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People today seem to have this notion that the press is no longer the sole enabler and 

influencer in shaping the public’s attention regarding what constitutes newsworthy issues. Even 

more, you hear things like a regular Joe Shmoe still living in his parents’ basement has the 

capability and power to shape and influence the thoughts of millions of citizens across America 

without ever putting on a pair of pants, majoring in journalism, graduating with a four year 

degree, or working for a mainstream newspaper like the New York Times. 

As great as this sounds, and as much I want to believe this, my viscera tells me it is not 

easy as some glibly gloss over. Therefore, I believe that even the top A-list bloggers, let alone 

Joe Shmoe, have much influence in shaping political agendas, and I believe that the majority of 

bloggers and social media activists generate and mimic the same political agendas as that of the 

media’s in both the first and second levels of media Agenda Setting Theory. 

I will explain further by first approaching the topic and giving a brief overview regarding 

Agenda Setting Theory and those who contributed in shaping and substantiating the overall 

theory. Second, I will expand on the theory by highlighting three studies on first and second 

levels of Agenda Setting Theory which will give a better idea as to how political 

activists/bloggers and online users try to shape and frame political issues.  

  There was a time where there weren’t really any professionals within the field of mass 

communications who thought that the media had any actual power to prioritize issues for 

individuals; most felt that the media had limiting effects on the public. However, it wasn’t until 

Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw came up with the Agenda Setting Theory that researchers 



again became serious about media effects on the masses. McCombs and Shaw defined Agenda 

Setting Theory as, “the mass media have(ing) the ability to transfer the salience of issues on their 

news agenda to the public agenda” (Griffin, 378). 

  Two separate research studies done by McCombs/ Shaw and Ray Funkhouser showed 

quantitative and empirical evidence supporting the idea that people’s priorities matched the 

campaign priorities of the print and broadcaster agendas during the Nixon and Humphrey 

presidential election. Even more, Funkhouser showed that there is also a definite time delay 

between the media’s agenda and the public agenda which demonstrated cause and effect.  

The nuts and bolts of the theory states that when the media pushes a certain object or 

issue such as war, politics, campaigns, etc., it is known as first-level agenda setting, also known 

as priming. Furthermore, the Agenda Setting Theory also comes with another layer known as 

second-level agenda setting. This doesn’t just alphabetize certain objects but includes the way 

the media frames the issue or object. Another way of explaining second-level agenda setting is 

by adding another line to the classic phrase coined by political scientist Bernard Cohen who 

stated, “the press may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to think, (first-

level) but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about, (including how to 

think about issues e.g. second –level)” (Griffin, 379).   

There is a difference between what to think and how to think, the latter is dealing with 

cognitive attitudes e.g. negative or positive tones towards whatever topic the media is trying to 

make salient.  We often see this in how the news frames political candidates. Another term for 

framing is known as attributes, and there are two ways in which attributes are defined. One is 

known as substantive attributes and effective attributes.  For example,  “a negative political ad 

about the Iraq war, which emphasizes the U.S. causalities aspect of this issue, would exhibit 



issue salience (Iraq War) which emphasizes the affective attribute salience (negative tone), and 

substantive attribute salience (casualties)” (Ragas and Kiousis, 562).  However, do social media 

activists, bloggers, and online users carry the same first- and second- levels of agenda setting 

effects as that of the press, particularly when dealing with political issues? 

 Interestingly, communication researchers Matthew W. Ragas and Spiro Kiousis did a, 

“simultaneous investigation of the inter-media agenda setting relationships between news media 

coverage and political ads generated by a campaign, a political activist group and citizen activists 

all of which support the same candidate during the election” (Ragas and Kiousis, 561). The 

strength of this study presented whether or not this citizen activist had any real sway in having 

any first- or second-level effects on the way the campaign or media political ads were being 

primed and framed.  

This particular citizen activist who entered and won the campaign competition ad held by 

MoveOn.org produced a 30-second ad that aired multiple times on national television during the 

2008 Presidential Election.  The ad depicted a Republican solider (substantive attribute) talking 

about Barak Obama (object/salience) and how we need a leader to represent both the left and the 

right, representing a positive (effective attribute). 

 Research showed, “significant positive relationships were found among the issue 

agendas of the Nation and Obama in 30 Seconds ads, the MoveOn.Org ads and the Obama 

campaign ads…with a discussion of first-level findings, the association between the 

MoveOn.Org ads and citizen activist created Obama in 30 Seconds ads was significant…this 

finding intuitively makes sense as many of the of the ad submissions were likely made by 

individuals who are also MoveOn.Org members. Therefore, their political issues agendas may 

already been shaped by exposure to previous Move.Org controlled communication efforts” 



(Ragas and Kiousis, 577).  Simply, the citizen activist ads didn’t change first-level agenda setting 

but rather supported it by sustaining the partisan narrative from both the Obama campaign and 

the progressive activist organization and media ads.   

