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Frames are a powerful conceptual tool to influence people’s perceptions of issues. Previous literature
has shown that framing affects individuals’ opinions. We nonetheless know only very little about
the particular factors that make a frame elicit large effects. I conduct a U.S. nation-wide online
experiment that extends prior work on framing and social cognition by testing the effects of moral
and pragmatic frames in juxtaposition. I investigate the hypothesis that moral frames elicit larger
framing effects than pragmatic frames. The results do not support this hypothesis. There is no
significant evidence that moral frames outweigh pragmatic frames.
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Politics is often not about political issues per se, but about the way people see them. The

perception of issues such as healthcare reform determines how individuals judge and whether

they support or oppose them. We learn about healthcare reform through articles, reports,

speeches, commercials, social media etc. This mediated communication possesses tremen-

dous potential influence on our perception of political issues. One way of exerting this influ-

ence is through the process of framing (Aaroe, 2011; Gross, 2008; Iyengar, 1996; Druckman,

2001a; Kam and Simas, 2010; Tversky and Kahneman, 1981).

Framing is the practice of presenting an issue in certain terms to affect the way people

see it. Universal healthcare can be presented as ensuring equality or as limiting individual

freedom, with each of those frames eliciting different levels of support or opposition. When

a frame affects an individual’s issue positioning, we speak of a framing effect. Framing

research has established that a variety of frames substantively influence how people view

and think about issues (Andsager, 2000; de Vreese, 2004; Entman, 1993; Pan and Kosicki,

1993; Callaghan and Schnell, 2005; Gamson and Modigliani, 1989; Sniderman and Theriault,

2004; Slothuus and de Vreese, 2010; Lahav and Courtemanche, 2012; Price et al., 1997;
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Entman, 2004), but we do not know why these frames elicit these effects. A major challenge

for framing research thus “concerns the identification of factors that make a frame strong”

(Chong and Druckman, 2007b, p. 116).

We do not know what makes a frame strong, but we do know from moralization liter-

ature that moral arguments represent a strong force in influencing people’s behavior (Ryan,

2014a,b). Moralization scholars find that moral arguments are ubiquitous in political issues

because they invoke a whole range of emotions that are essential to how people perceive and

make sense of the world around them (Frank, 2005; Mooney, 2001; Tatalovich et al., 1994).

Moral arguments are particular types of appeals that are more consistently linked to people’s

attitudes and beliefs as they invoke underlying values of high importance to people. This

is opposed to pragmatic arguments which function on a less energized and more detached

level. It is widely agreed amongst scholars that people rely to a disproportionate extent

on moral arguments to form their opinions and apply this moralization to political issues

(Ryan, 2014a,b; Skitka et al., 2005; Skitka and Wisneski, 2011; Smith, 2002; Tatalovich and

Daynes, 2011). My study connects these strains of thought with framing research and exam-

ines whether moral frames, persuasive in human behavior overall, possess stronger influence

on people’s issue positioning than pragmatic frames. I find that this is not the case.

Literature and Theory

Moral frames invoke grander values of ethical concern in connection with fairness and equal-

ity that are free from material aspects. Pragmatic frames on the other hand center on costs,

financial benefits and economic consequences. Experimental research has found framing ef-

fects for both sets of frames. Looking only at pragmatic frames, Wise and Brewer (2010) find

significant effects for ‘Replacing trans fat in New York restaurants does not harm profits’ v.

‘Replacing trans fat increases costs’. Concerned only with moral frames, Brewer and Gross

(2005) identify significant effects for ‘School vouchers create an unfair advantage’ v. ‘School

vouchers provide help for those who need it’, while Slothuus (2008) obtains similar results
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for ‘Welfare helps poor people find a job’ v. ‘Welfare makes poor people dependent’. Other

studies analyse the effects of moral and pragmatic frames in competition with each other

(Nelson et al., 1997; Chong and Druckman, 2010, 2013; Druckman et al., 2012, 2013; Druck-

man, 2001b). The setups in these studies either take the form of a supporting pragmatic

frame v. an opposing moral frame or an opposing pragmatic frame v. a supporting moral

frame. Nelson et al. (1997) utilize a supporting moral frame (‘Free speech’) and an oppos-

ing pragmatic frame (‘Public safety’) in their analysis of tolerance for Ku-Klux-Klan rallies.

