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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine how relational motives affect cognitive 

and emotional processing of online political messages. More specifically, the research 

question for this study asks how variation in relational motives influences the way young 

adults process and respond to political issue advocacy videos. Participants watched online 

political advocacy videos on the issue of abortion and gun control during an experiment 

that had a 2 (communication strategy: attack/non-attack) x 2 (need-to-belong scores: 

high/low) x 4 (videos) repeated measures design. For data analysis, physiological data 

were combined with self-report data that reflected viewers’ willingness to establish 

relationship with others and to participate in political action. The results indicate that 

relational motives do not have significant effects on cognitive and emotional processing 

of persuasive political messages chosen for the study, but show that willingness/readiness 

to participate in political action for the support group have significant effects on 

emotional responses. Implications for future studies are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Political ideology affects one’s processing of political media contents. 

Communications scholars suggest that political ideology constructed from a consistent set 

of political attitudes and beliefs may influence the way a receiver processes political 

messages, and findings from classic media studies such as the hostile media effect and 

selective exposure theory serve as primary examples of biased information processing 

(Vallone et al., 1985; Eveland & Shah, 2003; Stroud, 2008). In other words, even when 

exposed to the same media content, those with different political ideologies (e.g. liberals 

and conservatives) may process the information differently based on their pre-existing 

political beliefs and attitudes. 

 Political attitudes that form a certain ideology are closely linked to variation in 

individual motives. Researchers have shown that people’s needs and interests as members 

of democratic society shape their political orientation (Jost et al., 2009). Motives that 

influence political attitudes and behavior could be based on fundamental principles such 

as religious beliefs and patriotism, as well as one’s professional roles and past 

experiences (Russell, 2011). Among such motives, relational motives – the desire for 

personal/social identity and solidarity with others – are known to be a basic human 

motivation that shapes political attitudes and influences cognitive and emotional 

processing in decision-making (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Gardner et al., 2000; Jost et 

al., 2008). People constantly seek acceptance and belongingness by monitoring threats 

(e.g. disapproval, rejection) to relational value, and the increase in perceived relational 

value result in higher self-esteem (Leary, 2005, p. 85). Relational motives have the 
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potential to lead one to unconsciously develop and sustain certain political ideology to 

increase perceived social support (Jost et al., 2008; Jost et al., 2009). 

 The notion that people hold political opinions and ideas that resonate with their 

inner motives can be theoretically grounded in the embodied motivated cognition view, 

which posits that an individual is a motivated processor who develops feelings, attitudes 

and behavioral intentions that serve successful adaptation to the social world an 

individual lives in (Potter & Bolls, 2011). This highlights the importance of examining 

mental processes to understand one’s motives more thoroughly. 

 This study aims to look at how variation in individual motives influences mental 

processes in political messages. It utilizes self-report measures to examine participants’ 

political ideology, relational motives, and behavioral intention, and relies on 

psychophysiological measures of mental processing (i.e. heart rate, skin conductance, and 

facial EMG) in response to media content to draw on the embodied motivated cognition 

perspective to examine how motives influence information processing of political 

contents. This study uses online political advocacy videos employing different 

communication strategies, which present content that either supports or attacks a certain 

issue position. 

 An experiment on political motives and their influence on message processing 

will add depth to previous studies that have looked at communication behavior and 

political participation. The psychophysiological approach to studying the impact of 

motives in processing political communication, especially, will help the embodied 

motivated cognition theory become more applicable to various socially important 

communication contexts.  
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 The findings from a research that examines mental processing of political 

advocacy videos of different persuasive approaches may support political campaign 

managers in choosing ideal strategies for persuasive video campaign contents. 

 This study 1) explains how political attitudes may affect the processing of 

political media contents, 2) introduces psychophysiological approach to motives and 

political ideology, and 3) suggests relational motives as an embodied motivation that 

shape political attitudes. 
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2. Literature Review 

 

Political Ideology and Message Processing 

People tend to see what they want to see. Social psychologists argue that 

individuals often process messages or information in a way that would benefit themselves 

(Balcetis & Dunning 2006). The fact that people might develop self-serving biases when 

dealing with information serves as the fundamental idea in political media message 

processing – one’s political ideology could influence how that person evaluates media 

content. 

 Previous studies in political science define political ideology as a “set of beliefs 

about the proper order of society and how it can be achieved” (Jost et al., 2009, p. 309). 

One’s ideology seeks to describe or interpret the world by making claims or assumptions 

about social events, and his/her political attitude is “cognitively organized” based on “one 

or more dimensions of preference or judgment” to conceive the world as it should be (p. 

310). In other words, scholars interpret political ideology as a shared belief about the 

society and how it should function. 

 Perhaps the most widely used method that political scientists and commentators 

use to identify different political ideologies is the liberal-conservative classification; an 

ideological divide that political elites, academia, and media frequently use in political 

discourse and decision-making (p. 311). Although political ideologies are many-sided, 

the liberal-conservative distinction was shown to be a useful predictor for voting behavior 

and public opinions on various topics (Jost, 2006). Often referred to as “left-wing,” a 

liberal generally supports change and social equality, which is in opposition to a 
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conservative, or “right-wing,” attitude that usually advocates stability, tradition, and 

social hierarchy. In the U.S., liberal and conservative ideologies are typically associated 

with Democratic and Republican Parties, respectively. Although there has been 

skepticism about whether average citizens should be identified as liberals and 

conservatives, a study by Jost (2006) found “ideological self-placement” to be a strong 

predictor of voting intentions, which suggests that ideology may even affect political 

attitudes and behavior of those that are modestly informed.  

 It has long been known that political media contents are often aimed at 

influencing audiences’ political attitude and behavior (Morris, 2007), but previous 

findings on media effects research suggest that individual differences in political 

ideologies may well result in differences in news perceptions (Vallone et al., 1985; Coe et 

al., 2008). That is, one’s political attitude, or preconceived belief about society, often 

shapes the way he or she evaluates political media contents.  

 In a study that examined viewer responses to television coverage of the Beirut 

massacre of 1982, Vallone and colleagues (1985) found that viewers on both sides of the 

issue (i.e. pro-Israeli and pro-Arab partisans) rated the coverage as being biased against 

their side (p. 581). These findings support the notion that audiences perceive neutral 

media coverage as disagreeable against their political attitude, a phenomenon known as 

the hostile media effect (Vallone et al., 1985; Eveland & Shah, 2003). More recently, 

there have been scholarly efforts to conceptualize hostile media phenomenon. The 

absolute hostile media phenomenon occurs when partisans perceive neutral content as 

biased against their political attitude. When the content is clearly biased, partisans of both 

sides perceive the coverage as more disagreeable toward their attitude than others, which 
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is identified as the relative hostile media phenomenon (Coe et al., 2008). 

 Scholars suggest that “selective processing” and “selective exposure” could be 

some of the reasons behind such phenomenon. Media users of different political 

ideologies tend to process the same information in a selective manner, looking for 

evidences that would reinforce their political beliefs rather than challenge them (selective 

processing) (Wang et al., 2012, p. 120), or they even select media channels that match 

their political leanings to find similar attitudes (selective exposure) (Stroud, 2008). 

People are in fact motivated by their need for self-enhancement (e.g., desire to affirm 

one’s own political beliefs) to process the information in a manner favorable to the self 

(LaMarre et al., 2009), and when a media coverage does not reflect evidence that would 

favor their position, they perceive it as biased. Both selective processing and selective 

exposure are known to be more prevalent among partisans than non-partisans; partisans 

are more likely to accept information that is supportive of their political ideology, and 

tend to critically blame information that contradict their position (Lord et al., 1979). 

Since partisans of different political ideologies apply different standards for evaluating 

the objectivity of a political message (Matheson & Dursun, 2001, p.117), one could 

propose that the selective processing of (and selective exposure to) political information 

may contribute to polarization of public perception of political candidates and issues.  

 Findings from previous research indicate that one’s political ideology affects the 

way he/she evaluates political media content. Exploring the factors that influence people 

to form and maintain certain political ideology will help understand the purpose and 

motives behind their political attitudes and behavior. 
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Factors that Affect Political Ideology 

 Scholars in political science and psychology have been delving into the question 

of how people form political ideology that is often reflected in their political behavior. 