In addition, data of the Obama 30 second ads didn’t affect the way the media and the 

candidate’s campaign approach towards second-level attribution.  Again, it was the likes of the 

media and both the candidate’s campaign and activist group that set the dial of second-level 

attribution. “The second set hypothesis for…when a particular attribute of an object is 

emphasized on one agenda, there may be a shift in the overall salience afforded that object on 

another agenda. Weak evidence for compelling arguments relationship was found between the 

Obama negative ads and the Obama 30 second ads” (Ragas and Kiousis, 578). Overall, results 

show the political activist ads adhered to the first-level Agenda Setting Theory within the media. 

However, there was a slight switch in the Obama’s 30 second ads Substantive attribution 

salience which the media campaign ignored. The weakness of this study doesn’t allow a true 

sovereign sampling because this activist was somewhat vetted by the activist group before airing 

the ad on television. 

Another study done by Kyle Heim focused also between first- and second-level agenda 

settings of nine A-list bloggers that crossed partisan spectrums. Specifically this study was done 

during the 2008 Democrat Iowa Caucus.  “Results indicated that only the journalists and Hillary 

Clinton campaign had second-level intermedia agenda-setting effect. Although the Democratic 

race was discussed extensively in the blogosphere, bloggers were unable to seize control of the 

campaign narrative from other actors. The attribute agenda of the news media was very strongly 

correlated with the attribute agendas of the liberal and the politically neutral A-list bloggers. 

These bloggers might not follow all the conventions of journalism, but if their posts before the 



Iowa caucuses are any indication, their framing of political campaigns differs very little from 

that of the leading news outlets” (Heim, 511). The problem with this study is that it didn’t cover 

first-level agenda setting. However, it did show that bloggers were unsuccessful in moving the 

media’s or candidates’ campaigns second-level of attribution. 

Admittedly upon reading these two studies I wondered if the reason I wasn’t finding 

successful citizen activists affecting first- and second- levels of agenda setting within the press 

perhaps had something to do with the particular subject that was being researched, i.e. political 

campaigns.  So instead of looking solely at presidential campaigns I tweaked the subject and 

focused on foreign policy issues. Specifically the next study, “examined the first and second 

level agenda setting effects of media coverage and online users dealing with the topic of “Axis of 

Evil”” (Lee and Choi, 2). Sampling was from online users and media coverage in Iran, Iraq, and 

North Korea. 

This topic was on the Axis of Evil speech given by President George W. Bush in 2002 

which quickly spread throughout the media world. The study interestingly defined online users 

differently from the general public and some studies show that, “agenda setting effects could be 

contingent on various intervening levels…media exposure, reliance on media, perceived 

credibility…education…demographics” (Lee and Choi, 8-9). The data results produced some 

interesting and different correlations from the other studies above. Regarding first-level agenda 

setting, “In the objects of first-level agenda-setting, Iran showed significant setting, whereas 

North Korea showed not significant correlation. Iraq, meanwhile, showed a negative agenda 

setting effect” (Lee and Choi, 25).  

 Reasons for the differences are due to the amount of media exposure and coverage. 

Whereas substantive second-level attributes showed North Korea with, “significant agenda 



setting effects…However, in general, Iraq and Iran didn’t show significant results except for a 

couple of correlations” (Lee and Choi, 26). Affective attributes showed all three online users 

showing negative effects. Possible factors for this were media credibility and distrust of media. 

This study was perplexing, the problem with this study is that while online users differ in 

affective attributes, it does not reveal whether or not online users really changed the media’s 

first- and second-levels of agenda setting nor could it really reveal why other than speculating 

why there were various results of first-and second-levels of agenda setting other .  

 Overall, these studies show that political activist’s ads, bloggers and online users differ 

little in first- and second- levels of media agenda settings. I personally feel that political activist 

ads, internet blogs and online social media outlets will, and should, continue to try to chip away 

at the media agenda because I believe in the marketplace of ideas and viewpoints for all to 

consider. In my opinion political activists ads, bloggers and online users will one day have 

greater salience in setting the trends of both first- and second-levels of media agenda setting 

effects. Although, it won’t be accomplished without an informed and educated citizenry that is 

capable of writing or producing something different than the mainstream, after all, “If everybody 

is thinking alike, then no one is thinking at all” (Franklin).  
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