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ABSTRACT 

 

The public relations techniques applied in the 2008 presidential election campaigns 

reflect the important role public relations plays in providing strategic counsel to American 

political campaigns. As one public relations tool, framing helps public relations practitioners 

evaluate and influence the political spectacle. This study analyzes the types and frequency of 

frames used by the Barack Obama and John McCain presidential campaigns during the 2008 

general election. Specifically, this study expands upon and operationalizes three frames from 

Hallahan‘s seven framing models that are applicable to public relations. These frames—those 

most common to political communication—include the attribute, issue and responsibility frames. 

An examination of these frames occurs within the context Web news releases and offers insights 

into the types of frames commonly employed by the 2008 presidential candidates. 

The findings suggest that both campaigns employed the issue frame more frequently than 

the attribute or responsibility frames. This is not surprising given the variability and intensity of 

the types of issues covered in 2008. What is surprising, however, is that both candidates focused 

heavily on issue frames in June and July of 2008—the first two campaign months before the 

general election between Obama and McCain—and not in September or October 2008 when the 

country experienced economic turmoil.  
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CHAPTER ONE: FRAMING AND THE 2008 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION

The 2008 presidential campaign season, the longest and most expensive in 

American politics, made history and defied conventional electoral strategies. Candidates, 

campaigns and media sources battled to construct—and respond to—an evolving political 

landscape characterized by a myriad of challenges: a seemingly never-ending Democratic 

primary; a waning economy and eventual financial crisis; strained global and diplomatic 

relationships; two enduring wars; an explosion of social networking sites and political 

blogs; and subsequent immersion of self-appointed political online experts. 

Amidst these challenges, the Barack Obama and John McCain presidential 

campaigns used both political and public relations strategies to define the candidates, the 

election and the issues—in their preferred meanings. For example, Obama‘s campaign 

positioned Obama early and consistently as the candidate of change, and emphasized this 

position at every communication stage—from branding to message construction to 

utilization of communication tactics. Their strategy demonstrated a clear alignment of 

public relations and campaign goals that framed a political spectacle—one that shaped, 

and eventually reinforced and supported, the campaign‘s preferred perspective about the 

candidate, his campaign and platform, as well as that of his opponent.  

Both campaigns revealed the significance of framing in the political public 

relations process. As an integral public relations function, framing helps establish a 

common frame of reference for issues of shared concern (Hallahan, 1999) by strategically 

organizing principles, ideas and information into a message. Framing also establishes a 

frame of reference for audience responses by influencing the receiver‘s assumptions 

about the message. For campaigns, framing provides political public relations 
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practitioners an opportunity to package key statements and ideas for adoption by the 

media and the voters. The goal for the practitioner: define the problems, issues, their 

candidate and opponents in the campaign‘s preferred terms before the media or the voters 

do it for them.  

When viewed as an evaluation tool, framing provides the paradigm for public 

relations practitioners to evaluate and influence the social reality, or in this case the 

political spectacle, with which they must deal. Through the process of framing, 

practitioners articulate the goals and predict the consequences of their public relations 

efforts (Rendahl, 1995; Hallahan, 1999). This includes analyzing the strategic creation 

and choice of public relations messages, or the types of frames, utilized—the most 

strategic public relations decision practitioners make—according to public relations 

scholar Kirk Hallahan (1999).  

Although framing plays a key role in public relations and political 

communication, a clear and universal definition of framing and the types of frames 

available is still lacking in public relations research. Therefore, Hallahan suggested 

public relations researchers attempt to develop a comprehensive definition of framing, an 

effort Hallahan began with after his exhaustive literature review across academic 

disciplines. Hallahan found commonalities among a variety of frames and proposed seven 

framing models applicable to public relations: framing of situations, attributes, choices, 

actions, issues, responsibility and news (see Table 1). The focus of this research, 

however, is on operationalizing frames within Hallahan‘s model that are familiar to 

political communication, specifically political campaigns—particularly the attribute,  
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Table 1 

Typology of Seven Models of Framing Applicable to Public Relations    

Frame Type Description 

Situations Relationships between individuals in situations found in everyday living and 

literature. Framing of situations provides structure for examining 

communication. Applies to discourse analysis, negotiation, and other 

interactions. 

Attributes Characteristics of objects and people are accentuated, whereas others are 

ignored, thus biasing processing of information in terms of focal attributes. 

 Choices Posing alternative decisions in either negative (loss) or positive (gain) terms 

can bias choices in situations involving uncertainty. Prospect theory 

suggests people will take greater risks to avoid losses than to obtain gains. 

Actions In persuasive contexts, the probability that a person will act to attain a 

desired goal is influenced by whether alternatives are stated in positive or 

negative terms. 

Issues Social problems and disputes can be explained in alternative terms by 

different parties who vie for their preferred definition of a problem or 

situation to prevail. 

                               

                                 

Responsibility         

Individuals tend to attribute cause of events to either internal or external 

factors, based on levels of stability and control. People portray their role in 

events consistent with their self-image in ways that maximize benefits and 

minimize  culpability. People attribute causes to personal actions rather than 

systemic problems in society. 

News Media reports use familiar, culturally resonating themes to relay information 

about events. Sources vie for their preferred framing to be featured through 

frame enterprise and frame sponsorship. 

 

Note.  From ―Seven models of framing: Implications for public relations,‖ by K. Hallahan, 1999, Journal of 

Public Relations Research, 11, p. 210. Copyright 1999 by Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. Adapted 

without permission. 

 

issue and responsibility frames. This research also examines the frequency of three types 

of Hallahan‘s frames utilized by the Barack Obama and John McCain presidential 

campaigns. Strategic public relations decisions to use these frames on behalf of the 

Obama and McCain campaigns helped shape the traditional and new media coverage of 

Election 2008 and, perhaps, the voters‘ choice for president.  
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An Overview of the 2008 Campaign Season 

Long before Election Day 2008, presidential hopefuls from diverse ethnic, racial 

and religious backgrounds flooded the campaign trail to vie for the most coveted political 

seat in America: president. Balz and Johnson (2009), journalists with expertise in 

presidential campaign coverage, chronicled the election and called it the election of a 

lifetime. Their rationale: it shattered historical barriers, raised the stakes for America‘s 

future as a global leader and challenged American‘s belief systems of race, gender, 

religion, class and age.  

For example, the election season began without the current president or vice 

president seeking reelection or succession—a historical precedent not seen in more than 

fifty years (Balz & Johnson, 2009, p. 10). Another significant occurrence, particularly for 

the Democrats, was the long primary battle between the once-seemingly likely 

Democratic nominee, Hillary Clinton, and a relatively newcomer to the national spotlight, 

Barack Obama. At the start of the primary season, Hillary Clinton was the best known 

candidate with an impressive network of money, expertise and political support (p. 4). 

Clinton stood out in the field as the junior senator from New York, as the former First 

Lady of the United States and as a reminder of her husband‘s scandals. She also gave the 

country a real chance to elect the first female president (p. 14). 

Obama, on the other hand, quickly gained status within the field not only for his 

success in branding himself as the candidate of change—or his ability to eloquently 

tackle biracial issues, doubts about religious affiliations and attacks questioning his 

citizenship and allegiance to the United States—but for the promise he gave to American 
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voters of something different. In 2006, Obama, the freshman senator from Illinois with 

little foreign policy or national political experience, was the third black person elected to 

the United States Senate since Reconstruction (p. 4). But in 2008, Obama was poised to 

be the first black president of the United States.  

Although other Democratic candidates for the nomination included John Edwards, 

Bill Richardson, Chris Dodd and Joe Biden, the media intensely focused on Clinton and 

Obama—their rivalry, the historical nature of their candidacies and their campaign tactics 

(p. 3). According to Balz and Johnson (2009), Obama and Clinton carried the special 

burden of proving they could ―break through the barriers erected by the virulent record of 

American racism and sexism‖ (p. 13). The concentrated media coverage of these two 

candidates framed the Democratic primary battle as Clinton versus Obama until it ended 

on June 3, 2008—the day Clinton ceded the nomination to Obama after losing a key 

primary election that sealed her deficit in delegate votes.  

The media scrutiny of the Democratic primary also overshadowed John McCain‘s 

attempts to compete for news placement in spite of his clinching the Republican 

nomination on March 4, 2008. Although McCain‘s primary race ended before Obama‘s, 

it was not without several setbacks. In July 2007, McCain‘s campaign imploded (Balz & 

Johnson, 2009, p. 6). McCain had run out of money, had recklessly managed his 

campaign and had faced an uphill fight to gain trust as a reliable conservative within his 

own party. McCain, however, was a Vietnam prisoner of war and commanded the respect 

of many in his party for his stances on defense and national security (p. 35). But other 

Republican candidates—such as former mayor of New York City Rudy Guiliani, former 
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Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee and former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney—

provided an alternative to the maverick and appealed to economic conservatives and the 

religious right—groups McCain struggled with throughout the primary. 

Although Election 2008 gave America an impressive array of candidates from 

which to select as the Republican nominee and Democratic nominee, another pressing 

factor consumed voters‘ minds and dominated media coverage: the economy. In 2007, 

the housing market began to collapse, unemployment and gas prices started to rise, the 

stock market began to plummet and the national debt hovered at its highest rate. Within 

weeks of Election Day, premiere Wall Street firms and banks failed (Balz & Johnson, 

2009, pp. 11-12). This created ―a crisis of confidence‖ in the financial system that rivaled 

―the darkest days of the Great Depression‖ (p. 12). The United States was also fighting 

two wars, tackling terrorist attacks and defending its world power. All these issues were 

compounded by the failed presidency of George W. Bush. This inevitably encouraged 

change—the ―oldest theme in American politics‖ (p. 12).  

Fortunately, Obama‘s campaign strategists, David Axelrod and David Plouffe, 

framed Obama as the candidate of change from the beginning. Axelrod and Plouffe made 

―change‖ the centerpiece of the Obama campaign and, subsequently, influenced it as the 

dominant theme of election 2008 (Plouffe, 2009; Balz & Johnson, 2009). The political 

campaign discourse echoed this theme and emphasized Americans‘ need for change—

change from President Bush and a change in America‘s course (Balz & Johnson, 2009).   

By consistently incorporating change as his brand and his position, Obama 

overcame his disadvantages and set the stage for John McCain‘s campaign to compete 
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with the ―change‖ frame. Instead of John McCain being framed as the candidate with 

experience to lead America in a new direction, McCain was forced to distance himself 

from the failures of his political party and President Bush. McCain was viewed as a 

candidate of the status quo who would continue Bush‘s direction for America even 

though he branded himself as a maverick early in his political career. Unfortunately for 

him, national polls showed most voters‘ wanted a candidate who would bring about 

change and lead the country in a different direction (p. 291).  

Obama was also leading among women voters in spite of his non-selection of 

Hillary Clinton as his running mate, and was gaining ground among independent and 

even some Republican voters (Plouffe, 2009; Balz & Johnson, 2009). McCain decided to 

use his maverick skills and select an unlikely vice presidential choice: Sarah Palin, the 

governor of Alaska. The selection of a conservative female running mate was significant 

because it stimulated a surge of support and enthusiasm for the Republican ticket. 

According to Balz and Johnson, Palin‘s surprise selection also impeded Obama‘s 

momentum earned from the Democratic convention (p. 339).  

But as soon as the conventions were over, the presidential candidates were faced 

with confronting the biggest economic challenge since the Great Depression. September 

2008 saw the worst financial news in decades. During this month, the federal government 

seized mortgage giants Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac and passed an emergency bailout 

plan to lessen the impact of the Bear Stearns bankruptcy; Lehman Brothers ceased to 

exist after bankruptcy and mergers failed; the government provided no bailout money; 

and much more. The situation caused a media frenzy and ignited fear about the 
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sustainability of the American financial markets.  

Since the media typically rely on official government sources for public policy 

information, the media turned to the Bush Administration and the Federal Reserve 

chairman to tell the story—only to be met with few answers and little leadership. In the 

rush to provide speedy coverage, the media attempted to define the economic situation 

for Americans and looked toward the presidential candidates for help in telling the story. 

For the first time, the candidates had the chance to actively demonstrate their 

presidential-like, decision-making abilities—and to use the media to their advantage to 

carry their frames to the voters.   

