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This study investigates the appeal of sensationalist television news. News stories were
content analyzed to measure the presence of sensationalist features. In addition, the
stories were watched and evaluated by participants to measure the degree to which the
items elicited emotional arousal and the degree to which the items were liked. As
predicted, the findings showed that emotional arousal mediates effects of sensationalist
features on liking and that the relationship between emotional arousal and liking takes
the shape of an inverted U.
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Over the past decades, television viewers in both the United States and Europe
have witnessed an increasing number of sensationalist features in television

news programs (Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, & Beentjes, 2005; Hjarvard, 2000;
Hjavard, 1994; Scott & Gobetz, 1992; Slattery, Doremus, & Marcus, 2001; Slattery
& Hakanen, 1994). In journalistic and scientific discourse, the increases in sensation-
alism have generally been attributed to the mechanisms of market-driven journalism.
According to this line of thought, competition in the news market increasingly poses
problems to news producers in how to attract the audiences that are needed for jour-
nalistic and economic purposes. Increasing the amount of sensationalism in the news
is considered a convenient means to this end (e.g., Bird, 2000; McManus, 1994).

The successes of sensationalist television news programs and tabloid newspapers
provide an obvious reason for the widespread belief in the power of sensationalism.
However, self-evident as these successes may seem, from a scientific point of view
they merely represent zero-order correlations between sensationalism and viewing
ratings. Consequently, knowledge about the appeal of sensationalist news is limited.
The present study addresses this issue.
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Sensationalism

Sensationalism is often defined in terms of its capability to provoke attention or
arousal responses in viewers (ef. Grabe, Zhou, & Barnett, 2001). In line with such
definitions, sensationalism has also been connected to human evolution. The basic
argument is that over the course of biological and cultural evolution, the human brain
has become adapted to the task of noting information that may increase chances of
survival and reproduction, in particular information about real or potentially threat-
ening situations. The human sensitivity to this kind of information explains why both
journalists and their audience pay so much attention to deviant or bad news (Davis
& McLeod, 2003; Shoemaker, 1996).

In this study, seven sensational features of news stories are distinguished. The
first of these concerns the story subject. Stories about negative events such as crime,
violence, natural disasters, accidents, and fires are generally considered sensational
(ef. Adams, 1978; Slattery & Hakanen, 1994). In this study, we refer to this category
as dramatic subject. Five more sensational features concern audiovisual production
features that may be referred to as "the bells and whistles" of news stories (cf. Grabe
et al., 2001). Changes between camera positions, the use of an "eyewitness camera,"
the onset of background music, zoom-in movements, and a short story duration all
contribute to the number of sudden and mostly unexpected changes in the (audiovi-
sual) environment to which viewers should attend, at least from an evolutionary per-
spective. The final sensational feature included in this study concerns the insertion
in news stories of short interviews with laypersons commenting on an issue. In most
instances, these laypersons serve as examples of the public opinion concerning the
issue. In some other instances, they serve as eyewitnesses or victims. Drawing on
exemplification theory (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000), Hendriks Vettehen et al. (2005)
argued that interviews with laypersons are more concrete than general statements by
a news anchor and that hence they will draw the viewer's attention to them.
Consequently, these interviews should be considered sensationalist.

Sensationalism and Liking

One strategy to study the appeal of sensationalism in news stories in a con-
trolled fashion would be to create a free-choice environment in the laboratory by
providing participants with the opportunity to switch between different news
programs. By systematically varying the degree to which sensationalist features
are present in news stories, the relationship between sensationalism and exposure
could be studied. Lang, Shin, Bradley, et al. (2005) used this method to study the
effect of story length and production pacing on a number of variables, including
time spent on each program.

In this study, we followed a different strategy. We presented participants with a
number of more or less sensational news stories and questioned them on, among



other things, how much they liked each story. So, instead of studying exposure to the
news stories as the main dependent variable, we studied effects of sensationalism on
a variable we assumed to be an important predictor of exposure. This assumption
seems reasonable. Liking of news stories may be considered closely related to the
attitude toward the story. In turn, the attitude toward the news story may be consid-
ered an important predictor of subsequent news viewing (for a similar argument, cf.
Nabi & Krcmar, 2004).

