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               Shocking moments in society create an extraordinary political environment that permits political and opinion changes that
                  are unlikely during times of normal politics. Strong emotions felt by the public during catastrophes – even if experienced
                  only vicariously through media coverage – are a powerful motivator of public opinion and activism. This is particularly true
                  when emotional reactions coincide with attributing blame to governmental agencies or officials. By examining public opinion
                  during one extraordinary event, the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Lonna Rae Atkeson and Cherie D. Maestas show how media
                  information interacts with emotion in shaping a wide range of political opinions about government and political leaders. Catastrophic
                  events bring citizens together, provide common experiences and information, and create opinions that transcend traditional
                  political boundaries. These moments encourage citizens to reexamine their understanding of government, its leaders, and its
                  role in a society from a less partisan perspective.
               

            

            
               Lonna Rae Atkeson is Professor and Regents Lecturer of Political Science at the University of New Mexico. She is also Director
                  of the Center for the Study of Voting, Elections and Democracy at the University of New Mexico.
               

            

            
               Cherie D. Maestas is Associate Professor of Political Science and an affiliate of the Center for the Study of Democratic Performance
                  at Florida State University.
               

            

         


   
      Catastrophic Politics
How Extraordinary Events Redefine Perceptions of Government

         
            Lonna Rae  Atkeson

            
               University of New Mexico

            

            Cherie D.  Maestas

            
               Florida State University

            

            [image: CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS]

         

      

   
      
            
               CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS

               Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, São Paulo, Delhi, Mexico City

            

            
               Cambridge University Press

               32 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10013-2473, USA
               

               

            
               www.cambridge.org

               Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107021129
               

               

            
               © Lonna Rae Atkeson and Cherie D. Maestas 2012

            

            
               This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
                  no reproduction of any part may take place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press.
               

            

            
               First published 2012

               

            
               Printed in the United States of America

            

            A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

            Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

            Atkeson, Lonna Rae, 1965–

            Catastrophic politics : how extraordinary events redefine perceptions of

            government / Lonna Rae Atkeson, Cherie D. Maestas.

            p. cm.

            Includes bibliographical references and index.

            ISBN 978-1-107-02112-9 (hardback)

            1. Political psychology – Case studies. 2. Public opinion – United

            States – Case studies. 3. Public administration – United States – Public

            opinion – Case studies. 4. Political leadership – United States – Public

            opinion – Case studies. 5. Disaster relief – Political aspects – United

            States – Case studies. 6. Hurricane Katrina, 2005 – Political aspects. 7.

            Press and politics – United States – Case studies. I. Maestas, Cherie D.,

            1964– II. Title.

            JA74.5.A85 2012

            320.97301′9–dc23 2011045126

            
               ISBN 978-1-107-02112-9 Hardback
               

            

            
               Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet
                  Web sites referred to in this publication and does not guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, accurate
                  or appropriate.
               

            

         

      

   
      
            For victims of catastrophes, large and small, and especially those who suffered losses from Hurricane Katrina

         


   
      Contents

         List of Tables

         List of Figures

         Acknowledgments

         1 Extraordinary Events and Public Opinion

            Catastrophes as Regular Critical Moments in American Politics

            The Political Importance of Collective Experiences and Attributions of Blame

            Hurricane Katrina as a Test Case

            Advantages and Limits of Our Tests

            Overview of the Book

         2 A Theoretical Framework for Systematically Examining Extraordinary Events

            Normal Politics versus Extraordinary Moments

            Extraordinary Events as Political Context

            Media Coverage and the Information Environment in Extraordinary Events

            Public Reactions: Affective Attributions of Blame in Times of Crises

            Affective Attributions and Their Consequences for Political Opinions

            Affective Attributions and the Anger–Punishment Link

            Summary and Conclusions
3 The Media Message Environment and the Emotional Context of Hurricane Katrina

            Media Data

            Public Attentiveness and Media Selection Following Hurricane Katrina

            Emotional Primes in Coverage of Hurricane Katrina

            Affective Engagement of the Public

            Media, Politics, and Blame Following Hurricane Katrina

            Summary and Conclusions

         4 Affective Attributions: Assigning Blame during Extraordinary Times

            Public Agreement with Blame Frames

            Empirical Expectations from the Theory of Affective Attributions

            Empirical Models and Results, Attributions of Blame

            Race and Attributions of Blame

            The Emotional Fallout from Attribution of Blame

            Empirical Models and Results, Anger

            Summary and Conclusions

         5 Federalism in a Multiple-Message Environment: Are the Appropriate Leaders Held Accountable?

            Evaluations of the Performance of Leaders during Hurricane Katrina

            Attributions and the Assignment of Political Responsibility

            Multiple Messages, Federalism, and Assignment of Responsibility

            Empirical Models and Results

            Direct Effects of Anxiety and Anger on Evaluation

            Conditional Effects of Anger on Evaluation

            Summary and Conclusions

         6 Attributions of Blame, Political Efficacy, and Confidence in Government

            Public Confidence in Government

            Efficacy, Confidence, and the Case of Hurricane Katrina

            Empirical Results, Confidence in Government

            Examining Longer-Term Effects of Katrina with a Cuing Experiment

            Summary and Conclusions

         7 Attributions, Emotions, and Policy Consequences

            Informational and Punitive Policy Proposals Following Hurricane Katrina
   Results of Ordered-Probit Models of Agreement with Proposed Policies

            A Closer Look at Limiting Presidential Authority and Understanding the Influence of Emotion

            Summary and Conclusions

         8 Extraordinary Events and Public Opinion: Some Broader Perspectives

            A Review of Individual-Level Findings

            Collective Trauma, Shared History, and the Political Implications of Disasters

            Some Final Normative Thoughts

         Appendix A. Survey Data and Methodology

         Appendix B. Data and Methodology for Survey Experiment

         Appendix C. Coding of News Transcripts and Video Data

         Methodology for Video Coding of FNC and CNN Broadcasts

         Methodology for Transcript Coding for ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, and FNC Broadcasts

         Appendix D. Multivariate Model Results for Chapter 4

         Appendix E. Multivariate Model Results for Chapter 5

         Appendix F. Multivariate Model Results for Chapter 6

         Appendix G. Multivariate Model Results for Chapter 7

         References

         Index

      

   
      Tables

         1.1 Selected Major Disasters Covered by NBC Nightly News, 1986–2010, Ordered by Amount of Coverage

         3.1 Emotional Engagement by Level of Attentiveness

         3.2 Attention and Emotion, by Race (Std Errors)

         3.3 Percentage of All News Segments Containing Implicit or Explicit Attributions of Blame, Transcript Segments

         4.1 Distribution of Public Responses to Attributions of Blame, in Percentages

         4.2 Distributions of Responses of Belief that State Failure Had an Effect on National Government Response Time, in Percentages

         4.3 Agreement with Attributions by Partisanship, in Percentages

         4.4 Ordered-Probit Models of Attributions of Blame, Select Coefficients for Focal Variables

         4.5 Predicted Probabilities of Agreement with Societal Breakdown Frames, by Race

         4.6 Select Ordered-Probit Coefficients from the Model of Anger

         5.1 Evaluations of Leader Performance in the First Few Days after the Storm, in Percentages

         5.2 Mean Evaluations of President Bush, Governor Blanco, and Mayor Nagin

         5.3 Mean Evaluations of Bush, Blanco, and Nagin by Dominant Attribution Frame

         5.4 Select Ordered-Probit Coefficients from Models of Evaluations of Leaders

         5.5 Predicted Probabilities of Evaluations of Bush, Blanco, and Nagin, by Party and Attribution to Nature

         5.6 Predicted Probabilities of Evaluations of Bush, Blanco, and Nagin, by Party and Attribution to National Government

         5.7 Comparing Coefficients across Performance Models of Bush with and without the Angry Interaction

         6.1 Ordered-Probit Models of External Efficacy

         6.2 Individual-Level Confidence in Government to Handle Future Catastrophes, in Percentages

         6.3 Select Ordered-Probit Coefficients from Models of Confidence in Government to Handle Future Crises

         6.4 Predicted Probabilities of Feeling Less Confident, by Attribution Agreement and Level of Anger

         6.5 Select Coefficients from a Negative Binomial Model of Lowered Confidence in Crisis Response

         6.6 Experimental Effects of Crisis Prompts on Level of Confidence in Government

         6.7 Selected Coefficients, Ordered-Probit Models of Confidence in Government

         7.1 Public Opinions about Post-Katrina Policies, in Percentages

         7.2 Select Coefficients from Ordered-Probit Models of Public Policy Preferences

         7.3 Predicted Probability of Agreement and Disagreement with Policy When the Independent Variable Is at Its Minimum and Maximum

         8.1 Summary of Main Hypotheses and Supportive Evidence

         D.1 Ordered-Probit Models of Attributions of Blame

         D.2 Ordered-Probit Model of Anger about New Orleans

         E.1 Ordered-Probit Models of Evaluations of Leaders

         E.2 Ordered-Probit Models of Evaluations of Leaders with Anger Interaction

         F.1 Ordered-Probit Model of External Efficacy

         F.2 Ordered-Probit Models of Confidence in National Government to Handle Future Catastrophes

         F.3 Negative Binomial Model of “Less Confident” Count

         F.4 Ordered-Probit Model of Confidence in Government to Assist Victims and Maintain Order

         G.1 Ordered-Probit Models of Policy Preferences

         G.2 Ordered-Probit Models of Policy Preferences, with Emotion Interactions

      

   
      Figures

         2.1 Overview of the Opinion Formation Process during Extraordinary Events

         2.2 Causal Linkages in Opinion Formation during Extraordinary Events

         3.1 Average Primetime News Viewers Based on Nielsen Ratings for FNC, CNN, and MSNBC, Combined

         3.2 Count of Attributions of Blame on All Networks, Three-Day Moving Average

         4.1 Effects of Party Identification on Agreement with Attribution to National Government, Conditioned by Level of Anxiety

         4.2 Effects of Party Identification on Agreement with Attribution to State Government, Conditioned by Level of Anxiety

         4.3 Effects of Party Identification on Agreement with Criminal Behavior Attribution, Conditioned by Level of Anxiety

         4.4 Effects of Party Identification on Agreement with Attribution to Nature, Conditioned by Level of Anxiety

         4.5 Effects of Party Identification on Agreement with Non-evacuation Attribution, Conditioned by Level of Anxiety

         4.6 Effects of Party Identification on Agreement with National Government Attribution, No-Anxiety and Low-Anxiety Respondents

         5.1 Effect of Attribution of Blame to National Government on the Probability of a “Poor” Evaluation of President Bush, Conditioned
               by Level of Anger

         6.1 Predicted Probabilities of Feeling Efficacious by Levels of Blame Attribution and Anger

         6.2 Predicted Probabilities of Confidence in Government, by Experimental Prompt

         7.1 The Effect of Blaming National Government on Agreement with Limiting Presidential Authority, Conditioned by Level of Anger

         7.2 The Effect of Party Identification on Agreement with Limiting Presidential Authority, Conditioned by Level of Anxiety

         8.1 Frequency of Disaster Polling Questions, 1986–2010

      

   
      Acknowledgments

         
            In August 2005, we were at the American Political Science Association (APSA) annual meetings, standing in a hotel lobby, glued
               to televisions along with dozens of other political scientists. As we watched events unfold along the Gulf Coast, we were
               stunned by the destruction and desperation of the victims, and we worried for friends and colleagues who might have been affected
               by the storm. As human beings, we were emotionally jarred by the lack of aid and the victims’ suffering. As social scientists,
               we couldn’t help but observe the emotional reactions to this unexpected and tragic event and consider how it related to beliefs
               about government and its responsiveness in times of crisis.
            

            It is fortunate that we began arm-chair theorizing about the broader public opinion ramifications of the storm, because that
               same weekend Cherie found herself sitting next to Brian Humes, the political science National Science Foundation (NSF) program
               director, who had just received word that NSF had Small Grants for Exploratory Research (SGER) funds related to Katrina. After
               some lively discussions about our nascent ideas pertaining to public reaction to the storm, Brian suggested we submit a proposal
               for review. Less than a month later, we were in the field with a survey at a time when public emotion was still intense and
               coverage of the blame game still high. In the early days of this project, we thought of it as a study of a particular catastrophe,
               but over time we realized that the story is much broader. It is a story about how humans react to unthinkable events and how
               such events change us as individuals and as a society.
            
A first book is a major academic enterprise and provides us with the opportunity to thank the plethora of people who contributed
               not only to this project, but also to our growth as scholars and, more generally, to the quality of our professional and personal
               lives. Our first debt of gratitude is to the NSF and Brian Humes for making possible the data collection that forms the core
               of this book. The project would have been impossible to complete without the efforts of numerous students, especially those
               who spent many hours reading and watching news coverage of Hurricane Katrina. They relived the horror and emotion of the catastrophe
               every day when they came to work. At Florida State University (FSU), these students included Thomas Croom, Caitlin Zook, and
               especially Lauren Bingham. At the University of New Mexico (UNM), they included Alex Adams, Lisa Bryant, Jamie Gonzales, and
               David Odegard. We are grateful for the many careful hours they spent coding these gut-wrenching stories. In addition to data
               collection, they – along with Yann Kerevel and Luciana Zilberman at UNM and Melissa Neal, Greg Ortego, Will Pollock, and Megan
               Wiggins at FSU – assisted with the development of the project and the analysis of the data, reviewed various versions of the
               manuscript, and provided valuable intellectual discussions.
            