Chong and Druckman (2010) employ a supporting pragmatic frame (‘Lower housing costs’)

and an opposing moral frame (‘Protect nature’) in their assessment of urban growth pro-

posals. Druckman et al. (2012) design a supporting moral frame (‘The Affordable Care Act

gives more people equal access to health insurance’) and an opposing pragmatic frame (‘The

ACA increases government costs’). Finally, Druckman et al. (2013) use a supporting prag-

matic frame (‘Oil drilling provides economic benefits’) and an opposing moral frame (‘Oil

drilling endangers marine life’), while Druckman (2001b) investigates a supporting moral

frame (‘Spending on the poor represents humanitarian help’) and an opposing pragmatic

frame (‘Spending on the poor increases the budget deficit’).

While a variety of types of frames have been used, many of these experiments confound

what they are testing by using stimuli that are combining moral and pragmatic arguments.

These ‘competition’ studies do not actually put the frames in competition. A supporting

moral frame and an opposing pragmatic frame act in opposite directions. One aims at

eliciting support, while the other attempts to conjure opposition. The moral and pragmatic

frames elicit significant effects, but why do they do so? What makes them strong? Is it their

inherent pragmatism or moralism? Or is it their inherent support for or opposition to an

issue? The set-up in these experiments does not enable us to answer this question. If we

want to establish whether a moral frame constitutes a strong frame, we need an alternative

design that distinguishes between the direction of support and the type of frame; two types

that are confounded in the literature. I conduct a laboratory experiment that provides this
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set-up. This experiment assessess the strength of moral and pragmatic frames (the most

common alternatives that are poised) in terms of framing effects whilst accounting for both

signs, opposing and supporting, in both sets of frames. Based on the importance of moral

arguments to form attitudes and beliefs, I postulate the following hypothesis:

H. Moral frames elicit larger framing effects than pragmatic frames.

Experimental Design

I conduct an online experiment where respondents are randomly assigned to one of several

treatment groups with moral and pragmatic frames. The issues chosen for analysis are

takings (or eminent domain) and minimum wage. Scholars have repeatedly asserted that it

is important to test the strength of frames on well-known and lesser-known issues whilst at

the same time ensuring that there is some room for framing to take effect (Brewer, 2003;

Chong and Druckman, 2007a, 2010, 2013; Druckman, 2001a; Nelson et al., 1997; Slothuus

and de Vreese, 2010). Takings and minimum wage strike that balance: It is reasonable to

assume that people possess some degree of knowledge about both issues. Minimum wage was

a major component of Senator Bernie Sanders’ 2016 democratic presidential campaign, and

prominent court cases on takings (such as the 2005 Kelo v. City of New London Supreme

Court Decision) featured in various news coverages. People are thus not disconnected from

these issues but can draw on some cognitive references when confronted with them. At the

same time, it is unlikely that people have formed completely rigid, unwavering opinions about

these two issues. Neither takings nor minimum wage are as highly polarized as immigration,

abortion, or healthcare. There is thus room for the framing treatment to take effect for both

issues.

The experimental design is shown in in table 1. Respondents are randomly assigned to

one of five treatment groups. In each group, respondents read one vignette on takings and one

vignette on minimum wage. These vignettes feature either a supporting (‘pro’) or opposing

(‘con’) moral frame or a supporting or opposing pragmatic frame. Group M+ contains only
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a supporting moral frame, while group P+ contains only a supporting pragmatic frame. To

account for frame strength in both directions, groups M– and P– contain opposing moral

and pragmatic frames, respectively. Group C forms the control group where respondents

read two vignettes that do not contain a frame2.