Emotional Arousal as a Mediating Variable

As the title of this article indicates, the emotional arousal that is elicited in news
viewers is considered a variable that explains effects of sensationalism on liking of
news stories. Emotional arousal may be defined as the degree of excitation the
viewer experiences while watching the news. Operationally, emotional arousal has
been measured by physiological measures or self-report measures. Among the phys-
iological measures, the most common measure is skin conductance (cf. Hopkins &
Fletcher, 1994). Skin conductance is an indicator of activation in the autonomous
nervous system, the type of activation that is involved in emotional behavior
(Zillmann, 1982). Among the self-report measures, emotional arousal is often mea-
sured on the arousal scale of the Self-Assessment Manikin (Bradley & Lang, 1994)
or on the emotional arousal scale of the Perceived Message Sensation Value Scale
(Palmgreen, Stephenson, Everett, Baseheart, & Francies, 2002).

The conceptualization of emotional arousal as an important mediating variable
that explains effects of sensationalism on liking of news stories may be argued on
the basis of two distinct theoretical models. One of these is the activation model of
information exposure (Donohew, Palmgreen, & Duncan, 1980; Donohew, Pugzles
Lorch, & Palmgreen, 1998), which we refer to as the activation model. The other
theory is known as the limited capacity model of mediated message processing
(Lang, 2000), which we refer to as the limited capacity model.

Role of Emotional Arousal From
an Activation Model Perspective

As early as Wundt (1874), researchers have assumed an optimal level of arousal
that humans experience as pleasant and that they therefore try to achieve or main-
tain, especially by exposing themselves to stimuli that provide different levels of
stimulation (cf. Berlyne, 1971; Zuckerman, 1994). These theoretical ideas are still
part of the present-day activation model, which can be summarized as follows. First,
humans have a biologically based optimal level of arousal at which they feel most
comfortable. They try to reach or maintain that optimum level by regulating the stim-
ulation that is provided by external sources, in particular exposure to media mes-
sages. Second, humans vary in their needs for stimulation, or, in terms of the model,



in their level of sensation seeking. Finally, media messages vary in the stimulation
they provide, or, in terms of the model, in message sensation value. Consequently,
exposure to a media message is a function of both the individual's level of sensation
seeking and the sensation value of the message (Donohew et al., 1998).

Regarding the relation between message sensation value and emotional arousal,
the activation model predicts that message sensation value is positively related to
emotional arousal. Morgan, Palmgreen, Stephenson, Hoyle, and Lorch (2003) pro-
vided empirical support for this notion. Regarding the relation between the emo-
tional arousal elicited by the message and liking of the message, the activation model
predicts that viewers will not expose themselves to media messages that generate too
little or too much arousal. Bearing in mind the theoretical relation between liking of
a message and exposure to a message that we described earlier in this article, it may
also be predicted that viewers do not like media messages that generate too little or
too much arousal. This means that the relation between the extent to which individ-
uals are aroused by a message and the extent to which they like the message will take
the shape of an inverted U.

These predictions may be translated into predictions regarding the effects of sen-
sationalist television news because the central concept of message sensation value in
the activation model is rather similar to the concept of sensationalism in television
news studies. For instance, Morgan et al. (2003) included intense images, the
number of cuts, the presence of visual and sound effects, and the category "acted out
of a situation" (as opposed to being told about the situation by a talking head) as
aspects of message sensation value in antidrug public service announcements.
Consequently, one can expect that sensationalist features contribute to the emotional
arousal experienced by news viewers. Emotional arousal will result in an increased
liking of the news, but only up to a certain level of emotional arousal. Beyond that
level, emotional arousal will result in a decreased liking of the news.

Role of Emotional Arousal From a Limited
Capacity Model Perspective

The limited capacity model may be summarized in the following basic notions.
First, processing audiovisual messages involves various tasks (encoding, storage,
and retrieval), each of which has to be performed adequately if message processing
has to function optimally. Second, receivers have only limited cognitive resources
available to perform these tasks. Third, the allocation of cognitive resources to dif-
ferent tasks is influenced both by the receiver's goals and by the message's charac-
teristics. Fourth, if insufficient resources are allocated to one or more of the tasks, a
situation of cognitive overload will occur in which the processing of information
deteriorates (Lang, 2000).