            A number of colleagues provided continued support, and at the same time they provided valuable criticism on how to improve
               our arguments and create a better book. These include R. Michael Alvarez, Kevin Arceneaux, Michael Berkman, Damarys Canache,
               Jamie Druckman, Brad Gomez, Wendy Hansen, Jan Leighley, Jeff Mondak, Barbara Norrander, Eric Plutzer, and Chris Reenock. There
               were also others who have supported us along the way whose insights and assistance may not have directly related to the book,
               but who have made a difference in our intellectual growth, including Jason Barabas, Sean Ehrlich, John Geer, Paul-Henri Gurian,
               Thad Hall, Wendy Hansen, Audrey Haynes, Rick Herrera, Pat Hurley, Jennifer Jerit, Tim Krebs, John McIver, Dale Smith, Bob
               Stein, Carol Weissert, and Rick Wilson. We also thank My-lien Le for assisting us with the indexing of our book as well as
               Andy Saff and Robert Dreesen from Cambridge University Press, who made this book a reality.
            

            We also want to thank our mentors Walter J. Stone and Ronald Rapoport. Throughout our academic careers, they have been sources
               of continual support, wonderful collaborators, and, more importantly, friends. They were key players in teaching us how to think about the world of politics. The discussions we had with them over
               many summers and at many conferences about attitudes, cognition, and the formation of opinions in politics enriched us and
               gave us the foundation to write this book. Watching the care they took in writing their own book inspired us as we wrote ours.
            

            We also want to acknowledge those personally closest to us who have made a substantial difference in our lives and have supported
               our growth as scholars.
            

            Lonna’s acknowledgments: I want to begin by noting the importance of the first woman political scientist in my life who inspired
               me to consider academics and specifically political science as a career, Barbara Sinclair. Dr. Sinclair, as I knew her then,
               was one of the first female professors that I met outside of the English and language departments, and her presence made me
               consider that I too could be a professor, a career choice that I had largely considered male. For me, descriptive representation
               mattered. I also want to acknowledge my mother, Bonita J. Lee, who has provided continual support throughout my life and gave
               me the ability to persevere. I also want to acknowledge my beautiful children: William Robert Atkeson Cary, thirteen; Jackson
               Ray Atkeson Cary, eleven; and Carson Bruce Atkeson Cary, seven. Every day they make my life brighter and make all that I do
               worthwhile. Finally, it is hard to know exactly how to detail all of the things that my twenty-seven–year relationship with
               my husband Robert Cary – who more recently goes by the name Bruce Cary – has contributed to my life, but I feel certain that
               he has been a critical figure in my journey, as well as a strong influence on the woman and scholar I am today. Moreover,
               he was present for the writing of this book and listened to me discuss numerous aspects of it along the way. Therefore, for
               all of those things that he gave me over so many years, I am truly grateful.
            

            Cherie’s acknowledgments: My husband has been an amazing source of support and sanity during the writing of this book and
               throughout my career. From the weekend I returned from APSA to tell him we were heading home instead of to the beach so that
               I could write a grant proposal, he calmly accepted this book project as an extra member of our family. My boys, Devin (twenty-six)
               and Eric (nineteen), were terrific sounding boards throughout the project. More important, they are a daily reminder of all that is wonderful in the world. Acknowledgments in a first book would be incomplete without mentioning
               those scholars and friends who set me on this path and helped me when the road was tough: my first political science professor
               Mel Letteer, who told an unfocused college sophomore that I should go to graduate school because I was an academic at heart;
               Joe Stewart, who picked up the phone when I needed advice on whether to become an economist or a political scientist and wisely
               guided me to the latter; and Susan Clark, who taught me not only how to think broadly, but also that one should celebrate
               all the big and small moments of an academic life. Finally, I want to acknowledge my mother, Billie Drake, who has passed
               on, and my father, Quinton Drake. I will forever be grateful for their willingness to drop whatever they were doing to read
               to me.
            

         

      

   
      
            1 Extraordinary Events and Public Opinion

            
               Extraordinary, catastrophic, and shocking moments such as the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, President John F. Kennedy’s
                  assassination, the Oklahoma City bombing, the terrorist attacks of 9/11, and Hurricane Katrina all have special meaning in
                  the American psyche. They have become part of a national lexicon used by citizens, media, politicians, and policy makers to
                  debate current events and policies. These and other crises force Americans to confront challenging questions about fundamental
                  values in society such as the role of government in protecting its citizens, the balance between personal freedom and security,
                  and the appropriate division of authority among different branches or levels of government. Disasters and their aftermath
                  open up windows of opportunity for policy entrepreneurs (Kingdon 2002). They raise the salience of disaster-related issues, alter perceptions of public figures and agencies, change the distribution
                  of power between relevant interest groups or government elites, shape political agendas, and even spawn social movements (Birkland
                  1997, 2006; see also Baumgartner and Jones 2009).
               

               What makes catastrophes politically influential? We argue that it is the fact that they engage the public differently than
                  routine political conflicts. Therefore, catastrophes create a public opinion environment that permits political changes that
                  would be difficult or unlikely during times of normal politics. The combination of the emotional impact of an extraordinary
                  event and the media environment that surrounds it motivates attributions of blame that suggest particular avenues for reform to avoid similarly painful crises in the future. Strong emotions felt during catastrophes – even those experienced
                  only vicariously through media coverage – can be powerful motivators of public opinion and public activism, particularly when
                  emotional reactions coincide with attribution of blame to governmental agencies or officials (Jennings 1999).
               

               The purpose of this book is to develop a general framework for understanding how extraordinary events create new considerations
                  in the minds of the public that, in turn, shape a wide range of political attitudes. Policy scholars have long recognized
                  catastrophes as a general class of events that can reshape the lines of political debate and alter the direction of public
                  policy (Baumgartner and Jones 2009; Birkland 1997, 2006; Wood and Doan 2003). Yet little attention has been paid to developing a general theory of how catastrophes ripple through the public psyche,
                  shifting and reshaping political attitudes. Instead, research into public opinion following disasters tends to be event-specific.
                  Studies of opinion following Three Mile Island (Gamson and Modigliani 1989), the Challenger disaster (Miller 1987), the Oklahoma City bombing (Lewis 2000), Chernobyl (Van der Brug 2001), the Persian Gulf crisis (Althaus and Kim 2006), Columbine High School (Haider-Markel and Joslyn 2001), Hurricane Katrina (Haider-Markel, Delehanty, and Bervelin 2007; Huddy and Feldman 2006), and, of course, 9/11 (Chanley 2002; Huddy et al. 2003; Huddy, Feldman, and Cassese 2007; Shambaugh et al. 2010) all explore public opinions that arise in response to a particular catastrophe. In doing so, all consider the narrow and
                  broad significance of the catastrophe under study, but none offers an overarching theory to explain how disasters might create
                  an environment that increases the likelihood of updating old and forming new opinions. This is an important lacuna to fill
                  because collective tragedies have qualities that give them special status in the political landscape (Jennings 1999) and they are expected to occur regularly (Sornette 2002). The task of this book is to identify commonalities that underlie all extraordinary events, to varying degrees, to consider
                  why they create a special individual and collective context that imparts broad political meaning.
               

               Although our framework is intended to generalize to any disaster, we test the framework’s implications by studying one highly
                  salient, emotion-laden event: the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. In Chapter 2, we develop an individual-level model of public opinion formation following extraordinary events that depends on external input
                  from the media message environment. Although we provide a general theory of attitude formation that highlights the role of
                  media messages, the specific message environment differs for each disaster. Therefore, for an in-depth and comprehensive test
                  of our theoretical question, we rely on one case-specific analysis of media messages to generate the testable empirical hypotheses
                  that are implied by the general theory. Hurricane Katrina is a fertile case to use for this purpose because the media environment
                  offered a number of credible messages about political actors from different parties and different levels of government. In
                  addition, the events surrounding Hurricane Katrina were attention grabbing and gut wrenching. The scale of the catastrophe
                  was unprecedented and media coverage pervasive. As a result, the disaster created a sense of pain and loss in the hearts of
                  citizens far beyond the areas directly affected by the hurricane. One indication of the disaster’s impact on the public psyche
                  was the degree to which Americans were willing to give to Katrina-related charities – an amount that exceeded donations following
                  9/11, the Asian tsunami crisis in 2004, and the earthquake in Pakistan in 2005 (Frank 2005). Katrina, therefore, offers an excellent testing ground to explore the paths of influence on public opinion during a catastrophic
                  moment.
               

            

            Catastrophes as Regular Critical Moments in American Politics

            
               Catastrophes leave a lasting imprint on those who experience them. They create a sense of shared history and shared meaning
                  among diverse groups of citizens. Although any particular calamity is rare, catastrophic events happen with some degree of
                  regularity (Sornette 2002). In fact, major catastrophes happen at least as frequently as national elections, although the timing is obviously less
                  predictable. Like elections, such catastrophes bring public attention to political actors, institutions, and policies, and
                  they prompt evaluations of government performance. Unlike elections, however, disasters draw scrutiny from a wide array of
                  citizens, not just those normally interested in news and politics. In a disaster, even citizens who typically shun news, political
                  or otherwise, tune in. Because government leaders and agencies are active players in catastrophes, disaster coverage necessarily contains a political component. As a result, catastrophes
                  create opportunities for citizens from every segment of society to observe and evaluate government in action in a social and
                  media context that is very different from elections or other routine political debates.
               

               There are many different ways of defining an “extraordinary event,” “catastrophe,” or “disaster” (see Birkland 1997, 2006), and we adopt a broad definition here.1 An extraordinary event, in its most basic form, is any unplanned disruption that causes loss of property and/or life. Broadly
                  defined, this includes calamities of a personal nature, such as car accidents or residential fires, as well as epochal disasters,
                  such as 9/11 or the Oklahoma City bombing. From a political standpoint, the set of extraordinary events that are meaningful
                  to study consists of those that contain a collective dimension, where the intervention of one or more levels of government
                  is both expected and necessary to resolve the problems associated with the disaster. Often this occurs because the scope or
                  magnitude of the disaster exceeds the resources of the local emergency infrastructure, and therefore other levels of government
                  must allocate additional resources to the task. Similarly, catastrophes may have a collective dimension because government
                  is the only agent with sufficient authority to coordinate recovery efforts or impose regulations to prevent future similar
                  catastrophes. Accordingly, this definition includes many different types of extraordinary events: accidental, man-made disasters
                  that result from faulty infrastructure or decision making; major economic downturns that are national or global; terrorism;
                  major social unrest that leads to societal ruptures; and major epidemics. Of course, it also includes natural disasters such
                  as fire, flooding, earthquakes, tornadoes, environmental degradation, and the like.
               

               Catastrophes vary in their breadth of relevance; some are localized, with few ramifications for the broader public, while
                  others, regardless of their size or location, profoundly affect the nation as a whole. We are most concerned with catastrophes
                  that are national in scope – those that capture the attention of the national press and those that require response from national
                  leaders and agencies. They are of special interest because they are most likely to generate a sense of shared experience across social strata and stimulate national-level
                  conversations about government’s role in society. However, the processes we outline in this book could be used to explain
                  opinions following any catastrophe, whether personal, local, or national. For localized disasters, the population to which
                  the model applies is much smaller and its effects on government policy are more limited. For national catastrophes, the model
                  applies to a large swath of the population, thereby encouraging nationwide discussions and deliberation about policies related
                  to the catastrophe. Of course, the larger and more shocking the catastrophe, the more likely it is that the national media
                  will prioritize the event’s coverage over all else, and the greater the chance that such an event will become a political
                  catalyst that transforms national opinion and policy.
               

               Table 1.1 shows a list of fifteen catastrophic events that held the lead story spot on NBC Nightly News for a minimum of six days during the period 1986 through 2010. Although the list is not exhaustive of all catastrophes covered
                  in the national news, it gives a sense of the diversity and frequency of major catastrophic events that occupy the public
                  news space. Of these, five were natural disasters, three were acts of terrorism, three were man-made catastrophes, two were
                  unusual plane crashes, and two were mass murders.