Table 1: Research Design

Frames
Moral Pragmatic Treatment Groups
— — C
Con M–

Con P–
Pro M+

Pro P+

Treatment is administered by exposure to the frames in the vignettes. After reading

the vignettes, respondents are asked to report their opinion on takings and minimum wage

on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly oppose) to 5 (strongly favor). Each vignette consists of one

brief paragraph with the embedded frame. The vignette with the supporting moral frame

for minimum wage, for instance, reads: “Some people think the U.S. government should

grant every working citizen a minimum wage of $15. Those who work hard deserve to earn

a decent living. How do you feel about granting a minimum wage?”. A short description

of the frames in all vignettes is shown in table 2. The complete vignettes can be found in

section Vignettes in the Appendix. All frames were selected in dialogue with other scholars.
2Chong and Druckman (2007a), Aaroe (2011), Sniderman and Theriault (2004) and others include dual-

exposure treatment groups where respondents are simultaneously treated with frames, i.e. the equivalent of
M–P+ and M+P–, to account for possible influences of interaction. This is not included here for the sake
of parsimony. Interaction effects are unlikely to provide additional insights on the strength of moral frames
that could not be gained from the single-exposure groups.
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Table 2: Frames Used

Takings Minimum Wage
C NA (n=118) NA (n=118)
M– Wrong to force sale (n=117) Right to agree what is fair (n=120)
P– Abuse of power (n=124) More people unemployed (n=119)
M+ Duty to sell (n=123) Deserve decent living (n=118)
P+ Necessary for infrastructure (n=115) Helps the economy (n=116)

The survey was carried out in April 2016 on Amazon’s online platform MTurk and

included the collection of demographic information on race, age, education, income, and

party ID prior to treatment3. The survey design and random assignment was created with

Qualtrics. 811 randomly selected respondents from the U.S. took part in the experiment.

Each respondent received $0.50 compensation.

Results

Since this is a randomized experiment, the data shows overall balance across treatment

groups. As figures 4 and 5 in the Appendix show, however, this balance is not perfect. The

graphs show the means of respondents for all covariate subgroups in each treatment group.

The shapes identify different treatment groups and the segment lines represent differences in

means between treatment groups. As we can see, the means for some subgroups (e.g. respon-

dents with income between $50,000 and $74,999 for takings and fully employed respondents

for minimum wage) differ. To correct for this, I use the following OLS regression model to

calculate the treatment effects for both issues:

Issuei = β0 + β1M.minusi + β2P.minusi + β3M.plusi + β4P.plusi + β5Republicani

+ β6−7Education
j
i + β8−9Income

j
i + β10−12Race

j
i + β13−15Age

j
i + µi

3MTurk samples, while somewhat less representative than national probability samples, have been shown
to be more representative than in-person convenience or student samples used in most other experimental
framing studies (Berinsky et al., 2012). The selection of MTurk for data collection should thus not bias
results.
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Each treatment group and the Republican indicator is a dummy variable. Education,

Income, Race and Age are also coded as several dummy variables in table 3 for the OLS

regression below. The corresponding omitted baseline groups for the covariates are Democrat,

High school or less, Low income, White and 25 or younger. The confidence intervals

for the treatment groups are also displayed in figure 1 (with the baseline control group

omitted). The significance level is set to p<.05.

Table 3: Regression Results With Demographic Controls

Dependent variable:
Takings Minimum Wage

Constant 1.823∗∗∗ (.175) 4.001∗∗∗ (.195)
M– .010 (.137) .185 (.153)
P– −.012 (.135) .091 (.155)
M+ .343∗ (.136) .146 (.155)
P+ .244# (.138) .097 (.155)
Party ID

Republican −.144 (.096) −1.762∗∗∗ (.107)
Education

BA .260∗∗ (.100) −.179 (.114)
Graduate .557∗∗∗ (.134) −.101 (.155)

Income
Medium −.002 (.096) .148 (.109)
High .115 (.150) −.136 (.171)

Race
Black −.197 (.158) .279 (.186)
Hispanic −.231 (.222) −.142 (.251)
Other .032 (.148) .228 (.168)

Age
26 to 40 .105 (.142) .022 (.152)
41 to 60 .282# (.149) .072 (.163)
61 or older .478∗ (.194) −.296 (.219)

Observations 597 591
R2 .074 .361
Adjusted R2 .050 .344
Residual Std. Error 1.046 (df = 581) 1.174 (df = 575)
F Statistic 3.098∗∗∗ (df = 15; 581) 21.634∗∗∗ (df = 15; 575)

Note: #p<.1; *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001
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Figure 1: 95 Percent Confidence Interval, Takings (left), Minimum Wage (right)

