpretations of Mueller-Peters and her colleagues (1998), in their survey of attitudes
towards the euro. They argued that low levels of awareness about the economic
consequences of introducing a single currency left citizens feeling unable to control the
transition to a single currency. By contrast, having knowledge of the issues involved in
EMU, or more importantly, feeling knowledgeable about them, better equipped people
for the changeover, by giving them a sense of ‘secondary control’ over the transition to
the euro (Rothbaum et al., 1982). As a consequence, they were more likely to view
EMU favourably.

Further support for the conclusion that low levels of public knowledge about European
integration and the issues involved in EMU help to explain opposition to the euro is
provided by the results of a deliberative poll conducted by the National Centre for
Social Research in 1995. This method of polling involves measuring the attitudes of a
nationally representative sample (in this case, towards the future of Britain’s
relationship with Europe), before and after participation in a weekend event designed to
increase participants’ factual knowledge and understanding of the polling issue. During
the weekend, participants were given the opportunity to learn about and discuss
different sides of the debate. The study found participants’ attitudes became more
favourable towards closer integration as a result of participation in the deliberative event
(Curtice and Jowell, 1998). In other words, increasing people’s knowledge and
involvement in the issues surrounding the EU, helped to increase support for integration
among the deliberative poll participants. (A secondary analysis of data from this study is

presented in chapter 6.)
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Yet there are a number of difficulties with the conclusion that opposition to the euro
results from low levels of knowledge about the issue and that simply improving
knowledge will lead to more favourable public attitudes. First and foremost, there are
some inconsistencies in the research findings relating to knowledge about EMU and
attitudes to the euro that have not yet been considered. Much of the research that has
found a positive linear relationship between knowledge and attitudes (e.g. Mueller-
Peters et al., 1998a; 1998b; Ahrendt, 1999; Worcester, 2000) has focused on aggregate-
level effects, whereby countries in which issue-relevant knowledge is highest, tend to
show higher levels of support. This aggregate result is not always found when
exploring within-country, individual-level variations in attitudes, however. For
example, Worcester’s (2000) analysis of Eurobarometer data found that it was not
always the case in the UK that those with more issue-relevant knowledge held more
favourable attitudes towards the EU. He argues that those who are most interested in
the issue and most knowledgeable about it tend to be more motivated to seek out
information about it, often out of concerns about the negative impact EMU might have.
This group — which in Worcester’s analysis was predominantly made up of older,
middle-class, Conservative men who read the Daily Telegraph — held strong values
concerning the relationship between Britain and Europe, and this drove not only their
interest in the issue and issue-relevant knowledge, but also their opposition towards

British participation in the euro (Worcester, 2000).

1.6.2 Issue-relevant knowledge and attitude strength

More recently, the dominant approach in the political science literature on attitudes
towards European integration maintains that people structure their attitudes to European
integration along utilitarian dimensions, which involves them actively weighing up the
costs and benefits of the economic consequences of particular integrative policies
(Gabel, 1998a; 1998b). According to Gabel (1998a), the economic consequences of
integration influence the welfare of citizens differentially depending on their economic
and political interests. These in turn, vary as a function of a person’s socio-economic
position (hence the relationship observed between socio-demographic characteristics
and attitudes towards integration). Accordingly, people are able to evaluate integrative
policies in terms of the benefits they stand to derive from them and form their attitudes

consistent with these evaluations. Evidence in support of this approach has been found
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in relation to attitudes towards the euro by Kaltenthaler and Anderson (2001) (see also
Banducci and Karp, 2001). They found that Europeans rely on economic indicators
such as inflation and unemployment and trade to inform their calculations of the costs

and benefits of EMU and other monetary policies.

The utilitarian theory was also partially supported by Mueller-Peters and her colleagues
(1998a), whose findings showed that people’s expectations about the consequences of
the introduction of the euro at the micro- and macro-economic level influenced their
attitudes towards their country joining the euro. However, their findings also called into
question the extent to which people are able to form their attitudes based on their
economic expectations (Pepermans and Mueller-Peters, 1999). Indeed, they found that
around a quarter of their sample were unable to draw any conclusions about the
potential economic consequences of EMU because they felt insufficiently informed
about it. In fact, they found strikingly low levels of knowledge and awareness about
EMU among their respondents — both when respondents were asked to subjectively rate
how well informed they felt, as well as in their performance on a short quiz about the
euro. Once again, it was the UK sample that stood out in particular, with a mean score
on the six-point scale derived from the quiz, of just 0.78 (findings that are consistent
with the results of the Eurobarometer surveys reviewed earlier and with the analyses of
others in this field (e.g. Sinnott, 2000; Worcester, 2000)4.

It is not uncommon in public opinion research to find that the majority of people know
and, indeed, care very little about political issues (Delli-Carpini and Keeter, 1996).
Concerns about the implications of this for the quality of public opinion about political
issues have dominated the field for many years. Political attitudes — and in particular,
those relating to foreign policy - are argued not only to lack an adequate knowledge
base, but also to be both unstable and unstructured, a finding that has challenged the
notion that mass political opinion should be allowed to influence the policy process
(Sinnott, 2000). Central to this view is Converse’s (1964) analysis of the nature of
people’s belief systems. According to Converse, few people appear to hold any real
opinions at all on many political issues and nor are they always aware of how different
issues and different beliefs fit together to form ‘constrained’ ideological positions.

Instead, mass political opinions tend to be largely disorganised and highly labile

4 Research by economic psychologists (e.g. Lea, Tarpy and Webley 1987; Lewis, Webley and Furnham,
1995) has also questioned the assumption that people are able to make rational assessments of their
economic interests and to behave consistently with them.
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(meaning that the responses people give to opinion polls change over time, seemingly at
random). Converse (1970) concluded that when people are asked their opinion on
political issues, rather than acknowledging their uncertainty about a question (e.g. by
selecting ‘Don’t Know’ response options), they tend to select responses at random — that

is, they express what he termed ‘non-attitudes’.

Converse’s theory has a number of implications for how to approach the study of
people’s attitudes towards EMU, given low levels of public knowledge about the issue.
Yet if research into attitudes about the euro were measuring nothing more than people’s
random, uninformed responses, then one might expect to see the following effects in the
data: firstly, a relatively low proportion of people would express ‘Don’t Knows’
(because most people would rather randomly select a valid response, than admit to not
knowing); secondly, there would be a high level of variability in attitudes over time. In
fact, these predictions are not borne out by the evidence. In surveys measuring attitudes
to Europe and the euro, a high proportion of British respondents do select the ‘Don’t
know’ response option and attitudes towards the euro appear to have been relatively
stable, in aggregate terms, over time. Furthermore, the ‘Waverers’ question devised by
MORI (Worcester, 2000; Atkinson and Mortimore, 2003), which was described earlier,
goes some way towards addressing the possibility that people with lower levels of issue-
relevant knowledge may express non-attitudes. Analysis of data from this question
shows that people report their attitudes differently depending on how they are asked and
the extent to which the question enables them to admit that their views about the euro

are not yet ‘fully formed’.

Attempts to address the potential problem of non-attitudes methodologically, as in the
‘waverers’ question, make the assumption that people do indeed hold attitudes on issues
about which they are poorly informed, but that standard survey questions are not
sophisticated enough to measure them. An alternative to Converse’s theory suggests
that rather than expressing non-attitudes in political opinion research, a large proportion
of people with lower levels of issue-relevant knowledge spontaneously form their
opinions actually during questionnaire completion, guided by ideas made salient by
particular questions (Zaller and Feldman, 1992; Delli-Carpini and Keeter, 1996).
According to this approach, a lack of stability and constraint in public attitudes towards
political issues is a function of the way in which people form their attitudes, rather than

an outcome of people not holding attitudes at all. In this sense, attitudes can be said to
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vary in the extent to which they are more or less ‘real’ or ‘random’ (Sinnott, 2000),
depending on whether they are pre-formed or formed ‘on the spot’ in a survey interview

(Zaller, 1992).

The idea that attitudes towards European foreign policy can be located on a ‘real to
random’ continuum, depending on people’s knowledge about European affairs was
tested by Sinnott (2000) in an analysis of Eurobarometer data. He found that at higher
levels of issue-relevant knowledge, the inter-relationship between people’s attitudes
towards EU foreign policy showed a more coherent structure, whereas at lower levels of
knowledge about EU affairs, attitudes were less consistent and influenced by contextual
cues in the questionnaire. He concluded that the “net outcome is that, among four fifths
of respondents, and in the area of attitudes to a European foreign and security policy in
particular, what is being measured is suspiciously close to the random end of the real-to-

random continuum” (Sinnott, 2000; 131).

1.6.3 Summary

Gabel (1998a; 1998b) concludes that evidence in support of the utilitarian approach to
understanding variation in attitudes towards integration also makes it possible to dismiss
the idea that poor levels of public understanding of European integration lead to non-
attitudes. The assumption that people engage in cost-benefit analyses of different EU
policies in relation to their own political and economic interests precludes the possibility
that existing survey data on which the theory is based consist merely of people’s
random responses to different questions. Yet, as we have seen, the fact that public
opinion about EMU is underpinned by low levels of issue-relevant knowledge among
the majority of voters means that many people have limited capacity to engage in
utilitarian-based evaluations of different EU policies. This does not mean necessarily
that people with lower levels of issue-relevant knowledge are unable to form attitudes
towards European issues at all, though it does raise questions about the reliability and
validity of survey measures of people’s attitudes towards European integration on which
previous analysis of variation in attitudes have been based. Rather, an alternative to the
conclusion that people express non-attitudes in surveys is the idea that attitudes are
formed on the basis of salient contextual cues available during questionnaire completion

(Zaller, 1992; Sinnott, 2000).
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The implication of this alternative explanation is that people’s attitudes towards the euro
vary in terms of how strongly-held they are and the basis on which they have been
constructed. This conclusion is partially supported by the finding that those who have
made up their mind on the euro issue, tend also to be those who are generally more
politically engaged with it (Atkinson and Mortimore, 2003). Based on this discussion, it
is not possible to conclude that there is a direct positive relationship between levels of
knowledge about EMU and the favourability of attitudes. However, there is substantial
evidence to support the conclusion that attitudes to the euro vary in quality, as a
function of variation in the amount of issue-relevant knowledge people hold and the
contextual cues available to them during survey participation. The relationship between
issue-relevant knowledge and attitudes towards the euro forms a central focus of the

empirical research undertaken for this thesis and is considered further in chapter 2.

1.7 Conclusion

This chapter provided an introduction to the substantive focus of the thesis — British
attitudes towards European integration, and specifically, British participation in the
single currency. I started by presenting opinion poll results from surveys carried out
during the 1990s and early 2000s when the debate surrounding the launch of EMU was
at its height. During this period, the single currency issue dominated political debate in
Britain. Plans to hold a referendum — the first of its kind for over 30 years — focused
both elite and popular attention on public attitudes about the euro and people’s voting
intentions in such a poll. In this context, the impetus to understand variation in public
opinion — which would not only determine the outcome of a referendum, but
importantly, whether and when such a vote would take place — was overwhelming.
People’s attitudes at this time were strongly opposed to adopting a single currency, and
public support in Britain for closer integration in Europe was at one of its lowest
recorded points in history. Notably, British citizens stood apart from their fellow EU
citizens on a range of dimensions: support for EU membership, beliefs about the
benefits of EU membership, support for the single currency, knowledge and awareness
of EU affairs and acceptance of a European identity. In each case, British respondents
held the lowest scores across Europe, highlighting further the need to understand in

more detail the different factors underlying these trends.
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Three areas of inquiry into the factors underlying public opposition to European
integration in Britain were reviewed in this chapter. The first consists of research into
the influence the media — and in particular, the British print media — have on public
attitudes. Prior to the empirical research undertaken here, relatively few studies had
explored the impact on public opinion of media reports about Europe, though since then
the number of studies in this field has proliferated. Most of the research had focused on
the informational role played by the media in communicating the issues and events
relating to European integration. Within that, most studies had examined specifically
the manifestation of euroscepticism in the press and the possible effects this has on
public opinion. One finding suggests that eurosceptic discourse in reports about
integration contributes to public opposition to Europe by raising the salience of British
national identity and impeding efforts to foster a sense of European identity among
British citizens. However, few studies have specified the mechanisms by which people
are affected — if indeed, they are at all — by media attention to issues surrounding
integration, nor the processes by which information in the press influences public

attitudes.