Previous studies suggest that individual differences in personality and motives may serve 

as a predictor of political ideologies (Tetlock, 1983; Russell, 2011).   

 Some researchers claim that one’s personality may determine his or her political 

ideology, that is, people who differ in cognitive style could also differ in ideology. 

Tetlock (1983) who defines cognitive style as “the characteristic ways of conceptually 

organizing the environments” (p. 118) found that conservative participants presented 

political issues in less complex ways compared to liberal or moderate colleagues (p. 123). 

Tetlock’s study supports findings of previous research on cognitive style and ideology, 

which suggest that conservatives often have an authoritarian personality and that they 

tend to rely on simple evaluative rules in interpreting policy issues. In fact, the 

authoritarian personality has been a subject of psychological research for many years, as 

scholars stated that those who possess such personality tend to “adopt rigid, dichotomous 

and value-laden interpretations of events” and that they have similar association with 

conservative attitudes, which “arise as a means of simplifying, ordering, controlling and 

rendering more secure, both the external world and the internal world” (Wilson, 2013). 

Indeed, early research efforts revealed differences in personality between liberals and 

conservatives; liberals tend to be more tolerant, creative, open, expressive, curious, and 

more interested in novelty compared to conservatives who, in general, are more orderly, 

neat, withdrawn, and lower on sensation seeking (Carney et al., 2008, p. 834). Studies on 

differences in personality support the idea that those who carry certain personalities are 
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more likely to have a particular political ideology over another. 

While demonstrating the interaction between personality and political ideology, 

the above studies have largely overlooked factors that affect political moderates, mainly 

focusing on those on the far edges of the political spectrum. Some studies suggest that it 

is the different motives that drive non-partisans to adopt a particular ideology and to be 

involved in political action. As an attempt to understand motivational factors that affect 

political attitude and behavior, Russell (2011) looked at motives behind collective action 

in support of same-sex marriage. As a result of the interview study, Russell found that the 

will among the advantaged group (i.e. heterosexuals) to take political action were largely 

driven by two sets of motives: motives based on fundamental principles and those based 

on personal experiences. Fundamental principles include commitment to justice (viewing 

inequities between heterosexuals and LGBT people as unjust), religious beliefs and 

patriotism (belief that Americans should stand up for disadvantaged groups) (p. 384). 

Other motives were based on personal roles and relationship. These include professional 

roles (e.g. participating in action as an attorney) and family/friend relationship (e.g. 

taking action to defend a family member who is gay) (p. 385, 386). The researcher noted 

that political activist behavior does not necessarily come from motives that are related to 

a political issue, or LGBT issue in this case, as many people engage in activism, not to 

help a particular group of individuals, but to “fulfill their own need to act upon [the] 

principles” (cited in p. 389, para. 2). In other words, the study showed that political 

activists could be fulfilling their own personal motives that are not entirely related to a 

particular political issue. 

 Past studies on factors that influence one’s ideology and action imply that a 
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particular political attitude may not solely come from a person’s rational judgments of a 

political issue or a candidate. A partisan who is largely affected by his personality, and 

motivation to establish personal relationship with others could have the potential to have 

turned a political moderate into an activist. In fact, a growing number of researches in 

political science today are moving away from the notion that one’s political convictions 

come from unbiased, independent thinking. They instead claim that human beliefs often 

result from selective processing of information, and do not result from rational use of 

evidence (Haidt, 2013). People believe what they wish to believe even when they 

encounter opposing evidence (Jost et al., 2008). Haidt (2013) states that one’s intuitions 

decide what is right and wrong, and an individual cognitively uses strategic reasoning to 

explain and justify such initial gut feelings (p. 107).  

In terms of forming political ideology, people are likely to be influenced by 

others’ opinions. Although the above studies provide useful insight into motivation, most 

of them relied heavily on the data obtained from self-reports, which may not fully explain 

the subconscious motives that drive one’s attitude towards society. To better understand 

basic human motives that shape political ideology, which may affect political message 

processing, one should adopt a psychophysiological approach to political science 

research. 

Psychophysiological Approach: Basic Assumptions and Measurements 

 Media psychophysiology is a discipline that is rooted in the information 

processing approach to understanding how people process mediated messages (Potter & 

Bolls, 2011). Unlike early media studies, exemplified by the Stimulus-Response Model 

(p. 5), media psychophysiology attempts to discover brain activity and bodily reactions to 
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stimulus to analyze the relationship between message and motivation. This section will 

use the EMC Model and the LC4MP as a guide to explain basic assumptions and 

measures of psychophysiological research paradigm. 

 There are fundamental assumptions of psychophysiology that one must remember 

to conduct a media psychophysiological experiment: 1) the brain is embodied, 2) the 

body’s primary job is to survive, and 3) bodily and cognitive processes happen over time 

(pp. 24-31). Perhaps the most important assumption of them all is that the brain is 

embodied, meaning that one cannot separate mind and body. The Embodied Motivated 

Cognition (EMC) Model serves as a theoretical framework, and it introduces the concept 

of “embodied mind.” The fundamental assumption under the framework is that the brain 

is an embodied phenomenon where mental experience emerges from brain activity, and 

cognition depends on experience that comes from having a body (Bolls et al., 2012). 

Psychophysiology conceptualizes the brain as an organ that is connected to all the other 

organs in the body via “neurological, chemical, and muscular connections” (cited in 

Potter & Bolls, 2011, p. 24).  

The body’s primary job is to survive the stimulus to the brain, say 

psychophysiological researchers, and it does so through “motivated processes,” meaning 

that the brain responds adaptively to the stimuli by determining the motivational 

importance or relevance of stimuli (Bolls et al., 2012, p. 108). Therefore, media message, 

according to the EMC model, is another sensory stimulus to the brain. During a media 

psychophysiological experiment, neurons react to media contents as they communicate 

bioelectrical signals throughout the body – this means that even very small signal could 

be interpreted as meaningful response. (Potter & Bolls, 2011, pp. 26-31). 
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The psychophysiological paradigm also assumes that the work of brain and body 

unfolds across time. This is because the bodily and cognitive processes are dynamic, 

which means that complex thinking process leads to changes in physiological systems 

that happen over milliseconds or seconds. “Time” indeed is an important variable in a 

psychophysiological experiment as it affects design of the experiment, selection of 

stimuli, data analysis, findings and interpretation procedure (p. 24, para. 3). 

Along with the EMC Model, Lang’s (2009) limited capacity model of motivated 

mediated message processing (LC4MP) is the cornerstone of psychophysiological 

research on media. The LC4MP, which provides a theoretical conceptualization of 

information processing (p. 193), shares a common assumption with the EMC Model – the 

mind is embodied in the human brain and the aim of embodied mental processing is to 

determine the motivational significance of stimuli and to respond adaptively. Besides, it 

considers human to be a limited capacity information processor whose brain does not 

have the capacity to thoroughly process all information contained in a media message 

(Lang, 2009, p. 194, para. 2). Rather, the brain allocates limited “cognitive resources,” or 

mental efforts, to handle information (Bolls et al., 2012, p. 110).  

The LC4MP defines information processing as a continuous, over-time operation 

of three subprocesses that occur at the same time: encoding, storage, and retrieval (Lang, 

2009, p. 194, para. 3). Encoding is conceptualized as a continuous/constant process of 

selecting information out of the environment and getting that information into the brain 

(Lang, 2007). The Storage subprocess consists of creating a long-term representation of 

the encoded information, whereas retrieval refers to the process of activating the stored 

information and knowledge (Lang, 2009, p. 195). When a person is exposed to media 
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content, the mediated message reaches the sensory receptors (i.e. human sense organs) 

and automatically goes into the sensory stores for each sense. The brain then selects only 

a small amount of information from the sensory stores and transforms it into mental 

representation of the message, which is constructed in working memory (encoding). Here, 

mental representation depends on message receiver’s goals, knowledge, and environment, 

thus not an accurate representation of the message (Lang, 2007, p.48). The previously 

held information is activated to respond to the incoming stimulus (i.e. new encoded 

information) and form associations to create a long-term representation of message 

(storage). Finally, the brain searches and retrieves the previously stored mental 

representations (i.e. memory) to understand and respond to new stimulus (retrieval). 

