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Each volume in the Communication Concepts series deals at length with
an idea of enduring importance to the study of human conununication.
Through analysis and interpretation of the scholarly literature, specialists in each area explore the uses to which a major concept has been
ap plied and point to promising directions for future work.
Agellda-setting is that rarity, a scholarly topic that was invented
within the field of mass communication research. Both the term itself
and a prototypic design for its empirical study date from an original
article by Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw published in Public
Opinion Quarterly in 1972. The phrase has become accepted in the
popular literature. News analysts today take for granted that we know
what they mean when they distinguish the media's agenda-setting
power from more direct forms of political persuasion. More important,
agenda-selling has proven highly provocative as a research concept, as
the lengthy Suggested Readings section o f this volume demonstrates.
James Dearing and Everell Rogers have organized this sprawling
literature into major categories that, despite sha ring a common name,
are quite different in their purposes and in the kinds of research suggested. The authors draw a fundamental d istinction between stud ies of
the relative priorities among a set of public issues and the life history of
a single issue as it competes for a high priority on the agenda. The first
type of study was introduced by McCombs and Shaw, scholars with a
prima ry interest in the role of the press in SOCiety. The second genre,
typified by Rogers and Dearing's own work on public attention to AIDS,
is more issue driven and theoretically akin to research on diffusion. This
has become the more common approach, adapting the agenda-setting
model to the work of mission-oriented agencies such as those dealing
with public health problems.
These basic research formats have in turn spawned numerous offshoots, including field experiments on media effects, institutional studvii

viii
~es of ~ews ju~gments, .and investigations of the role of public opinion
m pohcy makmg. Dearing and Rogers provide an organized view of a
lively domain of communication research, as illustrated by capsule
descriptions of leading studies. We are given a close look at the scientific
pursuit of an idea of both practical and theoretical import.

Preface

Steven H. Chaffee, Series Editor

We became involved in agenda-setting research in the mid-1980s when
we carried out a critical review and synthesis of this topic, presented as
a paper at the American Association for Public Opinion Research conference in 1986. We identified three main components in the agenda-setting process: (a) the media agenda, (b) the public agen da, and (c) the
policy agenda. This framework was expanded into our 1988 chapter,
"Agenda-Setting Research: Where Has It Been? Where Is It Going?" in
Communication Yellrbook 11. This review and critique was cited by half
of the agenda-setting publications appearing since 1988 and appears to
serve as a useful review for many scholars. This chapter was widely
cited because it proposed that agenda-setting is best understood as a
process of interaction among three types of agendas.
We then responded to one of our main criticisms of past age nda-setting studies by conducting an over-time study of the agenda-setti ng
process for a single issue: AIDS in the United States (Rogers, Dearing,
& Chang, 1991.
We continued our research, w riting several articles and chapters
about agenda-setting, and then presented invited papers at anniversary
sessions of the 1992 American Political Science A:ssociation conference
and the 1992 American Association for Public Opinion Research conference, celebrating the beginning of agenda research 20 years earlier.
Now, both of us are doing new agenda-setting research, from macrolevel, cross-national comparisons to micro-level studies of communities
and the issues important to them.
We are not founders of agenda-setting research, like communication
scholars Max McCombs and Donald Shaw or political scientists Roger
Cobb and Charles Elder. We came into this resea rch front during its
second decade of empirical investigation and, along with other scholars,
helped broaden the research approaches to agenda-setting. We have led
in calling for alternative approaches to agenda-setting research, such as
i,