The second area of inquiry concerns the relationship between people’s sense of national
identity and their attitudes towards European integration. Most of the research in this
field prior to the present research suggested that the relationship between national
identity and attitudes depends on the strength and nature of people’s attachment to
nation. Two forms of national identity were highlighted in particular — one comprised of
nationalistic sentiments, which typically stand in the way of positive views of
integration, and one consisting of patriotic sentiments and pride in one’s nation, which
by comparison need not entail a rejection of closer integration with other countries. As
well as being multi-dimensional in character, social psychological approaches to the
study of identity suggest that people’s attachment to nation will also vary as a function
of the salience of national identity in any given situation. This implies that the
relationship between national identity and attitudes towards the euro may not be as
stable as it appears and few studies of this relationship have taken this into

consideration.

The third area of inquiry reviewed here concerns the stability of people’s attitudes

towards the euro and its relationship with how much knowledge people have about the

53



issue. Despite the apparently smooth trend lines in poll data on people’s voting
intentions in a referendum on the euro (figure 1.3), a large proportion of British people
confess to not knowing their views about British participation. A majority claim they
could be persuaded to change their mind about the euro and more than anywhere else in
the EU, British citizens feel insufficiently informed about the issues relating to
European integration — a perception that has been ‘objectively’ confirmed in survey
quizzes that test people’s factual knowledge about the issue. Low levels of issue-
relevant knowledge bring into doubt the reliability and validity of survey measures of
people’s attitudes. Attitudes reported in surveys that are underpinned by low levels of
knowledge tend to be highly susceptible to change and sensitive to persuasive cues, as
people construct their attitudes ‘on the spot’ during questionnaire completion. These
conclusions call into question the foundation of research into variation in public
attitudes towards European integration. If attitudes are unstable, then so too must be

their observed relationship with other variables.

The overall aim of this thesis is to try to draw these findings together into a single
model for understanding attitudes towards the euro. In particular, I argue that to
understand variation in attitudes, it is necessary to study not simply the relationship
between reported attitudes and covariates, but the dynamics of attitude formation and
change. Each of the areas of inquiry reviewed concerns a different component of this
model: the first concerns the role of information in how attitudes are formed and
changed, the second concerns how identity processes influence this process, and the
third concerns the importance of issue-relevant knowledge — or more generally, people’s
involvement in the issue — in determining the processes by which attitudes are formed
and changed. The theoretical framework underpinning this model is presented in the

following chapter.
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2 THE ROLE OF INFORMATION, INVOLVEMENT AND IDENTITY IN
ATTITUDE CHANGE

2.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, I introduced the substantive focus of the thesis and reviewed the
literature relating to three different fields of inquiry that inform our understanding of
variations in public attitudes towards Economic and Monetary Union (EMU):
information, involvement and identity. In this chapter, I introduce two social
psychological approaches, which together provide the theoretical framework for the
thesis. The first of these approaches — the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty and
Cacioppo, 1981; 1986) — comes from the tradition of persuasion research and consists of
a theory of how attitudes are formed and changed based on individual responses to
information. The model emphasises the role of ‘issue involvement’ as a key variable
determining a respondent’s ability and motivation to process issue-relevant information.
The second approach of interest here is Self-Categorisation Theory (Turner, 1985;
Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, and Wetherell, 1987), which was developed from Social
Identity Theory (e.g. Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Hogg and Abrams, 1988), and provides a
basis for understanding the mechanism by which identity influences attitudes. As the
ELM forms the dominant approach in the research undertaken, I focus in some detail on
the different elements of the model and the methodological paradigm that underpins it.
I discuss the model’s relationship with other theories of persuasion and consider some
of the key issues and controversies relevant to its application to the study of ‘real-world’
attitudes. Two of these issues have been informed by research into how the social
context — notably group membership — influences persuasion processes: the role of
variables outside of the persuasive message (including source identity) in persuasion
and the question of what makes arguments persuasive. The social identity approach is
introduced in this context. To begin with, I describe the field of social psychological
research into persuasion and the context in which the Elaboration Likelihood Model was

developed.
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2.2 Social psychological theories of persuasion

The study of attitude formation and change and the factors that influence persuasion
constitutes one of the largest fields of research in social psychology. Today, four main
approaches dominate, the development of which was motivated by the need to account
for the diverse findings generated by previous empirical research in the field. In this
thesis, I focus on just one of these: the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) developed
by Petty and Cacioppo (1981; 1986). This section introduces the ELM alongside
alternative accounts of the processes underlying attitude change and describes the

historical context in which it was first devised.

Petty and Cacioppo (1981) identify seven major approaches to the study of attitude
change that preceded their development of the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM):
including conditioning/modelling approaches, the message-learning approach,
judgmental approaches, motivational approaches, attributional approaches, combinatory
approaches and self-persuasion approaches (pp.35-6). Early approaches emphasised the
role of leamning processes such as classical and operant conditioning, as well as
modelling (e.g. Razran, 1940; Staats and Staats, 1957). Research in the field at this time
was mainly exploratory, however, and it was not until the work of Hovland and his
colleagues (e.g. Hovland, Janis and Kelley, 1953), carried out as part of the Yale
Communication and Attitude Change Program, that the field became more organised
from both a theoretical and methodological point of view (Johnson, Maio and Smith-
McLallen, 2005). Though their ideas were never fully developed in a formal theory
(Petty and Cacioppo, 1981), the ‘message learning approach’ to the study of persuasion
had a lasting impact on how social psychologists thought about and researched attitude
change. Their focus was on three main elements of persuasive communications: the
source of the message, the message itself and the message recipient; as well as the

processes by which persuasion is achieved and the persistence of its effects.

Later, members of the Yale group continued to work in the same field, developing new
but related theories of persuasion. For example, McGuire’s information processing
theory (1968; 1989) focused on three main steps involved in persuasion, including
attention to the message, comprehension of the message and yielding, whereas Muzafer

Sherif and his colleagues’ Social Judgement Model (e.g. Sherif and Hovland, 1961;
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_Sherif and Sherif, 1967) emphasised the role a person’s existing attitudes played in
providing an interpretive context for persuasive communications (Johnson et al., 2005).
These approaches proved to be particularly influential, through their emphasis on

process and the importance of ‘involvement’ as a mediator of attitude change.

Motivational models e.g. balance theory (Heider, 1946) and cognitive dissonance theory
(Festinger, 1957), emphasised the role of motives as mediators of attitude change, while
attributional accounts (e.g. self perception theory — Bem, 1967) focused on the
inferences drawn by message recipients about the communicator’s or their own
behaviour (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981). What Petty and Cacioppo (1981) describe as
‘combinatory approaches’ — including Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) Theory of Reasoned
Action — focused on how people evaluate and integrate (or combine) new information
into existing knowledge and attitudes; and finally, self-persuasion approaches focused
on people’s thoughts about persuasive communications and the message topic and the
way in which this self-generated information influences attitudes. Each one of these
approaches to the study of persuasion was distinct in that it provided a different
explanation of how attitudes can be changed. However, not one satisfactorily accounted
for the different empirical findings of the research literature; each applied in some

situations, but not in others (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981; p.255).

The development of self-persuasion approaches and notably, the cognitive response
model of persuasion represented a second important turning point in the field of attitude
change research (Johnson et al., 2005). Greenwald (1968) first introduced the idea that
attitude change is mediated by the thoughts message recipients generate in response to a
persuasive message. Two sets of research findings from this tradition appear to have
been particularly influential for the authors of the ELM. Firstly, empirical studies had
shown that the valence of cognitive responses to a persuasive communication — in other
words, whether the message induced favourable thoughts or counter-argumentation —
was highly correlated with people’s attitudes (Johnson et al., 2005). Secondly, research
findings providing evidence of ‘anticipatory attitude change’ (e.g. Cialdini and Petty,
1981) suggested that people sometimes modified their existing attitudes even in the
absence of a persuasive message, simply as a result of being told they would be
presented with a communication that would be either pro- or counter-attitudinal. In this
situation, attitudes tend either to polarise — i.e., become more extreme — or to attenuate

and become more moderate, depending on how involved the recipient is in the message
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topic/ issue. Where the issue is highly important or involving for the message recipient,
anticipation of a counter-attitudinal message encourages issue-relevant thinking, so the
recipient can prepare to defend their existing attitude. As a result of this issue-relevant
thinking, the attitude becomes more extreme. By contrast, where the issue is of low
importance and not very involving, motivation to engage in issue-relevant thinking is
low and the recipient is motivated more by impression-management concerns, resulting
in the expression of more moderate attitudes. Thus, attitude change for recipients with
low involvement in the message topic tends to be influenced more by “features of the
persuasion situation that are irrelevant to the issue” than by engaging in issue-relevant
thinking (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981; p. 258). Furthermore, the persistence of these
attitude change effects also appeared to depend on how cognitively involved the
research participants had been in the attitude issue, leading the authors to conclude that
“enduring attitude change (...) appears to depend on the likelihood that an issue or
argument will be elaborated upon (thought about)” (p. 263).

The “Elaboration Likelihood Model’ was intended to provide an overarching framework
for understanding attitude change that would be able to explain the existing empirical
findings of persuasion researchers. According to Petty and Cacioppo (1981), these
findings seemed to point towards two different ways in which persuasion could be
achieved. One way involved relatively careful consideration of information relevant to
the target attitude object (typically, arguments contained in a persuasive message),
while the other way involved other types of processing that did not require the research
participant to think about the issue. These two different ‘routes’ to attitude change —
referred to as the ‘central’ and ‘peripheral’ routes — constitute one of the core elements
of the ELM.

2.2.1 Contemporary approaches to the study of persuasion
Along with the ELM, three other theories of persuasion currently dominate the field.
Developed contemporaneously with the ELM, the Heuristic-Systematic Model (HSM)

(Chaiken, 1980; 1987; Chaiken, Liberman and Eagly, 1989) is arguably the most

important of these. The two models share many similarities. Importantly, like the
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ELM, the HSM similarly emphasises two different processes’ by which attitude change
occurs in response to information, one characterised by systematic thought, the other by
simple decision rules or heuristics — such as ‘always trust expert sources’. However,
they also diverge on a number of points: notably, the HSM places more emphasis on
heuristic processing than does the ELM on the peripheral route; it also emphasises
different underlying motives for attitude change, and allows for the possibility of
parallel or simultaneous heuristic and systematic processing, whereas the central and
peripheral routes in the ELM are considered to be mutually exclusive (see Eagly and
Chaiken, 1993 for a detailed discussion of how the two models compare). Nevertheless,
despite their differences, the ELM and the HSM are often paired because they share the
same underlying premise that persuasion can be achieved in two qualitatively different

ways.

More recently these so-called ‘dual process’ models (Chaiken and Trope, 1999) have
been challenged by two alternative accounts, that offer arguably more parsimonious
explanations of the persuasion process. Both similarly make the distinction between
‘relatively effortful’ modes of processing and modes ‘that are much less effortful’
(Johnson et al., 2005; p.624). However, the ‘Unimodel’ (Kruglanski and Thompson,
1999; Kruglanski, Thompson and Spiegel, 1999) maintains that the empirical findings
from persuasion research can be accounted for by a single mode rather than two
qualitatively different ones, while the Cognition in Persuasion Model (CPM) developed
by Albarracin (2002) argues that persuasion takes place through a sequence of
processes, irrespective of effort (Johnson et al, 2005). However, as relative
newcomers to the field, the Unimodel and the CPM are still relatively under-researched
and there has so far not been sufficient empirical support for either to reject dual-

process accounts of persuasion altogether (Eagley and Chaiken, 2005).