               
                  

Table 1.1. Selected Major Disasters Covered by NBC Nightly News, 1986–2010, Ordered by Amount of Coverage


                  
                     
                     
                     
                     
                     
                        
                           	
                              Disaster

                           
                           	
                              Year

                           
                           	
                              Days as Lead Story during First 2 Weeks

                           
                           	
                              Total Story Segments during First 2 Weeks

                           
                        

                     
                     
                        
                           	
                              Exxon Valdez oil spill
                              

                           
                           	
                              1989

                           
                           	
                              8

                           
                           	
                              14

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              TWA crash

                           
                           	
                              1996

                           
                           	
                              9

                           
                           	
                              16

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Egypt air crash

                           
                           	
                              1999

                           
                           	
                              7

                           
                           	
                              17

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Embassy bombings

                           
                           	
                              1998

                           
                           	
                              6

                           
                           	
                              18

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Virginia Tech massacre

                           
                           	
                              2006

                           
                           	
                              7

                           
                           	
                              18

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Flooding in the Midwest

                           
                           	
                              1993

                           
                           	
                              9

                           
                           	
                              20

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Chernobyl

                           
                           	
                              1986

                           
                           	
                              8

                           
                           	
                              24

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Hurricane Andrew

                           
                           	
                              1992

                           
                           	
                              10

                           
                           	
                              24

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Challenger explosion
                              

                           
                           	
                              1986

                           
                           	
                              7

                           
                           	
                              26

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Columbine High School shootings

                           
                           	
                              1999

                           
                           	
                              9

                           
                           	
                              26

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami

                           
                           	
                              2004

                           
                           	
                              13

                           
                           	
                              29

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Haiti earthquake

                           
                           	
                              2010

                           
                           	
                              10

                           
                           	
                              38

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Oklahoma City bombing

                           
                           	
                              1995

                           
                           	
                              13

                           
                           	
                              46

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              Hurricane Katrina

                           
                           	
                              2005

                           
                           	
                              14

                           
                           	
                              54

                           
                        

                        
                           	
                              9/11

                           
                           	
                              2001

                           
                           	
                              14

                           
                           	
                              80a

                           
                        

                     
                  

                  
                     Note: aIndexing of stories for 9/11 differs from other catastrophes. During the first three days of coverage, full broadcasts were
                        indexed as a only a single segment each day.
                     

                     Source: Search of NBC Nightly News broadcasts, Vanderbilt News Archives. Two coders independently counted story segments on NBC Nightly News in the Vanderbilt News Archives (accessed during the week of February 4, 2012). Overall, inter-coder correlations in coding
                        both the number of lead stories and total stories were over 98 percent. Minor differences between the coders arose in coding
                        support stories that were tangentially related to the disaster.
                     

                  

               

               Despite their diversity, each brought to the public news reports of government officials dealing with unexpected circumstances
                  that highlighted both successes and failures of government. In some cases, such as the Space Shuttle Challenger explosion and the breach of levees in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, the disaster highlighted faulty government engineering
                  and oversight. In others such as Hurricane Katrina and Hurricane Andrew, coverage highlighted weaknesses in governments’ ability
                  to respond quickly to citizens in need. Still others, such as 9/11, raised questions about national intelligence, security
                  procedures, and disaster response. Even those catastrophes that stem from nonpolitical acts of violence, such as the Columbine
                  High School shootings and the Virginia Tech massacre, raise the salience of political questions at the local and national
                  levels. Questions about gun rights, student and family privacy, and school security moved to center stage in the national
                  conversation as journalists, pundits, and public officials debated how to prevent similar tragedies in the future.
Catastrophes are unique because of the public’s expectations for quick and effective government intervention. One fundamental
                  principle of democratic societies is that the government has a responsibility for the safety and well-being of all its citizens.
                  Catastrophes challenge government to uphold its end of the social contract under difficult conditions and under circumstances
                  of intense public scrutiny. Given that citizens have expectations about how government should respond, any expectation gap
                  will likely influence attitudes toward leaders, public policy, and government institutions (Jenkins-Smith, Silva, and Waterman
                  2005; Waterman, Jenkins-Smith, and Silva 1999).
               
Because expectations shape evaluations of government actors, especially presidents, they have additional ramifications for
                  the ability of the president to make new policy and get things done (Genovese 2002; Kernell 1997; Lowi 1985). The public looks to elected officials for symbolic reassurance and empathy in times of crisis (Bucy 2003; Edelman1985; Merolla and Zechmeister 2009). Successes bring new political opportunities to turn political capital into public policy or career gains, whereas missteps
                  are judged harshly by the media and political opponents. The initial response of President George W. Bush to the terrorist
                  attacks on the World Trade Center and other U.S. targets garnered criticism from the media because he was viewed as out of
                  touch at a time when the nation needed reassurance (Bucy 2003). Later, his response and leadership to the same catastrophe were widely praised and met with skyrocketing approval. Similarly,
                  President Bill Clinton’s reaction to the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995 was viewed as evidence of strong and empathetic leadership,
                  and his approval ratings rose appreciably (Devroy 1995).
               

               Of course, the president is not the only political leader to whom journalists turn for reactions in times of crisis, nor are
                  they the only leaders to face public scrutiny. Previously unknown state or local political leaders often emerge as heroes
                  or villains in the cast of characters during an unfolding drama. Mayor Rudolph Giuliani of New York City, for example, won
                  high praise for his handling of the aftermath of 9/11 and rode the wave of credit to national and international fame; Time Magazine named him “Person of the Year” in 2001 and he handily won reelection. These anecdotes point to the importance that the press
                  and the public attach to executive leadership during calamitous times. Assessments of crisis leadership – whether positive
                  or negative – have significant consequences for the political capital that presidents and other leaders wield in subsequent
                  policy debates and can help or hurt them later at the ballot box.
               

            

            The Political Importance of Collective Experiences and Attributions of Blame

            
               Epochal moments are politically significant because they create a shared collective experience from which society draws meaning.
                  These events are collective by nature because people from all social and economic strata are drawn to the human relevance of the story. They are also “collective” because they prompt people to
                  recognize the need for collective – that is, government – solutions. Epochal moments draw public attention away from parochial
                  concerns and toward the drama of the events of the moment. The public experiences the shock of learning unexpected news as
                  it ripples through the media and social networks. They turn to common news sources and to each other as they mentally and
                  emotionally process the event. This creates the dynamic of a shared personal experience that transcends ordinary social or
                  political cleavages and becomes part of the collective societal memory, and although each individual responds to the messages
                  based on his or her personal perspectives, the novelty of the event leads many individuals to process that information with
                  greater scrutiny and deliberation. Momentous events, such as Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, 9/11, the attack on Pearl Harbor
                  in 1941, and the Challenger explosion in 1986, create flashbulb memories that allow people to recall not only the circumstances in which they learned
                  of the tragedy, but also the thoughts and emotions associated with it (Bohannan 1988; Bohannon, Gratz, and Cross 2007; Hirst et al. 2009; Kvavilashvili et al. 2009). The bundled recollection, complete with emotions, makes such an event a powerfully evocative social and political symbol.
                  Shared tragedies, even if experienced only vicariously, become shared reminiscences that create a sense of familiarity. They
                  help to define generational cohorts, and they provide a broader context for interpreting other social and political issues
                  or events.
               

               Central to this story is how the media and the public attribute blame in the aftermath of an extraordinary event. Causal stories
                  provide a baseline from which to understand and infer responsibility, particularly political responsibility. Attributions
                  of blame offered through the mass media provide a way to contextualize personal experiences and translate them into political
                  problems (Mutz 1994). Attributions of blame have been studied extensively in political science because they help us to understand how and when
                  citizens hold leaders accountable for economic, political, or social outcomes (see, for example, Arceneaux 2005; Arceneaux and Stein 2006; Atkeson and Partin 2001; Gomez and Wilson 2001, 2003, 2008; Nelson 1999), and they help us understand why citizens form preferences for some policy solutions and not others (see Iyengar 1989, 1991). We build from this broader literature, but offer new insights into why disasters and other extraordinary events hold special power
                  in shaping political attributions. Understanding causal attributions in the wake of extreme or tragic events is especially
                  important because the collective experience makes them long-standing political touchstones that can be drawn upon in multiple
                  political debates (Jennings 1999). Causal attributions form an important link in a chain that runs from citizens’ receipt of information (for example, from
                  mass media, elites, friends, or personal experiences) to their issue opinions, political evaluations, and, ultimately, political
                  choices.
               

               Even a cursory review of policy responses following extraordinary events reveals that they can lead to significant political
                  change, but thus far no one has carefully explored how journalistic norms and a media message environment that pins blame
                  upon others create conditions conducive to influencing public opinions on a mass scale. Our study differs from most previous
                  research into political attributions of blame in that it focuses on understanding the formation of opinions outside of the
                  electoral context and beyond periods of normal politics. Blame assignment is common during catastrophes, and these attributions
                  serve to define problems of leadership and public policy. However, people assign blame during disasters in a way that differs
                  considerably from how they do so during ordinary times. Normal political debates and events are meant to activate predispositions;
                  elites target their messages to energize those in their base. During extraordinary times, however, the intensity and overwhelming
                  nature of calamity attract broad attention, allowing journalists rather than elites to take center stage in framing events.
                  This change provides a different context for opinion formation because the media images produced by the extraordinary event
                  cue emotions that render predispositions less important and, therefore, attitude change more likely. Therefore, by exploring
                  emotion, public opinion, and attributions of blame following disasters, we also, by definition, examine the effects of media
                  and elite framing on opinion.
               

            

            Hurricane Katrina as a Test Case

            
               In the following chapters, we develop and test a general theoretical argument for how catastrophic events alter both the media
                  message environment and individual-level processing of information generated from that environment. We combine this general theory
                  with a detailed analysis of the media message environment that arose during and after the time that Hurricane Katrina devastated
                  the Gulf Coast in 2005. There is no question that Hurricane Katrina falls in the category of epochal events. It was emotionally
                  stimulating, it was personally relevant to many, and it had short- and long-term political consequences. It also continues
                  to be a national political symbol of government failure, all of which make it an excellent test case to which to apply our
                  theory.
               

               To set the stage for later sections of the book, it is useful to recall the emotional and political impacts of the storm.
                  On Monday, August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast, unleashing powerful winds gusting up to 140 miles per hour,
                  torrential rains, and massive storm surges of over 20 feet. The devastation from the storm was shocking and America was riveted
                  by the news coverage. Scenes of flooded towns, flattened homes, floating corpses, uncontrolled mobs, and tearful victims filled
                  America’s living rooms for weeks following the storm. Emotions ran high as journalists and citizens demanded to know why aid
                  was so slow to arrive in New Orleans. Politicians responded with angry fingerpointing in hopes of deflecting the shrapnel
                  of blame. Across the nation, citizens watched in stunned disbelief as an iconic American city lay exposed and bleeding from
                  what some suggested was political neglect.
               

               The disaster was an immediate collective crisis because the damage was so extensive that individuals on the ground could not
                  address the myriad problems created by the storm. The levees, for example, needed to be repaired and rebuilt, as did much
                  of the civil infrastructure along the Gulf. Thousands of victims needed shelter and relocation away from the damaged areas,
                  and social order needed to be restored. Only government was capable of such actions. At the same time, the human tragedy and
                  the potential broader implications of the storm made it relevant to a national audience. First, it prompted questions about
                  the government’s ability, in the face of severe tragedy, to do its job properly – something that had implications for citizens
                  across the nation who might face future catastrophes of one kind or another. Second, the crisis had an immediate effect on
                  gas prices and access to fuel that directly affected the personal and economic life of the nation as a whole.
               

               As a result, Hurricane Katrina was not only a powerful natural disaster, but it was also a collective crisis and a potent
                  political disaster that, for some, would hold devastating career consequences. Michael Brown lost his job as head of the Federal
                  Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) while President Bush, Louisiana Governor Kathleen Blanco, and New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin
                  faced harsh public criticism for the roles they played in the breakdown of what should have been a coordinated government
                  response. Each was haunted by questions about his or her performance and by the public’s evaluation of his or her actions.
                  Both the media and the Bush administration felt that Katrina was a turning point for President Bush. As Dan Bartlett, White
                  House communications director and later counselor to the president, said, “Politically, it was the final nail in the coffin”
                  (Murphy and Purdum 2009). For Blanco, it meant the end of her political career; she resigned rather than run for another term – a bid she would have
                  likely lost. And for Nagin, it meant an unusually hard-fought reelection campaign and the loss of considerable local political
                  capital and support.
               

               After Katrina, President Bush spent the remainder of his term trying to make up for the poor governmental response that reshaped
                  his post-9/11 image as a responsive leader. Just weeks after Hurricane Katrina, President Bush, FEMA, the Department of Homeland
                  Security (DHS), and state and local political leaders leapt to action in response to the approach of Hurricane Rita. In 2006,
                  FEMA, President Bush and Kansas Governor Kathleen Sebelius hastily offered assistance to victims of a string of devastating
                  tornadoes in Greensburg, Kansas, in part “to dispel any comparisons to the [Hurricane Katrina] response” (Rutenberg 2007: 24). The 2007 firestorms in California prompted national officials to highlight the role of state officials, contrasting
                  the laudable performance by California officials with the lamentable performance by Louisiana officials (Stolberg 2007).
               