More specifically regarding the role of sensationalist features in the model,
researchers have predicted and also found that both sensationalist content features



and production features are able to elicit emotional arousal (Grabe, Lang, & Zhao,
2003; Grabe, Zhou, Lang, & Bolls, 2000; Lang, Bolls, Potter, & Kawahara, 1999).
The model also predicts that the emotional arousal elicited by sensationalist features
will result in the automatic allocation of processing resources to the tasks of encod-
ing and storage, which will improve subsequent message recall and recognition.
However, at some point the demands on processing capacity may exceed available
resources. This will result in deteriorating message recall and recognition, an effect
that has been demonstrated in a wide literature, applying a variety of study designs
and using a variety of messages (e.g., Grabe et al, 2003; Lang et al., 1999; Lang,
Shin, Bradley, et al., 2005; Southwell, 2005; Southwell & Lee, 2004).

In addition to this prediction from the limited capacity model, one may assume
that people generally like the news better when they actually learn something from
it, at least as far as viewers watch the news to be informed and as far as they are
aware of the quality of their information processing. On the basis of this assumption,
and on the predicted effect of sensationalism on message recall and recognition, we
arrive at an expectation concerning the effect of sensationalism on news liking. One
may expect that sensationalist features in the news contribute to the emotional
arousal experienced by news viewers. The emotional arousal will result in an
increased liking of the news, but only up to a certain level of emotional arousal.
Beyond that level, emotional arousal will result in decreased liking of the news.

Hypotheses

We derived several predictions from the activation model and from the limited
capacity model that converge. In sum, we expect:

Hypothesis 1 (HI): Sensationalist features in news stories will have a positive effect on
the emotional arousal elicited by the stories.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The emotional arousal elicited by television news stories will be
positively related to the degree to which the stories are liked, but only up to a cer-
tain level of arousal; beyond that level of arousal, the emotional arousal elicited by
the stories will be negatively related to the degree to which the stories are liked.

Combining HI and H2 leads to the overall expectation that effects of sensation-
alist features are mediated by emotional arousal. Consequently, we predict:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Emotional arousal will be a mediator in the relationship between
sensationalist features and liking.

Although the effects of sensationalist features in the news are, according to H3,
mediated by the emotional arousal they elicit, direct effect of sensationalism on the
degree to which the stories are liked should not be ruled out. In the lines of thought
leading to H2, we recognized the need for an optimal level of stimulation and the
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wish to be informed as reasons people may have for watching the news. However,
people may watch the news to achieve a variety of goals (e.g., Palmgreen, Wenner,
& Rayburn, 1980; Rubin, Perse, & Powell, 1985). Because sensationalist news fea-
tures possibly serve these goals in a positive or negative way, these features might
exert influences on the degree to which news stories are liked, independent of the
emotional arousal they elicit. The strength and direction of these influences are yet
unknown. This leads us to the following research question:

Research Question 1: What effects do sensationalist features in news stories have on the
degree to which the stories are liked, independent of the emotional arousal they elicit?

Method

Design

Student coders content analyzed television news stories to measure the presence of
sensationalist features. Participants also watched and evaluated the same stories to
measure the degree to which the items elicited emotional arousal and the degree to
which the items were liked. Finally, the data from the content analysis and the evalua-
tion study were merged into a single data file. The news story is the unit of analysis.

The participants took part in the study on a voluntary basis, without receiving
payment. Each was visited at home by a student, who asked the participant to watch
a newscast from a videotape in a way in which he or she would usually watch the
news. Most of the newscasts consisted of approximately 11 stories. After watching
each story, the videotape was stopped for a while, during which the participant eval-
uated the story by means of a short questionnaire that consisted of a number of state-
ments concerning the story. During this process, the student was present in the
background to observe the viewing process and to help in case of technical prob-
lems. No irregularities in the participant's behavior were reported.

The students who took part in the study received course credit. The content analy-
sis and the related evaluation study were part of a course that was designed to teach
students theoretical, methodological, and scholarly writing skills while carrying out
a study themselves.