The results do not support my hypothesis. If moral frames are stronger than pragmatic

frames, the supporting moral frames (M+) should elicit higher support for the issues than

the supporting pragmatic frames (P+). This appears to be the case for takings (.34 v. .24)

and minimum wage (.15 v. .10), but these estimates lie close together and show relatively

large confidence intervals, which indicates the need for further tests to establish whether they

really are different. A two-sample t-test for M+ and P+ for takings indeed reveals a p-value

of .58, with the 95% confidence interval ranging from -.20 to .36. Similary, a two-sample

t-test for M+ and P+ for minimum wage shows a p-value of .29, with the confidence interval

reaching from -.18 to .58. We thus fail to reject the null hypothesis that the true difference

in means between M+ and P+ is zero for both issues. If moral frames are stronger than

pragmatic frames, the opposing moral frames (M–) should elicit higher opposition to the

issues than the opposing pragmatic frames (P–). This is not the case for neither takings (.01

v. –.01) nor minimum wage (.18 v. .09). Two-sample t-tests do not allow us to reject the

null here either.

Overall, public opinion of minimum wage is distinctively higher than of takings. On

the Likert scale from 1 (strongly oppose) to 5 (strongly favor), minimum wage registers

at 4.00, whereas takings register at 1.82 (p<.001 for both). Regarding covariates, party
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ID plays a strong and significant (p<.001) role for minimum wage, but does not do so for

takings. Being a major political issue, minimum wage is subject to the polarizing forces

that continue to gain strength across Democrats and Republicans. Republicans remain

firmly opposed to the introduction of a minimum wage, which shows in the strongly negative

coefficient (–1.76). Takings, on the other hand, play only a minor role on the political

stage and are thus not subject to polarization to the same degree. Increased education

seems to lead to increased support for takings (.26 (p<.01) and .56 (p<.001) for respondents

with a Bachelor’s or a graduate degree). The same cannot be observed for minimum wage.

Wealthier respondents are more likely to oppose minimum wage (–.14), as are Hispanic

respondents (–.14). African-Americans are more likely to support this policy (.28). None of

these coefficients are statistically significant, however.

Conclusion

I set out to investigate whether moral frames have larger framing effects than pragmatic

frames. The results do not support my hypothesis. Supporting moral frames appear to

elicit larger positive framing effects than supporting pragmatic frames at first (.34 v. .24 for

takings; .15 v. .10 for minimum wage), but this difference is not confirmed in two-sample

t-tests. Opposing moral frames do not elicit larger negative framing effects than opposing

pragmatic frames (.01 v. –.01 for takings; .18 v. .09 for minimum wage).

The data thus do not confirm my hypothesis. The supporting frames in this experiment

may lend some support, but this finding is far from statistically significant. The almost

total absence of negative effects in opposing treatment groups (.01 for M– for takings; .18

for M– and .09 for P– for minimum wage) is noticeable. It is possible that the opposing

frames selected in discussion with other scholars are not perceived as opposing arguments by

respondents. In other words: Respondents might not be able to connect the chosen opposing

frames to the issues. While I perceived the frames ‘Wrong to force sale’ (takings M–), ‘Abuse

of power’ (takings P–), ‘Right to agree what is fair’ (minimum wage M–), and ‘More people
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unemployed’ (minimum wage P–) to represent opposition to takings and minimum wage (see

table 2), respondents may have felt otherwise.

The question of what makes a frame strong remains obscure. My results indicate that

moral frames do not contribute to a frame’s strength, but the lack of statistical significance

calls for some degree of caution. Further research is needed to confirm my findings that

moral arguments do not make frames strong.
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APPENDIX

Distribution of Outcome Variables

M+ P+

C M− P−
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Figure 2: Takings Opinion Distribution from 1 (Strongly Oppose) to 5 (Strongly Favor)
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Figure 3: Minimum Wage Opinion Distribution from 1 (Strongly Oppose) to 5 (Strongly
Favor)
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Balance Across Covariates

Group Means

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0

$150,000 or more
$100,000 to 149,999

$75,000 to 99,999
$50,000 to 74,999
$35,000 to 49,999
$20,000 to 34,999
Less than $20,000