               Years after the storm, there is still much rebuilding to be done – structurally, emotionally, and politically. Hurricane Katrina
                  remains in the news regularly, and has served as a frame for interpreting government performance in subsequent disasters.
                  During 2010, Lexis-Nexis, a news indexing source, identified over three thousand news stories in U.S. newspapers that mentioned Hurricane Katrina. A search of the first six months of 2011 returned similar results.2 The combined 2010 total during the first six months of just three major newspapers, the New York Times, the Washington Post, and USA Today, was 515, with 109 specifically mentioning Hurricane Katrina in conjunction with the April 20 BP Gulf oil spill. In comparison,
                  the same papers in the first six months of 2011 offered 238 stories referencing Hurricane Katrina. Although the story count
                  had dropped compared to the year before, Katrina still resonated with journalists as a political symbol and as a benchmark
                  for government performance, particularly for government response to the spring tornado outbreak in the South.3 In part, the sustained attention stemmed from the fact that the story continued to unfold as news reports revealed a variety
                  of ongoing problems related to Katrina, such as environmental hazards in the damaged areas (Bellantoni 2009), toxic gases in FEMA trailers provided to victims (Robinson 2010), problems with rebuilding New Orleans (Finn 2009), problems with insurance settlements (Finn 2009), problems of crime and corruption in the affected areas (Guarino 2009; Robertson 2009), and numerous stories of mismanagement on the part of local, state, and federal agencies (Heath 2009; O’Harrow 2009).
               

               However, the story of Katrina remains salient because journalists and politicians invoke it in other contexts that are unrelated
                  to the storm, such as economic policy. During the fall of 2008 and the spring of 2009, Katrina was invoked to encourage government
                  to respond quickly to the faltering economy. “Time is of the essence. The equivalent of a hurricane has struck the US economy
                  and we must not repeat the mistakes of Katrina,” said Representative Jim McDermott (D-WA) when introducing a measure to extend
                  unemployment compensation (Lengell 2008). After the massive stimulus package was passed, various interest groups and government watchdog groups cautioned that the
                  government bailout funds should not be mismanaged as they were following Hurricane Katrina (Davidson 2009). Thus, the storm has moved to the status of a symbolic touchstone that is employed to frame other issues and mobilize constituencies
                  for or against particular policies or individuals.
               

               In each subsequent disaster, Hurricane Katrina has been used as a benchmark and symbol of government performance, especially
                  presidential performance. For Barack Obama, Hurricane Katrina was invoked as a comparison in the U.S. government’s response
                  to the devastating earthquake in Haiti in 2010, to the BP oil spill in the Gulf in 2010, and the spring outbreak of tornadoes
                  in 2011. The USA Today headline (Hall, Jervis, and Levin 2010) “Is Oil Spill Becoming Obama’s Katrina?” draws potency from Katrina’s symbolism and is representative of a broader range
                  of stories where leadership in crisis is compared directly to Bush’s performance during Hurricane Katrina. In this and in
                  other disasters since Katrina, media and politicians have replayed the debates surrounding blame for the aftermath of Katrina,
                  further reinforcing its symbolism and continued importance.
               

               In addition to becoming a powerful political symbol, the events around and after Hurricane Katrina have prompted numerous
                  reforms to disaster management practices, raised an ongoing debate about the proper location of FEMA in the hierarchy of the
                  federal bureaucracy, and generated a Select Committee in the House charged with investigating the aftermath of Katrina to
                  prevent similar response failures in the future. Thus, the crisis has had a continuous influence on both public opinion and
                  public policy. The committee issued its final report, A Failure of Initiative, on February 15, 2006, a 569-page document that details errors and missteps by every level of government and its officials.
                  The committee was charged to investigate and report, not prescribe, but the committee noted that, “Moving from our findings
                  to legislative, organizational, and policy changes need not be a long or difficult journey” (U.S. House 2006: 359). Many of the findings from this committee have prompted reforms to existing practices or inspired new legislation.
                  When Obama took office in 2009, he became the first president to face limits to his powers to appoint the head of FEMA. Congress,
                  in response to Hurricane Katrina, limited presidential authority by requiring that appointees have relevant disaster management experience to be eligible for the job.
               

               Simply stated, the political aftermath of Hurricane Katrina has reshaped the public policy and opinion landscape. Public and
                  media attributions of blame toward government and its leaders were paramount in that process because political actors promoting
                  policy changes drew upon the common understandings and collective image of Hurricane Katrina to tug at emotions and make persuasive
                  arguments. Yet, the multiple-message media environment and public attentiveness to coverage make this catastrophe an ideal
                  context for testing the arguments we develop in this book. The collection of leaders at different levels of government and
                  from different parties can help us to untangle the relative influence of emotions and predispositions on attributions of blame
                  and other political opinions.
               

            

            Advantages and Limits of Our Tests

            
               The data we use in this book are primarily drawn from two sources. The first is a national telephone survey conducted one
                  month after the storm to investigate the opinions and perceptions of those outside the areas directly affected by the hurricane.
                  The second is an analysis of the media coverage on each of the major news stations for the month following the disaster. We
                  examined written transcripts of televised evening news for five networks (ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, and FNC) and coded video footage
                  for two, CNN and FNC. The media data provide a contextual picture of the storm and its aftermath and an accounting of the
                  messages we examine in conjunction with our survey data of individuals. The media data permit us to generate specific, testable
                  hypotheses implied by our general theoretical arguments. Combined, the data offer a snapshot of messages and responses to
                  a major and unexpected national calamity. Appendix A provides methodological details about the survey component of the study, while Appendix C provides details about the media analysis.
               

               We recognize the inherent limits in testing arguments using cross-sectional survey data – the direction of our causal arrows
                  rests on assumption rather than a well-controlled application of treatments. However, cross-sectional survey research is complementary
                  to experimental methods and necessary if political science is to offer valuable substantive insights about how real-world events and media messages shape public opinion. In developing our theoretical expectations
                  about the likely public response to Hurricane Katrina, we draw heavily on the results of controlled experiments conducted
                  in a variety of fields, including psychology, sociology, communications, and political science. Therefore, our study combines
                  the knowledge that others have gained through experimental studies to help us form a set of theoretically grounded expectations
                  for opinions formed during the complexity of real-world events.
               

               Although some might argue that the absence of control and temporal sequence in cross-sectional studies makes causal inference
                  difficult, a point we certainly acknowledge, observational studies, even with their limitations, are absolutely necessary
                  to construct a multipronged case for the substantive importance of causal mechanisms. An examination of opinion formation
                  during catastrophic moments would be difficult, if not impossible, to replicate in a laboratory setting. The emotion-laden
                  information environment that occurs in the context of a real disaster is much more complex than can be reproduced in the lab.
                  During disasters, citizens are offered many emotionally compelling cues from the media, political elites, and social networks,
                  and these cues are embedded in a fast-paced, multiple-message, and repetitive news environment. The emotion manipulations
                  used in lab settings simply cannot equal the organic experience of watching shocking, catastrophic events unfold as they happen.
               

               Providing survey-based evidence from major political events is, therefore, essential to determine the political relevance
                  of the many nuanced causal arguments that we often assume undergird political opinions. By amassing evidence from multiple
                  sources, political scientists can offer more than just discrete theoretical advances about individual causal mechanisms. Rather,
                  through triangulation, we can draw together the implications of multiple lab-supported causal links to say something about
                  our expectations of how citizens grapple with politically compelling and complicated stimuli. Our study is an important step
                  in this endeavor because our theoretical assumptions are well grounded in experimental research while identifying how the
                  implications of these studies form a framework for interpreting and understanding real-time opinions in response to Hurricane
                  Karina and other extraordinary events.

            
Overview of the Book

            
               We develop the book in two parts, the first part comprised by Chapters 2, 3, and 4 and the second consisting of Chapters 5 through 8. In the first set of chapters, we lay out a general theory for how opinions are shaped by a combination of framed media messages
                  and emotions triggered by extraordinary events. In these chapters, we identify common attribution patterns in the media and
                  develop and test a theoretical model of how individuals come to agree with causal attributions in the wake of unexpected events.
                  In the second half of the book, we examine how attributions of blame and the emotional responses during crises influence key
                  political variables, such as evaluations of leaders, confidence in government, and preferences for policy responses.
               

               The Emotional Underpinnings of Post-crisis Attitudes

               
                  In Chapter 2, we set the stage for understanding how post-crisis attitudes develop by outlining how extraordinary events produce a collective
                     environment that differs appreciably from “normal politics” and consider what this means for how individuals grapple with
                     information about shocking and unexpected events. We highlight how journalistic norms create common themes in post-catastrophe
                     coverage. Chief among these is the norm of investigation into the causes of catastrophic outcomes, which generates a series
                     of dominant and secondary causal attributions to which political elites and citizens respond. The public, emotionally aroused
                     in the wake of catastrophic events, may be faced with numerous competing claims about the causes of catastrophe or may encounter
                     a single dominant explanation. Central to understanding how crises influence a wide range of political attitudes is untangling
                     why citizens accept or reject the causal attributions offered in the media.
                  

                  We develop a theory of attribution that depends most fundamentally upon three sets of factors, one external – the media message
                     environment – and two internal to the individual – political predispositions and emotional arousal. Each factor plays an integral,
                     independent role in forming political attributions, but each also interacts with the others to produce important departures
                     from the way attitudes are formed during more typical political debates. We label this theory affective attributions because it highlights the unique role that disaster-based anxiety plays in moderating internal and external influences on
                     opinions.
                  

                  In addition, we parse out theoretically different roles for the emotions of anxiety and anger in relationship to attributions
                     of blame and other opinions. Only a limited body of research examines the links between emotion and the formation of attributions
                     (but see Haider-Markel, Delehanty, and Beverlin 2007). Most focus on how attributing blame triggers the emotion of anger (Weiner 1995; Weiner, Graham, and Chandler 1982; Weiner et al. 1987).4 However, anxiety is also relevant to our story because research on affective intelligence finds that it circumvents the normal
                     and routine processing of information (Brader 2005; Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000; MacKuen et al. 2010; Valentino et al. 2008, 2009). Anxiety is an often critical individual emotion that is aroused during extraordinary events, and scholars have not, to
                     our knowledge, examined the role of emotion specifically in the case of attribution of blame, nor traced its indirect effects
                     on other opinions through attributions. Our study, then, offers a novel examination of how the emotions of anxiety and anger
                     operate distinctly to shape opinions in the context of catastrophe.
                  

               

               Media Coverage, Emotional Engagement, and Causal Attributions after Hurricane Katrina

               
                  In Chapters 3 and 4, we apply our framework to understanding the media message environment, public emotional engagement, and media and public
                     attributions of blame following Hurricane Katrina. Questions about blame and causality are fundamental to media coverage of
                     extraordinary events, and this coverage defines the message environment in which people form their own opinions about causality.
                     Likewise, human drama, high emotion, and arresting visuals are also fundamental to disaster coverage. In the first part of Chapter 3, we examine features of news coverage that triggered individual-level anxiety and assess public emotional engagement by the
                     storm. In the second part of Chapter 3, we examine the dominant storylines of blame offered in the media following Hurricane Katrina – a “blame nature” frame that
                     locates responsibility with the uncontrollable and overwhelming nature of the storm; a “blame government” frame that locates
                     responsibility with government planning and execution; and two “societal breakdown” frames: one that locates responsibility
                     with victims’ refusal to evacuate, and one that locates responsibility with unruly victims. In Chapter 4, we explicitly test the implications of our theory of affective attributions. By applying our theoretical framework, we are
                     able to identify who was more likely to accept the various attributions of blame prevalent in the media. We complete this
                     section of the book by examining the relationship between attribution and anger – an emotion that, in conjunction with attributions,
                     influences key political opinions that we study in later chapters.
                  

                  Throughout the first half of the book, we also consider how race interacts with the unique context of Hurricane Katrina to
                     stimulate emotions and attribution of blame. A number of studies of Hurricane Katrina have highlighted how the storm drew
                     attention to issues of race and class in American society and, in doing so, substantially influenced opinions (Bartels 2006; Bobo 2006; and Feldman 2006a, 2006b; Potter 2007; Sweeney 2006). The power of Hurricane Katrina to shape race-related opinions is not surprising given that research on social identity
                     and opinion demonstrates that group cohesiveness influences preferences for many different types of political opinions (Chong
                     and Rogers 2005; Federico and Luks 2005; Gay 2004; Haider-Markel, Delehanty, and Beverlin 2007; Huddy and Feldman 2006a, 2006b; Sigelman and Welch 1993; Stets and Burke 2000). Because many of the faces of Hurricane Katrina were black, blacks felt a greater closeness or kinship with the victims,
                     increasing their issue awareness and responsiveness to media coverage of the storm (Huddy and Feldman 2006b). We find similar
                     results in Chapter 3 and show that race has consequences for patterns of blame attribution in Chapter 4.
                  