Participants

A total of 62 adults participated in the study. Because this study focuses on the
effects of message features, that is, sensationalism, we aimed to minimize variance
in the dependent variables that might be caused by participant variables. Three pre-
cautionary measures were taken. First, the sample was kept relatively homogeneous.
In particular, the sample varied in age only between 33 and 57 years; the mean was



48.6 years. Second, the sample showed relatively little variance in educational level
compared with a census sample: The sample was generally highly educated, as the
lowest educational levels (up to elementary vocational school) made up only 6% of
the sample. The sample was not homogeneous regarding the variable sex. Exactly
50% of the sample were female. However, additional analyses showed that this vari-
able did not affect the evaluations.

As a second precautionary measure, we accounted for individual differences in
evaluations by applying a calibration procedure. Before the participants evaluated
the news stories that were assigned to them, they also evaluated three news stories
that served as calibration stories. These three stories were evaluated by every partic-
ipant. The stories substantially varied in the presence of sensationalist features, how-
ever, without diverging from average news stories. For any particular evaluation
statement in the questionnaire, the distribution of the mean evaluation scores on the
calibration stories provided an estimation of the participant's tendency to systemat-
ically deviate from other participants in evaluating news stories on this statement. On
the basis of the scores obtained at the calibration stories, the evaluation scores of all
other stories could be calibrated by subtracting the (standardized) mean score on the
three items from the (also standardized) scores on the evaluations of the news stories
in the newscast. In these calibrated scores, differences between participants in eval-
uating the same news stories may be considered largely eliminated. All hypotheses
in this study were tested twice, once using the original scores on the evaluations and
once using the calibrated scores. No substantial differences in results were obtained.
In the Results section, we use the original scores on the dependent variables.

As a last precautionary measure, each story was independently viewed and eval-
uated by 2 participants. The scores of the 2 participants on the dependent variables
were averaged.

News Stories

A total of 229 stories were included in the study. To minimize the variance in the
dependent variables that may be caused by television channels (cf. Leshner, Reeves, &
Nass, 1998), news stories were selected from only one news program. The news
program from which the stories were taken is broadcast by the Dutch public broad-
casting organization. The program is called the NOS Journaal and has been the best-
known television news program in the Netherlands for decades (Costera Meijer, 2007).

Because the news stories that were evaluated had already been aired, the year in
which the stories were aired could have influenced evaluations of the story. To min-
imize the variance that might be caused by the variable year, only stories within a
narrow range of years were included. The newscasts from which the stories were
taken were randomly drawn from a sample of newscasts that were broadcast in the
early spring of each year between 1999 and 2003. Also, in an additional analysis we
estimated the effect of the variable year on evaluations and found none.



Measurement

In the introduction to this article, we distinguished seven sensationalist features:
dramatic story subject, the number of camera shots, the presence of an eyewitness
camera, the number of music onsets, the number of zoom-in movements, the story
duration (a negative indicator), and the presence of a layperson commenting on the
news. These features were measured using a coding instrument that was based on the
instrument used by Hendriks Vettehen et al. (2005). Table 1 provides an overview of
the coding instrument, including short descriptions, intercoder reliabilities, means,
and standard deviations of the variables.

A total of 32 student coders were intensively trained in applying the instrument.
They also had to pass a test in applying the instrument before they were allowed to
start the coding process. To estimate intercoder reliabilities, the news stories were
divided among the coders in a manner that allowed us to compare the coding job of
each coder with that of two colleagues. For instance, because each coder had to code
a total of (approximately) 14 stories, 7 out of the 14 stories that were coded by Coder
A were also coded by Coder B. The remaining 7 stories coded by Coder B were also
coded by Coder C. Similarly, the remaining 7 stories coded by Coder C were also
coded by Coder D. After the coding process was finished, Krippendorff's alphas
were calculated for each sensationalist feature and for each pair of coders as a mea-
sure of intercoder reliability (Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007). Evaluating the coding
job that was done by each single coder with the coding jobs done by two colleagues
provided no indications that any coder had done a poor job. Because each of the 229
stories was coded by two student coders, overall reliabilities could also be estimated.
Krippendorff's alpha was above .70 for each sensationalist feature. The scores of the



two coders on the seven sensationalist features were averaged to further increase the
reliability of the coding.