Fortunately for Obama, he consistently carried the message of ―change‖ 

throughout the election season. It also helped Obama that the federal reserve chairman 

and the treasury secretary kept in close touch with him (Plouffe, 2009; Balz & Johnson, 

2009). By staying in contact with key government officials in this crisis, and by 

repeatedly offering a clear, consistent message, Obama became the credible source of 

economic information for the media.  

John McCain, on the other hand, frequently engaged in inconsistent behavior and 

made inconsistent statements in this short time period; his lack of ability to communicate 

a firm economic position was evident. During the height of the markets crashing and 

growing fears of another Great Depression, Balz and Johnson (2009) reported, McCain 

repeated his message that the fundamentals of the American economy were strong. The 

McCain campaign recognized this blunder and backpedaled a week later. Their candidate 

publicly scrambled to find an economic message; in doing so, McCain appeared 
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uncertain on his position about the economy (p. 347).  

On September 24, 2008, McCain suspended his campaign and advocated 

cancelling the upcoming presidential debate to deal with the financial crisis. Obama, 

surprised by McCain‘s actions (Obama and McCain had previously agreed that morning 

to issue a joint statement about the president‘s bailout plan), countered McCain. Obama 

publicly claimed this was now the time, more than ever, to be in front of the public 

talking about the issue and providing the country leadership to move beyond the crisis 

(Plouffe, 2009). Obama‘s actions—and their predictability—as well as his consistent 

message of change translated into favor among voters. An NBC News/Wall Street 

Journal survey found that voters saw Obama as the best candidate—one with the 

temperament and the strength—to handle the issues Americans currently valued the most: 

the economy, housing and energy (Balz & Johnson, 2009, p. 353). McCain, however, 

inadvertedly framed himself as erratic through his unpredictable behavior and 

inconsistent messages. This carried over into the news frames as well as the frames of 

reference voters shared about McCain. 

Framing and Political Campaigns 

In today‘s increasingly fast-paced digital environment, a campaign‘s timely 

response to an attack or crisis becomes critical as the demands for swift responses 

become intensified. Those sources that are proactive in providing packaged information 

to the media during crises are more likely to see their positions and frames included in (or 

even guiding) the news coverage—essentially shaping ―what enters the media agenda‖ 

(Zoch & Molleda, 2006, p. 294). Since frames in the news media influence the 
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interpretation of the message and how people think about it, the goal is to garner media 

support for an organization‘s preferred frame before the media establishes their own 

frame for the organization. Unfortunately for McCain, this oversight hampered his 

campaign‘s attempts to influence the opinions and viewpoints, particularly those 

concerning approaches to resolving crises, among the media and, ultimately, the voters. 

McCain‘s struggle to develop a strategic and consistent message in response to the 

economic downturn demonstrated the lack of value his campaign placed upon strategic 

public relations involvement. The McCain campaign‘s inability to frame the candidate 

effectively and in the beginning of the election cycle, as well as the lack of consistency to 

reinforce a particular frame, led others, particularly the news media and the Obama 

campaign, to define McCain. 

In terms of political campaigns, a lack of public relations strategic involvement 

may affect all aspects of the campaign process—including voter approval. The 

inconsistencies in framing and messages are important to note because competing frames 

can disinterest the voters or confuse them (Iyengar, 1987, p. 816). To avoid confusion, a 

voter may employ schemas to make judgments about the candidates and assess the salient 

aspects within the candidates‘ messages. If the salient features are also salient to the 

voter, the voter may cast his or her vote ―for the candidate who appears preferable on the 

factor or factors that are most important to that voter‖ (Benoit, McHale, Hansen, Pier, & 

McGuire, 2003, p. xii).    

Thus, the value of developing strategic messages—especially the repetition of a 

few simple, clear and consistent messages—aligned with an organization‘s brand helps 
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public relations practitioners aid an organization‘s strategic goals. According to a Delphi 

panel of political communication experts conducted by McKinnon, Tedesco, and Lauder 

(2001), those political campaigns that operate without a public relations strategy spend 

more time responding to ―fires‖ rather than fostering support among voters. The Obama 

campaign‘s keen understanding of strategic public relations influenced the function of his 

political campaign. As previously noted, this showed through his campaign‘s consistency 

to ―stay on the message‖ in light of image issues and crisis situations; his campaign‘s 

ability to position Obama early on and to reinforce the frame that he was the candidate of 

change; as well as his campaign‘s foresight to frame election 2008 as the time for change.  

Taking this into consideration, the presidential candidates had the opportunity to 

frame the voters‘ perceptions of their leadership, their campaign and their stances on 

issues, and then reinforce the frames during every step of the communications process. 

The successes or failures of frames typically depends upon the value a campaign places 

on public relations strategic involvement in developing cohesive and consistent messages 

that support the frames. Moreover, both campaigns demonstrated that when public 

relations professionals are integral parts of strategy meetings practitioners stand a better 

chance of helping a political organization develop effective campaigns. Public relations 

then plays key role in achieving the most desirable outcome of any election: winning.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Public relations practitioners recognize the influence that effectively constructed 

messages have upon a targeted audience—especially those audiences on whom the 

success and failure of an organization depends. As a public relations function, framing 

provides an umbrella for practitioners to align messages with an organization‘s mission 

and goals and to evaluate them. A unique and revolutionary concept, framing posits that 

media and their gatekeepers shape news content to direct audiences‘ thinking about 

issues—both large and small (Heath & Bryant, 2001). Through framing, practitioners 

develop messages and structure the information according to the organization‘s preferred 

meaning. Taking this into consideration, political campaigns that integrate public 

relations decisions into campaign goals—especially before the campaign finalizes its 

political strategy—help practitioners develop and reinforce strategic frames in an ever-

evolving, fast-paced, and crisis-like news environment.  

This chapter highlights the significant contribution strategic public relations 

makes to an organization‘s mission and goals, and helps provide the foundation for 

analyzing the strategic role public relations plays when integrated into a campaign‘s 

political strategy. The chapter also defines framing and its influence in mass media, 

public opinion, and public relations—particularly Hallahan‘s seven framing models, or 

categories, applicable to public relations. Although the chapter does not provide an in-

depth examination of each of the seven models, this study expands upon Hallahan‘s 

attribute, issue and responsibility frames by refining the operationalization of the frames 

within the context of political communication. It concludes by suggesting specific 
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applications of Hallahan‘s model in the 2008 presidential election as well as the 

frequency of the types of frames used.  

Public Relations as a Strategic Management Function 

Cutlip, Center, and Broom (2000) refer to public relations as the ―management 

function that establishes mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and 

the publics on whom its success or failure depends‖ (p. 6). As part of an organization‘s 

strategic management process, public relations contributes to and guides organizational 

objectives and strategies designed to accomplish the organization‘s mission and goals 

(Wilson & Ogden, 2004).  For example, when an organization prepares to adjust to 

changes within its environment, practitioners—those involved in organizational strategic 

decision-making—counsel management about the possible outcomes of decisions before 

the organization finalizes them. Public relations practitioners also equip management 

with information and approaches to assist organizational efforts as they adapt to evolving 

societal issues, stakeholder concerns and expectations and emerging publics (Steyn, 

2007, p. 139). By doing so, practitioners help themselves through the development and 

integration of organizational efforts and measurable communication strategies directly 

linked to the achievement of an organization‘s goals (Wilson & Ogden, 2004; Ni, 2006).   

Before a public relations department advises management in the development of 

organizational strategies and obtains a ―seat at the table,‖ public relations practitioners 

must practice strategic public relations. In this role, practitioners create measurable 

communication goals and objectives using the four-step strategic planning process: 

research, planning, implementation, and evaluation (Wilson, 2001). This helps to move 
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public relations from a tactical, publicity-focused operation to a strategic partner capable 

of linking efforts to previously-established organizational strategies and efforts, and, 

more importantly, the organizational mission and goals. The management of strategic 

public relations functions also includes the organization‘s ability to manage relationships, 

monitor and manage issues and develop strategic messages.  

Public relations scholars such as Grunig and Hon (1999) suggest that building and 

maintaining relationships with publics is the essential goal of public relations. Managing 

relationships as part of a strategic public relations function, however, involves 

prioritizing publics according to the accomplishment of the organizational strategy as 

well as managing publics‘ expectations of an organization and its decisions. To achieve 

this, practitioners identify and formulate communication strategies and messages that best 

achieve shared understanding of expectations, and overall support of organizational goals 

(Ni, 2006). Relationship management, coined by public relations scholars, emphasizes 

continuous identification of organizational stakeholders, key publics and emerging 

publics as well as their concerns and expectations. It also underscores the importance of 

building and maintaining quality relationships with them, and aligning these relationships 

to organizational strategies and tactics.   

Another strategic public relations function is the establishment of an issues-

management strategy. This helps practitioners identify, prioritize, monitor and respond to 

organizationally-relevant developments and trends in policies and in target publics‘ 

opinions, perceptions and attitudes (Heath, 1997; Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2001; 

Daugherty, 2001). For example, some practitioners scan the organization‘s defined 
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environment—either through the tracking and monitoring of news coverage or social 

media websites, or dialogue with stakeholders—to  identify evolving issues or increases 

in prominence of an issue. Environmental scanning, a function of issues management, 

helps public relations professionals track issues important to the organization and its 

stakeholders as well as anticipate a targeted public‘s interpretation of an issue and trends 

in a public‘s opinion toward an issue.  

In strategic public relations management, a practitioner predicts consequences of 

relevant situational developments or societal issues relating to the organization‘s policies 

and strategies (Steyn, 2007). The practitioner then considers the consequences—along 

with the potential or real strategies and behaviors of stakeholders—and develops strategic 

inputs. This helps the practitioner and management develop messages that help resolve 

problems or realize benefits from present opportunities. Practitioners utilize the 

information to build response scenarios, define the frames, create the messages and 

prioritize the information according to the needs of the organization, the situation and 

audiences involved. Through this process, practitioners inform strategic decision-making 

and action, and provide organizations an advanced opportunity to proactively respond to 

developments—especially those developments that may lead to crises (Seeger, Sellnow, 

& Ulmer, 2001). 

Strategic public relations management also occurs through message development. 

This function links the strategic message—or overarching theme that structures all 

communications—to the organization‘s goals, objectives and mission (Fitch & McCurry, 

2004). Through message development, practitioners ensure sub-messages designed for a 
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particular audience or communication channel are consistent with the strategic message. 

This strategy helps to reinforce the organization‘s strategic message at every point of 

communication—whether a television advertisement, a news article or a community 

event.  

Integrating message development, issues management and relationship 

management strategies into the overall public relations strategy enables the practitioner to 

build a foundation that contributes to and ultimately becomes part of the strategic 

management team. This helps practitioners move beyond the role of a technician (writing 

press releases and fact sheets) to that of a strategic counselor who coordinates all 

organizational messages and guides an organization as it adjusts to emerging  issues and 

concerns (Steyn, 2007). 

Public Relations’ Strategic Role in Political Campaigns 

When public relations becomes involved in the strategic management of political 

campaigns, its actions help influence the outcome of an election. Typically, practitioners‘ 

roles in campaigns include familiarizing the candidate‘s name with voters (building name 

recognition), building the candidate‘s image and coordinating publicity (Simpson, 1996). 

However, as part of the campaign strategy team, practitioners have an opportunity to 

influence the overall campaign theme: coordinate all messaging and relationship 

management strategies with priority publics such as voters, donors, the media, politicians, 

etc. and communication channel; choose key campaign issues; prepare the campaign to 

proactively respond to potential crises; influence the media agenda; and define the 

election. Kiousis and Shields (2006), claim political public relations efforts also help 



 

 

17 
 

shape and elevate the salience of issues, and build the agenda for opinion polls and the 

opposing campaign. 

Arguably the most the important campaign asset, the campaign theme, or strategic 

message, unites all campaign functions and messages, and defines the election, the issues 

and the candidate‘s and the campaign‘s role in the election cycle (Simpson, 1996). 

Simpson (1996), a former political campaign manager, argues that defining the campaign 

theme is the first and most important step to winning an election; the failure to define it 

often leads to multiple, competing themes, campaign breakdowns and electoral loss (p. 