                  We feel it important to note, however, that we see race as a case-specific part of a much larger theoretical story about how
                     people form opinions during catastrophic events. In the case of Hurricane Katrina, the disaster coverage was steeped with racially relevant cues and therefore was important in creating a sense of social identification
                     with victims. In disasters where race is not a primary source of identification or empathy, we would not expect race to exert
                     any special influence on attentiveness or attributions. Thus, we consider how race influences attitudes, but under the larger
                     rubric of how emotion, attributions, and predispositions work together.
                  

               

               The Effect of Causal Attributions on Political Evaluations and Policy Preferences

               
                  The political repercussions of tragedies such as Hurricane Katrina can fundamentally reshape expectations of government or
                     lead to significant shifts in lines of authority that permanently alter the balance of power between branches and levels of
                     government. For example, 9/11 led to the creation of a new bureaucracy, the Department of Homeland Security, and greatly expanded
                     the power of the executive branch. Such changes were possible because of the groundswell of public support that stemmed from
                     the disaster. Even today, Congress continues to grapple with post-Katrina recommendations that FEMA be dissolved and rebuilt,
                     as well as proposals to increase the power of the federal government at the expense of state and local autonomy.
                  

                  In this section, we examine three specific types of opinions following Hurricane Katrina: performance evaluations of political
                     leaders, feelings of confidence in government and its responsiveness to citizens, and preferences for policy or institutional
                     reforms. In each area, the context of Hurricane Katrina gives us opportunities to explore the effects of the attributions
                     and emotions that we explored in the first part of the book. We also use these chapters to address other key puzzles in public
                     opinion. For example, in Chapter 5, our examination of evaluations of leaders gives us a special opportunity to explore the effects of media framing on opinions.
                     In disasters, new and unknown political actors came to the forefront for consideration. Political players such as Mayor Nagin
                     and Governor Blanco were not national figures before the storm, so attitudes and evaluations of their roles in the crisis
                     were largely determined by information obtained through the news media and not based on prior information about their ideology,
                     policies, campaign, or style. Furthermore, because simple heuristic cues about unknown leaders were limited to partisanship, race, and gender, we can compare their relative importance to the
                     more complex cues in the blame attributions that arose in the media. Chapter 5 also addresses larger substantive questions of when and how the public holds leaders accountable for crisis outcomes. We
                     pay special attention to federalism, which gives both distinct and shared powers to the national and state governments, and
                     how it affects citizens’ ability to connect blame attributions properly to evaluations of leaders.
                  

                  In Chapter 6, we consider how crisis events influence the public’s understanding of government’s place in society. We explore the long-term
                     effects of Hurricane Katrina by examining whether the tragic events surrounding this disaster shook the confidence of Americans
                     in government’s ability to protect and aid them in future catastrophes. Our survey asked a series of questions about respondents’
                     confidence in the ability of government to deal with other types of catastrophic events, such as terrorist attacks, health
                     epidemics, and other natural disasters. It also asked questions about external efficacy. Responses to both series of questions
                     were materially affected by the storm. Findings that major disasters shape these more general orientations toward government
                     are substantively significant because of the role that efficacy and confidence play in supporting democratic legitimacy. Finally,
                     to explore the duration of the storm’s effect on confidence in government, we turn to experimental survey data collected a
                     year after the storm. We manipulated disaster cues (9/11 or Katrina) to assess their influence on the level of confidence
                     in the national government’s ability to assist victims and maintain order following a crisis and found that catastrophes’
                     effects persist.
                  

                  In Chapter 7, we turn our attention to the question of how emotion and attributions intersect to shape preferences for policy responses
                     following the storm. This question lies at the core of understanding why crisis events become a foundation for political change.
                     The broad attributions of blame outlined in Chapter 3 serve as our primary explanatory factors, but we also examine how emotions heighten the connection between those attributions
                     and the policy opinions that people hold. In addition, we revisit how anxiety helps to suspend predispositions, especially
                     partisanship, to create greater agreement about policy goals.
                  
We conclude the book in Chapter 8 by returning to some of the fundamental questions with which we began: What role do disasters play in structuring public
                     understanding of the role of government in society? Do disasters create opportunities for the media to serve as watchdogs
                     of government in ways that they might not in ordinary times? How might the characteristics of catastrophes influence the likelihood
                     of generating preconditions for media and public oversight of government? The individual and collective understanding that
                     emerged from the complex environment following Hurricane Katrina is an example of how disasters form the bedrock of opinion
                     upon which future policies are built. But this one instance speaks to larger themes about public opinion formation, governance,
                     and society. Thus, the answers to these questions are central to understanding the long-term political impact of Hurricane
                     Katrina as well as other major natural or man-made disasters. Equally important, we consider the normative consequences of
                     government failure on the American psyche and the potential long-term consequences of such events. Finally, we highlight how
                     the theoretical perspectives developed and tested in this book shed new light on unresolved academic questions about the sources,
                     quality, and duration of political attitudes.
                  

               

            

            
               
                  1 Unless otherwise stated, we use the terms extraordinary event, catastrophe, disaster, crisis, and calamity interchangeably.
                  

               

               
                  2 The source of data is a search of Lexis-Nexis News Archives, August 5, 2011. The searches were performed in the database of
                     major U.S. newspapers. The listing of sources that comprise the U.S. newspapers can be found in the source lists provided
                     by Lexis-Nexis. We searched the full database of U.S. newspapers for the term “Hurricane Katrina” from January 1, 2010, to
                     December 31, 2010, and again from January 1, 2011, to December 31, 2011. Lexis-Nexis does not offer an exact count when the
                     number of stories exceeds three thousand. As a result, we also performed separate searches of select newspapers – the New York Times, USA Today, and the Washington Post – during the first six months of 2010 and 2011 (i.e., January 1, 2011, to July 1, 2011).
                  

               

               
                  3 See, for example, Sack and Williams (2011).
                  

               

               
                  4 Some studies allude to the role of emotion in stimulating the attribution process by highlighting how the unexpected nature
                     of events prompts attributions (Hewstone 1989). A broader body of work examines how attributions cause emotions such as anger or sympathy (see Forsterling 2001; Hewstone 1989; Rudolph et al. 2004; Weiner 1985, 1995; Weiner, Osborne, and Rudolph 2011), but at this time, we are aware of none that have examined how variation in emotional reactions influences the formation
                     of attributions.
                  

               

            

         

      

   
      
            2 A Theoretical Framework for Systematically Examining Extraordinary Events

            
               Understanding how cataclysmic events shape political opinions requires understanding not only why such events engage public
                  sentiment but also why they become collective crises connected to issues of governance. One key component in the process is
                  the information environment. This includes how information is transmitted by media in times of crisis and how individuals
                  respond to common presentations of disaster stories. Therefore, it is important for us to consider two aspects of disasters:
                  how information about disasters is typically framed and delivered by the mass media and how individuals process this information
                  in the context of extraordinary times. For the latter, to fully understand the relevance of catastrophes for both individual
                  and collective opinions, we must contrast this aspect to how individuals process information during normal or routine times.
               

               Thus far, public opinion scholars primarily have examined extraordinary events with an eye to their uniqueness rather than
                  their regularities. This approach is not surprising given that disasters are high-salience events, albeit with different characteristics.
                  They create identifiable collective moments that focus public attention on issues or policies that normally reside in the
                  background (Birkland 1997, 2006). These qualities make such events excellent venues to study attitudes about particular issues or to test theories about
                  attitudes that require identifiable variation in social context or media framing (see, for example, Haider-Markel and Joslyn
                  2001; Lewis 2000; Miller 1987; Van der Brug 2001). Indeed, following Hurricane Katrina, several scholars leveraged the unique social cues associated with the crisis to test
                  how social identity theory led African Americans’ attitudes to differ from non–African Americans (Haider-Markel, Delehanty,
                  and Beverlin 2007; Huddy and Feldman 2006a, 2006b).
               

               However, public opinion scholars thus far have not sought a more general understanding of how extraordinary events produce
                  similar contexts for opinion formation or how they generate dynamics that spur particular types of mass attitudes, regardless
                  of the unique features of any particular extraordinary event. In this chapter, we outline a theoretical framework that not
                  only informs case studies of specific catastrophes, but one that also helps to identify broader implications suitable for
                  comparative studies of catastrophes. To do so, we have drawn heavily upon insights from experimental and nonexperimental work
                  from the fields of political science, public policy, social psychology, neural and cognitive science, media studies, and communication.
                  Experimental work provides strong grounding for the assumptions we make in our theoretical model and guides us in identifying
                  the important implications we should observe in real-world data. Nonexperimental studies confirm experimental findings in
                  a more realistic setting and help determine additional relevant factors to include in our analysis.
               

               Figure 2.1 provides a simplified overview of the process that we develop more fully later in the chapter as we more carefully outline
                  our model and its implications. The process begins with an extraordinary event that prompts citizens to tune in to learn what
                  happened and why. This leads to attributions of blame, which then influence evaluations of leaders, government, and public
                  policy. In this chapter, we first describe how periods of normal politics differ from periods of extraordinary politics in
                  order to identify the key differences between the two contexts that relate to public awareness and opinion formation. Next,
                  we examine how crises create unique news environments that assist in the development of attributions of blame that, in turn,
                  result in new or changed opinions toward government, government leaders, and public policy. Finally, we bring together the
                  insights from the first two sections to articulate a model of how individuals form opinions during extraordinary times and
                  discuss its implications.

               
                  
                     Figure 2.1. Overview of the Opinion Formation Process during Extraordinary Events.
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Normal Politics versus Extraordinary Moments

            
               Politics for most people is a remote activity that happens in musty chambers, hallways, and offices in distant capital cities.
                  Although some individuals are attentive, many make little or no effort to follow politics or seek information about the day-to-day
                  political debates that emerge from the normal business of budgeting, lawmaking, or electioneering. Politics is relatively
                  predictable, with certain topics such as education, taxes, health care, and social security making the perennial list of concerns.
                  Conflicts or controversies over these predictable topics follow well-trodden lines of debate. Even debates about policies
                  that are quite relevant to individuals may not compel substantial attention. The policy-making process is slow and rather
                  dull for most laypeople busy with their own lives (Downs 1957). More than half a century of research attests to the lack of attentiveness and political knowledge of citizens (see, for
                  example, Converse 1964; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). Americans, on average, know very little about leading political figures, government institutions, or policy details. Instead,
                  they rely on simple cues and heuristics, and as a result, periods of normal politics are defined by habituation, normalcy,
                  and familiar content.
               

               Political news during periods of normal politics is filtered and framed by political elites and transmitted via the news media
                  to the public. Media norms and constraints bias coverage toward “indexing” or echoing elite debates rather than encouraging independent
                  critical analysis (Bennett, Lawrence, and Livingston 2007; Entman 2003; Schiffer 2009). Political debates typically stem from long-standing ideological or partisan conflicts. Issues rise and fall on the public
                  agenda with no clear linear story connecting political choices to substantive outcomes. These debates lack a natural beginning
                  and a clear progression of events to help the public sort out claims about cause and effect. Instead, the American political
                  world provides an ongoing partisan explanation of events and policies in a multimessage environment in which elites attempt
                  to manipulate and spin information to satisfy their own personal or partisan goals.
               

               Despite the cacophony (or perhaps because of it), most people develop strategies to help them respond to normal politics with
                  minimal cognitive effort and maximum psychological comfort. Citizens use the perceptual lenses of partisanship or ideology
                  along with their individual values to filter the messages that inform their political opinions. When faced with the common
                  platter of competing elite messages, they are able to identify their group interests easily and they gravitate toward arguments
                  that uphold their core attitudes and beliefs while filtering those that do not (DiMaggio 1997; Gaines et al. 2007; Kunda 1987, 1990; McAllister, Mitchell, and Beach 1979; Tetlock 1983; Zaller 1992).
               

               In social psychological terms, we call the phenomenon that encourages particular strategies for thinking “motivated reasoning”
                  (see DiMaggio 1997; Kunda 1987, 1990; Lodge and Taber 2005). The most common form of motivated reasoning is directional, in which individuals seek and process information in ways that
                  support their already-formed opinions and attitudes (DiMaggio 1997; Gaines et al. 2007; McAllister, Mitchell, and Beach 1979; Tetlock 1983). They may selectively encode and recall only a subset of material or they may discount information incongruent with preexisting
                  beliefs (Kunda 1990; Zaller 1992). In an effort to minimize cognitive costs, directionally motivated reasoners may also rely on heuristics, or decision-making
                  shortcuts, to determine their preferences quickly and easily. The use of heuristics reduces the cognitive costs associated
                  with processing information and assists individuals in arriving at decisions that correctly reflect a set of preexisting preferences
                  (Lau and Redlawsk 2006; Popkin 1994). Cues such as party identification, ideology, endorsements, and social networks (Downs 1957; Kahn and Kenney 2002; Norrander 1986; Steger 2007; Stone, Rapoport, and Atkeson 1995) provide the necessary information to evaluate and inform opinion formation and candidate preferences without having to invest
                  limited resources to learn about political actors. In general, during periods of normal politics, people rely heavily on directional
                  motivation (DiMaggio 1997; Nickerson 1998; Wason 1968).
               