These subprocesses are dynamic, all occurring during message processing. They can be 

automatic, meaning that a media user could automatically allocate resources based on the 

stimulus or his/her unconscious goals, or they can be controlled, which means that 

resources are under the control of the user who intentionally allocates resources when 

he/she tries to pay attention, remember or engage with media message (p. 195, p. 198). 

Lang (2007) argues that memory for a mediated message is “a composite of the outcome 

of all three subprocesses” (cited in p. 50).  

The thoroughness of the subprocesses depends on the level of cognitive resources 

allocated to carry them out, which is closely related to the level activation in the two 

motivational systems: the appetitive and the aversive systems (Lang, 2009, p. 194, p. 

198). Previous studies have shown that the appetitive system is activated by information 

perceived as pleasant, and the aversive system is generally activated by unpleasant 

information, and thus drives defensive responses. Scholars believe that relatively less 
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resources are allocated to encoding messages that activate the aversive motivational 

system, because the brain tend to allocate resources on problem solving and decision 

making (instead of encoding) once they identify the potential danger in stimuli (p. 196). 

Previous studies also state the difference in activation functions for the two systems. 

According to dual-system theory (Cacioppo et al., 1997), the appetitive system is thought 

to be more active than the aversive system in a neutral environment (positivity offset). 

The aversive system tends to respond quicker and more strongly than the appetitive 

system when the intensity of the stimulus increases because the possible danger has 

survival value, a tendency known as negativity bias (Cacioppo et al., 1997; Lang et al., 

2005). 

 Based on the notion that the human brain has a limited amount of processing 

ability, and that information processing depend the level of cognitive resources that are 

determined by different motivational systems, the LC4MP contributes to the 

understanding of the approach to measuring dependent variables under the EMC model 

(Bolls et al., 2012, p. 110) – while the independent variables in media 

psychophysiological research are media contents from different channels, the dependent 

variables are cognitive and emotional processes that the controlled variables are 

hypothesized to affect.  

Psychophysiologists look at how viewers process messages both cognitively and 

emotionally, using specific psychological measures. To measure cognitive processing of 

media, researchers often focus on the amount of attention paid to media content. 

Attention is believed to be determined primarily by motivation to survive, and 

psychophysiologists perceive human attention as “informational processing that involves 
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procedures of selection and evaluation of motivationally relevant input” (Lang et al., 

1997, p. 97, 98), a notion that is known as motivated attention. In media research 

perspective, the motivated attention approach states that media message signals various 

motivational/emotional cues to the viewers, and it is the motivational/emotional 

significance of information that determine the amount of attention paid to stimulus (i.e. 

allocation of cognitive resources to encoding stimulus) (Potter & Bolls, 2011, p. 65). In 

other words, one would invest mental effort in forming a working memory representation 

of a stimulus that he/she perceives to be more important. 

One of the significant physiological indicators of cognitive processing is cardiac 

activity, or the increases and decreases in heart rate (p. 73). Heart is innervated by two 

branches of nervous system: sympathetic nervous system that is believe to reflect 

variation in arousal, and parasympathetic nervous system that is often associated with 

attention to external stimuli (Lang, 2009, p. 199). According to the embodied motivation 

theoretical framework that provides a bridge between body reactions and cognitive 

processing, sympathetic activation causes heart rate to increase, while parasympathetic 

activation result in decrease in heart rate (para. 3); one can thus infer that the increase in 

cognitive effort decreases heart rate. And more emotional content usually result in more 

attention and interest paid to message (Potter & Bolls, 2011, p. 75). Psychophysiological 

research typically involves recording of the electrocardiogram (ECG), which measures 

the voltage produced by cardiac electrical signal, by placing electrodes on the surface of 

the limbs or trunk of the body (p. 78). 

Along with the measurement of cognitive processing, a media psychophysiology 

research also involves measuring of emotional processing. Emotion indeed is an essential 
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concept in psychophysiology, because the experience of media consumption is an 

emotional one (p. 101). Scholars differentiate emotions from attitudes and moods, by 

defining them as “fleeting, affectively valenced reactions” evoked by stimuli (p. 103). 

Emotional cues are “preparation for action,” and are not necessarily acts themselves 

(Lang et al., 1997, p. 99). Exploring human emotions evoked by media message usually 

involve the measurement of valence and arousal, which indicate dimensions of 

pleasant/unpleasant emotional response and the intensity of response, respectively. 

 Scholars in psychophysiology lab measure the valence of emotional processing 

through facial electromyography (EMG), which records motor unit action potentials 

coming from facial muscle activity. The data obtained through facial EMG indicate the 

variation in the appetitive and aversive motivational systems (p. 125, 127, 128). Among 

different facial muscles activated according to the level of valence, the most extensively 

studied by psychophysiologists are corrugator supercilii, orbicularis oculi, and 

zygomaticus major (p. 125, para. 2). The corrugator supercilii muscle, also known as the 

frowning muscle, has particularly been an indicator of negative valence; increases and 

decreases in unpleasant emotional experience (p. 129, para. 1). 

Skin conductance, on the other hand, measures emotional arousal by recording 

sweat gland activity caused by the sympathetic nervous system. Unlike heart rate 

measures mentioned previously, skin conductance varies with attention, and is solely 

activated by the sympathetic nervous system (Potter & Bolls, 2011, p. 75, para. 1). Based 

on the view that the human skin responds to stimulus as a mean of survival, one’s skin 

conductance level varies according to the content he/she is exposed to, and past studies 
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indicate that message that produce increases in arousal (e.g. fear and anger) result in the 

rise of skin conductance level (Dawson et al., 2007).  

Combining the assumptions by the EMC and the LC4MP, the processing of media 

content can be seen as embodied mental processes involved in motivational activation, 

memory, and one’s stored experience (Bolls et al., 2012, p. 111). A mediated message 

consists of motivational stimuli, and the psychophysiological measurements of media 

processing record cognitive and emotional processes that interact with one another.  

The psychophysiological approach and measurements have been embraced by 

some political scientists. For instance, the idea that human brain is a limited information 

processor was adopted as the basic assumption in a study that looked at how voters apply 

cognitive heuristics (i.e. applying information shortcuts to make reasonable decisions 

with minimal cognitive effort) when evaluating a political candidate. Scholars argue that 

almost all voters employ cognitive heuristics at times and that they are likely to be use 

them when the choice situation facing voters is complex (Lau & Redlawsk, 2001). 

 A growing number of scholars see political ideology as motivated social cognition, 

which links social and cognitive motives to specific political attitudes (Jost & Amodio, 

2012). Several research show that the intuitive will to increase perceive social support 

lead one to form a certain political opinion, and to have bias (Haidt, 2013, p. 93) when 

evaluating media messages. They argue that people tend to be “groupish rather than 

selfish” when it comes to politics (p. 107). The motivation to achieve mutual 

understanding or solidarity with others, which often affect one’s political attitude and 

behavior, became to be known as relational motives. 
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Relational Motives: A Psychological Approach to Political Ideology 

 Perhaps the key notions of relational motives was first introduced in shared 

reality theory, which posits that people are motivated to achieve “shared reality” with 

others so that they could 1) establish, maintain, and control relationships with others, and 

2) see themselves and their surroundings as stable, controllable and predictable so that 

they would achieve certainty (Hardin & Higgins, 1996). In other words, the theory states 

that people are motivated by psychological mechanism that maintain and regulate shared 

reality in personal relationships for social inclusion (Jost et al., 2008). Indeed, studies 

show that individuals seek to satisfy relational motives by mimicking the characteristics 

and behaviors of salient individuals and groups, changing their attitudes towards people 

that are close in relationship, and bringing their self-evaluations into alignment with the 

perspectives of significant others and even those of strangers (p. 173). 

The theory of “need to belong” describes relational motive as a psychological 

need that is almost universal among people (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This appears to 

mean that people are fundamentally motivated to form and maintain interpersonal/social 

bonds, and such desire is known to have both survival and reproductive benefits. Scholars 

trace all the way back to the evolutionary basis of need-to-belong, and argue that being a 

part of social groups and maintaining relationships was vital to humans throughout 

history. It has always been important for one to belong to a group that was familiar, so 

that cooperative people would care about his/her welfare (p. 499). 