Theories of persuasion all share a common focus on the different variables that are
responsible for attitude formation and change — e.g. message source, recipient and
contextual factors (Petty and Wegener, 1999). The empirical tradition of research in the
field is almost entirely experimental, and typically adopts one of two different research
designs (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981; Johnson et al., 2005). Both involve examining the

effect on attitudes of a specially constructed message consisting of arguments

3 Although unlike the HSM, which posits two processes, the ELM allows for multiple processes that can
be categorised as either central or peripheral (Petty and Wegener, 1999; Johnson et al., 2005).
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supporting a specific recommendation. The first type of research design involves
measuring attitudes both before and after message exposure to see the relative
difference in within-subject attitudes, whilst controlling for variables such as the
personal relevance to participants of the message topic. The second and more common
type of design involves a single measure of attitudes from a control and an experimental
group, but for the latter, this measure is taken after message exposure, to assess the
relative impact of the message on attitudes. Pre-message attitudes in both groups are
assumed to vary randomly, so random allocation to the treatment group assumes that

any differences in attitudes observed between groups results from message exposure.

Relatively few studies in the field of persuasion have deviated from this paradigm and
relatively few have attempted to apply persuasion theories to study attitude change
outside of the laboratory. The research undertaken here represents such an attempt. In
this thesis, I have chosen to adopt the ELM as a theoretical framework for
understanding British attitudes towards the single currency. The reasons for choosing
the ELM over other approaches were as follows. As noted, neither the Unimodel nor
the CPM was sufficiently developed at the time the research was undertaken to offer a
convincing alternative to either of the dominant dual-process models. Of these, my
preference for the ELM was based on two (mainly pragmatic) considerations. Firstly,
though in many respects certain features of the HSM arguably make it a more flexible
model than the ELM — e.g. it allows for multiple motives behind attitude change and the
possibility that heuristic and systematic modes of processing can co-occur (Chen and
Chaiken, 1999) — the ELM has proved to be far more popular and has stimulated an
enormous amount of research (and far more than any other theory of persuasion,
including the HSM). One explanation for this is that the model provides a very concise
and comprehensive framework for making predictions about how different variables
interact in the persuasion process and a clearly explicated experimental method (see
Petty and Cacioppo, 1986) for testing these predictions. These aspects of the model
make it equally appealing to my own research. This (ever expanding) empirical base
has also ensured its establishment as a leading paradigm for research in this field, and its
impact has been far-reaching. For example, the model has found considerable favour in
the world of marketing and advertising and it has been applied across a diverse range of
fields of research, from health psychology (e.g. Shadel, Niaura and Abrams, 2001) to
political psychology (e.g. Kerkhof, 1999; McGraw and Hubbard, 1996). Secondly, as
we shall see, certain features of the ELM — particularly its predictions relating to
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elaboration likelihood — make it particularly suitable to understanding the dynamics of
public attitudes towards the euro in Britain, based on our understanding of those
attitudes from chapter 1. After describing the key postulates of the model, I will discuss

the rationale behind this application in more detail.

2.3 The Elaboration Likelihood Model

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) describe the main postulates underlying their model of
attitude change (see also a later description by Petty and Wegener, 1999). The first of
these is that people are motivated to hold ‘correct’ attitudes (Petty and Cacioppo,
1986)°. This underlying assumption reflects the idea that optimally, humans will
engage in a rational consideration of all available information in order to construct their
attitudes. According to Petty and Wegener (1999), ‘the correctness of one’s attitude is a
subjective assessment and can be based on a wide variety of “evidence™ (p.44). It is
assumed, however, that this motivation would, under ideal conditions, lead a person to
find out about an attitude issue and carefully appraise the evidence on either side of that

issue, in order to reach an informed evaluation.

The second postulate of the ELM maintains that the amount and nature of issue-relevant
thinking in which people are able or willing to engage in to appraise the information
contained in a message varies with both individual and situational factors (Petty and
Cacioppo, 1986; Petty and Wegener, 1999; p.44-45). People are described in the social
cognition literature as ‘cognitive misers’ (Fiske and Taylor, 1984), meaning we
typically try to constrain the amount of effort required to make sense of the world
around us by using a variety of mental shortcuts. But some people seem to enjoy
thinking more than others (Cacioppo and Petty, 1982) and some people are clearly more
able to do so than others, depending on their natural abilities and level of education,
contextual factors affecting the degree of cognitive burden on the recipient during
message processing (e.g. the presence of distraction — see Petty, Wells, and Brock,
1976) and the actual content of the message. Crucially, the ability to elaborate on
information varies according to the message topic and the amount of prior knowledge

the recipient has about it. Similarly, the motivation to process depends not only on

¢ As noted, the HSM allows for a variety of motives for attitude change (Chen and Chaiken, 1999),
including for example impression management and self-defence.
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individual differences, but also on contextual factors and the message topic. Issues
people consider to be more important or personally relevant will motivate more careful

thinking about the message content.

The likelihood of message elaboration can be said to vary along a continuum. At one
end, where motivation and ability to elaborate are low, people will be unlikely to
expend the effort to think carefully about the issue and the arguments contained in the
message. At the other end of the elaboration likelihood continuum, where motivation
and ability to process information are high, people will be much more likely to take the
time to think carefully about the issue and the message contents. In other words, people
will vary along this continuum in terms of the amount of thinking they are likely to
engage in for any given message topic. Factors influencing a person’s ability and
motivation to think will determine their position on the scale. Petty and Cacioppo
(1979a; 1986) argue that the most important determining factor is issue involvement — or
the extent ‘to which the attitudinal issue under consideration is of personal importance"
(Petty and Cacioppo, 1979a, p. 1915). Issue involvement therefore maps directly onto
the elaboration likelihood continuum and attitude change can occur anywhere along this

scale.

As previously noted, attitude change can be achieved via two different ‘routes’, each
characterised by different types of cognitive process. The central route involves
carefully attending to the arguments contained in a persuasive communication, thinking
carefully about them and evaluating them (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981; p255). In this
way, new information is integrated into “a coherent and reasoned position” (Petty and
Cacioppo, 1981; p.256) and consequently, the effects of persuasion via the central route
(which are a result of active thought) tend to be more enduring. By contrast, the
peripheral route does not require the individual to engage in thoughtful processing of
the various components of a persuasive message. Instead, this persuasion route occurs
when the individual reaches his/her position vis-a-vis the attitude object as a result of
cues in the persuasive communication which prompt, for example, the use of simple
heuristics/ decision rules (Chaiken, 1987), or simple associations such as in a
conditioned response (Staats and Staats, 1957). According to Petty and Cacioppo,

“These cues (...) allow a person to evaluate a communication or decide what
attitudinal position to adopt without engaging in any extensive cognitive work
relevant to the issue under consideration.” (1981; p. 256).
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Attitude change via the peripheral route is generally only short-lived, although through

repeated persuasive attempts, enduring attitude stability can be achieved.

Figure 2.1 The Elaboration Likelihood Model of Persuasion (Petty and Cacioppo,
1981; 1986)
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Where elaboration likelihood is high, central route processing is more likely to occur,
whereas where elaboration likelihood is low, it is more likely that persuasion will occur
via the peripheral route. Thus, the two extreme points of the elaboration likelihood
continuum are broadly associated with each of these two distinct processes of
persuasion (see figure 2.1). However, early interpretations of the ELM wrongly
assumed that persuasion via the central route could only be achieved at the high end of
the elaboration likelihood continuum, whereas persuasion via the peripheral route only
occurred where elaboration likelihood was low. In fact, the assumption that low
elaboration likelihood will lead people to default to the ‘peripheral route’ to form their
attitude about the target issue is incorrect, and it is indeed possible for people with low
elaboration likelihood to engage in central route processing. Petty and Wegener (1999)
distinguish between ‘quantitative’ and ‘qualitative’ differences in message processing,
according to which either the amount of processing varies with elaboration likelihood,
or the type of processing. Thus, the model predicts that the processing of recipients
with low elaboration likelihood will differ quantitatively from that of recipients with

high elaboration likelihood. For example, the recipient might process fewer arguments
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in the persuasive communication, or during message elaboration, generate fewer
favourable thoughts (the cognitive responses assumed to underlie attitude formation and
change) than somebody with more issue-involvement (Petty and Wegener, 1999).
Peripheral processing, by contrast, is conceptualised as a qualitatively different mode
altogether, which although not uniquely confined to the low end of the elaboration
likelihood continuum, is more likely to occur when ability and motivation to process is

low.

2.3.1 Testing the predictions of the ELM

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) describe the experimental method used to test the predictions
derived from the model. The method is considered in more detail in chapter 7 of this
thesis. This section introduces the reader to its key elements to allow a common

understanding important to a later discussion of some of the model’s limitations.

Most ELM studies have followed the second of the two types of research designs used
in persuasion studies that were described above. Research participants are randomly
assigned to the experimental groups and a single measure of attitudes is taken after
exposure to a persuasive communication. Differences in post-message attitudes (the
main dependent variable) are attributed to the different experimental treatment in each
group. Two experimental manipulations are central to the method. Firstly, the extent to
which the message topic is personally involving for participants is manipulated to be
either high or low in order to control the participants’ elaboration likelihood. Secondly,
the quality of the arguments presented in the persuasive message is manipulated to be
either strong or weak. Two persuasive messages are specially prepared, one consisting
of strong arguments that have been shown in a pre-test to elicit predominantly
favourable thoughts among a panel of judges and one consisting of weak arguments that
have been shown to elicit predominantly negative thoughts (or counter-argumentation)

among the judges.

The model predicts that participants who are highly involved in the message topic will
be more likely to elaborate on the arguments contained in the persuasive message. A
message recipient engaging in central route processing will be able to distinguish

between arguments that are relatively compelling and arguments that are relatively
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specious, and consequently, be less likely to be persuaded by weaker arguments.
Evidence of central-route processing is provided, therefore, by post-message attitudes
that differentiate on the basis of argument quality. By contrast, a recipient engaging in
peripheral route processing will be unaware of the quality of the message arguments
because persuasion is activated by cues other than the message content. Consequently,
evidence of peripheral-route processing is provided by post-message attitudes that fail
to differentiate on the basis of argument quality. This basic design makes it possible to
test the effect of a third variable on attitude change and on the quantity and quality of

message elaboration.

2.3.2 The ELM and attitudes towards the euro

Three characteristics of the ELM make it particularly suitable as a theory for
understanding the dynamics of British attitudes towards the euro. Firstly, the model
defines the mechanism by which information influences attitudes. Attitude change is
mediated by people’s thoughts about or cognitive responses to arguments contained in
persuasive messages. This provides a framework for understanding one of the ways in
which media information influences public opinion. Secondly, according to the model,
the quantity and quality of issue-relevant thinking that people engage in when
confronted with information about the attitude object depends on their involvement in
the issue. This means that in order to understand how media information influences
attitudes towards the euro, we need to consider the effect of issue involvement on the
way in which and extent to which people think about the attitude object (see below).
Thirdly, based on the description of the model provided, it is possible to derive
hypotheses about the effect of a third variable on persuasion. This means that the model
allows us to investigate how national identity influences public attitudes towards the
euro, by examining its effect on how people think about the issue and respond to new
information about it. These ideas form the central focus of the empirical work

undertaken here.