               Even during elections, a time that we think of politics as creating an extraordinary spectacle, routine politics is often
                  the norm because the process of campaigning is designed to stimulate directionally motivated reasoning. At a very basic level,
                  campaign politics focuses on activating predispositions of party, ideology, and group, reminding voters who they are and where
                  they belong politically (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954; Brader 2006; Campbell et al. 1960; Gelman and King 1993; Lewis-Beck et al. 2008). Campaigns attempt to energize their supporters by creating enthusiasm around candidates and motivating their team members
                  to mobilize, participate, and support the party standard-bearer (Brader 2006). In this way, many voters make a standard decision based upon their partisan affiliations and predispositions (Downs 1957; Gelman and King 1993).
               

               That does not mean that elections do not convey information or that voters are necessarily unresponsive to it (Alvarez 1999; Lau and Redlawsk 2006). The state of the economy, in particular, has been repeatedly shown to matter in election outcomes and voter decision making
                  (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2007). However, even when the economy is weak, voters tend to filter that information through a partisan lens (Bartels 2002; Campbell et al. 1960; Conover, Feldman, and Knight 1987; Ladner and Wlezien 2007). At the same time, it is worth noting that when campaigns happen in conjunction with extraordinary events – for example,
                  in 1932 during the Great Depression – the election context may magnify social disruptions associated with the catastrophe,
                  setting the stage for critical realignments. With the exception of these rare moments, most elections represent periods of
                  normal politics, with clear partisan politics around typical debates that fit easily with voters understanding of the world,
                  making directional motivation cognitively easy.

            
Extraordinary Events as Political Context

            
               Extraordinary moments, in contrast to periods of normal politics, provide a very different context for the transmission of
                  political information. Catastrophes are known in the policy world as focusing events because they command attention of the
                  masses and elites alike, and often force people to confront social and political issues that are new or had been previously
                  ignored (Baumgartner and Jones 2009; Birkland 1997, 2006; Kingdon 2002). Disasters are often sudden, are relatively uncommon, and produce unexpected outcomes (Birkland 2006). Unlike with routine politics, where policy makers attempt to manipulate the salience of an issue strategically, catastrophes
                  define both the timing and level of public salience. Policy makers, the media, and the public become aware of them at roughly
                  the same time (Birkland 2006:2). The unexpected and shocking nature of the event leads to widespread attentiveness, making it both personal and collective.
               

               Extraordinary events offer the general complexity of ordinary politics, but in an environment where nearly everyone is attentive.
                  In this circumstance, elite ability to spin the story is limited by the unfolding sequence of the catastrophe (Bennett, Lawrence,
                  and Livingston 2007; Schiffer 2009). Eyewitness accounts from journalists and others on location combine with a clear linear progression of events in the story
                  to help citizens construct a reality that is not easily dismissed, even if that reality is inconvenient for leaders. This
                  linear progression of the story in the media is important because experimental evidence suggests that people make more accurate
                  judgments about responsibility when a story is presented from beginning to end (Hastie, Penrod, and Pennington 1983; Pennington and Hastie 1986). During extraordinary moments, such as 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, the Oklahoma City bombing, or the Challenger Space Shuttle explosion, the events of the crisis structure the narrative available to journalists and elites, thereby reducing
                  the potential to manage or control the story. Instead, viewers themselves can place events and actions in temporal context,
                  including the actions or inactions of government and its leaders.
               

               For the public, unexpected calamities induce anxiety that stimulates a different type of information processing than we see
                  during periods of normal politics (MacKuen et al. 2010; Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000). Decades of research across multiple academic disciplines reveal that humans are biologically hard-wired to respond to surprising
                  or shocking stimuli – particularly if that stimulus is negative or threatening (Fiske 1980; Lang 2000; Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000; Newhagen and Reeves 1992; Schützwohl and Borgstedt 2005; Shoemaker 1996). In this sense, shock operates the same as anxiety by triggering the brain’s “surveillance system” (Meyer, Reisenzein, and
                  Schützwohl 1997; Shutzwohl and Borgstedt 2005). The surveillance system, once activated, encourages attentiveness and appraisal of new information (Marcus, Neuman, and
                  MacKuen 2000). Individual attentiveness is critical to what makes collective crises influential because attentiveness is a necessary condition
                  for receiving information.
               

               Catastrophes and other types of crises are natural stimulators of the surveillance system. Indeed, research shows that individuals
                  appear, uniformly, to learn about and respond to such events (Page and Shapiro 1992; Prior 2002). For example, those who felt anxious following 9/11 watched more television than those who did not (Huddy et al. 2005), and those who sought information about potential threats and risks post-9/11 reported greater interest in all news, and
                  negative news in particular (Hoffner et al. 2009). Prior (2002) shows that after 9/11, knowledge about the War on Terror was widespread among the public, including rather detailed knowledge
                  about how anthrax infects the body. In short, citizens can and do learn political information when it is necessary, relevant,
                  and easily accessible.
               

               Extraordinary events, then, generate surprise and anxiety, and these emotions lead individuals to search for information to
                  understand the causes of discrepant events in order to return to a state of normal processing (Hewstone 1989; Meyer 1988; Meyer et al. 1991; Shoemaker 1996; Weiner 1985, 1995). This information processing strategy is known as accuracy-based motivated reasoning (Kunda 1990). If their investigation reveals nothing of personal relevance or shows the event to fit with prior expectations about catastrophes,
                  the briefly attentive public may return to their normal mental processes rather than encode new information and adjust opinions.
                  On the other hand, if the nature of the crisis leads to both shock and a sense of personal relevance, then the need to form
                  a causal story to explain events and determine accountability is great. Therefore, emotions associated with catastrophes are an important precursor to attribution because certain types of emotion disrupt the normal or routine processing
                  of information and spur efforts to identify causes of unexpected outcomes.
               

               Later in this chapter, we outline an individual-level model that shows how the context of an extraordinary moment shapes the
                  processing and acceptance of political messages. Central to the model is the emotion-laden, affective assignment of blame.
                  Our argument draws heavily upon the insights from the theory of affective intelligence, which highlights how emotion augments
                  reasoning rather than circumvents it (Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000; see also Brader 2005; MacKuen et al. 2010; Valentino et al. 2008, 2009). The key to understanding opinion in extraordinary times lies in recognizing how heightened salience and emotional stimulation
                  alter how people process framed political messages following a disaster. Political scientists have explored the implications
                  of affective intelligence for a number of different attitudes or contexts, including elections and campaigns (Brader 2005, 2006; Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000), citizen knowledge and information seeking (Valentino et al. 2008), citizenship (MacKuen et al. 2010), and terrorism (Huddy et al. 2005; Merolla and Zechmeister 2009), but they have not explored its implications for forming attributions of blame for unexpected negative events, such as catastrophes.
                  Examining the importance of emotion in the formation of attributions following catastrophic events affords a new venue for
                  testing, extending, and developing theories related to affective intelligence. However, to understand when emotion is likely
                  to alter the processing of information, we need to trace how epochal events reach the public and influence both the information
                  environment and the emotional state of individuals paying attention to the news coverage.
               

            

            Media Coverage and the Information Environment in Extraordinary Events

            
               At the root, epochal events fall far from normal experience. Most become media spectacles with all the emotion and qualities
                  of high-drama storytelling, including a cast of heroes and villains. Unexpected and catastrophic incidents force people to
                  confront the reality of external threats to their well-being and to confront their own mortality, particularly when they identify
                  or empathize with those affected. Because of these characteristics, natural and man-made catastrophes hold special status in the formation of public opinions
                  – their impact on the public psyche is unparalleled by day-to-day news events. But these events also bring politics to the
                  forefront, as public officials respond to catastrophes and the news media search for answers for why such events occurred.
               

               Media create the initial framework for understanding extraordinary events as they convey information to the public from those
                  closest to the catastrophe – victims, first-responders, and local officials. Local media and journalists on the scene serve
                  up eyewitness evidence along with frequent and repeated updates of breaking information. As events unfold, national and local
                  news organizations join forces to seek out reactions of elites and experts well beyond the scene, including state and national
                  government officials. From the first moments of a disaster, the news media frame its context as they organize and convey information
                  to the public. Framing occurs when journalists select visual images, elite quotes, or journalistic commentary to highlight
                  some aspects of an issue or event while downplaying others (Chong and Druckman 2007b, 2007c; Entman 2003). These frames provide the information necessary to create causal stories that explain the realities of life or life events
                  (Gamson and Modigliani 1987, 1989; Tuchman 1978) and promote “particular definitions and interpretations of political issues” (Shah et al. 2002).
               

               Media framing of extraordinary events has a predictable quality because journalists draw from a set of standard operating
                  procedures and stock scripts to help them manage in challenging circumstances. Coverage of extraordinary events typically
                  follows three distinct phases. The initial phase occurs while the event is actively unfolding; during the second stage, immediately
                  following the initial, active phase, journalists investigate the causes of the event and correct any factual errors that occurred
                  during the initial reporting stage; and in the third stage, the news media seek to bring perspective to the event and place
                  it in a broader social and political context (see Graber 2005:131–4).
               

               During the first phase of coverage, the news is dominated by the need for factual knowledge, but causal stories often emerge
                  as a way to sort out the meaning of emerging facts. As Graber (2005:133) notes, “pressure for news encourages reporters and public officials alike to speculate about a disaster’s causes.” At
                  the same time, journalists, limited by time, circumstance, and resources, are unable to put together a broader, thematic analysis specific to the crisis, so they
                  turn to a set of routine catastrophe storylines to make sense out of the chaos (Shoemaker and Reese 1996). Unlike in normal times, in the wake of catastrophe, journalists are more likely to exercise an independent voice and less
                  likely to simply index elite stories, because part of their scripted role is to investigate and report on the causes of the
                  disaster.
               

               During the active phase of coverage, news stories tend to highlight the chaos, fear, and suffering that arises directly from
                  the crisis placing the nature of the event as the central causal agent of pain and suffering. Stories highlight the experiences
                  of victims during and after the event and of first-responders, as well as the challenges of keeping order in the wake of chaotic
                  events (Tierney, Bevc, and Kuligowski, 2006). During the second and third phases of coverage, journalists turn to more penetrating questions of why the catastrophe occurred.
                  In these phases, they begin to seek opinions from technical experts and political elites. During the third phase of coverage,
                  causal stories related to government failure or government success are most likely to emerge. It is also during this phase
                  that political elites begin efforts to “shape political fallout from the event” (Graber 2005:133). However, elites are providing reactions after the media have already at least partially framed unexpected events and
                  after citizens have already formed a set of initial impressions and opinions. The sequencing of coverage phases makes it more
                  difficult for elites to reframe the drama.
               

               Journalistic investigations in the second and third phases tend to follow two lines of inquiry. One is why the disaster happened
                  and the other is how effectively government officials responded in the aftermath. For example, in the wake of 9/11, journalists
                  questioned whether we knew about threats from Al Qaeda in advance and whether warning signs were adequately heeded by government
                  officials (Elliot 2002; Risen 2001). Of course, local, state, and national government’s absence of response in the early days following Katrina was a major
                  and compelling story, as were questions about President Bush and FEMA Director Brown’s absence of leadership from the outset
                  (Revkin 2005; Shane and Lipton 2005). Media evaluations of government response in disasters include not only the direct responsiveness to victims of a catastrophe,
                  but the quality of leadership exhibited by key political figures, such as presidents, governors, and mayors. In crises, the
                  public and media look to political leaders for reassurance and a means of reducing anxiety (Bucy 2003; Merolla and Zechmeister 2009). When leaders fail on this dimension, it is remarked upon in the press.
               

               During each phase of coverage, media actively frame the information provided to the public. Although multiple frames are common
                  at the outset of any catastrophe, frames and causal stories rise and fall in the media as the frames are winnowed to one or
                  a few dominant frames. It is through identifying the relative dominance of frames that it becomes possible to predict how
                  the catastrophe will ripple through the political world. Frames and their associated messages, in normal and extraordinary
                  times, can have both “volume,” which stems from sheer repetition, and “strength,” which stems from credibility (Chong and
                  Druckman 2007a). Because of the 24/7 news cycle, facts and frames of extraordinary events are frequently repeated, especially in the first
                  few hours and days of coverage, making volume unusually high. Credibility, or strength of frames, is often determined by their
                  correspondence to observable conditions. Disasters attract eyewitnesses, chief among them journalists. When journalists or
                  others bring personal, eyewitness accounts of events, the framing associated with them is especially strong.
               