82). Simpson recommends campaigns actively integrate public relations into the overall 

campaign, including the creation of the campaign theme. This helps ensure the candidate, 

his campaign manager, volunteers and public relations coordinator reinforce the same 

strategic message during a media interview, a television advertisement, a community 

event or a neighborhood block walk.  

Practitioners also use message development techniques to coordinate and align 

sub-campaign messages—those designed for a specific voter, geographic area, issue or 

campaign tactic—that support the campaign theme. Message development allows 

practitioners to position the campaign within the context of voters‘ ―priorities, interests, 

desires, value systems and beliefs,‖ and provide voters an opportunity to adopt the 

campaign‘s frame or formulate an opinion about the campaign or candidate within the 

context of the frame (Fitch & McCurry, 2004, p. 52).   

 Another important strategic function of public relations in political campaigns is 

scanning the political environment. Environmental scanning, a function of an issues-
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management strategy, helps practitioners identify priority issues of concern for voters, 

monitor the environment for potential ―hot‖ topics and recommend strategies to adapt to 

election-season changes. For political campaigns, environmental scanning may include 

conducting research on the candidate and his professional record, researching the 

opposition, tracking trends in public opinion polls and monitoring news and blog 

coverage (Simpson, 1996). By utilizing this strategy, practitioners choose the candidate‘s 

priority issues; revise the public relations tactics based on polling results; and prepare the 

campaign to provide for timely responses. This helps practitioners support the political 

strategy and design sub-messages that align with and reinforce the campaign theme.  

Another approach that potentially connects some of these strategic political public  

relations functions involves framing. The utilization of framing helps practitioners to 

operate as frame strategists in order to address topics of mutual concern for the public to 

consider (Hallahan, 1999). Hallahan suggests these frame strategists ―determine how 

situations, attributes, choices, actions, issues and responsibility should be posed to 

achieve favorable outcomes for clients‖ (p. 205). For a political campaign, the frames 

utilized may highlight the candidate‘s characteristics or issue stances, or may emphasize 

an entity‘s or opponent‘s responsibility in a particular situation. More importantly, the 

frame structures the information to define the problem, issue, campaign, or candidate 

within the campaign‘s preferred terms (Zoch & Molleda, 2006). By integrating the above 

referenced strategic public relations functions with framing, practitioners equip 

themselves to create key messages, construct images, and arrange information into a 
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strategically packaged viewpoint—or an organized storyline, or a frame—for the media 

and the voters. 

Framing: Definitions, Theories, and Process 

Defining what a frame is and identifying the type of frame used by a practitioner, 

campaign or the media is a contextual problem. For example, several definitions of 

framing exist in communication, political science and psychology literature. Historically, 

the concept grew out of the agenda-setting theory—media tell audiences what to think 

about instead of how to think. In mass media research, a frame indicates the media‘s 

characterization of a problem or issue (Kitzinger, 2004, p. 14). In political science, 

framing research has focused on the construction of survey questions about the news 

media‘s coverage of politicians and political or public policy issues. In psychology, 

research typically explores a person‘s cognitive involvement.  

Framing, as a theory, is not just a construction or characterization of a problem, 

issue or survey question. Nelson and Kinder (1996) claim framing ―is an essential feature 

of public discourse on matters of political import‖ since it organizes an idea or message 

that guides the targeted audience to an intended, preferred meaning. The authors also 

suggest frames are the ―central organizing idea or story line that gives meaning to‖ and 

connects the ―unfolding strip of events‖ in the news coverage (p. 1057). According to the 

researchers, some characteristics of a frame include the following:  

 Verbal and symbolic devices  

 Direct or indirect statements 

 Suggestions about how an issue or a problem should be viewed  
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 Definition of what the problem really is  

 Recommendation about what should be done 

So, what is a frame? Frames are phrases, words, images or presentation styles used by an 

individual, campaign or the media constructed to emphasize a particular viewpoint or tell 

a story. Examples include the Bush Administration‘s characterization of the September 

11 terrorist attacks as ―war‖ and the U.S. response to the attacks as a ―new kind of war‖ 

(Ryan, 2004).  

Framing is frequently mentioned in terms of selection and salience, with salience 

occurring when various techniques are employed to make the message more noticeable, 

meaningful or memorable to audience members. Framing as a process, however, involves 

the selection of and emphasis upon key verbal and visual devices over others (Miller, 

Andsager, & Riechert, 1998).  

For a journalist and a public relations practitioner, there are many facts to choose 

from to tell an organization‘s story, but one can only select a few. Terkildsen and Schnell 

(1997) argue that journalists select frames from a variety of perspectives to create their 

interpretation of the reality. ―Part of a journalist‘s job is to structure information so as to 

approximate reality. The structuring of reality involves many choices, and frames are but 

one choice‖ (p. 882). When a practitioner or journalist alters the selection of verbal or 

symbolic devices—or chooses to use only certain facts—to describe a candidate‘s stance 

on an issue, or policy or situation in multiple fashions, they offer a ―difference‖ to their 

targets on what would otherwise be an identical choice (Tvesky & Kahneman, 1986). For 

example, a McCain practitioner may describe Obama‘s support for estate taxes as his 
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support for a ―death tax.‖ By using the frame of ―death tax,‖ the campaign presents an 

alternative descriptor to influence a choice. 

Communication scholar Robert Entman (1989) posits that framing shapes what 

people think about (p. 349). In other words, to frame a message means to highlight 

certain features to promote a particular point of view. The features framed in a message 

create saliency—making the feature more prominent in the text. Framing effects occur 

when audiences use the frames as mental road maps to activate accessible and salient 

information that provide an opportunity to formulate an opinion about the issue or story 

(Druckman, 2001a; Nelson & Kinder, 1996, p. 1058).  

For example, when a person sees news frames about a homeless man, the person 

uses stored information and thought processes about this report to form an opinion about 

the topic. To interpret the information from the frames, people employ schemas to 

organize new information (Kerr-Perkinson, Martinez, McCauley, & Sherrod, 2006). 

Schemas store a person‘s beliefs, attitudes, values and preferences—like diagrams 

helping people process and organize the flow of new and old information (Entman, 

1989). Schemas also provide rules for connecting various ideas and information by 

linking to the images, past experiences and impressions a person generates when striving 

for a direct link between the frame and the audience member‘s memory or opinion 

(Gandy, Kopp, Hands, Frazer, & Phillips, 1997, p. 164). Furthermore, when frames share 

ambiguous or missing information, the schema helps the person to avoid confusion and to 

process these ―subtle alterations‖ so that the person‘s judgment changes accordingly 

(Iyengar, 1987).  
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People process new information in their schemas when new information is salient. 

Salience is a key concept in framing because new information is compared to ―stored‖ 

and prominent information. According to Entman (1993), framing structures ―the 

perspective on an issue by the active processes of selection and salience‖ (p. 52). The 

frame selects ―some aspects of a perceived reality,‖ generating salience in the message, 

and promotes ―a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation 

and/or treatment recommendation for the item described‖ (p. 52). If the new information 

connects with the viewer‘s interest or conflicts with his existing beliefs, salience activates 

the schemata to make the appropriate interpretations and evaluations (Entman, 1989, p. 

350; Kerr-Perkinson et al., 2006, p. 3).   

Other factors that influence an issue‘s salience include whether the issue is 

important to the individual, whether the person deals with the issue on a daily basis 

(familiarity), the amount of media attention the issue garners, and the demographics of 

the individual (location, age, race, sex, income level, education level, etc.). Since issues 

differ in prominence in a person's mind, effectively framing a message that promotes a 

particular definition increases the issue‘s salience, and structures the perspective of the 

issue is key to any winning political campaign. 

Framing and the Media 

In mass communication, framing theory describes how media organizations 

present information to the public. For example, researchers argue that framing is a 

strategy that constructs, processes and characterizes news discourse (Pan & Kosicki, 

1993, p. 57). Through framing, news media suggest what the issue is in the context in 
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which news content is organized. By selecting, emphasizing, excluding, or elaborating 

upon ideas, concepts, words or images, the media may influence an audience‘s 

interpretation of a story (Sparks, 2006; Botan & Hazelton, 2006).  

Media employ a variety of tactics when framing news coverage. Researchers such 

as Iyengar (1991) found a robust framing influence in newspaper and television coverage, 

reporting that even small differences in framing have strong influences on social and 

policy perceptions—especially when considering the cumulative impact of the frames. 

Iyengar (1996) labeled differences in framing in newspaper and television reports as 

thematic framing and episodic framing. Episodic frames illustrate issues separately, 

rather than collectively, and thematic frames provide either historically or geographically 

broad representations of political issues (Iyengar, 1996, p. 62).   

For example, during episodic framing, viewers are shown the smaller, specific 

picture—the homeless man‘s drug abuse—rather than the larger picture: homelessness as 

an issue. An audience‘s attention is then directed to the individual or group portrayed in 

the frame, instead of to the social, political and historical factors (p. 70). In this example, 

responsibility is placed on the homeless man since he abused drugs. In a thematic frame, 

however, journalists would feature homelessness as a broader, abstract issue and identify 

recent trends and heavily concentrated areas of homeless people (p. 62).  

Media framing of an issue may change how a person judges that issue. This 

occurs when two ―logically equivalent (but not transparently equivalent) statements of a 

problem lead decision makers to choose different opinions‖ (Druckman, 2001b, p.1042). 

For example, media may frame an issue in a positive or negative light, although the same 
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key information was provided in both contexts (Druckman, 2001a, p. 228). In reporting 

on unemployment, a journalist may tell the story using positive language (such as 

communicating an employment rate of 95%) versus negative language (such as reporting 

a 9.4% unemployment rate). Although the latter sounds more negative, the examples are 

logically similar.   

When media construct visual representations of political issues and situations, 

they may also influence individuals‘ opinions on the subjects being discussed. Visual 

images (along with metaphors, exemplars and catch phrases) define and illustrate 

particular issue frames (Gamson & Lasch, 1983). Certain visual portions of media 

content are bought to the forefront, and other portions of media content are relegated to 

the background. According to Nelson and Kinder (1996), this tactic significantly 

influences public attitudes toward political issues (pp. 954-55). Also, individuals harbor 

opinions and visual images from prior media coverage. When asked for an opinion, 

individuals sample from the views already housed in their memories (Nelson &Kinder, 

1996). In the absence of competing frames by competing media, this process allows 

media to influence public opinion. 

Framing and Public Opinion 

How and when framing is used, as well as the types of frames utilized, depends 

upon the preferred outcome of a communication or campaign. In some instances, entities 

use framing to guide public opinion of an issue, policy, individual or organization. For a 

political campaign, one attempt to influence opinion occurs through the presentation of 

packaged frames for media adoption. According to Iyengar (1987), political frames 
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reflected in the media are likely to influence citizens‘ opinions since political motivations 

and commitments are absent from most ordinary citizens‘ daily lives. (p. 816). Taking 

this into consideration, a political campaign‘s ability to successfully frame messages that 

the media later adopt becomes critical to shaping public opinion about the candidate, a 

campaign and a platform.  

Politicians sometimes use particular issue frames to produce support from 

colleagues, elites and the press. Other times, politicians use frames to elevate the salience 

of some issues and to downplay or ignore the presence of others (Zaller, 1992, p. 96). 

These subtle differences in framing an issue or policy can influence the decisions people 

make between essentially equivalent positions, problems or solutions. Terkildsen and 

Schnell (1997) argue that framing‘s real influence occurs when changes in audience 

consideration—while forming an opinion about the message received—effect support for 

a policy or issue (p. 880). For example, attributing the causes of the rise of the Earth‘s 

temperature and sea levels to ―global warming‖ or ―climate change‖ structures 

consideration that the planet is either warming due to man-made sources (global 

warming), or is warming due to natural processes (climate change), or both—depending 

on the attitude a person holds on the issue. These framing cues act as mental shortcuts, or 

heuristical identifications, that trigger implicit evaluative responses in audiences (Gandy 

et al., 1997). This is particularly relevant when audiences form opinions on policy actions 

meant to alleviate the situation, such as whether or not the recipient views climate change 

legislation—one that promotes stricter air emissions on industrial sources—as necessary 

or as an impediment to economic forces.  
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Emphasis on relevant considerations that support a frame also influences an 

audience‘s opinion about the issue (Druckman, 2001a, p. 228). For example, a political 

candidate may focus on a few key points to support an argument that climate change 

legislation imposes undue financial burden. He or she may argue that the legislation will 

cost the industry more, may cost jobs, and may increase gas prices, but will not improve 

the current environmental situation. The candidate may strategically espouse this 

argument to a particular segment of a constituency—those living in a heavily 

industrialized area with a high unemployment rate. By emphasizing a few aspects of the 

candidate‘s stance on the legislation, he or she activates those thoughts most salient and 

accessible to the recipients.  