In this thesis, I have used the term ‘involvement’ to refer to factors influencing people’s
ability and motivation to think about the issue of British participation in the single
currency. As in Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) definition of the term, perhaps the most

significant of these is the extent to which the attitude object is important — i.e. the extent
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to which people are interested in the issue and consider it personally relevant to them.
However, the term ‘involvement’ has been used elsewhere to refer to different types of
relationship people have towards an attitude object (see Johnson and Eagly, 1989; Maio
and Olson, 1995). For example, Johnson and Eagly (1989) make the distinction
between ‘outcome-relevant involvement’ (concerned with the outcomes of a particular
advocacy for the message recipient) and ‘value-relevant involvement’ (which occurs
where the attitude object is related to a person’s important values). Each of these types
of involvement appear to be relevant to attitudes towards the euro (recall from chapter 1
that people’s attitudes are shaped by expectations about the likely costs and benefits a
single currency will bring and by values), so the use of the term here is intended to
capture these ideas also. As the ELM predicts, when an attitude is psychologically
important to someone, they will be more motivated to seek out information about it and
become informed about it (see also Krosnick, 1988). In turn, issue-relevant knowledge
becomes an important determinant of elaboration likelihood. Based on the postulates of
the ELM, therefore, we can predict that being highly involved in the issues surrounding
Britain’s relationship with Europe — i.e. being interested in them and being more
knowledgeable about them — increases the likelihood that a person will think carefully

about issue-relevant arguments they are presented with.

2.3.3 Limitations of the ELM

The ELM has been hugely influential in the field of persuasion research for more than
two decades. Yet it has not been without its critics and a number of enduring
controversies render aspects of the model problematic. Some criticisms that have been
directed at the model were addressed briefly earlier: for example, whether the desire to
hold ‘correct’ attitudes is the only motivating factor in attitude change (see Eagly and
Chaiken, 1993); whether message recipients can engage in parallel processing using
both central and peripheral modes simultaneously (Stiff, 1986; Stiff and Boster, 1987);
and whether empirical findings on attitude change can only be explained by two
processes, or whether one process is sufficient (e.g. Kruglanski and Thompson, 1999)’.
These are issues that have become key debates among contributors to the field, but are

not immediately relevant to the application of the model in the present thesis. However,

7 Or indeed, the fact that the ELM actually comprises multiple processes, rather than just two, as in the
HSM, making the label ‘dual-process model’ not strictly appropriate (Johnson et al., 2005).
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two issues are more conceming, so I address these in the remainder of the chapter. The
first concerns the model’s account of how so-called ‘extra-message’ factors (i.e.
variables in the persuasion setting not including the arguments contained in the
message) influence persuasion and has implications for understanding the role played
by identity in attitude formation and change. The second issue concerns the model’s
definition of ‘argument quality’ — or what makes an argument persuasive (Petty and
Cacioppo, 1986) and has important implications for our understanding of how

information affects attitudes in real-world settings.

2.4 The role of identity in persuasion

Early investigations into the role played by identity in persuasion by ELM researchers
(and similarly, by those working within the HSM) were focused predominantly on
characteristics of the message source — notably, source expertise and source
attractiveness (e.g. Petty and Cacioppo, 1984a; DeBono and Harnish, 1988). According
to Petty and Cacioppo’s earlier accounts of the model (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981;
p.256), variables of this kind, that were separate from the arguments contained in the
message, could only influence attitudes by acting as peripheral cues. Because
peripheral route persuasion was associated with only short-term effects on attitudes,
extra-message variables, including source identity, were deemed to be relatively
unimportant factors in persuasion. By contrast, because central-route persuasion
resulted from recipients carefully processing the information contained in the message
and integrating it into their existing structure of beliefs (with relatively enduring
results), extra-message variables were assumed to play no part in central processing.
Subjective evaluations of the validity of the message content — assumed to be made by
recipients independently of the social context in which the message was communicated
(van Knippenberg, 1999) - were deemed to be the most important variables influencing

the effectiveness of any persuasion attempt.

These assumptions were challenged, however, because they appeared to be so at odds
with research findings elsewhere in social psychology. In fact, the social context in
which persuasion attempts are made and the importance of significant others in shaping
attitudes and behaviour have been researched extensively for over fifty years in the

fields of social influence, conformity and inter-group behaviour (Mackie and Skelly,
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1994; Mackie and Queller, 2000). For example, one of the earliest studies which
highlighted the influential power of significant others on people’s beliefs and attitudes
was that of Newcomb (1943), who showed how the political views of students at
Bennington College became progressively liberal as a result of interaction with peers
during the course of their studies. Similarly, Festinger’s studies of attraction (e.g.
1950), from which he developed his theory of social reality testing also highlighted the
significant informational influence of similar others for individuals seeking to gain
subjective validity for their views (Mackie, Worth and Asuncion, 1990). However, the
main impetus behind challenges to social cognition accounts of how identity influences
persuasion has come from the field of group processes, and in particular, the social
identity paradigm (Hogg and Abrams, 1988). The next section provides a brief overview
of the central elements of this theoretical approach before we turn more specifically to

the critique of the ELM.

2.4.1 Key ideas from the Social Identity paradigm

Two approaches to the study of identity have come to dominate research by social
psychologists into group processes during the last three decades: Social Identity Theory
(e.g. Tajfel and Tumer, 1979; Hogg and Abrams, 1988) and Self-Categorisation Theory
(Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987). Because the latter was developed out of the former
and can be seen partly as an extension of it, the two approaches are often treated
together, forming a single paradigm for understanding how people behave in inter-group

contexts.

According to social identity theory, people’s membership of social groups is central to
their self-concept. People define themselves as much by their membership of different
groups (or ‘categories’) as by their individuality. As such, the groups to which people
belong contribute to a sense of positive self-esteem and have psychologically distinctive
effects on social behaviour (Hogg and Abrams, 1988; p.11). In order to achieve this
positive benefit of group membership, people engage in inter-group comparisons
through which they try to establish the groups to which they belong as superior to other
groups. Where this is not possible, people typically attempt to redefine the groups to
which they belong in order to achieve what is referred to as “positive distinctiveness”

for those groups (see Brewer, 1979; Tajfel, 1982; Turner et al., 1987).
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The basic tenets of social identity theory were developed further by Tumner and his
colleagues (Turner, 1985; Turner, 1987) in Self-Categorisation Theory. According to
this approach, self-categorisation (the process by which a person defines him/ herself as
a member of a particular group) results in depersonalised perception, which involves a
shift from perceiving oneself as an individual to perceiving oneself as a member of a
group. This process involves ‘self-stereotyping’ — i.e. stereotyping oneself as a typical
member of a group. In turn, this involves the internalisation of the perceived belief
structures of the group and the acceptance of these as one’s own. In this sense, self-
categorisation can have an important influence on how individuals think and feel about
different issues. It also has an important impact on inter-group behaviour. The process
of categorisation underpins all inter-group comparisons and depersonalised perception
results in the differences between groups being accentuated, while those within groups
are minimised. Outgroups (the groups of which we are not members) are, thereby,
perceived to be more homogeneous than ingroups (the groups of which we are
members). This inter-group bias results in a greater propensity for ingroup favouritism

and a tendency towards denigrating outgroups.

Because people are members of a range of social groups, they hold a repertoire of
different social identities, not all of which will be salient at any given time. When a
social category becomes salient, people are more likely to categorise themselves as
members of the salient group and to seek to enhance the evaluation of that group. Thus,
in intergroup contexts — i.e. situations in which category salience is enhanced — “group
behaviour represents a shift of self-definition to a salient categorisation” (Abrams and
Brown, 1989; p. 311). In other words, people cease to perceive themselves as
individuals and instead start to view themselves as interchangeable with other members
of the shared category. The results of this shift in self-definition are the cognitive
psychological effects described above — i.e. depersonalised perception, self-stereotyping

and the internalisation of group beliefs.

Variation in the salience of groups at different times operates differently depending on
the type of social category and the context in which social-identification occurs. For
example, in the home, it is often one’s family group, which is the salient social category
guiding one’s thoughts and behaviour in relation to other groups. At work, social

identity is more likely to be tied to occupation. By interacting with other members of
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these groups, we become familiar with the shared belief structures within them, and
these belief structures are easily communicated among group members. As Van
Knippenberg (1999; p.317) describes it, “what we deem to be true tends to be
determined by what is considered to be true within the groups to which we belong.”
With large-scale categories such as nation, the mechanisms that influence the salience
of the category and the diffusion of group beliefs operate somewhat differently to with
smaller groups, with the mass media playing a key role in both (Cinnirella, 1996). The
psychological effects of salience operate in the same as with smaller groups, however;
both result in the individual categorising and self-stereotyping him/herself as a member

of the salient group.

2.4.2 Social identity and persuasion

As van Knippenberg (1999) notes, while research into social influence, conformity and
group processes highlights the significance of the social context in shaping attitudes and
behaviour, these approaches within social psychology have all tended to neglect the role
of information in ‘persuasion. At the same time, the social cognition approaches to
attitude formation and change — notably the ELM and the HSM — have over-emphasised
the role of information, while neglecting the social context in which persuasive
communications take place (see also Mackie and Queller, 2000). To bridge this
impasse, a number of researchers began to explore the role of social identification
processes in persuasion, using the experimental paradigm provided by the ELM (e.g.
Mackie, Worth and Asuncion, 1990; van Knippenberg and Wilke, 1991; 1992; Mackie,
Gustardo-Conaco and Skelly, 1992; McGarty, Haslam, Hutchinson and Turner, 1994;
Platow, Mills and Morrison, 2000). In particular, these researchers looked for evidence
of central-route/ systematic processing — such as greater number of issue-relevant
thoughts reported in a thought-listing task; close correlation between the favourability
of cognitive responses to a message and post-message attitudes; and differentiation of
post-message attitudes and cognitive responses on the basis of argument quality (Petty
and Cacioppo, 1986; van Knippenberg, 1999) among participants presented with
messages attributed to ingroup sources compared with participants presented messages

from outgroup sources.
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Mackie, Worth and Asuncion (1990) were the first to highlight the possibility that
information regarding the ingroup-outgroup status of a message source might in fact
induce intensive systematic processing, rather than acting simply as a peripheral cue.
They conducted two studies to investigate processes mediating the persuasive impact of
messages representing ingroup opinions (Mackie et al., 1990). Both studies employed
ELM-style methodology, using an argument quality manipulation to establish the
relative quantity of attitude change from strong and weak messages, as well as the
extent of message processing (i.e. whether central or peripheral). The first study
indicated an increased propensity for participants to engage in argument based
processing of ingroup messages (strong messages being more persuasive than weak
messages). In the second study, the authors introduced a manipulation of the group
relevance of the message advocacy. Where group relevance was high, strong ingroup
messages were more persuasive than weak ones. However, where group relevance was
low, no argument quality effect was established, suggesting that group membership had
served as a peripheral cue in the persuasion context. Thus, the authors concluded that
attitude change mediated by group membership concerns could not only be systematic,
rigorous and even objective, but could also induce powerful long-term persuasive

effects (Mackie et al., 1990; p.822).

Van Knippenberg and Wilke (1991; 1992) similarly showed that ingroup sources
stimulated central-route processing. Their participants generated more message-related
thoughts when presented with an ingroup communication, the favourability of cognitive
responses better predicted post-message attitudes for ingroup sources than for outgroup
sources, and they recalled more ingroup arguments than outgroup arguments (van
Knippenberg, 1999). Participants receiving ingroup messages were also more likely to
distinguish between strong and weak arguments. In particular, strong ingroup messages
were more persuasive than weak ingroup messages and elicited more favourable
cognitive responses. Meanwhile, participants failed to differentiate in the same way
between strong and weak arguments from outgroups (van Knippenberg and Wilke,
1991; 1992).