               The final and perhaps most important attribute of media coverage to which we call attention is the pervasive use of emotional
                  primes that naturally arise in the context of catastrophes. An emotional prime is any aspect of news coverage that serves to trigger certain emotions such as shock, disgust, sadness, joy, or anger. Such
                  aspects are primes in the sense that the triggered emotions prepare the receiver to process information in particular ways.
                  In a catastrophe, many of the emotional primes intensify the anxiety and attentiveness of the public. Even in normal times,
                  it is common for television news organizations to use “sensationalistic” devices known to lure viewers, such as dramatic music,
                  quick cuts between scenes, and emotional visual footage (Fischoff 2004; Vettehen, Nuijten, and Peeters 2008). Televised coverage of catastrophic and extraordinary events lends itself to such devices.1 Reporters in the field rely primarily on available eyewitnesses who report on their personal experiences, a device known to increase the credibility and emotional impact of the coverage
                  (Vettehen, Nuijten, and Peeters 2008). Animated visuals, particularly of emotional human faces, are stirring emotional primes for viewers (Simons et al. 2000; Wild, Erbs, and Bartels 2001). TV, in particular, is a powerful medium of communication influencing both the least and most educated in similar ways (Jerit,
                  Barabas, and Bolsen 2006). Whether intentional or simply a byproduct of the nature of disaster coverage, the result is the same: emotionally evocative
                  coverage and a public that is riveted by the story. As a package, these devices create emotionally compelling stories that
                  engage the attention of viewers and encourage connections between the media messages and the feelings generated from them
                  (Grabe, Lang, and Zhao 2003; Graber 2005; Lang et al. 2007; Shoemaker 1996; Vettehen, Nuijten, and Peeters 2008).
               

               Recent research points to neurobiological reasons why visual images in news media are such powerful stimulators of attention
                  and vicarious emotion. The human brain is equipped with a mirror neuron system (MNS) that reacts to observed actions and emotions
                  of others as if we were experiencing them ourselves (Enticott et al. 2008; Molnar-Szakacs 2011). Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) studies show that observers display the same neural activity patterns associated with
                  performing actions or feeling emotions that they observe in actors, and that this neural activity is generated preconsciously
                  and involuntarily (Molnar-Szakacs 2011). As a result, emotional mirroring serves as a basis for social cognition and empathy (Enticott et al. 2008; Molnar-Szakacs 2011). Empathy is essentially a vicarious emotional response in which one recognizes the plight of others and can imagine oneself
                  in those circumstances (Eisenberg and Fabes 1990; Eisenberg et al. 1991). The activation of the MNS is one of the reasons that when we see a smiling face, we begin to smile ourselves, and that
                  when we see a face in distress, we also begin to feel a sense of distress. Disaster coverage is rife with the types of images
                  likely to create mirrored emotions of anxiety and distress that encourage attentiveness to media (Hoffner et al. 2009; Zillmann, Taylor, and Lewis 1998). Moreover, empathetic mirroring appears to be stronger when observing those who share the same cultural or social identity
                  (Molnar-Szakacs 2011). This suggests that when media coverage shows victims of a catastrophe to be members of one’s own social group, the emotions
                  felt in response to the catastrophe may be especially strong. Likewise, it suggests that catastrophes with human victims are much more powerful than
                  environmental catastrophes (such as forest fires or oil spills) that present few images of human suffering.
               

            

            Public Reactions: Affective Attributions of Blame in Times of Crises

            
               An extraordinary event and the media coverage surrounding it create an emotional environment that encourages attentiveness
                  and the formation of causal explanations. The combined pressures for media outlets to fill the airwaves to satisfy a voracious
                  public and the need for politicians to manage blame following a high-profile incident naturally create an environment that
                  is favorable to spawning multiple causal claims. As with normal politics, many extraordinary moments produce multiple frames
                  to explain and justify events and outcomes. Although extraordinary events may be quickly winnowed to only one frame, as occurred
                  the Gulf of Tonkin (Zaller 1992) or 9/11 (Merolla and Zechmeister 2009), it is also common to observe multiple persistent frames, as occurred after Hurricane Katrina and the Oklahoma City bombing.
                  A multiple frame environment is particularly complex because it provides many cues from which individuals can pick and choose.
                  Explaining the choices they make depends upon understanding whether their information search is directionally motivated, in search of answers that are consistent with existing beliefs, or accuracy motivated, in search of the answers that are most consistent with facts of the event, regardless of existing beliefs (Kunda 1990). We argue that when extraordinary events trigger shock and anxiety for individuals, the strategy of directionally motivated
                  reasoning for many gives way to accuracy-motivated reasoning. In contrast to directional motivations, where individuals actively
                  (although unconsciously) apply biases to the reception and processing of information, accuracy-oriented motivations discourage
                  the application of biased processing and encourage the unbiased reception and processing of information (DiMaggio 1997; Kunda 1987, 1990; McAllister, Mitchell, and Beach 1979; Tetlock 1983).
               

               Prior research shows that media framing and priming influence opinions by altering the set of considerations brought to mind
                  about an issue, by altering the weights given to various considerations, or by offering persuasive messages (Chong and Druckman
                  2007a, 2007b, 2007c; Zaller 1992). However, not everyone is susceptible to the effects of framing. Motivated reasoning normally plays a strong role in sorting
                  out competing messages (Lavine, Lodge, and Freitas 2005). Those with strong prior opinions or predispositions tend to select self-reinforcing information, evaluate information in
                  a biased fashion, or simply resist and filter countervailing information (Chong and Druckman 2007a; Kunda 1987, 1990; Zaller 1992).
               

               Why people adopt certain causal stories rather than others has captured the attention of scholars in several fields. Early
                  studies in social psychology explored how individuals construct explanations of the motivations or behaviors of others around
                  them as a function of individual cognition and motivation (Crittenden 1983; Weiner 1995). Later scholarship, particularly in sociology, took a broader approach by exploring how social context shapes attributions
                  to one’s self and others (Howard and Pike 1986). This line of inquiry expanded to include attribution of blame for events or outcomes (Guimond, Begin, and Palmer 1989; Hewstone 1989).
               

               Studies of blame attribution in political science have focused almost exclusively on either the effects of external stimuli,
                  such as framing and media messages (for example, Iyengar 1991), or on internal characteristics such as predispositions and political sophistication (see for example, Gomez and Wilson
                  2003, 2008; Haider-Markel and Joslyn 2001). The two branches of scholarly research rarely examine how the one interacts with the other. Our argument breaks new ground
                  by showing how discrete emotions that stimulate the brain’s surveillance system moderate predispositions during the process
                  of assigning blame.
               

               Of course, motivated reasoning also applies to blame attribution. Sharp and Joslyn (2001), for example, found that predispositions stemming from socialization and past experiences, along with gender and age, influenced
                  attribution of the societal problem of rape to pornography. Rudolph (2003a) found clear evidence of partisan rationalization in the formation of economic evaluations (see also Gomez and Wilson 2003). Iyengar (1991) found that in addition to framing, characteristics such as political ideology and partisanship shaped attributions for crime,
                  terrorism, poverty, racial inequality, and unemployment. Taken as a whole, this body of research highlights how causal attribution
                  is a normal and often unconscious mental process where attributions are formed easily and automatically out of preexisting judgments.

               We argue, however, that in extraordinary times, the process of assigning blame is different because the costs versus benefits
                  associated with directionally biased reasoning, compared to the costs versus benefits of accuracy-based reasoning, increase.
                  When this happens, individuals rely more heavily on contemporaneous information to form opinions, and the combination of the
                  media context and an individual’s emotional state determine the magnitude of the effect. By combining the rich body of research
                  on emotion and information processing, particularly from the literature on affective intelligence (Brader 2006; MacKuen et al. 2010; Marcus 2000; Marcus, Neuman and MacKuen 2000; Valentino et al. 2008, 2009) and the literature on motivated reasoning (Kunda 1987, 1990; Lodge and Taber 2005; Taber and Lodge 2006), we offer a theory of affective attributions to explain patterns of attributions in public opinion following epochal events.
                  Affective attributions are those formed from the combined effects of emotions generated by the catastrophic event and the cognitive processing of
                  new information pertaining to it. During catastrophic times, anxious citizens increase their likelihood of learning new information
                  that has the power to update key political opinions.
               

               Recent studies of emotion and attribution of blame find that emotion is related to causal attribution, but the pathway of
                  influence is unclear. Malhotra and Kuo (2009) argue and find that strong emotions, measured as an index of anger and sadness, increased reliance on party cues when assigning
                  blame ranks to different political leaders following Hurricane Katrina. Haider-Markel, Delehanty, and Beverlin (2007) demonstrate that a strong emotional response to Hurricane Katrina, measured as an index of shock, sadness, and anger, increased
                  three different attributions of blame, one to national government rather than state government, and two attributions suggesting
                  that the reason that national government was slow was that the victims were poor or black. The use of emotion indices in both
                  studies makes it difficult to parse out how specific emotions influence attributions. Recent research into the links between
                  emotion and political attitudes other than attributions finds that that sadness, anger, and shock operate differently to produce
                  different outcomes, something that our theoretical argument distinguishes (Valentino et al. 2008, 2009).
               
Affective attribution occurs when emotion-provoking events such as disasters or catastrophes alter the incentives for different
                  types of motivated reasoning and prompt a switch, albeit automatically and unconsciously, to accuracy-based motivated reasoning.
                  Specifically, accuracy motivations encourage individuals to seek and appraise a broad range of information, even information
                  that runs counter to predispositions (see Kunda 1987, 1990). Such motivations are likely when individuals believe that accurate evaluation is necessary to fulfill personal goals or
                  needs. Experimental research shows that even when subjects are faced with circumstances that trigger both directional and
                  accuracy-based motivations, those with accuracy-based motivations process information with greater depth than those with only
                  directional motivations (Kunda 1990). Likewise, anxious individuals are more likely to seek balanced information when they have personal reasons for doing so
                  (Valentino et al. 2008, 2009) and when individuals assess risky and uncertain situations to determine whether they are threatening (MacKuen et al. 2010; Marcus, Neuman and MacKuen 2010). MacKuen et al. (2010:441) note that “[w]hen people are in risky and novel circumstances, they are likely to be better off engaging in deliberative
                  mechanisms, and thoughtful consideration, in order to handle the uncertainty.”
               

               When disasters strike, individuals become attentive to the emotionally charged coverage of the event, creating a connection
                  between themselves and the victims. They feel a sense of empathetic anxiety for victims and a sense of concern for what the
                  disaster might mean for themselves or for loved ones. In this way, the event becomes personally relevant, prompting the need
                  to identify potential threats and attribute blame. But because catastrophes reveal actions, events, and outcomes that are
                  unusual in day-to-day life, typical processing strategies designed to classify them quickly and attribute blame are unavailable.
                  Attempting to apply standard processing routines to novel events increases the risk of making errors in judgment – potentially
                  costly errors given the state of potential danger. In addition, the usual avenues that one draws upon for heuristics-based
                  processing may be absent in the early phase of disaster coverage because first-person accounts and journalists’ direct experiences
                  dominate the news. Local officials and rescuers are typically unknown to the broader national audience and are unlikely to
                  stimulate clear partisan or predispositional cues. As a result, the audience is faced with a cafeteria of framed messages and speculations offered by journalists that are backed
                  with credible eyewitness evidence. Because of the sheer volume of information available across multiple media outlets, the
                  information costs associated with accuracy-based motivations decline. For the emotionally engaged, careful assessment of a
                  broad range of information yields greater confidence, thereby resolving anxiety through attributions. In short, directionally
                  motivated reasoning gives way to accuracy-motivated reasoning for those driven by an anxious response to the event.
               

               This means that in a media environment in which frames are relatively consistent across outlets and backed up by compelling
                  episodic evidence, the acceptance of dominant frames should be high, even when they run counter to predispositions (Chong 1996; Chong and Druckman 2007a). In the case of 9/11, where a one-message environment dominated, attribution of blame focused on an external stimuli and
                  led to policy preferences that favored reducing civil liberties and an increased trust in the leaders of government, even
                  among Democrats (Merolla and Zechmeister 2009). However, if the message environment offers multiple frames or causal messages, individuals are likely to gravitate toward
                  attributions that are congruent with predispositions. At the same time, feelings of anxiety should attenuate the strength
                  of this effect for individuals because of their increased attentiveness to highly credible, persuasive information in the
                  media combined with a need to assess threatening events fully and accurately. Individual variation in the strength of directional
                  motivations should depend upon individuals’ level of anxiety. For those made most anxious, we should see greater acceptance
                  of frames with high volume and credibility, including those inconsistent with predispositions.
               

               To sum up, several factors combine to stimulate the affective acceptance of causal attribution frames offered in the media
                  following a catastrophic moment. First, attentiveness opens up a mechanism for political information to reach those who are
                  normally inattentive to politics. Second, anxiety primes them not only to seek out information, but also to receive and accept the information provided (MacKuen et al. 2010; Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000; Valentino et al. 2009). The result, at the individual level, is greater collective agreement with dominant causal frames. At the aggregate level,
                  when clear attribution frames dominate the media, the result is greater uniformity of opinions for those made anxious by the catastrophe, thus providing an individual-level mechanism that supports societal-level
                  punctuations in political attitudes and preferences for policy. Dominant causal messages are a necessary but insufficient
                  condition to produce widespread public agreement about attributions of blame. Emotion is a necessary ingredient for causal
                  stories to transcend individual predispositions.
               