The need-to-belong theory has two features that are similar to the assumptions of 

shared reality theory: 1) people need frequent interactions with others who are positive or 

pleasant, so that they would be free from negative affect, and 2) they need to perceive 
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that there is an “interpersonal relationship marked by stability and continuation into the 

foreseeable future” (cited in p. 500, para. 7). Moreover, the need-to-belong theory 

highlights the idea that people are motivated processors. Studies have shown that 

relational concerns influence the amount of information processing. For instance, targets 

with whom a person expects to form a relationship activate greater processing compared 

to others (Gardner et al., 2000). Human cognitive processes are biased to favor people 

with whom they feel they belong in compared to strangers, while the amount of 

information processing is also influenced by motivation to belong (i.e. people devote 

more thought to those that “belong” to them) (p. 487, para. 5). Moreover, people tend to 

seek for inclusion when they are faced with rejection (para. 7). 

One should consider “relational motives” to be a term that refers to the concept of 

need-to-belong and shared reality theory applied to the field of political science. A large 

amount of research in political science that focused on the party identification, political 

attitudes and behavior suggest that one’s ideological opinions are influenced by 

significant others (Jost et al., 2008). Young adults, for instance, are strongly influenced 

by political preferences held by their parents and friends (Stillman et al., 1960). Studies 

have also shown that one’s social and political attitudes tend to join groups that are 

valued by individuals, meaning that political opinions are affected by relational motives, 

or in this case, the desire to align oneself with positively evaluated social groups 

(Conover & Feldman, 1981). Relational motives are also known to contribute to 

ideological beliefs that are either conservative or liberal, depending on the beliefs held by 

significant others (Jost et al., 2008, p. 175). 

Political scientists acknowledge that little effort has been made to link one’s 



 

19 

relational motivation to political ideology (Jost et al, 2009, p. 323). Still, the existing 

literature suggest that liberals might be more concerned with friendliness and 

agreeableness in comparison to conservatives (Caprara & Zimbardo, 2004), and thus 

could be higher in relational motivation.  

Relational Motives and Online Political Messages 

Despite the scant amount of research concerning relational motives and political 

media messages, some studies imply that online political advocacy videos could 

particularly be more adept at triggering viewer’s motivation to form relationship with 

others compared to mediated messages that are delivered through relatively traditional 

channels (Subramani & Rajagopalan, 2003). Findings from such studies indicate that 

young adults could especially be more vulnerable to political persuasion online (Holbert 

et al., 2007; Vitak et al, 2011). 

Online political campaign videos are defined as digital videos that have been 

posted online to convince potential voters (Ridout et al., 2010, p. 3). Such videos include 

advocacy of a certain political candidate, promotion of a particular stance on a divisive 

issue (e.g. gun control), and criticism of the opposing candidate and his/her ideology. 

Political advertisements are often categorized into two types based on their strategy: 1) 

“political advocacy” (or non-attack) advertisement refers to messages that offer a positive 

vision of the advertised party, and 2) “political attack” advertisement refers to political 

content that concentrate on criticizing the opposition (Sanders et al., 2002). Political 

advocacy groups such as MoveOn.org have been alluring online audiences to their web 

sites by posting video clips that are aimed to influence viewers’ political decisions 

(Karpf, 2012). Online political videos can indeed make a meaningful impact on public 
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perception of a political issue. For instance, many believe that John McCain’s 

presidential campaign in 2008 took a hard hit when his comment on the U.S. troops – that 

they may stay in Iraq for 100 years – was uploaded online and was downloaded by 

thousands of people (Ridout et al., 2010). In the present study, political advocacy videos 

refer to online videos posted by political advocacy groups.  

One could argue that the growing impact of online political videos on public 

opinion is driven by the increasing reliance of social media among young adults. People 

under the age 30 mainly rely on the Internet for political information and many of them 

prefer sharing news information through social media. More than 25 percent of young 

adults who use the Internet for political news said they visited social networking sites for 

political campaign information (Kushin, 2010). Communications studies found that there 

was a generational difference between how older and younger people obtained political 

information – the percentage of young adults who got campaign information from 

watching online videos was 13 percent higher than 31 to 39-year-olds and 21 percent 

higher than 40 to 49-year-olds (p. 27). The decline in newspaper and TV viewership 

among young adults indicate that traditional media outlets are no longer the dominant 

information avenues for young adults. This, however, does not necessarily mean that 

their interest in current event has diminished over the years. Young people turn to their 

peer networks for information or directly engage in YouTube video-sharing communities 

to discuss news (p. 27, para. 1).  

A growing number of young adults are relying on online sources to get political 

information, and political advocacy groups are using both attack and non-attack strategies 

in online videos to promote their stance. Based on previous studies on online political 
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messages, a researcher can infer that one’s relational motives would more likely be 

activated by online political videos compared to mediated contents that are 

communicated through traditional media outlets because online messages are more easily 

“shared.” Viral video platforms, notably YouTube, offer quick and simple ways for users 

to send online videos to their peers.   

Responding to Political Advocacy Videos – Willingness to Share and Mobilize 

Sharing political videos online and participating in political action are some of the 

most common ways that young adults respond to political advocacy videos. Many of the 

political advocacy videos on the web are designed to encourage political action among 

viewers, and when it comes to sharing them, YouTube is indeed the most frequently used 

video-sharing web site. Studies on social media show that user’s intention to share a 

video on YouTube is strongly affected by 1) the perceived usefulness and ease of use of a 

web site, 2) social norms, and 3) interpersonal norms (Yang et al., 2010). These three 

factors that affect sharing behavior on YouTube apply across other popular social 

networking systems that allow sharing such as Facebook. 

Perceived usefulness refers to the degree to which a user thinks that using a 

particular system would improve job/life performance, whereas perceived ease of use 

indicates one’s belief that using a particular system would be free of effort. Scholars 

argue that perceived ease of use affects perceived usefulness and influence the intention 

to use eventually; that is, people are most likely to be attached to the system that seems 

easier for them to use (p. 142). 

If perceived usefulness and ease of use explain practical values of YouTube 

channels for sharing political videos, the notion of social norms and interpersonal norms 
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describes a user’s motivational need to share videos in a platform. Social norms are 

defined as “mass reports, expert opinions, and other non-personal information” that 

people consider when performing a behavior. Social norms have two categories: 

informational influence, or accepting information as evidence, and normative influence, 

which urges one to agree to others’ expectations. Interpersonal norm, on the other hand, 

refers to the expectations from important others (e.g. friends, families, and colleagues), 

and it is considered as a direct effect of one person to another (p. 142, 143).  

Previous studies suggest that the act of sharing online political videos, which is 

often described as an attempt to convince others to agree with the sharers’ attitude on a 

political candidate or an issue, can eventually affect audiences’ engagement in other 

kinds of political action (Vitak et al, 2011). Sharing political beliefs tends to be more 

prevalent during an election period. In a study that looked at how web users share their 

political beliefs on Facebook, researchers found that political activity on Facebook during 

the 2008 U.S. presidential election was a significant predictor of variety forms of political 

participation, which included signing a paper or online petition, as well as volunteering 

for a campaign and attending a town meeting (p.111, 112).  

Sharing online political videos could also result in the emergence of video 

popularity among users, and possibly, political mobilization (Garcia et al., 2012). 

Political mobilization, which refers to “an increasing extremity of beliefs, feelings, and 

actions in support of intergroup conflict” (Moskalenko & McCauley, 2009), may lead to 

political polarization. Those that are considered “politically mobilized” include people 

that are actively involved in some sort of conflict (e.g. clash of political beliefs during an 

election period) as well as those who support the ones involved in conflict, which tend to 
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be a much larger number (p. 241). Group identification is the central concept in political 

mobilization. Those who identify with a certain political group cares about the outcomes 

of their group, meaning that they have positive feelings when the group succeeds, and 

feel bad when they fail (e.g. lose an election). Group identification often leads one to take 

political action, and the more a person identifies him/herself with a group, the more that 

person is ready to sacrifice for the group (p. 243). With that said, political scientists have 

been exploring political mobilization by measuring one’s party identification and 

“readiness to participate” in political action (Moskalenko & McCauley, 2009).  