Mackie et al.’s (1990) research was replicated and extended by McGarty, Haslam,
Hutchinson and Turner (1994), who integrated the findings into a social identity account
of the cognitive mediation of attitude change. These authors conducted two studies to

explore the ability of group-membership information about a message source to induce
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thoughtful content-based processing, in conditions of both low and high category
salience (McGarty et al., 1994, Haslam, McGarty and Turner, 1996). Their results led
the authors to conclude that the dual-process approach to persuasion of the ELM had
inadequately accounted for the ability of category membership to induce central-route,
systematic processing under conditions of high category salience, but that under
conditions of low salience, the group information appeared to function in the manner

specified by Petty and Cacioppo (1986), as a cue to a peripheral mode of processing.

In summary, the results of these studies posed a direct challenge to early accounts of the
ELM that implied that extra-message variables including source characteristics could
only achieve relatively short-lived persuasive effects by acting as peripheral cues. In
fact, information about the ingroup/outgroup status of a message source appears to play
an integral part in determining the likelihood of message elaboration. People are more
likely to centrally-process messages from ingroup sources - assuming the relevant
category is salient (McGarty et al.,, 1994; Haslam, McGarty and Turner, 1996) —
particularly when the message topic is relevant to the concerns of the group (Mackie et
al.,, 1990) and where the message is ‘group prototypical’ — i.e. where it represents
ingroup consensus (van Knippenberg and Wilke, 1992; van Knippenberg et al., 1994;
van Knippenberg, 1999).

2.4.3 Multiple roles for persuasion variables

Challenges to the ELM conceming the role of extra-message variables such as source
characteristics in persuasion prompted the authors of the ELM to clarify the basis of the
model in their later descriptions of it (e.g. Petty, 1997; Petty and Wegener, 1999;
Fleming and Petty, 2000). These authors argue that early interpretations of the model
wrongly assumed that ‘non-content variables’ (van Knippenberg, 1999) such as source
attractiveness, expertise and identity could only affect attitudes by serving as peripheral
cues to persuasion (Petty, 1997). In fact, the model maintains that persuasion variables
can function in any of four different ways to effect attitude change. To summarise, the
so-called ‘multiple roles postulate’ of the ELM maintains that persuasion variables can
act in either of the following ways: (1) by influencing the quantity of central-route

processing; (2) by influencing the quality of central-route processing (i.e. producing a
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bias in elaboration); (3) by serving as a ‘cue’ for peripheral processing; and (4) by

serving as an ‘argument’ in central processing (Petty and Wegener, 1999).

Clearly, an infinite number of variables exist in any given persuasion context, each with
the capacity to exert an influence over how people respond to persuasive messages. In
ELM experiments, the number of these variables is restricted so that just one forms the
focus of investigation (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). The experimenter seeks to identify
the specific effect that this variable has on persuasion under specific conditions. By
constraining issue involvement (i.e. elaboration likelihood) to be either high or low, and
the quality of the arguments in the persuasive communication to be either ‘weak’ or
‘strong’, it is possible to examine the effect of the variable under investigation on
attitude change. The model predicts that the role the variable of interest (e.g. source
attractiveness; source identity, etc.) will take in persuasion depends on the recipient’s
elaboration likelihood. Thus, under conditions of low elaboration likelihood (i.e. where
issue involvement is low), then it is more likely that the variable will act as a peripheral
cue, because the recipient is either unmotivated or unable to systematically process the
arguments contained in the message. By contrast, under conditions of high elaboration
likelihood (i.e. where issue involvement is high), the recipient is expected to be able and
motivated to engage in extensive cognitive work in order to appraise the different
arguments in the message and, thereby, the overall merits of the advocated position.
Because the recipient is assumed to be systematically evaluating the arguments
contained in the message, then other variables in the persuasion context are expected to
be evaluated in the same way. The variable of interest is said to act as an argument in
its own right, providing issue-relevant information for the high-elaborator to think about
in order to decide his/ her attitudinal position (Fleming and Petty, 2000). Processing
remains systematic/ central, but the information regarding source attractiveness or

identity is also treated as a relevant argument in the appraisal of the message.

This depiction of central-route processing assumes that it is relatively objective.
However, under conditions of high elaboration likelihood, it is also possible that the
persuasion variable can serve to bias issue-relevant thinking — in other words, influence
the quality of issue-relevant thinking. Under these conditions, the variable influences
the favourability of cognitive responses to the arguments contained in the message, or
the number of counter-arguments the recipient generates in response to the message. By

contrast, between the two opposite ends of the elaboration likelihood continuum, at
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moderate levels of issue involvement, persuasion variables are predicted to act as an
influence on whether or not the persuasive communication is elaborated on in the first
place — i.e., to influence the quantity or likelihood of elaboration. Thus, any persuasion
variable can serve multiple roles in persuasion (Petty and Wegener, 1999), which means
the model can indeed accommodate factors that were originally conceptualised as
‘peripheral’ variables (e.g. source attractiveness or source identity) as equally capable of

effecting changes in attitudes via the central route to persuasion.

Critics of the ELM (e.g. Stiff and Boster, 1987) have argued that the multiple roles
postulate renders the theory virtually untestable, because it can be used to explain, post-
hoc, any possible outcome from a persuasion experiment. Petty and Wegener (1999)
maintain, however, that this is not the case, and that the task for persuasion researchers
is to determine the various conditions under which different variables act in each of the
different roles. As van Knippenberg (1999) notes, because the ELM allows extra-
message variables to function in multiple roles in persuasion, the findings of social
identity researchers who have studied how source identity affects attitudes do not
fundamentally challenge the ELM (p.324). However, van Knippenberg does critique
the idea that extra-message variables can only influence the quantity of issue-relevant
thinking at moderate levels of elaboration likelihood. He argues that to a certain extent
this assumption is true of all variables (given that at the extremes of the elaboration
likelihood continuum, the routes to persuasion are more predictable), and believes the
processing-motivating potential of extra-message variables such as ingroup sources

“need not be restricted to a limited set of situations” (1999; p. 323).

2.5 Argument quality in the ELM

The second issue which has stimulated some controversy surrounding the ELM
concerns the empirical definition of argument quality used in ELM studies. This section
describes Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) method of constructing strong and weak
messages for their experiments and discusses some of the reasons why this has been

challenged and their implications.

The authors of the ELM developed an empirical method for distinguishing between

“arguments that people find compelling and those that are counterarguable” for use in
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their experiments (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986; p.32). Their solution stems from the
cognitive response approach in persuasion: arguments that elicit negative thoughts, with
which people find it easy to counter-argue, are considered to be less likely to achieve
effective persuasion than strong and compelling arguments that elicit positive thoughts
(Petty, Ostrom and Brock, 1981). In order to develop strong and weak messages on a
particular topic, Petty and Cacioppo’s method involves generating a pool of ‘intuitively
compelling and specious’ arguments, which are then rated by ‘members of the
appropriate subject population’. Arguments with higher persuasiveness ratings are then
used to construct a strong message and arguments with lower ratings are combined to
form a weak message. These messages are then evaluated by a further group of judges,
who are asked to complete a thought-listing task, to ensure that each one elicits an
appropriate profile of favourable, unfavourable or neutral cognitive responses (Petty and
Cacioppo, 1986; p.32). For example, messages are deemed to be strong, if they
generate 65% favourable thoughts, whereas messages deemed to be weak generate only
35% favourable thoughts (Mongeau and Williams, 1996).

Petty and Cacioppo (1986) were aware of the problematic nature of the concept of
argument quality and that the empirical solution they proposed did not fully address
this. In their explication of the ELM methodology, they state that, “one of the least
researched and least understood questions in the psychology of persuasion is: What
makes an argument persuasive?” (1986; 31). They cite Fishbein and Ajzen (1981; 359),
who argue that “the general neglect of the information contained in a message...is
probably the most serious problem in communication and persuasion research”. Yet
because distinguishing between strong and weak arguments formed such a central part
of their experimental method, they chose to ignore the conceptual issue in favour of a
more pragmatic solution. Perhaps unsurprisingly, however, their method, and their
failure to address the question of what distinguishes persuasive arguments from

unpersuasive ones, has come under criticism from a number of different sources.

Notably, Johnson and Eagly (1989) conducted a meta-analysis of ELM studies and
found that studies conducted by Petty, Cacioppo and their colleagues yielded results that
were consistent with the predictions of the ELM, while other researchers produced
inconsistent results (Mongeau and Williams, 1996). Petty and Cacioppo’s (1990)
explanation for this anomaly was that other researchers do not follow precisely the same

method for constructing strong and weak arguments for their experiments as they
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themselves do. Mongeau and Williams (1996) distinguish between ‘cognition-based’
definitions of argument quality and ‘message-based’ definitions, in a study that was
designed to test the hypothesis that varying definitions of argument quality would
produce different results in ELM studies. Their message-based definition focused on
two factors: argument relevance (how important the argument is to the recipient) and
the expertise of the sources cited as evidence for the argument. The results of studies
using both kinds of manipulations were found to be inconsistent with the predictions of
the ELM, but they showed how varying argument quality manipulations influenced the

kind of results generated in persuasion research.

Areni and Lutz (1988) analysed the strong and weak arguments used in one ELM study
(Petty et al., 1983) and identified one problem in particular with Petty and Cacioppo’s
definition of argument quality. The ‘message’ in question was an advertisement for a
disposable razor. The authors found that strong messages included arguments that
highlighted positive characteristics of the product, whereas weak messages highlighted
negative characteristics of the product. In other words, the definition of argument
‘strength’ (whether the message was strong or weak) was confounded with argument
‘valence’ (whether the message was positive or negative). As these authors note, the
problem with this is that “there is the potential for ‘strong arguments’ to come to mean
‘anything in a persuasive message that elicits a positive response’ and ‘weak arguments’
to mean ‘anything in a persuasive message that elicits a negative response’” (Areni and
Lutz, 1988; p.201) — irrespective of the logical features of the arguments themselves.
On this basis, Areni and Lutz arguéd that as an alternative to using recipient-based
criteria (i.e. cognitive responses) to determine argument quality, message-based criteria
(i.e. some logical feature of the argument) should be used instead for distinguishing
between strong and weak arguments. Drawing on McGuire’s (1960) work, which
analysed persuasive communications in terms of logical syllogisms, and the model of
beliefs and attitudes developed by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975), they define argument
strength as the likelihood that the ‘target belief” or conclusion of the advocacy is
accepted. Underlying the target belief are support beliefs or premises, which determine
the likelihood of accepting the target belief. Thus, altering argument strength should
involve altering the nature of the supporting evidence in an argument (while controlling

for how desirable the target belief in the message is portrayed).
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Areni and Lutz’s work was extended by Boller, Swasy and Munch (1990) who proposed
an alternative definition of the structure of arguments as a way of defining argument
quality on the basis of message characteristics, rather than recipient responses. Drawing
on Toulmin’s (1958) model of argument structure (see chapter 5) which identifies six
components of arguments, they proposed that arguments be evaluated according to their
structural integrity. In particular, they focused on factors such as the evidence used to
support an argument claim and the ‘warrant’ or authority linking the evidence to the
claim as important structural elements for understanding variation in argument
persuasiveness. They argue that manipulating structural features of arguments to vary
quality can be done in different ways, so future analyses need to focus on the question
of ““Which component parts of an argument structure manipulation will influence the
nature of receivers’ elaboration?” (Boller et al., 1990; p.327). They also highlight the
importance of the recipients own representation of the arguments they are presented
with during message elaboration, stating that “If we are to better understand persuasion
and argument elaboration, we need to begin to see the necessary relationships between
the logical structure of the argument and the argumentative structure of receivers’

processing.” (p.327).