            

            Affective Attributions and Their Consequences for Political Opinions

            
               Attributions, once formed, are consequential for a wide variety of other public opinions, especially opinions about leaders
                  and public policies. Causal stories highlight particular problems and suggest avenues of resolution (Stone 1989). Therefore, acceptance of dominant causal stories that arise from catastrophes is quite consequential for individual attitudes.
                  These causal attributions, ascribed broadly as is common following a major catastrophe, can become an engine for political
                  change. Although scholars have long recognized that catastrophes produce punctuated political change (i.e., Baumgartner and
                  Jones 2009; Birkland 1997, 2006; Kingdon 2002), little is known about the micro-level processes that support them (Wood and Doan 2003). Affective attributions generate support around dominant causal stories and might serve as one such microfoundation. Therefore,
                  we need to understand not only how causal attributions are formed following a catastrophe, but also how they influence other
                  types of political opinions.
               

               An anxious and receptive public is fertile ground for the creation of a nationally shared understanding of political problems
                  and potential solutions. Epochal events shape public evaluations of government and policy through attributions of blame and
                  credit that arise naturally from elite and journalistic assessments of unfolding events. Indeed, for the politically inattentive,
                  catastrophes offer a rare (although unsought) glimpse of government and its leaders in action. Political actors and government
                  agencies that rarely receive attention from the public are thrust onto the public stage as the media assess questions of responsibility
                  for the catastrophe. During normal politics, government goes about its work with little notice from the public. In times of
                  crisis, however, the public becomes acutely aware of the functions of government as a byproduct of seeking information about extraordinary events, and this acceptance of information alters opinion.
               

               Causal attributions can point to failures in leadership that subsequently influence evaluations of elected officials. They
                  can also point to failures in the structure and function of government, leading to calls for changes in policies or institutions
                  as a way to avoid future crises. Because our focus in this chapter is abstract and general, we lump together several different
                  types of political opinions, including evaluations of leaders, government institutions, and policy solutions. We do so because
                  the process through which disasters shape these general types of opinions is the same. However, in any given disaster, the
                  set of actors and events defines the relevant set of political opinions to examine. For example, in regard to the subject
                  of our case study, Hurricane Katrina, the relevant elected officials include President George W. Bush, Governor Blanco, and
                  Mayor Nagin, thus we might wonder how causal attributions of blame map onto each of their evaluations. However, following
                  9/11, the relevant leaders included Mayor Giuliani, Governor George Pataki, and President George W. Bush. Likewise, relevant
                  policy opinions following Katrina involve institutions and procedures related to disaster management, whereas relevant policy
                  opinions following 9/11 pertain to laws and institutions related to terrorism. Regardless of the differences in the specific
                  political opinions, we argue that an overarching process can guide predictions of specific opinions in any post-disaster period.
                  In this section, we elaborate a general framework for how the context that emerges around an extraordinary event and the emotions
                  that it stimulates and the attributions that it facilitates lead to political consequences.
               

               Figure 2.2 presents a graphic representation of the various paths of influence. It is worth noting that, when applied to specific cases,
                  this model could represent the formation of wholly new opinions about political actors, institutions, or policies that were
                  previously unknown to the individual. But it could also represent the process through which existing opinions are updated.
                  In the latter case, the prior opinion would serve as a type of predisposition. In either case, however, political opinions
                  are an outcome of affective attributions, and both attributions and emotions have direct, mediating, and conditional effects.
                  Arrows with a plus or minus in this model indicate areas where we predict specific directional effects. For example, we expect
                  that attention to the media messages in catastrophes raises anxiety, at least at the outset, and increased anxiety leads to
                  heightened attention to messages. Likewise, we expect anxiety to attenuate the effects of predispositions when making attributions.
                  And we expect attributions of blame to reduce favorability ratings of leaders deemed as responsible and to shape preferences
                  for punitive policies that target actors deemed responsible for the catastrophe.
               

               
                  
                     Figure 2.2. Causal Linkages in Opinion Formation during Extraordinary Events.
                     

                  

                  [image: Figure 2.2.]

               

               Arrows without a directional sign are situations where we cannot predict, a priori, a directional effect. We cannot know,
                  for example, the targets of media attributions in a given catastrophe, so we cannot predict how predispositions might shape
                  them. If the target is a Democrat, then those with Democratic predispositions would be less likely to accept the attribution,
                  but those with Republican predispositions would more easily accept the attribution. However, in both cases, the anxiety associated
                  with the event should attenuate that link; hence the negative sign on the arrow represents the conditional path of influence
                  that flows from anxiety. In contrast, anxiety increases the chances that messages with high volume and credibility will be accepted, so the conditional arrow is given a positive
                  expectation.
               
Finally, note the role of the emotion anger in this figure. It serves as both a direct and conditioning effect on political
                  opinions and is an important catalyst that helps translate attributions into opinions about political actors or policies.
                  The path from attribution to anger has not been explored in political science thus far, but represents a potentially robust
                  mechanism through which epochal events shape political outcomes.
               

               Affective Attributions and the Anger–Punishment Link

               
                  Thus far, we have focused on the central role played by the emotions of shock and anxiety in opening individuals to causal
                     stories and frames in the media, and these attributions certainly have direct influences on how leaders and government are
                     evaluated. But acceptance of particular causal stories provides targets for another emotion, anger, which also has consequences
                     for evaluation of government and policy preferences.
                  

                  Anxiety and anger are increasingly seen as distinct negative emotions by political scientists (Druckman and McDermott 2008; Huddy, Feldman, and Cassese 2007; MacKuen et al. 2010; Marcus et al. 2006; Petersen 2010; Redlawsk et al. 2007; Steenbergen and Ellis 2006; Valentino et al. 2008), psychologists (Lerner and Kelter 2000; Lerner et al. 2003), and neuroscientists (Carver 2004; Davidson 1995; Davidson et al. 2000; Spezio and Adolphs 2007). For example, political scientists have shown that feelings of anger, as opposed to feelings of anxiety, about the national
                     economy led to lower evaluations of President Ronald Reagan (Conover and Feldman 1986). Merolla and Zechmeister (2009) found that when manipulating threat in an experimental design, threat produced little anger but significant anxiety. Their
                     findings suggest that these emotions arise from distinct sources. In other research, where both emotions were considered simultaneously,
                     Huddy, Feldman, and Cassese (2007) demonstrated that anger reduced the perception of the risk of the Iraq War and resulted in more support for the war and
                     military intervention. Anxiety, however, did the reverse: It increased the individual’s perception of risk and reduced support
                     for the Iraq War.
                  

                  We, like others, argue that anxiety and anger are discrete emotions that operate in different ways to shape opinions (see
                     especially Huddy, Feldman, and Cassese 2007 and Valentino et al. 2008). The underlying theoretical reason for these distinct effects is that individuals’ opinions are formed in the context of
                     specific situations. Their personal emotional reaction is based upon their perceptions and understandings of the complexity
                     of the world. Surprise at unexpected novel events stimulates the emotion of anxiety (Schützwohl and Borgstedt 2005). The response to the anxiety is a search for information to appraise the situation and understand its causes (MacLeod and
                     Mathews 1988; Marcus and MacKuen 1993; Marcus, Neuman, and MacKuen 2000; Mathews and MacLeod 1986; Mogg et al. 1990; Valentino et al. 2008; Williams et al. 1997). In this way, individuals are open to new information that may result in attributions of blame that are inconsistent with
                     their predispositions. Anger, on the other hand, is an action-oriented emotion and does not motivate thoughtfulness (Bodenhausen,
                     Sheppard, and Kramer 1994; Lerner, Goldberg, and Tetlock 1998; Lerner and Tiedens 2005; Tiedens 2001; Tiedens and Linton 2001; Valentino et al. 2008). Rather, it is focused on acting upon prior judgments of responsibility (Fiddick 2004; Haidt 2003; Petersen 2010; Weiner, Osbourne, and Rudolph 2011). Social psychologists repeatedly show in laboratory experiments that anger stems from causal attributions for unjust and
                     negative outcomes (Rudolph et al. 2004). When individuals attribute blame to someone who could have controlled or prevented the negative outcome, they feel angry
                     (Averill 1983; Betancourt and Blair 1992; Rudolph et al. 2004; Weiner, Graham, and Chandler 1982; Weiner et al. 1987; Weiner, Osbourne, and Rudolph 2011). Petersen (2010: 358) describes anger as a “moral emotion” that moderates attitudes and behaviors toward specific individuals, such as a
                     leader or candidate, or toward groups, such as criminals (Lerner, Goldberg, and Tetlock 1998; Petersen 2010) or terrorists (Huddy, Feldman, and Cassese 2007). Therefore anger, unlike anxiety, stems from judgments of who is at fault and intensifies when the negative event is seen
                     as unjust (Clore and Centerbar 2004; Ortony, Clore, and Collins 1988; Shaver, Kirson, and O’Connor 1987; Smith and Ellsworth 1985; Weiss, Suckow, and Cropanzano 1999). Consequently, feelings of anger lead to a desire to punish violators who precipitated the unexpected event or crisis.
                  

                  The information gained about the unexpected and unusual event through the attribution process leads to clear targets of responsibility
                     and, hence, targets of anger. Anger can be expressed fully only when it has a target in which to channel the emotional energy. Importantly, this suggests that anger happens after cognition or
                     explanation; it is an outcome of attribution. By recognizing this fact, it is clear that anger should have both direct and
                     conditioning effects on political opinions. This also helps explain why anxiety and anger are positively related but why they
                     have different effects on the formation of opinions. An individual experiences a shock, which launches a process of affective
                     attribution of blame. If the scan of information used in making the attributions reveals that the unjust actions of certain
                     parties or groups are to blame, the attributions also result in anger and a subsequent desire to punish those responsible.
                     In this case, there is an observable correlation between anxiety and anger, but the paths through which they influence political
                     evaluations differ.
                  

                  This distinction is a departure from recent work that argues that these emotions are positively correlated, but tap different
                     feelings from the same stimulus (Huddy, Feldman, and Cassese 2007; MacKuen et al. 2010; Petersen 2010). Although the extraordinary event may initially produce anxiety, anger comes later and is stimulated by the attributions
                     process. Blame cognition, the recognition of blame that comes from affective attribution, is fundamental to both the origins and focus of anger. It
                     directs anger when the fault is seen as avoidable and when the negative event is seen as unjust. In addition, anger serves
                     to heighten the connection between blame and evaluations. Because anger is an action-oriented emotion, it enhances the desire
                     to “act” on attributions through translating them into lower evaluations of leaders as well as stronger preferences for punitive
                     policies. The conditional effects of anger are likely to be especially strong for policies that are directed at the causal
                     agents of the crisis. In later chapters, we test the claim that the emotions of anger and anxiety operated distinctly in shaping
                     opinions following Hurricane Katrina and test the degree to which anger enhances the effects of affective attributions.
                  

               

            

            Summary and Conclusions

            
               Periods of normal politics regularly are disrupted by periods of extraordinary politics in which unexpected events dominate
                  the media and make us question our understanding of the orderliness and predictability of the world around us. The lack of
                  predictability raises our awareness and induces anxiety, which leads us on a quest for answers as to why the event happened, how it happened, and how
                  best to create policies and rules to reduce the risk that it will happen again. Through this process, we form attributions
                  of blame that can trigger additional emotions, such as anger, that have independent effects on our evaluations of government
                  and leaders and our policy preferences.
               

               Our model makes a number of theoretical contributions, most notably expanding our understanding of how predispositions interact
                  with the media context in the formation of political attributions. At one level, this model of how individuals form opinions
                  from the joint effects of information and emotion applies to both extraordinary and normal times. The affective intelligence
                  literature clearly shows that anxiety alters mental processing of information and, at the individual level, anxiety could
                  occur for many different reasons that are unrelated to catastrophes. What is unique about our model is the recognition that
                  the nature of an extraordinary event creates a particular type of environment that is likely to trigger affective attributions
                  of blame that are politically relevant, and this process is widespread in society. Unexpected events create an anxious environment
                  where many people are open to new information and where information is provided in such a way that they can sift through it
                  and make conclusions about blame and responsibility. This happens in an information environment that discourages simple indexing
                  of elite arguments. Journalists along with local officials and victims dominate the narratives, whereas elite interpretations
                  of events are reactive and secondary to the magnitude of the disaster. It is the combination of the media context and the
                  emotional triggers that makes politics in extraordinary times different. Our work brings to the forefront these regularities.
               

            

            
               
                  1 There is a broad literature that examines, experimentally, the effects of sensationalist devices on attention, emotion, and
                     memory. See, among others, Grabe, Lang, and Zhao 2003; Graber 2005; Lang et al. 2007; Shoemaker 1996. See especially Vettehen, Nuijten, and Peeters 2008.
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Attributions, Emotions, and Confidence in Government
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decrease external efficac
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Figure 6.1
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