The dependent variables emotional arousal and liking were measured by means
of a short questionnaire. After each news story they saw, participants had to respond
to eight statements about the story on a scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree} to
7 (totally agree). As Table 2 reveals, a principal-components analysis of eight
statements yielded two factors that together accounted for 74% of the variance in
the story. The variable emotional arousal was computed by averaging the scores on the
statements that constitute the first factor (a = .92, M = 3.53, SD - 1.28). The vari-
able liking was computed by averaging the scores on the statements that constitute
the second factor (a = .71, M = 3.44, SD - 1.14).

Results

H1 stated that sensationalist features in news stories have a positive effect on the
emotional arousal elicited by the stories. To test this hypothesis, a multiple regres-
sion analysis was carried out in which all sensationalist features were entered into
the equation simultaneously. The correlations between the sensationalist features
generally varied between weakly negative (r = -.46) and moderately positive (r -
.46). One exception was the strong correlation between story duration and number
of camera shots (r = .78). However, the inspection of tolerance criteria revealed no
indications of multicollinearity.



Table 3 reveals that all sensationalist features together explained 30% of the vari-
ance in the dependent variable emotional arousal, which seems quite satisfactory.
However, it should be noted that this measure somewhat overestimates the explana-
tory value of the hypothesis because it summarizes not only the expected effects but
also some unexpected effects. More specifically, the standardized parameter esti-
mates (betas) show that four out of the seven variables had the predicted effect on
emotional arousal (p < .01). Of these, the presence of a dramatic subject (p = 0.36)
and the number of camera shots (B = 0.28) exerted relatively strong influences. The
presence of a layperson speaking (B = 0.18) and presence of an eyewitness camera
(B = 0.15) exerted smaller influences. Contrary to expectation, the number of music

onsets exerted a small but significant negative influence on emotional arousal (B = -0.13,
p < .05). The number of zoom-in movements and story duration had no significant
effect on emotional arousal. In all, H1 received moderate support.

H2 stated that the emotional arousal that is being elicited would be positively
related to the degree to which the stories are liked, but only up to a certain level of
arousal; beyond that level of arousal, the emotional arousal elicited by the stories
would be negatively related to the degree to which the stories are liked. To test this
hypothesis, a hierarchical regression analysis was carried out on the variable liking.
In the first step, the seven sensationalist features were entered into the regression
equation. In a second step, the variable emotional arousal (EMO) was entered into
the equation. However, because a curvilinear relation between emotional arousal and
liking was expected, in a third step a square term (EMO x EMO) was also entered
into the equation.

In polynomial regression analyses, standardized parameter estimates of the
square term and the variable that is squared cannot be meaningfully interpreted.
However, the significance of changes in R2 adj after entering the square term into the



quadratic term shows the expected negative sign, which is indicative of an inverted
U-shaped relationship between emotional arousal and liking. Using differential cal-
culus, the crestpoint of the inverted U can easily be calculated from the unstandard-
ized parameter estimates of EMO and EMO x EMO. The crestpoint is at EMO =
4.25, which is near the center of the emotional arousal scale. These results indicate
that the relationship between the variables emotional arousal and liking is curvilin-
ear after controlling for the effects of sensationalist features. Consequently, H2 was
supported.

Table 4 also provides the information to answer RQ1, which was concerned with
direct effects of sensationalist features in news stories on the degree to which the sto-
ries are liked, that is, independent of the emotional arousal they elicit. As can be seen
in Table 4, only two out of seven sensational features have a significant effect on the
degree to which a news story is liked (B < .01). The presence of a dramatic subject
has a negative effect on the liking of the news story (B =: -0.21), and an increase in
the number of camera shots has a positive effect (B = 0.32).



By calculating (B2 + B3 EMO) at several values of EMO, conditional unstandard-
ized parameter estimates for EMO can be found. However, although conditional
unstandardized parameter estimates for emotional arousal may be calculated using
this method, it does not provide a method for calculating conditional standard errors.
To obtain conditional standard errors, we followed the so-called moderator centering
approach, which is concisely described by Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes (2007). The
method involves the centering of the moderating variable at values of interest to the
researcher. By entering the centered moderator into the equation as a substitute for
the moderator, the conditional unstandardized parameter estimate and standard error at
the values of interest can be estimated. For instance, in the simplified model described
above, a variable (EMO-3) could be computed, which is simply a linear transforma-
tion of the original variable EMO. However, entering this variable in Equation 1 as a
substitute of one of the EMO variables leads to the following equation:

H3 states that emotional arousal mediates the effects of the sensationalist fea-
tures. This hypothesis is difficult to test for two reasons. First, the hypothesis
involves seven mediated effects to be tested, whereas the major statistical packages
only test the total of mediated effects. Second, each mediation effect involves a
curvilinear relationship between the mediating variable and the dependent variable,
which is difficult to include in a test of mediation.