A more fundamental challenge to the ELM definition of argument quality based on
cognitive responses, which applies equally to message-based definitions of argument
strength, came from the same group of researchers who challenged the ELM’s treatment
of how source identity influences persuasion (e.g. Mackie, Worth and Asuncion, 1990,
van Knippenberg and Wilke, 1991; 1992; McGarty et al.,, 1994). These contributors
criticised social cognition approaches to persuasion (including the ELM and the HSM)
for failing to address the question of what makes some messages more persuasive than
others, arguing that without an adequate account of what confers validity on information
they ‘fall short of providing a complete theory of persuasion’ (Mackie and Skelly, 1994,
p. 271; Eagly and Chaiken, 1984). The recipient-based definition of argument quality
used in ELM studies is described as inadequate because it ignores the social context in
which persuasion attempts are made. As has been shown in a number of studies, the
social context (and particularly the ingroup/outgroup status of a message source)
provides people with cues that can not only elicit persuasion via peripheral processes,
but also act as a powerful determinant of the likelihood of central-route processing.
Evidence of central-route processing instigated by source identity manifested itself in

these studies in a variety of ways. Notably, participants rated arguments from ingroup
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sources as more persuasive than arguments from outgroup sources and were more likely
to differentiate strong arguments from weak arguments where the message was from an
ingroup source than when the message was from an outgroup source. In other words,
information about the source of a message was shown to not only influence elaboration
likelihood, but to co-determine the subjective validity (or persuasive quality) of the

arguments contained within it (van Knippenberg, 1999).

Mackie and Skelly (1994) argue that social consensus is the mechanism underlying the
enhanced persuasive influence of ingroups over outgroups. Rather than deriving the
validity of information through processing itself (as is implied by the ELM’s recipient-
based definition of argument quality), recipients look to significant others to decide
whether new information should be accepted as valid. Specifically, they argue that in
the social world “consensus confers correctness” (Mackie and Skelly, 1994; p.277),
because “consensus suggests that what is agreed upon reflects reality” p.276). This idea
is extended by McGarty and his colleagues (1994; see also Haslam, McGarty and
Turner, 1996), who provide a social identity explanation for the basis of argument
quality. They argue that under self-categorisation theory, “the persuasiveness of a
person’s arguments is a function of the degree of relative consensual support for his or
her position with respect to a currently salient frame of reference.” (p.272). In other
words, what is important is not simply social consensus, but the extent to which the
message recipient believes the source is informative about reality (p.286) and
importantly, a “more valid source of information than the outgroup” (Haslam, McGarty

and Tumer, 1996, p.52).

Argument quality constitutes one of the key elaboration likelihood variables, central to
the experimental design of ELM research. By manipulating argument quality (along
with the research participants’ level of involvement in the target issue), it is possible to
examine the effect of the specific persuasion variable under investigation. This
experimental design relies on the possibility of identifying arguments that can be
objectively defined as ‘strong’ and arguments that can be objectively defined as ‘weak’,
where the former is assumed to have a greater impact on persuasion than the latter when
elaboration likelihood is high. If the argument quality manipulation in ELM studies is
confounded with other variables in the persuasion context — such as source identity, or
even argument valence — then the degree of experimental control required to determine

the impact of persuasion variables on attitude change is reduced. The way in which
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argument quality is operationalised, therefore, is fundamental to determining the
validity of the conclusions that can be drawn from persuasion research. However, the
implications of these developments of the concept of argument quality extend beyond
the reliability of ELM experiments. Defining what makes an argument persuasive also
has implications for how attitude change is assumed to function in the real world, and
the factors that determine how new information about attitude objects are processed
outside of the social psychology laboratory. This is particularly pertinent for how
political campaigns persuade voters of the advantages and disadvantage of a particular
policy, and especially one with such widespread import that it will be decided in a

referendum.

2.6 Conclusions

In chapter 1, I showed how British opposition towards the euro during the 1990s and
early 2000s was underpinned by low levels of issue-relevant knowledge and concemns
about the threat of European integration to national identity. Information about
economic and monetary union circulated by the British print media appeared to play a
part in maintaining these sentiments, partly because it was shown to contain factual
inaccuracies, but also because eurosceptic discourse in news articles appeared to serve
to raise the salience of British national identity instead of helping to foster a shared
sense of ‘Europeanness’ (e.g. Hardt-Mautner, 1995). However, the psychological
mechanisms by which media information achieves these effects on public opinion had
not been clearly articulated in previous studies. In the present chapter, I introduced two
social psychological approaches, which taken together, provide a theoretical framework

for understanding these processes.

The ELM describes how attitude formation and change is mediated by individual
cognitive responses to information. The way in which information is processed by
recipients is said to vary as a function of issue involvement. Where levels of
involvement in the issue are low, recipients are less likely to think carefully about the
arguments contained in a message and more likely to form their attitudes on the basis of
simple cues in the persuasion context. Based on this reading of the ELM, we would
predict, therefore, that people with low involvement in the euro issue would be more

likely to form their attitudes via peripheral processes, based on factors other than the
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informational content of the message. Self-categorisation theory describes one such
process: when a particular social category is made salient (as is the case with British
national identity in eurosceptic media discourse), people start to perceive themselves not
as individuals but as interchangeable members of the group. The process of stereotyping
oneself as a prototypical member of the ingroup involves the adoption of group beliefs,

without the need for careful processing of the information presented.

However, as was shown in this chapter, this interpretation of the ELM and of the role
that identity plays in persuasion is overly simplistic. In fact, social identity processes
can influence persuasion in a variety of ways. In particular, where information is highly
relevant to a person’s ingroup or where the source of the information is a member of a
person’s ingroup, self-categorisation as a member of the salient group can influence
both the quantity and quality of elaboration likelihood itself. This means that although
people may be uninterested in and lack knowledge about the euro, their motivation to
process the information may be derived from the importance of that information to the
interests of their ingroup (e.g. the ‘British public’) or the validity conferred on the
information by the identity of its source (e.g. The Sun, The Daily Telegraph). While
previous studies have gone far to specify the conditions under which group identity
motivates processing and the limiting conditions of this processing-motivating effect
(van Knippenberg, 1999), no research has specifically applied these theoretical

conclusions to the study of persuasion in the real-world.

The predictions derived from the theoretical approaches presented in this chapter
informed the focus of the empirical research conducted for this thesis. In fact, the
empirical studies each address different aspects of the topics covered so far. The first
two studies (A and B) look at information about the euro circulated by the media, and
consider the different ways in which it may influence public opinion. The third and
fourth studies concentrate more specifically on testing the predictions of the ELM
described above, with respect to the role of involvement and the processing of
information (study C) and the role of identity (study D). The following chapter
introduces these four studies in more detail, describing their theoretical rationale and the

methodological approaches adopted in each.
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

Chapters 1 and 2 introduced the contextual and theoretical background to the research.
This chapter provides an introduction to the empirical content of the thesis. The
research consists of four separate empirical investigations, addressing different
questions about the role of information, involvement and identity in the processes by
which people form and change their attitudes towards European integration, and
specifically, the single currency. In this chapter, I briefly describe the aim of each
study, the research questions and give a brief outline of the design of each investigation.
Because each study is methodologically quite distinct, the empirical chapters
themselves contain a more detailed description of the methods used, and the theoretical
framework underpinning each. The purpose of the present chapter, therefore, is simply
to introduce the research, the different approaches that were adopted and the reasons for

selecting these approaches.

The studies presented in chapters 4 to 8 bring together a range of empirical evidence
from the media and from public opinion and draw on a number of theoretical
frameworks. Together, these studies can be seen as an integration of insights from
political science, public opinion research and social psychology that may enhance our
understanding of the way the debate surrounding the single currency has progressed in
Britain. Each study is relatively self contained, however, and can be read as such. The
first two studies deal with the media. How much coverage has the public been exposed
to and what is the content of this coverage, particularly in relation to forms of
persuasive argument employed by press outlets of differing political outlooks? The
third study is an analysis of a public opinion field experiment, a Deliberative Poll. Here
the main emphasis is on examining the effect that political information has on attitudes
and attitude change within a representative sample of the British public. Finally, in
chapter 7 and 8, I present results from an online experimental study that builds on the
findings of chapters 4 to 6. In this study, I test explicitly the theoretical framework I
have proposed in chapter 2, based on the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM).
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3.2 Study A: Content analysis of the press

The first study explores the media context in which information about the single
currency has been communicated to the British public. Focusing on a ten-year period
starting in 1991, it aims to chart the course of the debate surrounding British
membership of the euro, by looking at the salience of the issue in the press at different
points in time. Specifically, it addresses the following 3 questions:

1. How much press coverage did the euro issue attract during this period?

2. What events relating to the issue attracted the most attention?

3. How concemed was the public about the issue during the same period?
In answering these questions, the study aims to establish how salient the issue has been
in the public arena over the course of the debate, to identify the pivotal points around
which the debate has revolved, and to examine the relationship, if any, between the

salience of the issue in the media and public opinion.

The study consists of a content analysis of articles in leading British newspapers
representing different sides of the debate. The data were collected using the online
search facility FT-Profile, which provides access to press publications for a wide range
of titles. The number of articles making reference to the search term ‘single currency’
was recorded for each month of a ten-year period starting in December 1991, at the time
of the Maastricht Summit. The analysis included a range of pro- and anti-European,
broadsheet and tabloid newspapers, in order to allow comparisons across different types
of publication. On the basis of this analysis, I describe the course of the debate during
this period, examining the different events and issues relating to EMU that stimulated
the greatest amount of news coverage. These ‘intensity data’ are then compared with
data on the issues considered most important by the public during the same period. The
public opinion data were obtained from MORI (now Ipsos-MORI), who, during the
period covered by the content analysis, regularly fielded a question asking “What are the
most important issues facing Britain today?’ Data show the proportion of respondents
who mention Europe and the single currency as one of the most important issues. The
purpose of this comparison is to look at the relationship between the salience of the euro

issue on the public agenda and its salience on the media agenda.

The study is underpinned by the theoretical framework provided by the agenda-setting
approach (McCombs and Shaw, 1972). According to this approach, the media play an
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important influential role in opinion formation by directing public attention onto
different issues at different times. The salience of an issue in the media is said to be
directly related to the salience of the issue on the list of concerns of the electorate,
which is why the intensity data here are compared with public opinion data on issue
salience. One advantage of adopting this approach is that it enhances our understanding
of attitudes towards the euro by specifying one of the mechanisms by which the media
can influence public opinions. While an agenda-setting influence may be minimal, it is
nevertheless important because when issues are salient, public involvement in them is
also likely to be enhanced, and with that, the elaboration likelihood of issue-relevant
information. Study A also serves an important descriptive function, however, mapping
out the ‘landscape’ of the EMU debate (Bauer et al., 2001) over a significant part of its

life course and setting the scene for the later empirical research presented in this thesis.

3.3 Study B: Argumentation analysis of leading articles

The second study examines the content of newspaper coverage of the euro issue in
Britain during the same ten-year period analysed in study A. Concentrating on eight
different events that were significant milestones in the history of EMU, it aims to
explore how the opinion-leading press has portrayed the debate surrounding British
membership of the euro to its readers. In particular, the focus of the analysis is on the
structure and content of arguments used to communicate the editorial position of the
newspapers vis-a-vis EMU. By focusing on arguments, the research aims to identify
how press outlets on either side of the debate have framed the euro issue, and thereby,
gain insight into how the public may have come to think about the issue. A second aim
is to examine the persuasive quality of information about the euro circulated by the
media, in order to enhance our understanding of the basis on which public attitudes are

formed and changed.

The study involves an analysis of leading articles published in The Guardian and The
Daily Telegraph (and their Sunday equivalents, The Observer and The Sunday
Telegraph). The decision to look at broadsheet papers was based on the argument that
the quality press play a significant role in terms of leading public opinion (Bauer et al.
2001; p.36). Despite the comparatively limited circulation of broadsheet titles, they are

read by opinion-leaders, including policy makers, business leaders and those producing
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other print and broadcast media. In this way, the stance newspapers take on key
political issues and the way in which they represent those issues, is said to eventually
filter through to the general public. These specific titles were chosen because they
represent two opposing sides of the debate on EMU. The Daily Telegraph is
traditionally a right-wing publication, which adopted a firmly ‘eurosceptic’ position on
the single currency during the period under investigation. By contrast, The Guardian,
traditionally a strong supporter of Labour policy, has generally taken a positive stance
on matters relating to European integration (though its position on the euro has at times

been more ambivalent).