Some scholars suggest that readiness to participate, or the intention to engage in 

political action, may associate with the desire to seek and maintain relationships with 

others (i.e. relational motive). A study by Thomsen and colleagues (2014) state the 

possibility that those that are higher in relational motive could have stronger desire to 

create and maintain “between-group dominance hierarchies,” which increase support for 

certain political action against the opposing group (p. 378). More specifically, scholars 

introduce the notion of “social dominance orientation (SDO),” which is thought to be a 

particular dimension of relational motives. They state that individuals low in SDO tend to 

advocate intergroup equality while those that are high in SDO support hierarchical 

intergroup system, making them to endorse even the violent and radical political action 

such as terrorism against the opposing group (para.2). 

Considering that relational motive is relatively a new concept in the field of 

political communication, this study will also explore one’s “readiness to participate” in 

political action, which could be affected by variation in willingness to establish 

relationships with others, and how it might affect political message processing. 
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The review of literature on information processing, relational motives, online 

political advocacy, and political activism helped develop the following research questions: 

RQ1. How does variation in relational motives influence the way young adults 

process and respond to political advocacy videos? 

a. What effect does one’s “need-to-belong” have on his/her willingness to 

share the videos and take political action? 

RQ2. How does one’s readiness to participate in political action in support of their 

group affect the way he or she process political advocacy videos? 

a. What effect does one’s activism intention have on his/her willingness to 

share the videos? 

To see how variation in relational motives influences the way one processes 

political advocacy videos, this study will first explore resource allocation to stimuli. 

Considering the notion of negativity bias, which says that the brain is more sensible (i.e. 

responding quicker and more intensely) to unpleasant stimuli during information 

processing, this study predicts that participants that are more motivated to achieve 

solidarity with others would perceive attack messages to be more motivationally relevant 

to the group they belong to, and thus would pay more attention to them over time. More 

specifically, this study expects a significant communication strategy x need-to-belong x 

time interaction with individuals in the high need-to-belong group exhibiting greater 

cardiac deceleration across exposure to attack versus non-attack videos compared to 

individuals in the low need-to-belong group. This leads to the first hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Those with higher need-to-belong scores will pay more attention to 

attack advocacy videos across time, compared to those with lower scores. 
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Previous studies on information processing considered arousal as an indication of 

the intensity of response to a stimulus. It is expected that those that have stronger 

relational motives would be more emotionally aroused than other participants when 

exposed to videos that attack their ideologies, because such videos would be perceived as 

danger that has survival value. Since emotionally arousing stimuli increase skin 

conductance level, this study expects that there would be a significant communication 

strategy x need-to-belong x time interaction with individuals in the high need-to-belong 

group exhibiting higher levels of skin conductance across exposure to attack versus non-

attack videos compared to individuals in the low need-to-belong group. This study thus 

hypothesizes the following: 

Hypothesis 2: Those with higher need-to-belong scores will be more aroused 

when exposed to attack videos, compared to those with lower scores. 

The corrugator muscle activity is known to be a measure of negative emotional 

responding to stimuli. This study predicts that the high need-to-belong group would 

display greater corrugator muscle activity when exposed to attack videos compared to the 

rest of the participants. Higher score in relational motives would mean a greater sense of 

belonging to a group, and thus the high-score group would perceive an attack to be more 

aversive and offensive to their political ideologies and would show more intense 

displeasure to stimuli. This study expects a significant communication strategy x need-to-

belong x time interaction with individuals in the high need-to-belong group exhibiting 

stronger corrugator muscle activity across exposure to attack versus non-attack videos 

compared to individuals in the low need-to-belong group. This leads to Hypothesis 3: 
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Hypothesis 3: Those with higher need-to-belong scores will display stronger 

negative emotional response when exposed to attack videos than those with lower 

scores. 
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3. Methodology 

 

Design  

 To test the hypotheses, this study had a 2 (communication strategy type: 

attack/non-attack) x 2 (need-to-belong: high/low) x 4 (video: replication condition) mixed 

model repeated measures design. Communication strategy was manipulated as a within 

subjects factor with every participant viewing attack and non-attack videos. Need-to-

belong was a between subjects factor in this study that was manipulated based on 

participants’ scores on a need-to-belong scale. Video was the repeated factor in the 

design. Each participant viewed four attack and four non-attack videos.  

Participants completed a self-report on their issue positions on two political issues 

– abortion and gun control – and the data determined the specific videos that they were 

going to be exposed during the experiment such that each participant watched two 

political advocacy videos that attacked and two videos that supported their own position 

on each issue. Participants viewed a total of eight videos, four videos within each type 

communication strategy. None of the hypotheses in this study predicted significant 

interactions between communication strategy, need-to-belong and political issue (gun 

control/abortion), thus, issue was not part of the experimental design. This of course does 

not rule out exploring the possibility of differences in the effects of the independent 

variables tested here based on the specific political issue. These differences are explored 

in a post hoc analysis. 
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Relational Motive and Activism Intentions 

 Based on the notion that one’s relational motive arises from his/her “need-to-

belong,” this study measured relational motives through the Need-to-belong (NTB) Scale 

developed by Leary and colleagues (2005) (see Appendix A). The scale consisted of 10 

items (α = .83). In a 5-point scale, higher numbers indicate greater NTB – items number 1, 

3, and 7 were reverse coded during analysis. 

 To investigate one of the research questions, participants’ willingness/readiness to 

participate in political action in support of the group they identify with was measured 

with the Activism Intentions Scale (AIS) developed by Moskalenko and McCauley 

(2009) (see Appendix B). The AIS scale consisted of four items (α = .89), and each item 

was rated on a 7-point Likert scale, from disagree completely (1) to neutral (4) and to 

agree completely (7). Higher numbers indicate greater willingness to engage in political 

behavior. 

Independent Variables 

Communication strategy type. Political advocacy videos on two issues, abortion 

and gun control, were used as stimuli. Each video either had an attack strategy that was 

focused on attacking the ideological oppositions’ position for a specific issue, or a non-

attack strategy, which provided information and promoted the ideologically consistent 

position for a specific issue. To clarify, attack video, in this experiment, refers to the 

content that attacks a participant’s ideological view on a specific issue, whereas non-

attack video refers to the message that reinforces a participant’s view. 

Political issues. Abortion and gun control were chosen as political issues to be 

examined in this study, expecting that they would be some of the hottest debate topics 



 

29 

among young adults. Although different views of the two issues are easily identified with 

certain political party, young adults in general do not lean heavily toward a certain stance 

over another when it comes to the issue of abortion and gun control compared to other 

polarizing issues such as gay marriage (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008, p. 547, 548; Pew 

Research, 2012). This is to minimize the influence of political issues on the research 

design, which mainly focuses on exploring the interactions between communication 

strategy and need-to-belong.  

Videos. A total of 16 videos were chosen for this study. Four ideological 

positions were derived from the issues of abortion and gun control: pro-life, pro-choice, 

gun rights, and gun control. Two attack and two non-attack videos were identified for 

each of the four ideological positions (see Table 1 for more details).  

Table 1 

 

Video Stimuli Used During Physiological Experiment 

 

 
Abortion Gun Control 

1 Pro-Life Non-Attack (NA) 1 Gun Rights NA 1 

2 Pro-Life NA 2 Gun Rights NA 2 

3 Pro-Life Attack 1 Gun Rights Attack 1 

4 Pro-Life Attack 2 Gun Rights Attack 2 

5 Pro-Choice NA 1 Gun Control NA 1 

6 Pro-Choice NA 2 Gun Control NA 2 

7 Pro-Choice Attack 1 Gun Control Attack 1 

8 Pro-Choice Attack 2 Gun Control Attack 2 
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Dependent Variables 

Cognitive resources allocated to encoding. Heart rate in beats per minute (BPM) 

was recorded during participants’ exposure to stimuli through the ECG. The obtained 

data were treated as an indicator of cognitive resources allocated to encoding a stimulus. 

Greater cardiac deceleration was interpreted as more allocation of cognitive resources. 

Arousal. The experiment measured skin conductance to assess participant’s 

emotional arousal during exposure. The level of sweat gland activity indicates 

sympathetic arousal to a stimulus, and this study interpreted higher skin conductance 

reading as more arousal. 

Negative emotional response. To see how participants respond to advocacy 

videos that have attack strategies, facial EMG was conducted. This study solely focused 

on participants’ corrugator supercilii muscle activity during exposure to videos, since it 

is considered to be an indicator of negative valence of emotion during media use. 

Throughout the study, greater corrugator activity was interpreted as stronger negative 

emotional response. 

