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In 2008 Bennett and Iyengar (2008) called on us to rethink the relevance of existing
theoretical paradigms amidst a rapidly changing communication environment. Building on
this call, Holbert, Garrett, and Gleason (2010) argued that the study of political communication can only grow if scholars constantly assess the state of the field through systematic
empirical research. Since this exchange—which initiated a debate that brought self-conscious
reflection and more than 1,000 citations—there have been many advancements in the field of
political communication. Many of these advancements have attempted—as Bennett and
Iyengar (2008) urged—to make sense of political communication’s role in a world where
information is more plentiful than ever before. Chief among these advancements have been
new methodological approaches. Indeed, political communication scholars have not abandoned old theoretical paradigms but drawn on innovations in design (Arceneaux & Johnson,
2013;; Klar & Shmargad, 2017), measures (Anderson, de Vreese, & Albæk, 2016), data
sources (Muddiman & Stroud, 2017; Munger, 2016), automation tools (Dietrich & Juelich,
2018; Margetts, Peter, Hale, & Yasseri, 2015), and access to technology (Dunaway, Searles,
Sui, & Paul, 2018; Ohme, de Vreese, & Albaek, 2017) to better answer questions during this
“new minimal effects era” (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008).
Rather than shrink at the difficulties of measuring exposure to media, for example, given
endogeneity issues presented by today’s fragmented media audience, researchers have
innovated. These types of innovations have changed the landscape of political communication, and this symposium presents a series of new methodological approaches to further build
the way the field conducts empirical research. The authors whose work is included in this
symposium are, much like the scholars who came before them, seeking to understand the role
of media and communication in complex and changing political and social contexts (e.g.,
Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; Lasswell, 1927; Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1971). And while much has
changed in the decades since Lang and Lang (1953) suggested the affordances of television
exert distinct effects on viewers, the role of communication technology in structuring
people’s exposure to political information remains relevant (Epstein, 2018; Prior, 2007).
The key difference is that contemporary political communication research has now become
more focused on the relationship between concepts and methods.
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To argue that method is pivotal is not to deny the importance of theory. Rather, it is
to suggest that the inferences we make are often a function of the methods we have
chosen. Indeed, our perspective on the role various forms of information and communication strategies play in political and democratic processes depends largely on our
ability to capture the (often fleeting) interaction between political messages and individual responses (Brader, 2005). Ultimately, arguments about the relationship between
political communication, individual political behavior, and broader political outcomes
depend on scholars’ confidence in the validity of methods and measures used in the
analytic process. This interest in understanding whether communication changes politics
motivated our focus on innovation in methods and measures in political communication
in this symposium.
Measurement and method have always been pivotal to the study of political communication (see de Vreese & Neijens, 2016, for review). Indeed, many long-running
debates in the study of political communication have hinged on questions of methodological approach. Issues of method and measurement, for example, are at the root of both
the disagreements about the effect of political advertising on voter turnout (Lau et al.,
2007) and the debate about the extent to which exposure to news media affect political
positions (Anderson et al., 2016; Dilliplane, Goldman, & Mutz, 2013; Goldman, Mutz, &
Dilliplane, 2013; Prior, 2013).
More recently, the context of political communication has grown even more complex.
Innovations in information communication technologies and changes in modes of citizen
political deliberation (Van Aelst et al., 2017) have exponentially increased the tide of (real
and fake) political information that people (Webster, 2005) and newsrooms must tame
(Boydstun, 2013; Usher, 2016). The proliferation of communication modes is only matched
by an increasing diversity in the types of people that communicators are trying to reach and
persuade to take on some form of political engagement (Fowler, Ridout, & Franz, 2016;
Hendricks & Kaid, 2014;; Ramirez, 2005; Stromer-Galley, 2013; Whitten-Woodring, 2016).
These changes have produced a need to “rethink what kinds of effects we want to measure
and how we might go about measuring them” (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008, p. 711). In
response, scholars have turned to new and creative methodological approaches that attempt
to leverage the changing media environment to track the process by which communication
can move political outcomes (e.g., Chadwick, 2017; Karpf, 2016; Van Duyn, 2018; Vraga,
Bode, & Troller-Renfree, 2016; Weeks, Ardèvol-Abreu, & Gil de Zúñiga, 2017; Zelizer,
2010). The purpose of this symposium, then, is to highlight the advances in method and
measurement that bring scholars closer to understanding how various types of political
communication shape modern political reality. Jointly, this diverse set of articles addresses
questions that are at the core of the study of political communication by both presenting
novel methods and building upon more traditional approaches.
In their article, Soroka and colleagues introduce physiological measures, arguing that
these types of biopolitical measures play a critical role in how we understand individual
responses to media stimuli. Addressing how people relate to politics from a different
perspective, Guess and colleagues link survey responses to individuals’ social media
activity during the 2016 election. Their approach addresses longstanding questions of the
validity of self-reports in surveys of political interest and engagement. Turning to another
long-analyzed question—the effects of media on individual behavior—, Gross and
colleagues present a method for implementing multiwave, low-cost field experiments of
media effects via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. The method they suggest balances
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concerns of causality and external validity with feasibility and the growing costs of
conducting research.
While conjoint designs have been validated in a number of research contexts,
Knudsen and Johannesson bring the method to the study of political communication.
They demonstrate how conjoint designs can track people’s experiments on media trust
and selective media exposure. Similarly, Andersen and colleagues motivate the dynamic
process tracing environment (DPTE), a Web-based experimental design platform oft used
in voting behavior studies, for the study of complex political communication environments. Turning to the study of text, Muddiman and colleagues focus on contextdependent incivility. The authors present what they term “manually validated and organic
dictionaries” and demonstrate their approach by analyzing comments on news articles.
Majo-Vazquez and colleagues look at media audiences broadly to study audience fragmentation. They then use their measure of audience structure—which relies on networks
—to track media audiences across countries.
This symposium comes at a pivotal time in the study of political communication and it
is our goal to bring more scholarly attention to methodological and measurement issues in
both political science and communication. At a political moment when questions of power
and truths are debated worldwide, we hope this symposium underscores that questions of
methods are not merely academic but are of critical importance to understanding how
information spreads and when messages persuade. At the heart of this symposium is the
belief that, through careful measurement and design, we can better understand the connection between changes in political communication and the political fates of nations.
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