The study draws on the theoretical framework provided by Toulmin’s (1958) model of
argument and on the work of other social psychologists who have applied his model to
analyses of media content (e.g. Liakopoulos, 2000a; 2000b; van Bavel, 2001). The
model identifies six different components of argumentative discourse. For the purposes
of the present study, the most important of these argument components are the claim
(the point being argued) and the evidence provided in support of the claim. In addition
to claims and evidence, arguments rely on warrants — the justification for the
relationship between the claim and evidence. In a leading article, the newspaper’s
editor, a senior journalist or other prominent figure typically develops a single argument
or series of arguments about a particular issue or in relation to a particular event. These
arguments serve as a vehicle — either explicitly or implicitly - for communicating the
overall position of the newspaper with respect to some overarching issue. The principal
aim of the analysis undertaken here was to examine in detail how arguments in the
selected articles are constructed (by identifying and coding the constituent elements in
Toulmin’s model), then to see how each argument communicates the main advocacy of
the newspaper with respect to EMU. Specifically, the purpose of the analysis was to
answer the following:

1. What claims are made by each newspaper about EMU and the single currency

over the course of the different events?
2. How have claims about EMU changed over the course of the debate?
3. What evidence is invoked in the articles to support the newspapers’ positions on
the euro?

4, What are the warrants on which arguments about EMU are founded?
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The rationale behind the use of argument analysis in the study is twofold. Firstly, from
the point of view of understanding the way in which people form and change their
attitudes in response to information, it is appropriate to conceptualise that information
as consisting of ‘persuasive units’ or arguments. This idea is central to cognitive
theories of persuasion such as the ELM (Petty and Cacioppo, 1981; 1986). In order to
study the informational content of people’s attitudes, it is necessary to identify the
arguments about the euro that people have been exposed to. Arguments circulated by
the media form one of a range of informational influences on people’s attitudes.
However, in relation to an issue like EMU, where people have few opportunities to
experience the economic and political developments of integration firsthand (Gavin,
2000), the informational role of the media is considered to be especially important.
Secondly, Billig (1987) and others researching in the field of social representations
theory have argued that in terms of their structure, arguments provide us with a model
for human thought processes. According to this approach, studying argumentation in
newspapers can provide an insight into the ways in which political issues are
constructed and framed by the media and thereby, into how they come to be represented

cognitively and socially by the public.

3.4 Study C: Secondary analysis of data from a deliberative poll

Whereas studies A and B look at the information about EMU that has been circulated by
the media, studies C and D both focus on the impact of information on attitudes. Study
C is a secondary analysis of data from a ‘deliberative poll’ — a public opinion field
experiment looking at attitudes towards the future of Britain’s relationship with Europe.
The twin aims of the analysis are to test predictions about the effect of information on

attitudes and to examine the role of issue involvement in attitude change.

The theoretical framework for this study is provided by the ELM (Petty and Cacioppo,
1981; 1986), reviewed in the previous chapter. To recap, the model postulates that
people form new attitudes and evaluate existing ones in response to information. The
amount of effort a person makes to evaluate new information depends on the content of
that information and its persuasive quality. If the recipient is highly involved in the
issue to which the information relates, he/she will be more likely to make the effort to

evaluate the information carefully. By contrast, if the recipient has no involvement in
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the issue to which the information relates, he/she will be less likely to make the effort to
evaluate the information carefully. The amount of effort expended to evaluate issue-
relevant information has implications for the strength of attitudes formed and for the
cognitive process by which they are formed. Thus, we can differentiate people
according to their level of involvement in an issue and test predictions derived from the
model about differences in their attitudes and their responses to issue-relevant

information.

The concept of ‘issue involvement’ in this context is closely related to the idea of
‘political sophistication’ used by political scientists to explain differences in people’s
political attitudes (e.g. Converse, 1964; Luskin, 1987). The more knowledgeable a
person is about politics and the more interested they are in political issues, the more
likely it is that they will hold strong political attitudes (Krosnick and Petty, 1994). By
contrast, those who are less politically sophisticated, who have little knowledge about
political issues and who are not interested in politics, will be more likely to hold weak
attitudes (or, indeed, no attitudes at all). Weak attitudes are more labile and susceptible
to change; while ‘no attitudes’ are often expressed as ‘non-attitudes’ in surveys: the
random selection of the first available satisfactory response (Converse, 1964; Krosnick,
1991).

A deliberative poll provides the perfect research setting for testing such predictions.
The method, developed by Fishkin (1991), consists of an initial household survey of a
random probability sample of the population, to measure people’s attitudes on a
particular target issue. A representative sub-sample of respondents to the survey then
takes part in a weekend event for which they are provided detailed briefing material
about the issue to read before taking part. During the weekend, participants are
provided with further information about the issue and there are opportunities for debate
and discussion with experts and other participants. At the end of the event, the
participants complete a second questionnaire to measure their attitudes towards the issue
that has formed the focus of the deliberative event. Comparing data from the two time
points makes it possible to evaluate the impact of information and deliberation on

attitudes.

The data used in this study come from a deliberative poll on the future of Britain’s

relationship to Europe, carried out in 1995 by the National Centre for Social Research,
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on behalf of Channel Four Television and The Independent newspaper. The data had
not previously been subjected to secondary analysis by any other researcher (the only
analysis prior to study C was conducted for the purposes of the television broadcast of
the event), so this was a unique opportunity to examine attitude change outside of the
context of a conventional persuasion experiment. The questionnaire contained a range
of attitudinal measures about the future of Britain’s relationship with the European
Union. Respondents were also asked about how interested they are in politics and in
Europe, and a series of true/false quiz questions designed to test their knowledge of
European politics. These latter questions are used in the analysis to construct an ‘index
of issue involvement’, which I use to divide the weekend participants into two groups:
those who are highly involved in European integration and those with low levels of
involvement. Analysing data from these two sub-samples, 1 address the following

research questions:

1. What are the key socio-demographic differences between low- and high-
involvement participants? In other words, what explains involvement in the
issue of Britain’s relationship with Europe?

2. How do low- and high-involvement participants differ in terms of their opinions
about the future of Britain’s relationship with Europe, their underlying beliefs
about European integration and specifically, their attitudes towards the euro?

3. What is the effect of receiving issue-relevant information on the attitudes of low-
and high-involvement participants? How susceptible are the two groups to
persuasion and how do their attitudes change as a result of taking part in the

event?

As was shown in chapter 1, analyses of public opinion about Europe have tended to
assume that people’s attitudes are fairly fixed and stable, despite the finding that people
are relatively uninformed about political and economic integration. The deliberative
poll, however, is an explicit test of the hypothesis that people lack adequate factual
information on which to base their views about political issues. The measure of
attitudes taken at the end of the weekend event is intended to provide a more accurate
reflection of the views of a well-informed public. The analysis undertaken here takes
this further. Drawing on social psychological theories of persuasion, it argues that the

way in which information is used by people to form and change attitudes and, therefore,
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the impact information has on attitudes depends on a person’s prior level of

involvement in the target issue.

3.5 Study D: Design and analysis of an Internet experiment

Study D investigates further the roles of information and involvement in attitude
change. However, it goes further than study C by also examining the influence of
national identity on attitudes towards the euro and by focusing on the cognitive and
social-cognitive processes involved in persuasion. The research undertaken was an
experiment developed, designed and conducted by me especially to test the theoretical
framework I presented in chapter 2. Specifically, the study aims to answer the

following questions:

1. What are the psychological processes by which people’s attitudes towards the
euro are formed and changed in response to information?

2. How does issue involvement influence these processes?

3. What is the effect of manipulating the salience of national identity in
information about the euro on the psychological processes involved in attitude

change?

Once again, the theoretical framework for the study is provided by the ELM, according
to which individuals evaluate their attitudes in response to issue-relevant information by
either central or peripheral processing. The nature of the cognitive process depends on
the person’s involvement in the target issue, which affects their ability and motivation to
think about the information being presented.. Whereas in the political science literature
the concept of involvement tends to be considered as part of political sophistication —
being knowledgeable about and interested in politics (e.g. Luskin, 1987) — in
psychology, involvement also encompasses the notion of how personally relevant an
issue is (e.g. Johnson and Eagly, 1989; Krosnick, 1990). Critiques of the ELM by
social identity theorists (e.g. van Knippenberg, 1999; McGarty et al., 1994) have
extended this notion of involvement to incorporate the relevance of an issue to groups of
which a person is a member. According to this formulation, group identity plays an
important role in influencing a person’s motivation to process (along with individual

factors such as need for cognition (Cacioppo and Petty, 1992) and need to evaluate
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(Jarvis and Petty, 1996) and can be as important a component of involvement as ability.
In study D, I explore this idea further by looking at how the strength of people’s
national identity® influences their motivation to centrally process group-relevant

information. Based on this, a further aim of the study can be specified as:

4. To what extent does the strength of people’s national identity influence the

elaboration likelihood of information about the euro?

The experimental design was adapted from the original methodology developed by the
authors of the ELM (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). To recap, in a typical ELM
experiment, participants’ attitudes towards a target issue are measured after they have
been presented with a ‘persuasive message’ about the issue. Other measures of the
participants’ cognitive responses to the message are taken to indicate the extent of
message elaboration that has taken place during the presentation. The message is
especially constructed to be either weak or strong; participants’ involvement in the
target issue is manipulated to be either high or low. By controlling for these two
variables (argument quality and involvement), the effect of a third independent

persuasion variable on attitude change can be measured.

The present study was based on the same basic design, but with a number of important
modifications. Most importantly, the experiment took the form of a survey
questionnaire administered via the Internet. The main reason for this choice of method
was to gain access to a widely-distributed sample of British adults, which would not
have been possible had the experiment been conducted with students at the London
School of Economics. The Internet also offers a highly cost-effective method of
collecting data quickly from a large sample and the simple technological means for
randomising the data collection instrument in accordance with an experimental design.
[The decision to use a web-based survey questionnaire entailed a number of further
adaptations to the classical ELM methodology however, and these are described in
detail in chapter 7. Notably, it was not possible to directly manipulate involvement in
the euro issue, so this was measured by a range of questions tapping its different

dimensions and analysed as a covariate.]

8 The decision to focus on the strength of national identity as opposed to looking at the nature of
attachment to nation is discussed in chapter 7.
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The questionnaire contained measures of respondents’ attitudes towards the euro and
European integration. Because the main dependent variable was attitude change, half
the respondents were asked about their attitudes before reading the arguments and half
were asked about their attitudes afterwards. The study was also designed to test the
impact on attitude change of national identity salience in communications about the
euro. Thus, half the sample was randomly allocated to a ‘high salience’ treatment
group, in which the questionnaires included a priming procedure intended to increase
the salience of participants’ British national identity. The resulting experimental design
included 8 treatment groups in total — a 2x2x2x2 design, consisting of an argument
quality manipulation (strong versus weak); a national identity salience manipulation
(high versus low); with half the participants responding to the attitudinal measures
before message exposure and half responding afterwards (pre- versus post-attitude
measurement). Low- and high-involvement participants and participants with strong and
weak national identity were then compared across each of the experimental conditions,
to test hypotheses about attitude change, message elaboration and the effect of identity

salience on persuasion.