Campaigns also use polls to measure public opinion and uncover top-of-mind 

issues with voters. In presidential elections, campaigns and the news media conduct polls 

to identify the leading candidate, to evaluate the effectiveness of a campaign event or to 

validate a candidate‘s position (Asher, 2001). The information gleaned from the polling 

data helps the campaign develop strategies, frames and messages to activate issue 

salience among key publics. The results also influence the direction campaigns take, such 

as using the data to increase financial contributions or to decide whether to use an attack 

strategy (p. 134).  

Some campaigns, on the other hand, use polling as a tool to generate favorable 

results that advances their candidate (p. 133). A pollster may structure, or frame, the 

survey questions and answers to elicit a particular response from the sample. This 

includes ―uncovering‖ public support for an issue stance similar to the candidate‘s 
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position or favorability for winning office. For example, if a candidate wanted to find 

support for a tax-cut plan, he or she may instruct a polling firm to frame questions that 

lead to a preferred argument, such as: 95% of voters surveyed support tax cuts. The 

campaign then uses the polling results to generate media coverage of a tax-cut plan. 

Zaller (1992) argues that ―what gets measured as public opinion is always and 

unavoidably dependent on the way questions have been framed and ordered‖ (p. 95). He 

notes that differences in frames and the order of questions produce different results. 

Zaller claims the public has ―no fixed true opinion‖ and instead relies on the question to 

determine the context of the issue and the points related to addressing it (p. 95). Frames 

constructed upon these strategies may, in turn, alter public opinions about a particular 

issue and bring the issue to prominence. The notion that framing shapes a public‘s 

opinion is critical to this research because how the candidates frame an issue may direct 

the way in which citizens view a candidate‘s message in the 2008 presidential campaign. 

Framing and Public Relations 

Hallahan (1999) argues that framing offers a ―potentially useful paradigm for 

examining the strategic creation of public relations messages and audience responses‖ (p. 

205). He supports this assertion utilizing the core concept used to define public relations: 

the establishment of mutually beneficial relationships. Hallahan claims that in order for 

effective relations to occur between an organization and its publics, the organization must 

establish ―common frames of reference about topics or issues of mutual concern‖ (p. 

207). Hallahan also states that the most important strategic public relations efforts 

involve the decisions of when and how to frame. He argues that decisions to use certain 
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types of frames ―provide the basis for‖—and influence how—people are ―asked to 

evaluate information, make choices, or take action‖ (p. 224).  

Through framing, practitioners equip themselves to assemble information in a 

package—or information subsidy—that best conveys their organization‘s preferred 

meaning. Framing also helps practitioners determine the best use of certain messages by 

choosing when to frame. In terms of public relations, framing structures information that 

functions to: 1) define a problem at its associated cost and benefits to the organization; 2) 

identify and diagnose the factors causing the problem; 3) provide judgments about the 

situation; and 4) suggest and justify remedies for the problem (Zoch & Molleda, 2006, p. 

282; Entman, 1993, p. 52). By choosing when to frame, these functions provide 

practitioners—or frame strategists—the context to evaluate the effectiveness of their 

messages, and analyze and predict the audience‘s interpretations and reactions to the 

message. They also determine whether the frame helped to build the media agenda by 

identifying the frame‘s presence in the news coverage (Zoch & Molleda, 2006, p. 301). 

Public relations practitioners recognize the pivotal role the news media play when 

they adopt an organization‘s preferred frame. Thus, practitioners continuously engage to 

organize storylines for reporters for the benefit of their organization—focusing attention 

on key language aspects and defining the issue for a specific audience. Since framing 

offers media outlets an opportunity to suggest what the issues are and structure the 

information on an issue according to the journalist‘s intended meaning, the journalist‘s 

becomes a key partner in influencing an audience‘s on interpretation of the organizational 

message and what people think about the news coverage (Sparks, 2006).   
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However, battles to influence the frames presented by the media commonly arise 

and often occur between individuals and institutions (Ryan, 2004, p. 365). In terms of 

political coverage, Druckman (2001a) says that, ―much of politics involves battles over 

how a campaign, a problem or an issue should be understood‖ (p. 235). Political 

campaigns recognize this as well as the news coverage‘s influence on voter‘s thoughts. 

Therefore, campaigns compete against each other to have their frames represented in the 

news; they also compete with the news outlets that, in turn, compete with other news 

sources. Each entity vies for the public‘s adoption of their organization‘s preferred 

definitions and understandings of issues, problems or situations. Since political parties‘ 

powers have significantly diminished in the past thirty years (Benoit, McHale, Hansen, 

Pier, & McGuire, 2003, p. xii), political campaigns today carry the burden of framing the 

message to the media and the public. The presidential campaigns—rather than the 

national parties—are charged with constructing the reality of the political landscape.  

Presidential candidates often employ public relations strategies to control media 

coverage and manage the message. Their campaigns use a variety of communication 

tools, such as news releases, (Miller, Andsager, & Riechert, 1998) to distill large 

concepts into sound bites. To increase the chances an organization‘s frames will 

influence new coverage, practitioners attempt to condense large amounts of information 

into a clear, cohesive package—such as a frame—within the context of a news release. 

News releases—a simple, yet fast, method of soliciting press coverage—provide the 

media with an opportunity to adopt the frames packaged by the campaign, and also offer 

an opportunity for the campaigns to ―capitalize on the media‘s tendency to adopt frames‖ 
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(Haynes, Flowers, & Gurian, 2002, p. 636). The media may adopt the frame of a 

candidate—especially if little information is available, and if the campaign provides it 

early—or construct one of their own (Haynes, Flowers, & Gurian, 2002).  

If the news media adopt the frames as constructed in the presidential news release, 

then how a candidate frames the issues, ideas, and events may influence the outcome of 

the election. This is important since voters—those consumers of the news frames—also 

have an opportunity to adopt the candidate‘s frame or to form opinions based on the 

selection of key ideas presented within the frame. Thus, the role news releases play in 

delivering the frames to the media becomes just as important as the frames media 

construct that help shape public opinion. 

Hallahan’s Seven Models of Framing for Public Relations 

Researchers lack a cohesive, universally accepted definition of framing and its 

constructs. Hallahan (1999) argued that public relations research in framing theory 

requires a systematic research agenda in order for practitioners to evaluate the 

effectiveness of their messages and activities. Through a literary analysis of different 

framing theories, Hallahan attempted to define the seven frames in his model (see page3, 

Table 1) to help practitioners evaluate messages in different contexts. The author posited 

the seven models of framing applicable to public relations: framing of situations, 

attributes, choices, actions, issues, responsibility and news. Hallahan suggested 

combining analyses of these framing categories, or frame types, since contextualization 

links each of the models.   

A situational frame is designed to establish a relationship between the individual 
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and the situation. An attribute frame emphasizes certain characteristics of an object or a 

person and ignores others. A choice frame shapes decisions negatively (loss) or positively 

(gain). If a person acts to achieve the ―desired goal‖ because a decision is constructed in 

positive or negative terms, he or she uses an action frame. An issue frame, on the other 

hand, conveys social problems or disputes as defined by the framer‘s preference. In a 

responsibility frame, individual‘s either attribute event causalities as internal or external 

factors, or portray their role in events consistent with their self-image, or attribute causes 

to personal actions rather than societal problems. Finally, Hallahan defines a news frame 

as a media report that conveys information utilizing familiar and cultural themes. 

The focus of this research, however, is to operationalize frames specific to 

political campaigns and in their contexts (i.e., press releases). This research attempts to 

utilize three specific frames—attribute, issue and responsibility—and to expand upon 

Hallahan‘s original rationale for each. Although the scope of this research does not 

provide an in-depth examination of every framing concept or frame type (Hallahan, 

1999), a brief review of the attribute, issue and responsibility frames in public relations 

and political communication helps to highlight the application of the framing in these 

disciplines. 

Attribute frames 

Hallahan defines framing of attributes as involving the accentuation of  

characteristics of objects and people while ignoring others. He claims this biases how 

recipients process information relating to focal attributes (p. 210). Hallahan found that 

practitioners commonly construct attribute frames by highlighting certain features of a 
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cause, candidate, event or service that they represent (p. 225). To elicit a favorable 

evaluation for their organization or candidate, a practitioner may emphasize the good 

qualities or characteristics of an organization or candidate. In turn, the practitioner hopes 

the target audience responds in a desired way (p. 225). For political campaigns, the 

desirable outcome may include a donation, a volunteer or a vote. Practitioners often 

attempt to link positive associations such as beliefs, values, traditions or items people 

cherish under the attribute frame. Hallahan said practitioners sometimes use negative 

associations in messages focused on competitors. He claims negative political advertising 

is a good example of this since the advertising highlights ―specific, undesirable attributes 

of an opponent […] intended to conjure up negative associations among potential voters‖ 

(p. 225). 

Hallahan‘s attribute frames embody similar elements of the character and strategy 

frames commonly discussed in political communication research. During a presidential 

election, for example, both political parties frame messages characterizing the current 

political landscape: these characterizations include which candidate has the best chance 

to win and the character of the candidate. Character frames typically accentuate the 

personality of a candidate and his or her campaign. Candidates either emphasize their 

positive qualities or attack their opponents‘ negative qualities. In various research 

contexts, Cappella and Jamieson (1997); D‘Angelo, Calderone, and Territola (2005); and 

Haynes, Flowers and Gurian (2002) described messages—those found in candidate news 

releases or in news coverage—criticizing or praising a candidate‘s experience, 

background, conduct, choices and attributes were often associated with characteristics of 
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the candidate. Johnston, Hage and Jamieson (2004), who researched the messages used in 

the 2000 presidential campaign between Al Gore and George W. Bush, found that 

character judgments were applied to candidates, especially when a candidate‘s character 

was re-evaluated during the political campaign (p. 178).  Johnston et al. (2004) made a 

very good point: most people will never get a chance to interact with a presidential 

candidate, so their perceptions of the candidate are based on how that candidate is framed 

(p. 178).   

The strategy frame, also reviewed in political communications research, falls into 

the attribute frame category. For example, Cappella and Jamieson (1997), claim strategy 

frames found in news stories ―activate recall of strategy information‖ such as a 

campaign‘s motive for targeting a specific voting precinct or airing an attack 

advertisement and ―invite the attribution of cynical motives‖ upon the candidate and his 

campaign (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997, p. 37; D‘Angelo, Calderone, & Territola, 2005, p. 

200). Also, campaigns or journalists use a strategy frame to describe whether or not the 

candidate is ahead or behind in the polls. The campaign or media may highlight certain 

attributes of the campaign and provide a rationale as to why the campaign is winning or 

losing (Haynes, Flowers, & Gurian, 2002, p. 633; D‘Angelo, Calderone, & Territola, 

2005, p. 200). Messages that depicted the horserace scenario—or emphasis on polling 

numbers, as well as information on advertisements and on-site campaign reports—were 

typically associated with the campaign‘s strategy that helped identify the techniques 

utilized by campaigns when the candidate‘s were ahead or behind in the polls.  

 



 

 

34 
 

Issue frames 

Hallahan (1999) defines framing of issues in public relations as the explanation of 

social problems and disputes ―in alternative terms by different parties who vie for their 

preferred definition of a problem or situation to prevail‖ (p. 210). Since publics organize 

and public opinion forms around an issue or issues, the question for a practitioner 

becomes how an organizational definition of the issue can influence a targeted public‘s 

interpretation of the issue (Hallahan, 1999; J. E. Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Thus, the pivotal 

concern for a practitioner is the defining of the issue through framing (Hallahan, 1999). 