To test the hypothesis, we took two steps. In the first step, we treated the curvi-
linear relationship as a special case of interaction (cf. Jagodzinski & Weede, 1981).
On the basis of this line of thought, the theoretical model may be considered a
special case of moderated mediation in which the mediating variable also serves as
a moderator. To explicate this line of thought, consider the somewhat simplified
model involving only one sensationalist feature (SENS), liking (LIKING), emo-
tional arousal (EMO), and the square term (EMO x EMO). This regression equation
could be written as
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were able to estimate unstandardized parameter estimates and standard errors for any
emotional arousal score.

Table 5 provides an overview of conditional unstandardized parameter estimates
and standard errors of emotional arousal at values 1 through 7 of the variable emo-
tional arousal. As can be seen, the positive effect of emotional arousal on liking is
largest at the lowest value of emotional arousal. As emotional arousal increases, its
effect on liking diminishes. However, the effect remains significant (p < .01) at all
values of emotional arousal.

Once conditional unstandardized parameter estimates and standard errors for
emotional arousal were obtained, we could take the second step in testing the medi-
ating role of emotional arousal. We used the distribution of products test, which in a
Monte Carlo study has been shown to be one of the best tests of mediation in terms
of statistical power and Type I error (MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, &
Sheets, 2002) and which has been demonstrated by Holbert and Stephenson (2003)
in an extensive way. The test involves each unstandardized parameter estimate being
converted into a z score by dividing its value by its standard error. After that, the z
score that constitutes the effect of an independent variable on a mediating variable
is multiplied by the z score that constitutes the effect of the mediating variable on the
dependent variable. Finally, the significance of the resulting z score can be estab-
lished by consulting a table of two random, normal variables.

We obtained a table of two random, normal variables by having SPSS simulate
1,000,000 samples from the distribution of z = (B1/SE1) * (B2/SE2), with (B2/SE2)
and (B2/SE2) independently and identically distributed and normally distributed with
a mean of 0 and a standard error of 1. From this table, the critical values appeared to
be z = 3.60 and z = -.3.61, p = .01, and z = 2.18 and z = -2.19, p = .05.



The product of z scores for each conditional mediation effect can be calculated by
hand using Table 3 and Table 5. For instance, the z score for the indirect effect of
eyewitness camera at an emotional arousal of 2 is (0.48/0.18) x (1.16/0.25) = 12.37,
a value that is significant (p < .01). Applying this procedure, we obtained the fol-
lowing results. First, the expected indirect effects of the variables dramatic subject,
number of camera shots, presence of eyewitness camera, and layperson were signif-
icant at all values of emotional arousal (p < .01). Second, the unexpected effect of
music onsets was significant at all values of emotional arousal (p < .01). Third, no
significant effect of zoom-in or story duration was obtained at any value of emo-
tional arousal. In summary, H3 received moderate support.

Discussion

This study investigated the effects that sensationalism in television news stories
may have on the degree to which viewers like the stories. The most important find-
ing of this study concerns the role of emotional arousal both as mediator and as mod-
erator. Sensationalist features of a news story increase emotional arousal, which in
turn increases the viewer's liking of the story, but only up to a moderate level of emo-
tional arousal; beyond that level, further increases in emotional arousal decrease the
viewer's liking of the story. This finding may potentially be of great interest to tele-
vision journalists aiming to reach an audience, as it implies that journalists should
be reluctant to apply sensationalist devices. However, it should be noted that the
study design could only assume the causal sequence between emotional arousal and
liking and that the findings may at best be generalized to a homogeneous sample of
relatively highly educated viewers who are well into their 40s.