3.6 Summary

This chapter provided an overview of the empirical content of the thesis and describes
and introduces the different theoretical and methodological approaches adopted in each
of the four studies undertaken. Though they are inter-related, each study is quite
distinct, so the empirical chapters can be read as ‘stand alone’ descriptions of the
research undertaken. Each one contains its own description of the rationale and
background to the research, the method and results and a discussion of the principal

findings. In the following chapter, I begin with Study A.
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4 ISSUE SALIENCE AND THE AGENDA-SETTING ROLE OF THE PRESS

4.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I present study A — an analysis of the intensity of British newspaper
coverage of the single currency issue over a ten-year period from 1991 to 2001, during
which the debate surrounding British membership of EMU was at its height. The
research has two aims. Firstly, it serves a descriptive purpose, providing an illustration
of the salience of the euro issue at different points in time over much of the life-course
of the debate, along with a chronological account of the key issue-relevant events that
stimulated the greatest amount of press coverage. This helps to set the scene for the rest
of the empirical work, by describing the context in which persuasive communication
about the euro took place. Secondly, the research aims to examine one of the
mechanisms by which media communications influence public opinion, by exploring
the so-called ‘agenda-setting’ function of the media (McCombs and Shaw, 1972).
According to the agenda setting approach, the salience of an issue on the media agenda
is related to the salience of the issue on the public agenda. Public attention towards
particular issues is said to be influenced by the intensity of news coverage those issues
receive. Study A explores this mechanism by comparing a measure of the salience of
the euro issue on the news agenda with data on the issues that dominated the public

agenda during this period.

In chapter 1, it was argued that much of the research into media reports about European
integration has focused on the content of news coverage and in particular, on the nature
of eurosceptic discourse (e.g. Hardt-Mautner, 1995; Anderson and Weymouth, 1998),
but it has tended to neglect the question of sow eurosceptic media reports actually
influence public attitudes. In this chapter, I attempt to address this neglect by focusing
on just one possible mechanism by which the media are hypothesised to play a part in
public opinion formation: the capacity of the media to direct public attention towards

particular issues at certain times.

The chapter begins with an introduction to the literature on agenda setting, which
provides the theoretical rationale for studying variation in issue salience over time. I
then review some applications of this model to the study of media communications

about European integration (Norris et al., 1999; de Vreese, 2001), before introducing the
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data that were analysed here. The results are presented along with an account of the key
events that stimulated the most press attention over the course of the period of
investigation. Measures of the intensity of news coverage of the euro issue are then
compared with fluctuations in public perceptions of the importance of the issue and

public opinion about Europe and the single currency during the same period.

4.2 Theoretical background

The rationale behind examining the salience of an issue in the news media is drawn
primarily from the literature on agenda setting. This field of research focuses on the
way in which the importance of different issues is communicated between
policymakers, the media and the public. According to the basic agenda-setting
hypothesis, the salience of an issue in the news media (i.e. the amount of attention it
receives) is indicative of the salience of that issue on the public agenda (i.e. how
important people think it is). This hypothesis is of interest here because, by defining the
priority of major political issues in this way (Norris et al., 1999), the manipulation of
issue salience by the media plays a fundamental role in the process of political
communication. As salience increases, so does the quantity of available information,
and, with it, public awareness of the problem. As was argued in chapters 1 and 2, the
more important people consider an issue to be, the more motivated they will be to
process new information about it and to integrate that information into their existing
framework of beliefs and attitudes. Thus, heightened salience may ultimately lead to
attitude change, especially where it occurs in the context of an electoral or referendum

campaign.

The idea that the media shape the way we view the world is not a new one (it can be
traced originally to Walter Lippman’s (1922) ‘Public Opinion’). It became popular
during the 1970s when the agenda-setting hypothesis was empirically tested for the first
time by McCombs and Shaw (1972) in a study comparing the issue priorities of the
mass media and those of voters in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, during the 1968
presidential campaign. The study built on earlier research, which had investigated
learning amongst voters during electoral campaigns (e.g. Trenaman and McQuail,
1961), and had found that people seem to learn in direct proportion to the differential

emphasis placed on the campaign issues by the mass media. McCombs and Shaw
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(1972) conducted interviews with 100 wundecided voters (assumed to be more
susceptible to influence by the media) in order to establish what they considered to be
the most important issues in the campaign. Through a content analysis of the main
news publications and television broadcasts that the community relied upon for the bulk
of their political information during the campaign, the authors established a correlation
between issue emphasis in the media and voter issue emphasis of over 0.95. From this
compelling finding, they concluded that people

“...learn not only about a given issue, but also how much importance to attach
to that issue from the amount of information in a news story and its position.
In reflecting what candidates are saying during a campaign, the mass media
may well determine the important issues — that is, the media may set the
“agenda” of the campaign.” (McCombs and Shaw, 1972; p.176)

McCombs and Shaw’s study was popular because it proposed an alternative way of
looking at the effects of mass media exposure on the public. The mixed findings of
research into persuasion (in particular concerning the relationship between attitudes and
behaviour) had left many theorists in the field of mass communication frustrated
(Kosicki, 1993) and the agenda setting approach offered a promising new alternative for
researching media effects. In particular, by moving away from the study of media
influence on public attitudes, agenda setting research enabled a shift in emphasis in how
the nature of media influence was conceptualised. Agenda setting research focuses on
the media’s capacity to tell people “what to think about”, rather than on whether they
are influential in “telling people what to think” (Cohen, 1963; p.13). In this sense,
whilst agenda setting is interesting because it might indirectly result in attitude change,
researchers in the field are concemed primarily with how salience is transmitted
between policy, media and public agendas. Agenda setting research is, therefore,
focused on the quantity of media coverage, rather than on its tone or content

(McCombs, 1997; Norris et al., 1999).

The Chapel Hill study (McCombs and Shaw, 1972) was also influential because it
prescribed a particular methodological approach for pursuing this new avenue for
research. The basic design involved the measurement of the amount of space or time
devoted to different issues by the media and an analysis of how this related to public
perceptions of the importance of those issues (Kosicki, 1993). A strong correlation
between media and public issue agendas was taken as evidence that the salience of

issues in the news media had influenced the prominence of those issues in the public
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mind. It was assumed that with respect to political issues (such as those in an electoral
campaign), the fact that people are unlikely to directly participate in the campaign
makes it more likely that they will turn to the media for information about which issues
are important. The simplicity of the model has inspired an enormous amount of
research, and over the course of the past thirty years, the literature has grown into one of
the leading contemporary approaches in mass communications research today. As such,
it comprises a number of different sub-areas, including both policy and media agenda-
setting research (both concermed with how issues come to be defined and selected as
significant at the institutional level), and of primary interest here, the literature on public
agenda-setting, which is concerned with the link between media content and public

issue agendas.

4.3 Contemporary agenda setting research

Agenda setting evidence is complex and the rapid growth of the field led to demands for
more sophisticated techniques for exploring the way in which issue salience in the
media is communicated to the public (e.g. McQuail, 1987; Kosicki, 1993). Early
research had been criticised for failing to provide clear and unambiguous evidence that
the news media do, in fact, exert an influence on the salience of issues on the public
agenda (e.g. McQuail, 2000), because of the difficulty of interpreting the correlational
evidence that had been generated. As McCombs and Shaw (1972) point out in the
discussion of the findings of their original study, “the existence of an agenda setting
function of the mass media is not proved by the correlation reported here” (p. 184).
This is because evidence of a correlation between the salience of issues on the media
and public agendas is insufficient proof that one is the product of the other. Even if
such a causal relationship does exist, the simplicity of the method employed in many
agenda setting studies would fail to provide compelling evidence for the direction of
such a relationship or rule out the possibility that a third variable independently
accounted for the association. More recently, studies have used more innovative
methods, such as the use of experimental designs in order to provide stronger evidence
of the hypothesised public agenda-setting effect (e.g. Iyengar and Kinder, 1987; Norris
et al., 1999; de Vreese, 2001).
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In addition to the problem of providing convincing evidence that the prominence of an
issue on the public agenda is a function of the intensity with which it has been reported
in the news media, the emphasis on direct, aggregate level effects represents a further
weakness of earlier research, because it allows little opportunity for commenting on the
extent to which the public have attended to the media content assumed to influence their
perceptions of issue importance in the first place. In order to strengthen the claims for a
causal relationship between issue emphasis in the media and public issue emphasis,
therefore, it is necessary to provide evidence of the media consumption patterns of the
population concerned. As Dearing and Rogers (1996) have argued, in order to study
agenda setting in more detail, data need to be disaggregated. This means examining
agenda setting effects at the individual level; looking at individual issue concerns and
how these relate to individual patterns of media use, as well as the content of the media

agenda to which the individual has been exposed.

The wealth of evidence produced by agenda setting research tends to support the idea
that the media exert a significant influence on public perceptions of issue importance
(McCombs, 1997). However, much of the evidence has been mixed, and this has
encouraged researchers to examine the contingent conditions under which agenda
setting effects occur. Unsurprisingly, explorations of this kind have revealed a number
of significant dimensions along which individuals vary in terms of their susceptibility to
media effects such as agenda setting. Examples include individual levels of political
sophistication, variation in issue involvement, so-called ‘need for orientation’ (Weaver,
1977) - i.e. individual habits of seeking information from the media; and interpersonal
communications on the subject of political issues. Agenda setting effects have been
found to be more likely where individuals are reliant on media information, where
involvement and political sophistication are low and where people rely on others for
information about which issues are important (as in Katz and Lazarsfeld’s (1955) two-

step flow theory of communication).

Different issues are also likely to impose themselves on individual or public agendas in
different ways. A key distinction made by Zucker (1978) concerns the level of
obtrusiveness of an issue — i.e. the extent to which people have direct experience of it,
or are directly affected by some negative aspect of it in their everyday lives. Examples
of obtrusive issues include unemployment, healthcare provision, and crime prevention,

etc., as well as other issues affecting the local community, all of which may end up
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becoming salient on the public agenda, without the informational input of the media.
By contrast, those issues that are described as “‘unobtrusive’ are likely to result in greater
media orientation by the public. The economic and political developments of European
integration provide a prime example of something, with which most people have little
direct experience in their everyday lives. This is especially true for the euro ‘opt-out’
countries of Denmark, Sweden and the UK, where people have not experienced
something as fundamental as the transition to a new currency to give the European
Union more significance in their lives (Gavin, 2000). On this basis we might expect the
agenda setting role of the media with respect to the single currency issue to be relatively
potent, particularly for those with low levels of involvement in the issue and lower

levels of political sophistication.

4.4 Agenda setting and European integration

Based on the accumulated research evidence, it is appropriate to view agenda setting as
a process comprising a number of different subtle and contingent effects (Kosicki,
1993). While there are many examples of the strong correlations between issue salience
in media coverage and the salience of issues on the public agenda (McCombs and Shaw,
1972; Funkhouser, 1973; Winter and Eyal, 1981), the difficulties of interpreting such
across-the-board effects, render them less compelling evidence for a media agenda
setting function. By contrast, more sophisticated research designs have produced
relatively mixed findings (e.g. Erbing et al., 1980; Roessler, 1999). Thus in examining
the relationship between issue salience in the media and public perceptions of issue
importance, it is necessary to recognise the complexity of the relationship between the

two.

Nevertheless, agenda setting theory seems particularly appropriate to the study of how
the media communicate information to the public about European integration. As we
have seen, the capacity for the media to influence public perceptions about issue
salience is enhanced where that issue is relatively unobtrusive (Zucker, 1978) — that is,
where an issue has little direct influence on people’s everyday lives. In addition, agenda
setting effects are more likely to occur where people orientate themselves towards the
media for information on a given issue. There is considerable evidence to suggest that

this is the case with respect to matters relating to Europe, and in particular, in relation to
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the single currency. The public are said to be media dependent with respect to European
integration (Gavin, 2000), and Eurobarometer data appear to support this claim. In
Spring 2002, for example, 65% of the public preferred to obtain information about the
EU from television, 44% from daily newspapers and 31% from radio, compared with
just 21% preferring to learn about the EU from discussions with family and friends and
4% using EU information in e.g. libraries and town halls (Source: Eurobarometer 57,
Spring 2002). Thus, high levels of media orientation and the unobtrusiveness of
European inte<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>