Willingness to share. After each video, a self-report measure consisting three 

questions recorded participants’ political behavior intentions. More specifically, 

considering the growing number of online political advocacy and video-sharing 

communities, it asked participants about their intention to share the videos with others on 

the web. This study used the scale items from a general behavioral intention scale from 

the Marketing Scales Handbook (2001), which reported reliability from .80 to .99 (p.156) 

(see Appendix D). 

Stimuli 
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 Stimuli consisted of online videos produced by political advocacy groups that 

featured content that either supported a specific ideological position on abortion and gun 

control or attacked the opposing ideological position on each of those issues. A total of 

16 videos (see Table 1) were identified.  

 The videos were downloaded from YouTube and were converted into the format 

that was supported by MediaLab software, which has been used for presentation of 

instructions, stimuli and self-report questions throughout the study. Each stimulus 

selected for the study were recent political advocacy videos that had clear stance on either 

abortion or gun control issue and definite communication strategy, which was either 

attack or non-attack (see Appendix E). Eight of all stimuli videos dealt with issues of 

abortion, while the other half reflected gun control issues. All participants watched a total 

of eight videos. The specific videos viewed were determined by their ideology 

concerning gun control and abortion based on responses to the questions measuring level 

of support for gun control and abortion. Participants saw four videos that represent 

different strategies (i.e. two attack messages, two non-attack messages) for each political 

issue (i.e. abortion and gun control) based on their condition (see Table 1 & 2).  

Procedure 

 A total of 44 students at a large Midwest university participated in the study. They 

were recruited from both undergraduate and graduate-level communications courses, and 

they received course credit for participating in the study. The study combined 

psychophysiological measures with self-reports. 

 When participants arrived at the lab, they were asked to sign a consent form that 

informed them about the collection of physiological data by placing electrodes on the 
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surface of their hand, forearms, and face. Participants were assured that their participation 

in the study was voluntary and that their privacy was protected. 

 Participants completed a pre-test in a computer lab, which consisted of 16 

questions. They were asked to complete 10 items related to NTB to indicate their pre-

existing state of relational motives, and to answer four items from the AIS. Participants 

were then asked to indicate their attitude on two political issues (i.e. abortion and gun 

control) on a 6-point scale ranging from strongly oppose (1) to strongly support (6) (see 

Appendix C). After the pre-test, the researcher asked participants to wash their hands in 

the restroom as a prep procedure for the collection of skin conductance data. While 

participants were using the restroom, the researcher analyzed self-report data on political 

issue attitude to determine their condition. Participants were assigned to one of four 

conditions based on their attitude towards abortion and gun control – the condition 

determined which specific eight videos they would be exposed to during the experiment 

(see Table 2). 
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Table 2 

 

Stimuli Videos Presented Based on Participant Condition 
 

Condition 1 

Pro-Life, Gun Rights 
Condition 2 

Pro-Choice, Gun Rights 

Pro-Life NA 1 Pro-Choice NA 1 

Pro-Life NA 2 Pro-Choice NA 2 

Gun Rights NA 1 Gun Rights NA 1 

Gun Rights NA 2 Gun Rights NA 2 

Pro-Choice Attack 1* Pro-Life Attack 1 

Pro-Choice Attack 2 Pro-Life Attack 2 

Gun Control Attack 1 Gun Control Attack 1 

Gun Control Attack 2 Gun Control Attack 2 

Condition 3 

Pro-Life, Gun Control 
Condition 4 

Pro-Choice, Gun Control 

Pro-Life NA 1 Pro-Choice NA 1 

Pro-Life NA 2 Pro-Choice NA 2 

Gun Control NA 1 Gun Control NA 1 

Gun Control NA 2 Gun Control NA 2 

Pro-Choice Attack 1 Pro-Life Attack 1 

Pro-Choice Attack 2 Pro-Life Attack 2 

Gun Rights Attack 1 Gun Rights Attack 1 

Gun Rights Attack 2 Gun Rights Attack 2 

Note. All videos were presented in random order within a specific condition. 

* “Attack” refers to videos produced by advocacy groups holding the stated ideological 

position that attack the opposing ideological position. 
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The researcher prepared participants for physiological data collection. This 

process consisted of placing two electrodes on the participant’s palmar surface (skin 

conductance), three electrodes on the forearms (heart rate), and a pair of electrodes above 

the left eyebrow (corrugator activity). Prior to the experiment, the researcher checked 

skin impedance level to ensure that he was validly recording corrugator muscle activity.  

 During the experiment, each participant watched eight online political advocacy 

clips on a LED monitor. They were exposed to four videos that supported their position 

and four videos that attacked their position on abortion and gun control. The eight stimuli 

videos were presented in random order to all viewers within the same condition. After 

each video, participants answered three questions regarding their intention to share the 

video that they just saw (see Appendix D). After the experiment, participants were told to 

wait until the researcher removed all sensors attached to them. Each participant took 

about 35 minutes to complete the entire study. Participants were debriefed after the study. 

 Data Analysis 

 This study collected valid physiological data from 41 participants. Although self-

report data were collected from all 44 participants, those obtained from three participants 

with invalid physiological data (resulted from weak signal) were eliminated during data 

analysis, in an attempt to see the effect of independent variables on the dependent 

variables more clearly.  

 Hypotheses were tested by submitting all physiological data to a 2 

(communication strategy type) x 4 (video) x 30 (time) repeated measures ANOVA 

entering Need-to-belong as a between subjects factor. The data were analyzed as change 

from 5-second baseline – the researcher subtracted each second of heart rate, skin 
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conductance, and corrugator activity from the value of baseline data so that the data 

would measure each second of viewing a video. Data analysis also involved averaging 

variables because the stimuli videos differed in length. Time points of longer videos were 

averaged to 30 seconds, which was the length of the shortest video. The Huynh-Feldt 

degrees of freedom and p values are reported for physiological data that violated the 

sphericity assumption. 

 NTB scores and AIS scores were treated as between-subjects variables during 

analysis. The scores were split at the median (NTB: 3.4, AIS: 5.0) to distinguish high and 

low group. 
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4. Results 

 

Hypothesis 1 

 The first hypothesis predicted that participants with higher NTB scores would 

allocate more resources in encoding attack advocacy videos across time, compared to 

those with lower scores. The analysis did not find a statistically significant 

Communication Strategy Type x Time x NTB interaction from the heart rate data (p 

= .291). Hypothesis 1 was not supported.  

Additionally, the heart rate data did not show a statistically significant 

Communication Strategy Type x Time x AIS interaction (p = .556). 

Hypothesis 2 

 The second hypothesis predicted that those with higher NTB scores would be 

more aroused across time during the exposure to the political videos that attack the 

opposing ideologies, compared to those with lower scores. The Type x Time x NTB 

interaction from the skin conductance data was not significant (p = .707). Hypothesis 2 

was not supported.  

  There were significant differences in the estimates of skin conductance across 

time between the high AIS group and the low AIS group. The effect of AIS scores on 

skin conductance by type by time was significant (F(4.23, 156.59) = 2.91, p = .021, 

partial eta squared = .07) (see Figure 1 and 2). The non-attack videos elicited higher level 

of skin conductance across time compared to the attack videos among the low-score 

group, whereas participants who scored higher in AIS were more likely to be aroused 

during exposure to attack videos compared to the stimuli designed to reinforce their 
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political attitude. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Arousal level by time for low score AIS group. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Arousal level by time for high score AIS group. 

 

Hypothesis 3 

 The third hypothesis for this study predicted that participants with higher NTB 

scores would display higher negative valence ratings during exposure to videos that 
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attack their political attitude than those with lower scores. The Type x Time x NTB 

interaction from the corrugator activity data was not significant (p = .331). Hypothesis 3 

was not supported.  

The corrugator activity data did not show a statistically significant 

Communication Strategy Type x Time x AIS interaction (p = .468). 

Willingness to Share 

 Self-report data were submitted to a 2 (type) x 4 (video) repeated measures 

ANOVA to analyze the interactions between the pre-test data and the willingness-to-

share scores. The interaction between NTB scores and willingness-to-share was not 

significant (p = .212). 

