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Abstract
Most research on media effects in political science deals with the news media
or political campaigns. Although some recent work looks at the effects of soft
news on beliefs and opinions, little attention has been paid to the potential
consequences of media that are fictional. Although viewers typically watch
fiction for entertainment, the themes, plots, and dialogue may nevertheless
influence their thoughts about politics. This article examines the effects of
fiction on political beliefs.We do this in the context of an experimental design,
where subjects in the treatment group watched the outlandish movie, Wag the
Dog. The results show that those who watched the film were more likely to
believe in a far-fetched conspiracy, namely that the U.S. government has and
will fabricate a war for political gain. The findings stretch the boundaries of fictional influence by focusing on extreme, conspiratorial beliefs.We suggest that
political science and communications scholars should focus greater attention
on the implications of fiction for beliefs and attitudes, as the consequences can
be perverse.
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Introduction
Today’s media environment affords citizens tremendous choice. Information
can be acquired instantaneously through the Internet, 24 hours news networks,
or smart phones. So, too, the options in entertainment media are only a mouse
click or scroll of the finger away. This dual rise in choice and in technology has
not been without consequence. Evidence suggests that those who attend
closely to the news—a relatively small percentage of the public—have seen
gains in their political knowledge, thanks to the now-readily available sources
of information (Prior, 2007). But for the majority of the public, because today’s
media environment offers ever more opportunities to navigate away from the
news, citizens are spending considerable time with entertainment. This trend
has contributed to disparities in political knowledge and turnout (Prior, 2005,
2007).
As exposure to entertainment media rises, scholars are left with the
question of whether this exposure, in and of itself, has consequences. It
may simply be that entertainment crowds out opportunities for citizens to
learn about politics. If true, such media are fairly innocuous—in a normative sense, they neither aid nor harm citizens. Alternatively, some research
suggests that at least one segment of the entertainment media, soft news,
can increase viewers’ awareness of public affairs.1 Here citizens can be
exposed to issues and ideas that they would otherwise miss, and actually
learn something about politics as a result (Baum, 2002, 2003). However,
because much of entertainment media is distorted and riddled with error, it
could be that exposure to such media leads to misinformation, if consumers
believe that such works of fiction offer insight about society and politics.
Why would one expect consumers of entertainment media to learn from
it? Works of fiction make no claims of truth, and moreover, should be
expected to contain any number of factual inaccuracies and errors. Ostensibly,
viewers should perceive fiction as merely pleasurable distraction, with the
contents of such programming inconsequential for beliefs and attitudes
about politics. Yet fictional media often contain socially or politically relevant topics, themes, plots, dialogue and imagery. People watch fiction to be
entertained, but they may do so with an eye toward accessing distant—but
realistic—places, people; and situations. None of us have fought in the Civil
War, and few will ever have the opportunity to investigate a murder, captain
a submarine, or treat a dying patient. But we can do all of these things
through fiction. Entertainment media can expand our horizons and introduce
us vicariously to new feelings and experiences—all without leaving our
homes. Although viewers likely approach fiction mindful of its shortcomings, they also know that it can provide lessons for real life.
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We examine the effects of fictional media for political beliefs. We canvas
an emerging literature that suggests that people learn from fiction. We discuss
and subsequently explore the processes by which fiction could influence
beliefs, drawing from both dual-mode theories of persuasion and the concept
of perceived realism. We then test whether information in fiction influences
political beliefs through an experimental research design. Those in the treatment group watched the movie Wag the Dog—A satire on government, the
news media, and public opinion. We demonstrate that watching an outlandish
film can make people receptive to a far-fetched conspiracy theory, namely that
it is possible for the U.S. government to fabricate a war for political gain. Our
theory and findings challenge scholars to take fictional media seriously, as the
consequences of such media for beliefs about politics are alarming.

Fictional Media and Real-World Beliefs
Although scholarly attention to fiction is limited in comparison to the news
media or campaigns, there are several areas of research that have pointed to
the influence of fiction. Much attention has been focused on its potentially
harmful ramifications for the young, particularly violence (Anderson,
Gentile, & Buckley, 2007, for reviews; see Huesmann & Taylor, 2006) and
portrayals of sexual behavior (Brown et al., 2006; Chandra et al., 2008;
Collins et al., 2004; Eyal, Kunkel, Biely, & Finnerty, 2007; Zhang, Miller, &
Harrison, 2008). An emerging literature has shown that fiction can effect
learning and real world beliefs for adult audiences as well. Early research
explored the consequences of exposure to the miniseries Amerika, a fictional
account of life in the United States in the aftermath of Communist control.
Scholars found that viewers had heightened concerns about the Soviet Union
(Lenart & McGraw, 1989). Feldman and Sigelman’s (1985) study of the film
The Day After—which chronicled the potential consequences of a devastating nuclear war—found that the content affected the audiences’ levels of
political knowledge, but it did not fundamentally alter their political attitudes. More recently, Mutz and Nir (2010) randomly assigned subjects to
either a positive or negative portrayal of the criminal justice system by the
crime drama Law & Order. They found that participants’ perceptions of the
justice system and their views about the death penalty were affected by exposure to the entertainment media, particularly among those who empathized
with the characters.