In the introduction to this article, we referred to the channel-changing study by
Lang, Shin, Bradley, et al. (2005) as an alternative strategy to investigate the appeal
of sensationalist features. The channel-changing study was different from this study
in design, sample, and measurement, thus making it difficult to compare specific
findings. However, the main theoretical implications of the studies may be com-
pared. In the channel-changing study, decreasing physiological arousal emerged as
an important factor that induces news viewers to change channels. The present study
reveals that both low and high levels of emotional arousal are associated with low
levels of liking. Assuming that liking is predictive of behavior, this result suggests
that not only low levels of emotional arousal but also high levels may induce news
viewers to change channels.

One possible interpretation of these somewhat diverging conclusions is that
younger viewers are more at ease with higher levels of emotional arousal than older
viewers because they were raised in a fast-paced, arousing media environment (cf.
Bellamy & Walker, 1996), because they are of an age at which sensation seeking is
at its highest (cf. Zuckerman, 1994), or for both reasons. If younger viewers are



generally more at ease with higher levels of emotional arousal than are older view-
ers, then younger viewers will change channels predominantly as a result of low
arousal levels, not as a result of high arousal levels. However, the older the viewers
are, the more likely the possibility that they will change channels as a result of high
arousal levels. This interpretation could explain the finding in the channel-changing
study that the effect of a decreasing physiological arousal was larger for younger
viewers than for older viewers. It is also in line with the main finding of the present
study, which featured only older participants. A replication of this study in a sample
of both younger and older participants could put this interpretation to the test.

Apart from the findings concerning the mediating and moderating roles of emo-
tional arousal, the present study also provides correlative tests of relationships
between sensationalist features and emotional arousal. The findings that the inclu-
sion of a dramatic subject and an increase in the number of camera shots are related
to the emotional arousal experienced by news viewers is in line with findings from
experimental research on the effects of these variables on mediated messages (e.g.,
Lang et al., 1999). Also, the positive relationships between the presence of an eye-
witness camera and the presence of comments by laypersons on the one hand and
the emotional arousal experienced by news viewers on the other hand have not been
established in earlier research.

The finding that music onsets are negatively related to the emotional arousal
experienced by viewers is somewhat surprising. However, this finding may be
explained by differences in music regarding variables such as tempo, genre, and
complexity. In most instances, music in news stories can be characterized by a slow
tempo. In contrast, dance music approximating 120 beats per minute is virtually
absent in news stories. Recent findings have indicated that tempo and genre in music
affect physiological arousal (Potter & Dillman Carpentier, 2005) and that structural
complexity in audio messages increases emotional and physiological arousal (Potter
& Choi, 2006). The negative effects of slow and easy music in television news sto-
ries may have overridden the positive effect of merely the onset of music we antici-
pated in this study.

The finding that story duration is unrelated to the emotional arousal experienced
by viewers seems not in line with the positive effects of story duration on variables
such as physiological arousal and time spent on channel that were found by Lang,
Shin, Bradley, et al. (2005) in their study on channel-changing behavior. However,
Lang, Shin, Bradley, et al. also concluded that in general, story duration appears to
have less effect on older viewers compared with younger viewers. The zero finding
in our study, which featured participants in their 40s, is in line with that conclusion.

The finding that zoom-in movements were unrelated to the emotional arousal
experienced by viewers is also of interest. Grabe et al. (2001) selected zoom-in
movement as an aspect of sensationalism mainly on the basis of conventional ideas
about zoom-in movements as being capable of increasing involvement in viewers. In
the present study, we found no support for these ideas.
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Two additional findings concern direct effects of sensationalist features on liking,
that is, apart from the effects that are mediated by the emotional arousal they elicit.
The direct negative effect of the variable dramatic subject on liking may be
explained by considering the fact that most dramatic news stories are negative sto-
ries. People's sense of compassion may lead them to judge stories about violence,
disasters, and other dramatic subjects as horrible, thus explaining the lesser liking of
these stories. This is in line with the recent observation that participants looked
longer at positive pictures than at negative pictures, irrespective of whether the pic-
tures were arousing or not (Lang, Shin, & Lee, 2005).

The direct positive effect that the number of camera shots had on the degree to
which the stories were liked is more difficult to explain. One possible explanation is
that today's news viewers are accustomed to fast-paced television messages.
Accordingly, news stories that contain a limited number of camera shots might be
deemed obsolete. Another explanation is that an increase in the number of camera
shots may leave news viewers with the impression that the stories contain a lot of
information and that their need for cognition is being served. However, these expla-
nations are highly speculative.