According to Hallahan (1999), issue managers seek to minimize conflict by 

resolving disputes expediently for the benefit of all parties. If this is not achievable, 

Hallahan claims practitioners then attempt to effectively manage the prominence of an 

issue on the media or public policy agenda (p. 227). Issue managers have an opportunity 

to build the media agenda and to guide discussion on a particular issue in their 

organization‘s preferred terms. He cites research reviewing framing‘s role as a tool for 

evaluating public discourse on issues, political controversies and building the media 

agenda to increase news coverage of an issue. All in all, practitioners play a vital role in 

structuring the issue and building frames to convey the issue to guide people‘s thought 

processes about an issue (Hallahan, 1999). Therefore, explaining the issue through 

framing becomes a major factor in public relations management—especially for those 

practitioners involved in managing issues (p. 227).  

Issue frames play an important role in political public relations because citizens‘ 

judgments of a political issue depend on how the issue is defined (Druckman, 2001b). 



 

 

35 
 

Therefore, changes in the definition of an issue may also change how a person judges that 

issue. By managing the frame, the practitioner attempts to influence the ―schematic 

representations of an issue‖ activated by politicians, news outlets and news audiences 

(Hallahan, 1999, p. 17; Graber, 1988).  

Kinder and Sanders (1999) found that issue frames used by political elites in 

public discourse lead to favorable interpretations that advance the politician‘s interest or 

ideologies (p. 74). D‘Angelo, Calderone and Territola (2005) support this notion. They 

found candidates using issue frames—those concerning social or fiscal policies—

employed ―constructive dialogue‖ in their statements (p. 200). Gamson and Modigliani 

(1987) also identified issue frames that defined a candidate‘s policy positions, or 

substantive messages. According to Haynes, Flowers and Gurian (2002), messages 

constructed around the policy position help candidates react to events and endorsements 

with messages that fit into and stay within the chosen frame (p. 635).  

Responsibility frames 

A responsibility frame, according to Hallahan (1999), links attributions of event 

causalities to either internal or external factors based on levels of stability and control. 

These types of frames also attribute causes to personal actions rather than to systemic 

problems in society (p. 210). In other words, the responsibility frame entails individuals 

or entities accepting or denying responsibility for events, situations or social problems (p. 

227). For example, some candidates may seek out favorable coverage for their roles in 

improving the economy, i.e. the candidate may frame statements that attribute credit for 

his role in sponsoring legislation that created 10,000 jobs.  
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In times of crisis, the importance of public relations as a vital component of the 

organization becomes apparent. Crisis situations may interrupt the everyday processes of 

an organization, and may threaten the organization‘s existence (Heath, 1997). During 

crisis situations, a quick response is crucial. Proactive public relations involvement 

allows a practitioner to adapt previously prepared statements aligned to the organization‘s 

strategic communication goals, and tailor them to specific audiences and issues impacted 

by the crisis. This advanced preparation enables an organization to effectively and 

quickly respond to the crisis situation or controversy—and to manage the potential for 

distorting facts. For these reasons, Hallahan suggests crisis management research has 

focused on how public relations practitioners skillfully handle crisis responses (p. 219).  

Hallahan also suggests that responsibility frames do not always present objective 

facts accurately since the description of an event or crisis situation has the potential to 

distort the facts presented within the frame as well as the interpretation of the information 

presented within the frame. Sometimes, organizations involved in a controversy tend to 

employ a ―strategy of responsibility avoidance‖ (p. 227) instead of proactively managing 

the crisis. Hallahan claims many public relations professionals advise their organizations 

to accept responsibility for a situation or event; however, most organizations resist this 

and perceive avoidance helps minimize business loss, decreases in corporation reputation 

or legal liabilities (p. 227). Hallahan also suggest organizations want to avoid perceptions 

of inconsistent behavior or actions that increase the likelihood of failing to meet 

stakeholder or public expectations (p. 227). Despite best efforts on behalf of the 

practitioner, publics affected by the controversy sometimes continue to blame the 
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organization for a problem in order to resolve the issue, harm the company‘s reputation 

or promote their own definition of the problem (pp. 227-228). 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

While extensive research exists about framing across a variety of academic 

disciplines, an analysis of the types of frames public relations practitioners use in political 

campaigns is needed. Applying Hallahan‘s models and expanding upon his rationale may 

help public relations professionals contribute more to campaigns and, thus, increase their 

value in these efforts. Hallahan suggested other researchers expand upon the typology of 

the seven models for the benefit of public relations and framing research. To this end, it 

would be helpful for political science and public relations researchers to combine efforts 

to study the theory of framing in a political campaign context. Furthermore, a cohesive 

definition of framing and, subsequently, a model of framing is lacking across the social 

science disciplines; Hallahan‘s seven models of framing is a solid foundation on which to 

construct research that could produce an effective model.  

Although Hallahan offered seven frames in his model (see Table 1), the focus of 

this research is on frames that are specific to political campaigns. This research is 

grounded in three specific frames—attribute, issue, and responsibility—and expands 

upon Hallahan‘s original rationale for them. Research question one focuses on how often 

frames are used: 

RQ1: Which of the three frames types—attribute, issue, or responsibility—in 

Hallahan‘s seven models of framing will be used most frequently in the 2008 

presidential campaigns‘ press releases from June 2008 to November 2008? 
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Election Day usually determines the winner of the presidential election: Democrat 

or Republican.  One implication of this study is that researchers may have an idea about 

which frame helps a candidate win an election (Cho & Benoit, 2006).  However, when 

and how political campaigns use message frames depends on the context of the situation, 

the target audience and several other factors. Research question two focuses on which 

campaign uses attribute, issue, or responsibility frames: 

RQ2: Will one campaign (i.e., that of Barack Obama or John McCain) use more 

attribute, issue, or responsibility frames than the other?  

The attribute, issue, and responsibility frames subtly resonate throughout political 

science and political communication research. In the proceeding research questions, 

usage of the issue frame is compared to usage of both the attribute frame and 

responsibility frame for both candidates. I also chose to compare issue frames to 

responsibility frames because I believe the candidates will explain social problems (i.e., 

lack of health care, crime) and disputes (i.e., Iraq and Iran) in their own ways rather than 

assigning or taking responsibility for social problems or disputes. 

 Campaigns in recent years have become centered on the character of the 

candidate and the horserace aspect of the election season. Kiousis and Shields (2006), 

cited research that found more news releases mention candidates‘ personal information 

and campaign announcements rather than political issues. Furthermore, the media tend to 

focus more on the personality characteristics of a candidate rather than the breadth and 

depth of substance of the issues. Although characterization plays an important role in 

communication strategies, presidential candidates focus more on defining the issues and 



 

 

39 
 

setting the agenda for policy issues from which voters will make their decisions (Souley 

& Wicks, 2005; Cho & Benoit, 2005). Since most of the framing research in political 

science deals with issues framed in the media or by political candidates, I expect issue 

frames to be used more frequently than responsibility frames. Furthermore, the 

operationalization of the responsibility frame suggests this frame occurs as an issue and 

attribute frame, too. However, I believe the Republican candidate will highlight his own 

characteristics and the characteristics of his opponent to differentiate himself from his 

opponent and from President George W. Bush. The following hypotheses guide the 

study:  

HO 1: The 2008 Democratic and Republican presidential candidates will use  

issue frames significantly more frequently than attribute frames or responsibility 

frames. 

HO 2: The 2008 Democratic presidential candidate will use issue frames more 

frequently than the Republican presidential candidate.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Public relations practitioners who help shape the frames that are embedded news 

coverage utilize a variety of communication tools: news releases, speeches, television, 

Internet and radio advertisements, blogging and Web sites. One of the most basic tools is 

the news release. Cho and Benoit (2006) claim the news release functions as ―a valuable 

campaign medium because of its potential influence on news coverage‖ (p. 52). Haynes, 

Flowers and Gurian (2002) and Kiousis and Shields (2006) support this notion and claim 

public relations practitioners help build the media agenda through the distribution of 

information subsidies—such as news releases. These information subsidies reduce costs 

associated with journalists gathering information since they provide an easy source of 

principal content for the reporter (Kiousis & Shields, 2006). 

Although a news release is just one of the tools campaigns use to get a message 

out, Haynes, Flowers and Gurian (2002), suggest news releases are useful because they 

directly represent the candidate‘s tactical choices (p. 636). Thus, an analysis of releases 

may indicate the extent to which campaigns utilize the issue, attribute and responsibility 

frames.  

This study applies Hallahan‘s model to news releases using content analysis, a 

quantitative method that is appropriate here because it identifies and analyzes messages 

and their characteristics in public and mediated texts (Frey, Botan & Kreps, 2000, p. 

236). Researchers utilizing this technique, according to Frey et al (2000), describe and 

count the characteristics of messages embedded in communication content (p. 238).  In 

unstructured materials, such as news releases, content analysts categorize data in their 
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original contexts, thus allowing researchers to make valid inferences about real-world 

behaviors (p. 238).   

Parameters of the Study 

I chose to study only news releases posted on the John McCain and Barack 

Obama web sites from June 3, 2008, until November 4, 2008. The dates were chosen for 

two reasons. First, June 3, 2008, was the day Hillary Clinton officially ended her primary 

campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination. This marked the official beginning 

of Barak Obama‘s general election campaign against Republican nominee John McCain. 

Second, Election Day was held on November 4, 2008—the last day of the election cycle. 

Although November 4, 2008, was the last day to collect news releases during this election 

period, October 30, 2008, was the last day Barack Obama posted any news releases to his 

web site. Therefore, in November, no releases for John McCain were reviewed for 

comparison to Barack Obama‘s. 

Releases for each campaign were downloaded from the news release archive or 

news release web page of each campaign‘s web site. The releases contained a variety of 

content and were used for different purposes—especially those of John McCain. For 

example, McCain‘s staff utilized the release as a tool to highlight transcripts of campaign 

radio and television ads, results of polls, statements made by the candidate and his 

representatives, excerpts from news articles favoring the candidate, full-text speeches, 

on-site campaign reports and location of events. Barack Obama did not use his releases to 

serve all the functions listed above. Event announcements serving as news releases, such 

as McCain‘s media advisories on town hall locations, were excluded from the sample 
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because they offered no structure to compare frames. 

Sampling Frame and Population 

The sampling frame for this study consists of a 20-week period from June 3, 

2008, to November 4, 2008. Coders examined news releases—a total of 673—posted to 

McCain‘s web site, and news releases—a total of 98—posted to Obama‘s web site. 

I identified four dates per month in which both Barack Obama and John McCain 

issued a release. A random numbers generator was used to select a random sample of 20 

news releases from the Democratic nominee and 20 news releases from the Republican 

nominee. Some days the Obama and McCain campaigns did not issue a news release; 

these dates were excluded from the analysis. 

Definitions 

The following terms guided the study: 

 Frame. Phrases, words, images, signs, or presentation styles used by a candidate 

in a press release and constructed for emphasizing a particular viewpoint.   

 Candidate. A person running for president of the United States. 

 Campaign. A political operation involving fundraising, grass roots organizing, 

public speaking, and publicity. 

 Character-attribute frame. Personal references to candidate or opponent. Personal 

characteristics are accentuated, minimized, or ignored. Examples: Personal 

references to candidates; attacks on opponent that focused on personal 

characteristics, background, conduct, and attributes such as truthfulness, 

experience, and honesty. 



 

 

43 
 

 Strategy-attribute frame. Characteristics of a candidate‘s or opponent‘s campaign 

are accentuated, minimized, or are ignored. Examples: Campaign issues a release 

that highlights campaign advertisements, polls, campaign trail coverage, fact 

checks to set record straight; attacks ideological stance, party affiliation, 

opponent‘s strategy; negative references to candidate‘s program if enacted; 

endorsements. 

 Identified-issue frame. Social problems, disputes, policies, or positions (e.g., 

environment, economy, healthcare, Iraq War, terrorism) are identified. 

 Defined-issue frame. Social problems and disputes are explained in alternative or 

traditional terms, and preferred definitions are supplied. A candidate explains the 

issue. 

 Causal- responsibility frame. Candidate attributes cause of events to either 

internal or external factors, based on levels of stability and control. Examples: 

candidate blames someone else, or blames or praises a non-specific actor (e.g., 

government, business, society, policies, events).  

 Personal action-responsibility frame. Candidate issues a call to action and 

outlines steps to resolve situation or issue. Candidate praises himself; seeks credit 

for his actions; claims ability to tackle problem.   