There were significant differences in willingness-to-share between low and high 

AIS groups. The effect of AIS scores on willingness-to-share by video strategy type was 

significant (F(1, 37) = 9.43, p = .004, partial eta squared = .203) (see Table 3). Both low 

and high AIS groups were more willing to share non-attack videos than attack videos. 

High AIS group demonstrated larger mean differences between willingness to share non-

attack videos and attack videos (see Figure 3). Non-attack videos elicited stronger 

willingness-to-share among participants with higher AIS scores, whereas those with 

lower AIS scores showed higher willingness to share attack videos compared to other 

participants. 
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Table 3 

 

Willingness-to-Share Means by AIS group by Type 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Willingness-to-share scores among participants. 
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Post-hoc Analysis 

A post hoc analysis was conducted to examine whether there were any statistical 

differences based on the two political issues used in the study. Along with NTB scores 

and AIS scores, the new variable, “Ideology,” was treated as between-subjects variable 

for the analysis (e.g. the issue of abortion had two ideologies: pro-life and pro-choice). 

Physiological data in each file were submitted to a 2 (type) x 2 (video) x 30 (time) 

repeated measures ANOVA.  

 The analysis found a statistically significant Type x Time x Ideology interaction 

from the heart rate data (F(13.39, 401.81) = 8.09, p < .001, partial eta squared = .212) for 

political videos related to abortion. Pro-life participants tended to allocate more resources 

in encoding non-attack abortion videos than attack videos. The results show that attack 

videos generated more attention from the pro-choice participants than it did from the pro-

life participants (see Figure 4 and 5).  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Heart rate by time among pro-life participants. 
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Figure 5. Heart rate by time for abortion attack videos. 

 

The post hoc analysis also found a statistically significant Type x Time x 

Ideology interaction from the skin conductance data for abortion videos (F(3.70, 111.08) 

= 4.54, p = .003, partial eta squared = .131). Pro-life participants were less aroused by 

videos that attacked their ideology compared to the ones that supported their ideology. 

Figure 6 shows an increase in arousal level among pro-life participants in second 8 

through second 13 of non-attack video exposure. Pro-choice participants, contrarily, 

tended to be more aroused by attack videos, as Figure 7 shows their level of skin 

conductance increase from second 9 through second 13. They were less likely to be 

aroused by messages that supported their ideology. Figure 8 shows skin conductance 

level for all participants exposed to abortion non-attack videos, and it suggests that pro-

life participants were more aroused by non-attack videos over time compared to pro-

choice viewers.  
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Figure 6. Skin conductance level among pro-life participants. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 7. Skin conductance level among pro-choice participants. 

 

 

 

-0.7

-0.5

-0.3

-0.1

0.1

0.3

0.5

1 3 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29

Non-attack

Attack

-0.7

-0.5

-0.3

-0.1

0.1

0.3

0.5

1 3 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29

Non-attack

Attack

Time (sec) 

S
k

in
 C

o
n

d
u

ct
a

n
ce

 

Time (sec) 

S
k

in
 C

o
n

d
u

ct
a

n
ce

 



 

43 

 
 

Figure 8. Skin conductance level during abortion non-attack videos. 

 

Additionally, there was a statistically significant Type x Time x Ideology 

interaction from the heart data for videos related to gun control issue (F(13.41, 442.35) = 

1.75, p = .046, partial eta squared = .05). Gun-rights participants in general allocated 

more resources in encoding political videos on the issue of gun control regardless of their 

strategy (i.e. both non-attack and attack videos resulted in more attention paid among 

gun-rights participants compared to gun-control participants). The analysis also shows 

that the attack videos elicited more attention from both gun-rights and gun-control 

participants than non-attack videos (see Figure 9 and 10). 
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Figure 9. Heart rate by time comparison between video types. 
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Figure 10. Heart rate by time comparison between gun rights gun control participants. 
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5. Discussion 

 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the role of relational motives in online 

political message processing. It examined the cognitive and emotional processing of 

online political advocacy videos by conducting a physiological experiment that featured 

advocacy videos on two political issues, varying in communication strategies. The NTB 

scale was used in this study to measure one’s motivation to establish and maintain 

relationship with others. The AIS scale was adopted to measure participants’ readiness to 

participate in political action, and self-report questions after each stimulus were designed 

evaluate participants’ cognitive response to online political messages. 

 This study did not find any significant interactions between need-to-belong and 

the dependent measures, which were physiological indicators of political message 

processing and self-report measures of cognitive response to stimuli. More specifically, 

the study results did not show whether the variation in relational motives affected the 

amount of attention paid to political messages, nor the variation in emotional valence and 

arousal. Although it was predicted that participants who display higher motivational 

desire for interpersonal attachment would perceive an attack message to their group as 

being more offensive compared to other participants, the research findings were not 

statistically significant. 

 The result, however, showed some interesting findings on the variation in 

participants’ readiness to support their political group (measured via AIS) and its 

interactions with different levels of emotional arousal and willingness to share political 

media content with others. Those who scored lower in AIS were more aroused by non-



 

47 

attack videos, while participants with higher AIS scores displayed higher skin 

conductance level during exposure to attack videos. Interestingly, both low and high AIS 

groups were more willing to share non-attack videos compared to attack videos.  

 One of the possible explanations of the variance in arousal levels among different 

AIS groups could be that those with higher intention to participate in political action for 

the support group might have been more familiar with positive information offered by the 

support group, and thus was less aroused by non-attack videos – attack videos might have 

been perceived as an encouragement to their willingness to engage in political action and 

been regarded as more motivationally significant. The low AIS group, on the contrary, 

could have been more aroused by non-attack videos that were reinforcing their political 

ideology because participants that are relatively less ready to participate in political 

action might have perceived the messages as a fresh call for more political participation. 

 In terms of the variance in willingness to share among participants, the findings 

suggest that more arousal does not necessarily result in willingness to share, as both low 

and high AIS groups were more willing to share non-attack videos compared to attack 

videos despite the fact that high AIS group was more aroused when watching attack 

videos. From this particular research, one could infer that individuals, regardless of their 

readiness to participate in political action, are more willing to share online videos that 

support their political ideologies compared to the ones that attack them. Future research 

in this area ought to explore the purpose of online sharing of political content among 

young adults in more detail so that they would distinguish sharing as an attempt to 

persuade those with different political ideologies versus sharing as an effort to 

reinforce/strengthen certain ideology among “in-group members” with whom one share 
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political beliefs – this would perhaps allow future researchers examine whether the latter 

contributes to political polarization. 

The post hoc analysis that looked at possible effects of different political issues 

employed in the experiment have yielded some interesting findings that suggest the 

influence of ideology on the processing of political messages of different strategies. Pro-

life participants in general were less likely to be engaged in attack videos compared to 

pro-choice participants, and were actually more aroused by videos that supported their 

political ideology. Since pro-choice and pro-life ideologies are often associated with 

certain political positions (liberal and conservative, respectively), previous studies on 

personality and political orientation may explain such differences; liberals in general are 

more curious, novelty seeking, while conservatives are more reserved, withdrawn and 

lower on sensation seeking than liberals. One could thus argue that a certain type of 

political message strategy is better suited at eliciting engagement from supporters of a 

particular political ideology. Future studies need to explore whether conservatives, 

compared to liberals, are more likely to engage in selective exposure when it comes to the 

abortion issue. 

 A specific type of political advocacy strategy might be better equipped for dealing 

with a certain political issue, as the analysis suggests that attack videos related to the 

issue of gun control drew more attention from all participants compared to non-attack 

videos. One may argue that negativity bias played a role in this case. During the 

experiment, viewers’ aversive system might have responded more intensely than the 

appetitive system when exposed to attack videos, which could have been perceived as 

danger that has survival value. Future research need to examine the possible factors that 
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affect gun rights activists to be more engaged in political advocacy messages related to 

gun issues compared to the rest of the people. 

The act of sharing online videos was conceptualized in this study as an attempt to 

make an online video go “viral.” The study, however, could not consider all possible 

reasons for someone to share videos with others on the web. For instance, one could have 

been more motivated to share videos than others because he/she was a “sharing type.” A 

participant could also have been more willing to share certain videos that promote 

opposing political ideology with others to ridicule them. Since the existing research 

cannot entirely explain a user’s purpose and motivational need to share videos, more 

research needs to be done to conceptualize sharing. It would also be interesting for future 

studies to differentiate online users who share online videos with their peers and family 

members from those who spread online contents to an unspecified mass audience, and see 

if there are any differences in terms of how political advocacy videos of different 

strategies affect willingness to share among different types of online users.  