Apart from the study's empirical results, its theoretical implications should also
be discussed. Theoretically, the study is somewhat limited in that the hypotheses
could be predicted from the activation model and from the limited capacity model.
Thus, the study provided no means of empirically contrasting the two theoretical
models. Future studies may contrast the models by taking into account not only sen-
sationalism as a predictor of emotional arousal and liking, but also audience vari-
ables that feature in the activation model or the limited capacity model. This involves
larger viewer samples and the use of statistical techniques that are capable of inves-
tigating the impacts of sensationalist features and audience variables simultaneously,
particularly in multilevel modeling (cf. Southwell, 2005).

In particular, future studies could investigate the explanatory power of the sensation-
seeking concept. According to the activation model, the optimal level of arousal
among a population of high sensation seekers will require a higher level of stimula-
tion, and hence more sensationalism, than the optimal level of arousal among a pop-
ulation of low-sensation seekers. In line with this assumption, studies have revealed
that in comparison to low sensation seekers, high-sensation seekers more often pre-
fer rock music and violent or sexual media content (for an overview, cf. Zuckerman,
1994). Consequently, one may expect that the crestpoint in the inverted-U relation
between emotional arousal and liking of news stories will be at a higher level of
emotional arousal for high-sensation seekers than for low-sensation seekers.

As an alternative to the sensation-seeking concept, future studies could also
investigate the explanatory power of the concepts positivity offset and negativity
bias, which appear prominently in a recently modified version of the limited capac-
ity model (Lang, 2006). Positivity offset is defined as the degree to which humans in
neutral situations are more inclined to approach stimuli than to withdraw from them
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(Lang, Shin, & Lee, 2005). On the basis of this definition, one may expect that the
relation between the emotional arousal elicited by the news stories and liking of the
stories will be more positive for those high on positivity offset than for those low on
positivity offset. This expectation is in line with the finding by Lang, Shin, and Lee
(2005) that participants high on positivity offset increased their time spent looking
at pictures as arousal increased.

Negativity bias is defined as the speed with which humans withdraw from nega-
tive stimuli as these stimuli become more intense (Lang, Shin, & Lee, 2005). In
studying sensationalist television news, this variable may be of particular interest
because most dramatic television news stories are negative. On the basis of the def-
inition of negativity bias, one may expect that the relation between the emotional
arousal elicited by sensationalist news stories and liking of the stories will be more
negative for those high on negativity bias than for those low on negativity bias.

A final remark concerns the problem of journalists, who are faced with the dou-
ble task of attracting and maintaining audiences and informing these audiences. To
them, an important question is whether effects of sensationalism on the likelihood
that viewers expose themselves to the news interferes with effects of sensationalism
on processing the news. Finding answers to this question involves theoretical mod-
els that recognize both motivational and cognitive processes in mediated communi-
cation. Remarkably, both models applied in this study have recently evolved in this
direction. The inclusion of the concepts positivity offset and negativity bias in the
limited capacity model (Lang, 2006) may be looked on as an attempt to include
motivational processes in the model, in addition to the cognitive processes already
described by the model. Regarding the activation model, Harrington, Lane, Donohew,
and Zimmerman (2006) recently provided an integrated theoretical framework for
assessing the persuasiveness of media-based health campaigns by merging the
activation model with another theory of message processing, that is, the elaboration
likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Future studies on sensationalist televi-
sion news that are based on these extended models may provide insight into the like-
lihood that viewers expose themselves to more or less sensational news, the
cognitive processing of the stories once they do expose themselves to the stories, and
the multiple (and possibly conflicting) roles that sensationalism and emotional
arousal play in these processes.

Note

1. An earlier version of this article was presented at the 56th Annual Conference of the International
Communication Association, June 19-23, 2006, in Dresden, Germany. We would like to thank Hans
Beentjes, Ben Pelzer, and Kristopher Preacher for their helpful advice. We would also like to thank three
anonymous reviewers for their comments on a previous version of this article. Correspondence concerning
this article should be addressed to Paul Hendriks Vettehen, Department of Communication, Radboud
University, P.O. Box 9104, 6500 HE Nijmegen, Netherlands; P.HendriksVettehen@maw.ru.nl.
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