 Salience. A problem, feature, issue, or image in the text that is prominent in a 

person‘s mind. 

Coding 

Three coders analyzed sentences, the unit of analysis, in these news releases and 
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coded for frame types (issue frame, attribute frame and responsibility frame). The goal 

was to identify the frames each candidate used the most. Issue frames were divided and 

coded as ―identified‖ issue frame and ―defined‖ issue frame. Identified-issue frames 

consisted of a candidate mentioning an issue, policy or position without a detailed 

description. Defined-issue frame was coded as a candidate describing the issue, telling 

the story about how the issue affected America or described the candidate‘s position or 

agenda for America.   

Attribute frames were divided and coded for ―strategy‖ attribute frame and 

―character‖ attribute frame. Character-attribute frames included attacks on opponents that 

focused on personal characteristics, background, conduct and attributes of opponents 

such as truthfulness, experience and honesty. Strategy-attribute frames included 

discussions regarding strategy and tactics, highlights of advertisements and polls, on-site 

campaign reports, attacks on opponent‘s ideology and party affiliation.   

Responsibility frames were divided and coded as ―causal‖ responsibility frame 

and ―personal action‖ responsibility frame. Frames were coded as causal responsibility 

frames if the candidate attributed cause of events to either internal or external factors, 

based on levels of stability and control. Examples included the candidate blaming 

someone else, or blaming or praising a non-specific actor. Frames were coded as personal 

action-responsibility frame if the candidate issued a call to action, outlined steps to 

resolve situation of issue and highlighted his ability to tackle problem.   

To determine the potential accuracy of coding for attribute, issue and 

responsibility frames, a pilot test was employed. In the pilot test, three coders analyzed 
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three news releases from the Barack Obama campaign and three news releases from the 

John McCain campaign. Results suggested the following:  

First, the attribute frame needed to be divided into two categories—character- 

attribute frame and strategy-attribute frame—to clarify definitions and unit of analysis. I 

had previously combined these two categories under the attribute frame. To avoid 

confusing coders during the real study, and to assure a richer analysis about each frame, 

the attribute frame was separated. The issue frame and responsibility frame categories 

were also divided for the same reasons.   

Second, the coding sheet was not sufficiently clear, and a new coding sheet (see 

Appendix B) was created. Third, the unit of analysis, adjectival descriptors, and 

descriptive phrases taken from Hallahan‘s definitions in the model, were not clear to the 

coders. Coders also suggested analyzing sentences instead of paragraphs since some of 

the paragraphs could be placed into multiple categories.  

In the second pilot test, coders were asked to code using the revised definitions 

and the unit of analysis (sentences). Based on this assessment, coders were instructed to 

choose the single most dominant frame per unit of analysis. During this pilot test, coders 

also struggled with choosing the dominant frame per unit of analysis. This occurred more 

with John McCain‘s news releases since he commonly featured news quotes from 

supporters or news outlets within the body of his release. Coders were reluctant to choose 

between strategy-attribute frame, character-attribute frame or identified-issue frame when 

quotations either attacked the opponent, the campaign, supported McCain‘s position on 

an issue or did all three. By counting the news quotations, coders indicated that multiple 



 

 

46 
 

frames could be coded for one sentence. I updated the instructions and asked coders not 

to code for news quotes. This decision was based upon minimizing the number of frames 

that could be chosen per unit of analysis. I also counted bulleted items as sentences—

even if they were not complete sentences—because John McCain used this as a frequent 

technique in his news releases.  

After the completion of the full study—when the content analysis was completed 

for all 40 articles—I  calculated intercoder reliability to gauge overall reliability for the 

coding. Reliability was calculated by counting the number of decisions made by all 

coders and dividing that into the number of decisions on which coders agreed. The total 

number of decisions made was 1,774. The total number of agreement was 1,540. The 

intercoder reliability was .87.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

 The Obama and McCain campaigns did utilize the issue, attribute, and 

responsibility frames in their news releases. Forty news releases were analyzed to 

identify the types and frequencies of frames used by the candidates. The McCain 

campaign utilized more content and longer releases, and therefore had more sentences 

(the unit of analysis) in its news releases, as compared to Obama‘s campaign. Because of 

the differences in numbers of sentences used by each campaign and the numbers of 

frames coded, percentages are used to best represent the data.  

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

McCain‘s campaign disseminated 398 sentences—the total number of sentences 

analyzed in its news releases. This is roughly twice the number of sentences found in the 

Obama campaign‘s news releases: 197. Table 2 data, which relate to research question 

one (which of the three frame types will be used most frequently?) show the numbers and 

percentages of frames utilized by the Obama and McCain campaigns between June 3, 

2008, and October 30, 2008.  

The news releases contained a total of 595 sentences. Of those sentences, 574 

were coded as either an issue, attribute, or responsibility frame. As shown in Table 2, the 

McCain campaign used 384 frames, while the Obama campaign used 190 frames. 

Throughout the general election cycle, the issue frame was used more frequently than the 

attribute or responsibility frames. Of the total number of frame types utilized by both 

campaigns, 46% were issue frames, 34% were attribute frames, and 20% were 

responsibility frames.  
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Table 2 data, which relate to research question two (did one campaign use more 

issue, attribute, or responsibility frames than the other?) show the two campaigns used 

substantially the same proportions of issue frames in their news releases. Forty-six 

percent of the sentences in McCain‘s releases used the issue frame, while 45% of 

sentences in Obama‘s releases used issue frames.  

An issue frame attempts to define a social problem or a dispute, typically in terms 

favorable to a person (candidate) or group (campaign). An example of a candidate‘s use 

of an issues frame is found in a McCain release of October 14, 2008. McCain discussed 

the economic crisis as it relates to the issues of homeownership and family savings and 

retirement. In the release, McCain defined the economic crisis as a threat to workers, 

homeowners and seniors. He explained that seniors‘ have undertaken ―daily assaults‖ to 

their life savings and he claimed that families have been forced to sell their homes ―at a 

loss to meet their bills.‖  
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The Obama campaign structured a release of July 9, 2008, which highlighted his  

plan to provide economic security for working women, to identify issues—those defined 

by Obama as necessary to address in a changing economy. The release outlined steps 

Obama would support in his economic security plan. Coders identified ―tax cuts for 

working women,‖ ―balancing work and family,‖ ―health care for every American‖ and 

―equal pay‖ as issue frames in this news release. 

The McCain and Obama campaigns did use different proportions of attribute 

frames. Thirty percent of Obama‘s releases used attribute frames, compared to 36% for 

McCain‘s releases. For each campaign, the attribute frame was used the second most 

frequently (behind the issue frame) in all releases. 

Attribute frames emphasize certain characteristics of an object or a person and 

ignores others. Attribute frames, for purposes of this research, embodied personal 

references to a candidate—such as character attacks; featured a campaign‘s strategy—

such as highlighting the release of advertisements, polls, election coverage; criticized a 

candidate‘s ideology or party affiliation; or attacked a political actor other than the 

candidate themselves.  

The Obama campaign, for example, used an attribute frame in a news release of 

June 10, 2008; it featured the rise in America‘s trade deficit. The campaign attacked 

Bush‘s ―failed policies‖ as well as McCain‘s policies, priorities, and commitments—

especially those special interest groups. The Democratic candidate charged that McCain 

would extend Bush‘s unprecedented and fiscally irresponsible policies, and give more tax 
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breaks and loopholes to corporations and the wealthiest Americans rather than ―get 

America‘s fiscal house in order.‖  

The McCain and Obama campaigns also used substantially different proportions 

of responsibility frames: 18% for the McCain campaign and 25% for the Obama 

campaign. A responsibility frame links aspects of event causalities—such as the loss of 

homeownership—to internal factors (families‘ inability to meet bills) or to external 

factors (turmoil in the financial markets). Responsibility frames also portray the 

messenger‘s role in events as consistent with his or her self-image, or attributes causes to 

personal actions rather than societal problems.  

More than half of a McCain release of October 14, 2008, used a responsibility 

frame to outline steps on how he would resolve the economic crisis by providing 

assistance to those hurting the most. McCain proposed that one step toward strengthening 

retirement entails taxing ―withdrawals from tax-preferred accounts—IRAs and 401(k)s‖  

at the lowest rate possible for 2008 and 2009.  

The Obama campaign used a responsibility frame in a July 9, 2008, release 

designed to explain how he would provide economic security for working women. For 

example, the released said ―Obama will provide 71 million working women with a tax 

cut of up to $500 or $1,000 per family to help offset the impact of stagnant wages and 

skyrocketing costs.‖ This remedy was offered to support one of the issues he identified as 

necessary to achieve economic security: tax cuts for working women. 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that both campaigns would use issue frames significantly 

more frequently than attribute or responsibility frames. The hypothesis is supported, as 
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both presidential candidates used significantly more issue frames than attribute or 

responsibility frames. The significance of differences among the percentages was 

computed using difference of proportions tests: two for Obama and two for McCain 

(percentage of issue frames versus percentages of attribute and responsibility frames). 

Results show the Obama campaign used significantly more issue frames than 

attribute frames (Z = 1.79) and more issues frames than responsibility frames (Z = 2.22). 

The McCain campaign used more issues frames than attribute frames (Z = 5.25) and 

more issues frames than responsibility frames (Z = 4.0). All four differences are 

significant at or beyond the .04 level of confidence. 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that Obama would use significantly more issue frames 

than McCain. This hypothesis was not supported. Indeed, 46% of the frames used by the 

McCain campaign were issue frames, compared to 45% for the Obama campaign. A 

significance test was not required.  

Use of Sub-Frames 

Each frame was subdivided into two ―sub-frames,‖ as shown in Table 3. The 

division of the frames into sub-frames was suggested by coders during the pilot test to 

help clarify the definitions of the frames, and to provide a richer understanding of the 

application of framing techniques (employing character attacks versus highlighting 

polling figures) commonly discussed in political communication research.  

A cross-tabulation among the candidates and the specific types of sub-frames 

indicates that McCain and Obama focused more on defining the issues for the audiences 

and framing the strategy of their campaigns. Table 3 illustrates the application of these 
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framing techniques within the types of frames analyzed. The sub-frames for each of the 

frame types are as follows: character-attribute frame and strategy attribute frame; 

identified-issue frame and defined-issue frame; causal-responsibility frame and personal-

action responsibility frame.  

Table 3 reports that the total percentages of sub-frames reflected in the McCain 

and Obama news releases. Defined-issue and strategy-attribute were ranked one and two, 

respectively, for total frame types. The personal action-responsibility frame ranked third 

for the combined, total sub-frame types; however, it was not the third-ranked frame type 

for the Obama news releases. The identified-issue frame was reflected in more Obama 

news releases than in McCain news releases; however, the identified-issue frame was not 

in the top three for all frames as shown in Table 3.  

Table 3 Numbers and Percentages of Sub-Frames Used  

by the Obama and McCain Campaigns 

Campaigns  Obama McCain 
Total by 

Frame Type  

Attribute Frame Character 2% (4) 4% (16) 3% (20) 

Strategy 28% (53) 32% (122) 30% (175) 

Issue Frame Identified 17% (32) 3% (12) 8% (44) 

Defined 28% (53) 43% (166) 38% (219) 

Responsibility 

Frame 

Causal 11% (21) 3% (11) 6% (32) 

Personal 

Action 

14% (27) 15% (57) 15% (87) 

Total Frames for 

both Candidates 

 33% (190) 67% (384)  
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McCain’s Use of Sub-Frames 

The sentences in McCain‘s news releases reflected the defined-issue frame (43%), 

followed by the strategy-attribute frame (32%), and personal action-responsibility frame 

(15%). Character-attribute frames (4%), identified-issue frames (3%), and causal-

responsibility frames (3%) were used least frequently in McCain‘s news releases.  

In a June 23, 2008, news release, coders found John McCain used a majority of 

the sub-frames—except for the character-attribute frame—to discuss energy and its 

relationship to national security. McCain used the causal-responsibility frame to claim oil 

dependency threatens America‘s national security. He described oil as a ―strategic 

weapon‖ used to ―threaten our economy and finance terrorist attacks.‖ McCain blamed 

America‘s dependence on oil for providing support to enemy nations and threatening 

peace internationally. To support this rationale, McCain explained the negatives to oil 

dependency. Coders categorized the explanations as defined-issue frames. This includes 

McCain‘s statement that rising oil prices provide massive amounts of wealth to some of 

the most repressive dictatorships. As well as his explanations of how oil sales enrich ―bad 

actors that support terrorism,‖ finance ―brutal repression of women in the Middle East‖ 

and increase Iran‘s wealth—which, in turn, threatens Israel.  