The lack of distinction between the partisan, or the extremist, group and the non-

partisan group was another limitation of this study. The experiment assigned participants 

into different conditions according to their stance about political issues, but did not 

consider the varying strength of political attitudes. For instance, those who scored 6.0 on 

a 6-point scale that was designed to measure participants’ attitude towards abortion were 

treated as having the same “pro-choice stance” as the ones who scored 4.0. Future studies 

on information processing among those with different political attitudes should consider 

distinguishing the partisan group from the non-partisan group (or the neutral group) more 

clearly – they may conduct pre-screening sessions to do so. 
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  In terms of exploring variation in relational motives, the NTB scale was used as 

the sole measurement. Despite the scale’s proven validity and utility for the examination 

of desire for solidarity with others, one could argue that the NTB scale was not adept at 

measuring relational motives conceptualized in this particular study. Relational motives 

indeed share common ground with the concept of need-to-belong, as both concepts 

assume that people are motivated processors who constantly seek relationship with others 

as a means for survival. Compared to the need-to-belong theory, however, relational 

motives is a term that has mainly been used in the field of political science to address the 

influence of motivation on political ideology and political decision-making. By building 

upon the NTB scale, future studies in political communication should consider 

developing a scale that would measure one’s relational motives that contribute to political 

ideology and activism more accurately. 

Although this particular study did not find strong direct relationship between 

relational motives and processing of political content, being the first study that branched 

out into the cutting-edge area of looking at whether existing attitude and perception (i.e. 

NTB) influence the way people process political media messages, it sheds light on future 

research to utilize psychophysiological concepts to explore the dynamics of political 

communication. This study did not have financial resources to screen and recruit 

participants that might have stronger desire for attachments (e.g. individuals who 

regularly participate in political rallies). It also raises intriguing possibilities for future 

research to conduct cross-cultural research on this topic, and look at whether those from 

collectivist cultures, or people whose cultural orientation is relatively more collectivist, 
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have higher need to belong to a group, and whether their motivation to seek and maintain 

relationship with others affect the way they process political information. 

 Media psychophysiology is the latest paradigm concerning physiological 

measures in media research, helping scholars to discover how the human mind processes 

and responds to, mediated messages. Although the psychophysiological measures have 

their own limitations such as the issue of ecological validity that may result in participant 

anxiety and discomfort in a lab setting, their ability to collect physiological data and to 

infer psychological concept make them promising tools in communications studies. 

Psychophysiological scholars should continue to explore political communications so that 

they would help advance the understanding of basic human motives underlying political 

ideology by building upon data obtained from self-report measures.  

Understanding audiences’ motives may assist political campaign managers in 

choosing the most effective communication strategies for different profiles of political 

engagement personalities. This study has made a rare attempt at connecting relational 

motives with cognitive and emotional processing of persuasive political messages online, 

and it is hoped that this study would motivate political communication scholars to tackle 

the notion of need-to-belong and its possible effect on political landscape. 
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Appendix A 

 

Need-to-belong Scale  
 

(Leary, Kelly, Cottrell, & Schreindorfer, 2005) 

 

 

Instructions:  For each of the statements below, indicate the degree to which you agree 

or disagree with the statement by writing a number in the space beside the question using 

the scale below: 

 

  1 = Strongly disagree 

  2 = Moderately disagree 

  3 = Neither agree nor disagree 

  4 = Moderately agree 

  5 = Strongly agree 

 

 

_____ 1. If other people don't seem to accept me, I don't let it bother me. 

 

_____ 2. I try hard not to do things that will make other people avoid or reject me. 

 

_____ 3. I seldom worry about whether other people care about me. 

 

_____ 4. I need to feel that there are people I can turn to in times of need. 

 

_____ 5. I want other people to accept me. 

 

_____ 6. I do not like being alone. 

 

_____  7. Being apart from my friends for long periods of time does not bother me.   

 

_____  8. I have a strong need-to-belong. 

 

_____  9. It bothers me a great deal when I am not included in other people's plans. 

 

____  10. My feelings are easily hurt when I feel that others do not accept me. 
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Appendix B 
 

Activism Intentions Scale (AIS) 

 

(Moskalenko & McCauley, 2009) 

 

 

 

* For each of the statements below, indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree 

with the statement. 

 

 

 

 
Disagree 

Completely 
  

Neutral 
  

Agree 

Completely 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. I would join/belong to an 

organization that fights for 

my group’s political and 

legal rights. 

       

2. I would donate money to 

an organization that fights 

for my group’s political 

and legal rights. 

       

3. I would volunteer my 

time working (i.e. write 

petitions, distribute flyers, 

recruit people, etc.) for an 

organization that fights for 

my group’s political and 

legal rights. 

       

4. I would travel for one 

hour to join in a public 

rally, protest, or 

demonstration in support of 

my group. 
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Appendix C 

 

Attitudes toward political issues  

 

 

 

* Please indicate to what extent you support or oppose each of the following policy 

issues: 

 

 Strongly 

oppose 

1 

2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

support 

6 

Abortion 
      

Gun Control 
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Appendix D 

 

Scale items 

 

(Bruner, Hensel, & James, 2001) 

 

1. unlikely/likely 

3. improbable/probable 

7. no chance/certain 

 

 

Self-report measure after each video: 

 

1. How likely are you to share this video with others online?  

(1 = unlikely, 5 = likely) 

 

2. How probable is it that you share this video with others online?  

 (1 = improbable, 5 = probable) 

 

3. How certain are you about sharing this video with others online?  

 (1 = no chance, 5 = certain) 
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 Appendix E 

 

Political advocacy videos used as stimuli 

 

 

 

Pro-Life Non-Attack (supports the Pro-Life ideology) 

 

Life: Imagine the potential (2009).  

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2CaBR3z85c 

 

Unwanted: A story about choice (2010).  

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=697234P-

lTw&list=PLD954F6BAB5102AE0&index=11 

 

 

Pro-Life Attack (attacks the Pro-Choice ideology) 

 

Painful Truth (2010). 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wEANYMTGZco&index=108&list=PLD954

F6BAB5102AE0 

 

Truth About Planned Parenthood (2011). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c4uER9tI24Y&index=51&list=PLD954F6B

AB5102AE0 

 

 

Pro-Choice Non-Attack (supports the Pro-Choice ideology) 

Free: Protect the future of a pro-choice America (2008). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kgX5z698oEg&index=4&list=TLVjGbXU2J

HDU 
 

Power: Protect the future of a pro-choice America (2008). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GSZlS1yGTiw&list=UUntNMsd75kNKl8TE

wR-uBXg 

 

 

Pro-Choice Attack (attacks the Pro-Life ideology) 

 

McCain-Palin: Extreme and Dangerous (2008). 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-WL_MvRu6SE&list=TLVjGbXU2JHDU 

 

What is the global gag rule? (2014). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4iqVKMgNMGg&list=UUkNJfjuNyIopt8Uy

C5ofhwg 
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Gun Rights Non-Attack (supports the Gun Rights ideology) 

 

Good guys (2014). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sflb0PRviDw&index=1&list=PLyaSPxNidL

LsEoViZwGlwfSVh4BNtnAjY 
 

Welcome to the NRA (2012). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hJo2xlmT29I&list=TLicIGPEqYglM 

 

Gun Rights Attack (attacks the Gun Control ideology) 

 

NRA stand and fight: We are America (2013). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kj3xsX9XMMY 

 

Protection for Obama’s kids, gun-free zones for ours (2013). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=65CK-

 KWKIcA&index=13&list=PLyaSPxNidLLs3QXVpqfoCsh8EilCeuhwF 
 

 

Gun Control Non-Attack (supports the Gun Control ideology) 

 

Sarah Brady on 50th anniversary of march on Washington (2013). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WJEB4mSbOrs 

 

Let’s get this done (2013). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-yVLRu2QDR0 

 

 

Gun Control Attack (attacks the Gun Rights ideology) 

 

Demand a plan (2012). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1SqDocHFJ8k 

 

Diner (2014). 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vakxY8YLwnQ&list=UUX45KD2P6Mx2JX

uu7GSTDiQ 