Several studies have offered evidence that fiction can influence attitudes
and even perceptions of public officials. Davis and Davenport (1997) showed
that African Americans who saw the movie Malcolm X became more
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race-conscious and concerned about race relations as a result. Similarly,
experiments by Holbrook and Hill (2004, 2005) demonstrated that dramas
including Without A Trace and ER, increased perceptions of crime and health
care as important issues, respectively, and that this media influenced respondents’ perceptions of Presidents Clinton and Bush. Mulligan and Habel
(2011) offered evidence that the way in which fiction frames issues could
affect political attitudes. In like manner to politicians or the news media,
fictional media also frame issues, and such framing was shown to matter for
related attitudes on abortion in the case of incest and the extent to which one
follows his/her own conscience.
Moreover, research from communications and psychology suggests that
those who consume fiction incorporate blatantly false information into their
store of knowledge. Studies demonstrate that when people are exposed to information known to be factually incorrect, the fiction nevertheless interferes with
their abilities to answer related knowledge questions (Gerrig & Prentice, 1991;
Rapp, 2008). Similarly, a series of laboratory experiments have shown that
viewers, after they were exposed to fictional narratives, confused fact with fiction (Levine, Serota, & Shulman, 2010) and drew from fictional information
when answering knowledge questions about the actual world (Butler, Zaromb,
Lyle, Henry, & Roediger, 2009; Marsh, Meade, & Roediger, 2003). According
to Marsh and Fazio (2006), “Readers rely on fiction as a source of information,
even when fiction contradicts relatively well known facts about the world”
(p. 1140).

Fictional Media and Conspiracy Beliefs
Given evidence that fiction could be influential, we address whether fiction
could matter for political beliefs related to a far-fetched theory about government, one that has dire normative implications. We explore whether fictional
media influences beliefs in the possibility of the U.S. government fabricating
a war for political gain. Specifically, we test whether participants who were
exposed to a fictional film with a conspiratorial message are more likely to
believe that the U.S. government can stage a fake war. Thus, our study
stretches the boundaries of fictional influence, not only by testing fiction’s
consequences for political beliefs, but by examining implications for
extreme, conspiratorial ones.
Our study follows two previous works on the effects of fiction for conspiratorial views about politicians and government. Douglas and Sutton
(2008) found that exposing participants to conspiratorial information about
the death of Princess Diana changed perceptions of the causes of her fatal car
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crash. Butler, Koopman, and Zimbardo (1995) focused on the effect of Oliver
Stone’s movie JFK for beliefs about President Kennedy, a film which blended
fact with fiction in chronicling the assassination of the President. The movie
implicated several institutions and politicians in the assassination and alleged
cover-up, and Butler et al. (1995) found that many viewers bought into Oliver
Stone’s conspiracy theory.
Although both of these studies are suggestive of the power of fiction to
influence conspiratorial beliefs, they are limited in at least three respects.
First, conspiracy theories have surrounded the death of Princess Diana and
the Kennedy assassination for some time. In fact, conspiracies about the
death of President Kennedy remain among the most widely held in American
society (McCauley & Jacques, 1979; McHoskey, 1995). A second considerable limitation is the blending of both historical and conspiratorial information in both studies. For example, in the film JFK, real events—and even
actual footage of President Kennedy’s final moments—were conflated with
dramatic fiction. In fact, Mutz and Nir (2010) point to this fusion of fact
and fiction as a shortcoming related to a number of studies of fictional
influence. The third limiting factor, related to the Butler et al. (1995) study,
is that the research participants were a convenience sample of those who
had purchased tickets to see JFK at the movie theater, meaning subjects
self-selected into the treatment group. These participants, having decided
on their own to spend an evening watching JFK, may have been more
receptive to the movie’s conspiratorial messages than people who chose not
to watch this movie. Given the publicity and controversy surrounding the
film at the time it was released, some viewers likely decided to go see it—
and others avoided it—for that very reason.

Mechanisms of Influence
We argue that fiction could matter for even conspiratorial beliefs, although
the process(es) by which this could occur remains unexplored. Early studies
on the effects of fiction were grounded in cultivation theory, and recent
advances suggest that for heavy users of fiction, television reality is more
accessible than the real-world. Green (2004) and Busselle and Bilandzic
(2008) refer to this concept as perceived realism, which can further be conceptualized as external and narrative realism. External realism is the extent
to which the narrative is perceived as mirroring reality, where the setting,
plot, characters, and dialogue appear quite plausible and lifelike to the
viewer. Narrative realism reflects the internal coherence and logic of the
story, whether the relationships among characters, story events, and plot fit
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together in reasonable ways. According to these authors, viewers of fiction
are not blank slates, but rather they have mental models of the real-world
(Busselle, 2001; Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008; Busselle & Greenberg, 2000;
Oatley, 2002). To the extent that viewers incorporate the information from
fiction into their cognitive structures, they will perceive the fiction as real.