To tackle this problem, McCain said he would ―break from the failed policies of 

the past.‖ Coders labeled this statement as a strategy-attribute frame since McCain‘s 

mention of failed policies reflects an indirect attempt to distance himself from President 

Bush‘s policies. The candidate outlined nine steps to demonstrate how he would lead 

America away from foreign oil, and reduce dependency on oil as a major energy source. 
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Coders categorized these steps—such as increasing oil production at home, developing 

alternate sources of power and supporting alcohol based fuels—as personal action- 

responsibility frames. However, coders labeled McCain‘s explanation of benefits of the 

steps as identified-issue frames. 

In a June 10, 2008, release, coders found an extensive use of the strategy-attribute 

frame. For example, McCain focused criticism entirely upon Obama‘s tax plan—

attacking his opponent‘s strategy and policy. McCain quoted Obama‘s admission that his 

(Obama‘s) tax increases would harm the economy. McCain also cited news sources 

highlighting Obama‘s admission as well as other news stories that featured Obama‘s 

―proposed a slew of tax increases‖ and   supported McCain‘s assertion that “Barack 

Obama's plan to raise taxes during an economic downturn would only further weaken our 

economy.‖ McCain mocked Obama‘s ―change‖ brand; the republican claimed ―that‘s 

change we just can‘t afford.‖  

Although McCain referenced Obama in 99% of the sentences in the release, the 

coders found only two character-attribute frames were used. McCain criticized Obama‘s 

judgment and understanding of the economy. McCain questioned Obama‘s judgment for 

supporting tax increases knowing that the increases could harm the economy: "Barack 

Obama's admission that his tax increases could harm the economy begs the question as to 

why he supports them.‖ McCain also indirectly suggested that Obama‘s idea to raise 

taxes ―reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of the economy‖ since families‘ budgets 

are ―stretched thin‖ and ―employers face tough economic challenges.‖  
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Obama’s Use of Sub-Frames 

  The use of sub-frame types did vary slightly for the Obama campaign. Barack 

Obama used strategy-attribute frames and defined-issue frames equally (28% each), 

followed by identified-issue frames (17%), personal action-responsibility frames (14%), 

causal-responsibility frames (11%) and character-attribute frames (2%).  

Obama also used a combination of sub-frames within his news releases. On 

August 26, 2008, Obama released a statement the about a U.S. Census report, and 

promoted the economy as an issue of concern. Coders categorized Obama‘s opening 

statement that ―the economy has moved backwards‖ as the identified-issue frame. In the 

release, Obama criticized President Bush for the decrease in household incomes, and the 

increase in number of Americans in poverty and without insurance. Statements that 

blamed Bush for the problems were labeled as causal-responsibility frame. This includes 

the following: ―on Bush‘s watch, an additional 7.2 million Americans have fallen into the 

ranks of the uninsured.‖ However, sentences that explicitly referenced Bush‘s failed 

policies and failed record or that mocked McCain‘s suggestive statements of ―great 

progress‖ and ―first so-called economic ‗expansion‘‖ were coded as strategy-attribute 

frame.  

Obama used the majority of the remaining release to highlight the figures from 

the Census report that demonstrate the ―economy has moved backwards‖ since Bush took 

office. The candidate compared the 2007 household income levels, poverty rates and the 

number of uninsured to the 2000 Census report. Coders categorized these statements as 

the defined-issue frame. 
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Use of Frames During the Economic Crisis 

The month of September 2008 forced the presidential candidates to confront the 

biggest economic challenge since the Great Depression. During this time, media attention 

and public concern over America‘s financial future were heightened, and responses from 

political leadership and government were demanded. Interestingly, this situation did not 

play a role in the frequency of issues frames utilized within news releases.  

Tables 4 and 5 reveal that in September 2008 the majority of the frames the 

Obama campaign utilized were attribute frames (42%), followed by the responsibility 

frames (30%) and the issue frames (27%). McCain, on the other hand, focused more 

heavily on the attribute frames (66%), followed by the issue frames (26%) and the 

responsibility frames (8%). In October, the Obama campaign maintained an almost 

consistent use of the attribute frame (40%); however, during this period the campaign  

Table 4 Types of Frames Used by Obama Campaign from June to October 2008 

Time 

Periods 

Character 

Attribute 

Frame 

Strategy 

Attribute 

Frame 

Identified 

Issue 

Frame 

Defined 

Issue 

Frame 

Causal 

Respon -

sibility 

Frame 

Personal 

Action 

Respon -

sibility 

Frame 

Total by 

Period 

June               

2008 
1 11 14 16 3 10 55 

July               

2008 

0 13 10 13 0 7 43 

August 

2008 

0 10 3 13 9 4 39 

September 

2008 

3 11 2 7 6 4 33 

October 

2008 

0 8 3 4 3 2 20 

Total 

Frames 

4 53 32 53 21 27 190 
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used more issue frames (35%) than responsibility frames (25%), as shown in Table 4. 

When compared to the previous month, the frequency of attribute frames utilized by 

McCain decreased to 43%; however, the frequency use of both the issue (41%) and 

responsibility frames increased (18%), as reported in Table 5.  

Analysis of the sub-frames provides further insight into the campaigns‘ political 

strategy during this pivotal period—particularly the prominence placed on highlighting 

attributes versus defining the issues. The sub-frames also highlight the tactical message 

choices in response to situational developments throughout the general election cycle 

(June 2008 to November 2008). The results show that both candidates utilized the 

strategy-attribute frame more than the defined-issue frame in September and October. For  

example, in September Obama used 11 strategy-attribute frames versus 7 defined-issue  

frames whereas McCain utilized 34 attribute frames versus 14 defined-issue frames. In 

October, McCain used slightly more strategy-attribute frames (30) than defined-issue 

 

Table 5                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          Types of Frames Used by McCain Campaign from June to October 2008 

Time 

Periods 

Character 

Attribute 

Frame 

Strategy 

Attribute 

Frame 

Identified 

Issue 

Frame 

Defined 

Issue 

Frame 

Causal 

Respon -

sibility 

Frame 

Personal 

Action Respon 

-sibility Frame 

Total 

by 

Period 

June 2008 4 26 3 41 6 10 90 

July  

2008 
4 16 4 38 1 30 93 

August 

2008 
0 16 2 45 3 0 66 

September 

2008 
6 34 2 14 0 5 61 

October 

2008 
2 30 1 28 1 12 74 

Total 

Frames 

16 122 12 166 11 57 384 
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frames (28). Obama used 8 strategy-attribute frames versus 4 defined-issue frames. 

For Obama, the frequency of the use of the defined-issue gradually decreased 

from June 2008 (16 defined-issue frames) to October 2008 (4 defined-issue frames). 

McCain‘s use of the defined-issue frame peaked in August, but decreased dramatically in 

September. Furthermore, McCain‘s use of the personal action-responsibility frame 

remained the highest in July 2008 as compared to the other months. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This study analyzed the types of frames used by the Barack Obama and John 

McCain presidential campaigns during the 2008 general election. Specifically, this study 

reviewed the frequency of the attribute, issue, and responsibility frames utilized in 

Obama and McCain news releases between June 3, 2008, and October 30, 2008. The 

operationalization of these frames was based upon Hallahan‘s definition of frames of 

attribute, issue and responsibility in his seven models of framing applicable to public 

relations. 

Frequency of the Frames 

The first research question focused on the numbers of the frames used most and 

least frequently in the candidates‘ news releases. The findings suggest that both 

campaigns employed the issue frame in their news releases more frequently than the 

attribute or responsibility frames.  

The second research question focused on the frequency of the use of attribute, 

issue, or responsibility frames by each campaign. In fact, since the McCain campaign 

used substantially more sentences, percentages are used to compare data from the two 

campaigns. 

The issue frame (46% for McCain; 45% for Obama) was used proportionately 

more often than the other frames; the McCain campaign used more attribute frames 

(36%) than Obama‘s campaign did (30%). Both campaigns employed the responsibility 

frame least often. For example, 25% of the sentences in Obama‘s releases reflected a 

responsibility frame—almost half the number of issue frames he utilized. However, 
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Obama used proportionately more responsibility frames than McCain. Only 18% of the 

sentences in McCain‘s news releases reflected responsibility frames.  

The first hypothesis was supported since both presidential candidates used 

significantly more issue frames than attribute or responsibility frames. However, 

hypothesis 2 is not supported, as the McCain campaign used proportionately more issue 

frames (46%) than the Obama campaign (45%). 

Although the 40 news releases contained a total 595 sentences (the unit of 

analysis), 574 were coded as an issue, attribute or responsibility frame. Some sentences 

were not coded as belonging to any frame. For example, none of the coders labeled 

Obama‘s sentence, ―Ryan and Jenny live in Appleton with their two children,‖ as 

containing a frame. In other instances, the coders did not agree about which frame should 

be used to categorize the sentence. Of the 398 sentences the McCain campaign 

disseminated, 384 were labeled with frames. This is roughly twice the number of 

sentences (197) and frames (190) found in Obama‘s news releases. 

Framing as a Strategic Political Public Relations Function 

Election 2008 offered a plethora of challenges for the Democratic and Republican 

presidential candidates to overcome once in office: an economic crisis, mortgage-loan 

meltdowns, strained diplomatic relations, two wars, and more. Given the variability and 

intensity of the types of issues covered in this political season—as well as the need for 

the candidates to differentiate themselves from the incumbent president—it is not 

surprising  that the candidates used more issue frames than attribute or responsibility 

frames. However, it is surprising that both candidates focused heavily on issue frames in 
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June and July of 2008 and not in September or October of 2008 when the country 

experienced economic turmoil. Significant dates and events are shown in Table 6. 

The choice to utilize one frame over another provides insights into Obama‘s and 

McCain‘s campaign strategy to respond to societal and campaign events—and, in this 

Table 6 

Significant Financial Events During the Economic Crisis From September to November 2008 

September 7, 2008 Federal government seized mortgage giants Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. 

September 13, 2008 After receiving no offers of bailout funds from the federal government, 

Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy. 

September 16, 2008 Federal Reserve loaned insurance giant AIG $85 billion. 

September 24, 2008 McCain suspended his campaign, announced he would not participate in the 

presidential debate, and publicly called upon President Bush to convene a 

meeting on the economic crisis. 

September 25, 2008 Meetings occurred with President Bush and his Cabinet, congressional leaders 

and the presidential candidates to discuss a rescue bailout. No agreement was 

reached at the final meeting. 

September 26, 2008 The first presidential debate between Obama and McCain aired on television 

September 28, 2008 President Bush‘s televised address to the nation that outlined the need for the 

rescue bailout 

September 29, 2008 House of Representatives defeat the White House‘s historic financial bailout 

package; no member of the House GOP voted for Secretary Paulson‘s plan 

September 30, 2008 The biggest, and historical, point drop occurred on the Dow Jones Industrial 

Average 

October 3, 2008 The rescue bailout passed Congress 

Week ending October 

10, 2008 

The Dow Jones Industrial Average surpassed the record set during the Great 

Depression for the biggest weekly recorded percentage drop in its 112-year 

history. 

November 4, 2008 Election Day 

Source: Balz & Johnson (2009). 
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election year, a national economic crisis. Obama and McCain used the three frame types 

interchangeably to either: 1) define a problem or issue and explain its associated cost and 

benefits to voters; 2) identify and diagnose the factors causing the problem; 3) provide 

judgments about a situation and the opposing candidate, campaign, or ideology; and 4) 

suggest and justify remedies for the problem.  

Hallahan (1999) noted that the framing models are used in combination with each 

other, and suggested that practitioners manage framing strategies simultaneously and at 

levels. For example, Hallahan noted that, in crisis situations, public relations practitioners 

might emphasize or de-emphasize certain attributes of a crisis (attribute framing), address 

the primary issues relating to the crisis (issue framing), and offer the cause and potential 

explanations of responsibility (responsibility framing) (Hallhan, 1999, p. 229). This 

example may offer some context as to why the candidates chose to use more attribute and 

responsibility frames than issue frames during the economic crisis.  