Professional Degree (JD, MD)
Doctoral Degree
Masters Degree
College Degree

High School / GED
Less than High School

61 years or older
41 to 60 years
26 to 40 years
19 to 25 years

18 years or younger
Independent

Republican
Democrat

Neither
Liberal

Conservative
Disabled, unable to work

Student
Retired

Unemployed
Employed, part time
Employed, full time

Other
Pacific Islander

Native American
Arabic
Asian

Hispanic
African American
White/Caucasian

Female
Male

C
M−
P−
M+
P+

Figure 4: Means of Respondents per Covariate Subgroup for Takings Treatment Groups.
Shapes are different treatment groups. Segment lines represent differences in means between
treatment groups.
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Group Means

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0

$150,000 or more
$100,000 to 149,999

$75,000 to 99,999
$50,000 to 74,999
$35,000 to 49,999
$20,000 to 34,999
Less than $20,000

Professional Degree (JD, MD)
Doctoral Degree
Masters Degree
College Degree

High School / GED
Less than High School

61 years or older
41 to 60 years
26 to 40 years
19 to 25 years

18 years or younger
Independent

Republican
Democrat

Neither
Liberal

Conservative
Disabled, unable to work

Student
Retired

Unemployed
Employed, part time
Employed, full time

Other
Pacific Islander

Native American
Arabic
Asian

Hispanic
African American
White/Caucasian

Female
Male

C
M−
P−
M+
P+

Figure 5: Means of Respondents per Covariate Subgroup for Minimum Wage Treatment
Groups. Shapes are different treatment groups. Segment lines represent differences in means
between treatment groups.
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Vignettes

Takings

A “taking” is when the government forces someone to sell their private property at or above
market value so that it can be turned to public use. For example, the government might
force homeowners to sell their property to clear the way for a new highway. How do you feel
about the government’s power to do “takings”?

(Control)

A “taking” is when the government forces someone to sell their private property at or above
market value so that it can be turned to public use. For example, the government might force
homeowners to sell their property to clear the way for a new highway. Opponents of “takings”
say it is morally wrong for the government to force people to sell their private property if
they don’t want to. How do you feel about the government’s power to do “takings”?

(M–)

A “taking” is when the government forces someone to sell their private property at or above
market value so that it can be turned to public use. For example, the government might
force homeowners to sell their property to clear the way for a new highway. Opponents of
“takings” say that the government would just abuse this power to benefit the wealthy and
influential, or for projects that do not serve the public’s needs. How do you feel about the
government’s power to do “takings”?

(P–)

A “taking” is when the government forces someone to sell their private property at or above
market value so that it can be turned to public use. For example, the government might
force homeowners to sell their property to clear the way for a new highway. Supporters of
“takings” say it is everyone’s moral duty to sell their private property for a reasonable price
when it would benefit the public as a whole. How do you feel about the government’s power
to do “takings”?

(M+)

A “taking” is when the government forces someone to sell their private property at or above
market value so that it can be turned to public use. For example, the government might
force homeowners to sell their property to clear the way for a new highway. Supporters of
“takings” say that they are necessary so that the government can build roads and other
infrastructure that we all benefit from. How do you feel about the government’s power to
do “takings”?

(P+)

14



Minimum Wage

Some people think the U.S. government should grant every working citizen a minimum wage
of $15. Others disagree. How do you feel about granting a minimum wage?

(Control)

Some people think the U.S. government should not grant every working citizen a minimum
wage of $15. Employers and employees have the right to agree to whatever wage they both
feel is fair. How do you feel about granting a minimum wage?

(M–)

Some people think the U.S. government should not grant every working citizen a minimum
wage of $15. Such policies would force employers to pay more for workers and make them
hire fewer people. This means that more people will not have jobs. How do you feel about
granting a minimum wage?

(P–)

Some people think the U.S. government should grant every working citizen a minimum wage
of $15. Those who work hard deserve to earn a decent living. How do you feel about granting
a minimum wage?

(M+)

Some people think the U.S. government should grant every working citizen a minimum wage
of $15. This gives people more money to spend, which helps the economy. How do you feel
about granting a minimum wage?

(P+)
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