The month of September 2008 forced the presidential candidates to confront the  

biggest economic challenge since the Great Depression. Within one week (September 7, 

2008, to September 13, 2008) the federal government seized mortgage giants Fannie Mae 

and Freddie Mac and the century-and-a-half old bank, Lehman Brothers, filed for 

bankruptcy (Balz & Johnson, 2009). The following week, according to Balz and Johnson 

(2009), the Federal Reserve received almost 80% of AIG stock after lending the 

insurance giant $85 billion (p. 346). The deterioration of America‘s economy continued 

through October, and so did the duration of the media intensity on the economic crisis.  

Instead of defining the issue of the economic crisis in their terms, the candidates‘ 
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preferred message tactic in September 2008 was to use the strategy-attribute frame. 

Thirty-three percent of the frames utilized by Obama were strategy-attribute frames. 

Although Obama identified the issue at the beginning of the news release (identified-

issue frame), he used the causal responsibility frame to blame the crisis, the bad actors 

responsible (Lehman Brothers), and the threat it poses to the economy and American‘s 

employment.  

If the causal-responsibility frame was not employed, Obama used the strategy-

attribute frame to criticize George Bush‘s policies and McCain‘s plans, and to frame 

McCain as a continuation of the failed Bush Administration. For example, Obama 

criticized McCain‘s attempts to mock Obama‘s brand of change. Obama stated ―John 

McCain wants us to think he represents change‖ but he wants to spend ―more than 

President Bush on tax cuts.‖ Obama referenced his ―change‖ brand in his September 

releases to show that he was the candidate of change—the ―change‖ he would bring as 

President—and mocked McCain‘s brand of ―Country First: Reform, Prosperity, Peace.‖ 

Obama also said America needs ―change‖ from the ―failed philosophy‖ that ―prosperity 

trickles down.‖ After pointing out the failures of the Bush Administration or criticizing 

McCain, Obama used the personal-action responsibility frames to demonstrate how he 

would solve the issue.  

McCain also used the strategy-attribute frames more frequently. Coders 

categorized 56% of the frames found in his September news releases as the strategy-

attribute frame. During this month, McCain criticized Obama‘s stance on the Iraq war 

and labeled Biden and Obama as the ―anti-American energy ticket.‖ In October, McCain 
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attacked Obama‘s ―blind ambition,‖ and claimed this ―led him to work with unrepentant 

domestic terrorist Bill Ayers.‖ McCain also attacked Obama‘s ―ideologically-driven 

plans‖ that will ―impose higher taxes‖ and ―job-killing health mandates.‖ McCain said 

this is ―change Americans cannot afford.‖ In contrast to Obama, McCain used the causal- 

responsibility frame once from September to October. For example, McCain said 

―millions of Americans are paying‖ for the bad judgment of the housing policy 

implemented by Obama and Congressional liberals. McCain did, however, use the 

defined-issue frame more than Obama. This is primarily due to McCain‘s October 14, 

2008, release in which he explained his pension and security family plan. 

Interestingly, McCain did not criticize Bush for failed economic policies and 

failures in the financial markets, nor did he attempt to distance himself from Bush during 

this time. (McCain did not mention Bush in any of the releases that were sampled.) 

Instead, McCain recycled Obama‘s brand of ―change‖ and tried to use that frame against 

him by suggesting Obama‘s change would be change Americans could not afford. 

McCain said Obama supported an energy plan that would put more Americans out of 

jobs, and blamed Obama and the Congressional liberals for supporting a housing policy 

that led America to the financial crisis. McCain also tried to identify issues other than the 

financial crisis to criticize Obama. For example, McCain attacked Obama for his stance 

on the Iraq war, consorting with domestic terrorists and misusing campaign funds. 

McCain‘s apparent failure to integrate strategic public relations functions with his 

campaign‘s organizational decision-making illustrated the disadvantages of operating 

without consistency among frames. This includes finding a frame that reinforces the 
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campaign‘s theme and coordinating the use of frames in order to highlight key aspects of 

a particular issue, action, or political actor.  

The Obama campaign, on the other hand, demonstrated effective use of strategic 

public relations tactics through its efforts to maintain coordination and consistency 

between the campaign‘s political and communication elements. For example, Obama 

claimed—and owned—a  position early on in the election as the candidate of change; 

focused on messages that addressed salient issues to the voters (the economy); 

maintained consistency in action and messaging; and, more importantly, reinforced his 

campaign theme and position: change. In terms of the economic crisis, Obama‘s 

strategists coordinated and structured responses that addressed the crisis—or an issue 

relating to it—and that aligned with the ―change‖ position and brand. For example, 

Obama consistently framed McCain as representing a continuation of the Bush 

Administration‘s policies, and reiterated his campaign brand of ―change‖ to demonstrate 

that he could take America in a different direction.  

Limitations 

The incorporation of framing into a single study is a complex task. If a frame is to 

be analyzed adequately, an understanding of several key concepts—common 

characteristics, schemata, salience, public opinion, and political campaigns—is necessary 

(Freudenberg, 1984; Heath, 1997, p. 323). Framing, as a theory, has predicted outcomes, 

events, and sequences; however, the variables conceptualized for framing research are 

tailored to individual academic disciplines and to the contexts or texts being analyzed 

(news stories versus news releases).  
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While multiple definitions of framing exist, few public relations studies have 

applied Hallahan‘s seven models of framing to build upon and move toward a cohesive 

definition of—and a model for—framing. I posited the three of the seven models of 

framing could apply to public relations efforts in political campaigns: framing of 

attributes, choices, issues, and responsibility.  

Four major limitations for this study exist. First, is the time limitation. There was 

too little time, given the constraints of a thesis, to analyze frames used in more than one 

election and/or in more than one time period. Nor was there time to analyze more than 

one type of text (news releases). Second, only three frame types were analyzed, although 

they are critical in an election campaign.  

Third, the three frame types were defined as mutually exclusive; that was the best 

way to code and define variables in this preliminary research. Still, the coders found it 

difficult to categorize frames. For example, both the issue frame and responsibility frame 

have a number of different, yet overlapping, meanings. To clarify these meanings, 

separate categories had to be created for Hallahan‘s frames (identified-issue frame versus 

defined-issue frame and causal-responsibility frame versus personal action-responsibility 

frame). However, the use of sub-frames proved difficult for coders to categorize when 

differentiating between the causal-responsibility frame and the strategy-attribute frame. 

For example, Obama‘s criticism of the Bush Administration, its failed policies and 

likening McCain to Bush reflected the strategy-attribute frame. If Obama blamed Bush 

and McCain for the economic crisis, then the causal-responsibility frame was assigned. 

Fourth, the unit of analysis was problematic since some of the sentences reflected 
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multiple frames. Also, McCain‘s use of the news release challenged the method of 

utilizing the sentence, instead of key words, as a unit of analysis. For example, McCain 

incorporated a speech into one of his news releases, constructed lengthy releases, used 

multiple bullet points in others, and heavily cited news sources that supported his position 

or attacked Obama‘s. This made it more tedious for coders to number sentences and more 

time consuming to categorize.  

Although it is beyond the scope of this study to analyze the situational aspects of 

the 2008 presidential campaigns—in which the use of frames by the political candidates 

may have influenced news coverage and public opinion—the timing of events and the 

frames utilized appear relational. For example, if researchers attempted to review frames, 

and subsequently the messages, packaged in news releases, during significant events, 

then they might better determine public relations‘ role in influencing public opinion about 

a candidate‘s ability to handle situations. This may have implications for including public 

relations theories in political science research about political campaigns. It would have 

been helpful to analyze news stories during the time period of the economic crisis to 

determine whether the frames presented by the candidates were reflected in the news 

coverage.   

Implications 

Over the years, public relations scholars have advocated for public relations‘ role 

as a strategic management function and inclusion in the strategic management process of 

an organization. By providing strategic communication planning efforts—constructing 

the campaign theme, brand, key messages, strategies, and tactics; researching and 
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identifying target audiences; and identifying appropriate communication tools to reach 

target audiences—public relations practitioners are well equipped to help create and 

adapt to political climates that favor their candidates.  

Framing, as a strategic public relations function, helps practitioners adapt political 

campaigns to the political climate and minimize time spent on diversions—such as 

surprise issues, accusations, and events—that challenge the political strategies of a 

candidate. Framing offers campaigns a tool to organize the information presented to the 

public that reinforces the campaign‘s brand, messages, images, principles, and ideas—

and creates the political spectacle for candidates to operate in. The integration of framing 

techniques also better equips the practitioners to strategically prepare for and evaluate the 

cost and benefits of organizational responses to situations, attributes, choices, actions, 

issues, and responsibility (Hallahan, 1999).  

The 2008 presidential candidates, through framing, had the ability to suggest what 

the issues are, define the issues in their preferred meanings, and build the media agenda 

accordingly—bringing an issue to prominence. They also had the ability to shape 

political thought—and arguably outcomes—through frames. To promote their candidates 

as the best choice, the Obama and McCain campaigns, respectively, vied for their 

preferred frames to be adopted by the media and, ultimately, the voters. During the 

economic crisis, however, the candidates highlighted the negative attributes of their 

opponent‘s campaign, ideology, party affiliation, and plans instead of using more frames 

to define the issues or outline their plans to resolve the issue. The 2008 presidential 

candidates had the influence to set the news agenda in September and October 2008—
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suggesting how the media, and ultimately how the public, should consider issues 

surrounding the economic crisis. 

Taking this into consideration, a political campaign‘s ability to frame messages 

becomes critical to shaping public opinion about the candidate, his or her campaign, and 

platform. Furthermore, how political campaigns frame messages may even alter the 

opinions of the public about a particular issue and bring the issue to prominence. The 

value press releases contribute to delivering the message frames for political campaigns 

and the media is critical to recognizing how the media and political operatives shape, in 

this case, political thought. 

As Hallahan (1999) has stated, framing theory adds value to public relations. By 

applying Hallahan‘s model to political campaign messages, researchers can begin to 

critique and refine a framing model for public relations. Furthermore, advancing the 

understanding of the types of frames available becomes essential as political public 

relations professionals attempt to organize consistent messages to achieve desirable 

outcomes. It may also promote political public relations‘ value in a political campaign 

since public relations practitioners take part in constructing reality for voters.  

This study recommends that future research attempt to link a campaign‘s 

responses to significant societal events to strategic public relations functions. This study 

also suggests the choice to use certain frame types over others may play a key role in 

achieving the most desirable outcome of an election: winning. It may help practitioners 

identify the best frames—those that build upon and compliment an organization‘s 

mission, goals, and communication strategies—as well as those frames that compete 
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against them.  
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Appendix A 

Coding Sheet 

Press release number ____    Press release title __________________________________ 

Press release date _________  Coder number _________    Date Coded ____________ 
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Appendix B 

Framing Code Sheet for the First Pilot Test 

A. Campaigns‘ Name: _____________________________________________________ 

B. Campaign Number: _____________________________________________________ 

C. News Release Title: _____________________________________________________    

D. News Release Date: ____________________________________________________ 

E. Attribute frame: 

 1. Used attribute frame  (Circle one)    Yes                No 

 2. Adjectival descriptors ________________________________________ 

 3. Number of adjectival descriptors ______________ 

 4. Descriptive phrases    ________________________________________ 

 5. Number of descriptive phrases    ______________ 

 4. Topic _____________________________________________________ 

F. Issue frame 

 1. Used issue frame (Circle one)        Yes                    No 

 2. Adjectival descriptors ________________________________________ 

 3. Number of adjectival descriptors ______________ 

 4. Descriptive phrases    ________________________________________ 

 5. Number of descriptive phrases    ______________ 

 4. Topic _____________________________________________________ 

G. Responsibility frame 

 1. Used issue frame (Circle one)        Yes                    No 
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 2. Adjectival descriptors ________________________________________ 

 3. Number of adjectival descriptors ______________ 

 4. Descriptive phrases    ________________________________________ 

 5. Number of descriptive phrases    ______________ 

 4. Topic _____________________________________________________ 

G. Coder number _________________________ 
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