Thus, viewers highest in measures of the concept of perceived realism should
be the most likely to be influenced by the fiction, even adopting conspiratorial views about government (Busselle, 2001; Green, 2004; Green, Brock, &
Kaufman, 2004; Slater, Rouner, & Long, 2006).
We also consider a second process: scrutiny. Dual-mode theories posit
that persuasion occurs through one of two general processes or “routes,”
where opinion change depends on the motivation and ability of the
individual to scrutinize the persuasive message (Chaiken, 1980; Petty &
Cacioppo, 1995).2 Although dual-mode theories are centered on attitude
change rather than belief change, these theories nevertheless could prove
useful for understanding when and how people adopt information presented
in fiction as true. According to dual-mode theory, when motivation and
ability are high, people tend to evaluate messages carefully and are
persuaded (or not) based on a thoughtful consideration of the argument.
When motivation or ability are lacking, individuals do not scrutinize the
message, but instead they rely on peripheral cues or information shortcuts
(For a review, see Chaiken & Trope, 1999).3 Applied to the persuasive
effects of fiction, we theorize that influence is likely to occur through a low
effort process. One reason for this is that those who evaluate the messages
in fiction carefully should recognize that fiction lacks credibility as a source
of information. And because people typically turn to fiction to be entertained and not informed, one should expect that people do not scrutinize
the messages they receive (Prentice & Gerrig, 1999). Viewers may be
cognitively busy following the story (Fazio & Marsh, 2008; Marsh & Fazio,
2006), and could lack the mental resources necessary to evaluate the information in fiction.
Several studies have addressed this hypothesis empirically. Consistent
with dual-mode theory, initial research suggested that fiction is less influential when the setting is close to home rather than in a less familiar context
(Prentice, Gerrig, & Bailis, 1997). In contrast, other work has shown that
fiction is just as influential when people know the setting well as when they
do not (Wheeler, Green, & Brock, 1999). Others have failed to demonstrate
that fiction works through a low effort process. Experiments by Fazio and
Marsh (2008) reduced the effort necessary to examine a fictional story by
presenting it at a sixth grade reading level and slowing the speed in which it
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was presented aurally. Contrary to expectations, they found that participants
in these conditions were no less likely than those in the control conditions to
adopt false facts as true. Studies have also made it easier for participants to
scrutinize fictional sources by reminding them that fiction often contains
inaccuracies. This research demonstrated that general warnings about inaccuracies do little to diminish the effects of fiction. Mulligan and Habel (2011)
failed to observe differences in those motivated to carefully attend to the
messages in fiction compared to those who were not.
To date, the only situations in which the effects of fiction have been shown
to be diminished are when participants are told explicitly that the information
they encounter is factually incorrect, or when subjects are required to evaluate
each sentence as true or false as they read it. Even then, the effects of fiction are
not necessarily eliminated (Butler et al., 2009; Fazio & Marsh, 2008). “Readers
of fiction are surprisingly passive,” Fazio and Marsh, (2008, p. 183) conclude,
as they “appear to passively accept information presented in stories and need a
constant reminder to monitor for errors” (p. 180).

Wag the Dog Experiment
To explore the implications of fiction for conspiratorial beliefs about politics,
we selected the film Wag the Dog, which centers on a farcical plot. Here the
U.S. president and his staff stage a fake war in a Hollywood studio as a
means of distracting the public’s attention from a domestic scandal. Unlike
many previous studies, the film does not blend fact with fiction. No actual
historical events or persons were used in the film. Rather, WTD offers an
outlandish take on U.S. democracy, portraying the president and his emissary
as unconstrained by other actors. The characters wield tremendous political
power, far beyond what would be conceivable in a system with the separation
of powers, checks and balances, and an independent media. The film presents politicians as corrupt, authoritarian, and manipulative—capable of
doing whatever it takes to stay in power.
To describe the film briefly, WTD begins as the president, in the midst of
his reelection campaign, is caught in a sex scandal with a “Firefly Girl.” The
president (whose identity and party affiliation are not known) hires a political consultant (played by Robert DeNiro) to help distract attention from the
scandal. The consultant accomplishes his task by staging a fake war with
Albania through the aide of a Hollywood filmmaker (played by Dustin
Hoffman). Together they create footage and hire actors (including a deranged
murderer played by Woody Harrelson, who portrays a military hero in the
fake war) to fool the media and the public into thinking that the United
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States is at war with Albania. The plan works. The president’s scandal falls
from the agenda, and the public and news media rally around the president.
Clearly, WTD should be perceived by viewers as outlandish fiction. The
notion that the government has or will fabricate a war in a Hollywood studio
should seem outrageous. But our theory suggests that for some viewers,
watching the movie could have perverse consequences for their beliefs about
politics, that viewers could adopt conspiratorial views—believing in the
possibility of a Wag the Dog-like scheme.
To test the effects of fiction on political beliefs, in the spring of 2008, we
recruited 191 participants from an introductory course in U.S. politics in
exchange for course credit.4 Although some have raised concerns over whether
the findings from student samples are generalizable to the population of U.S.
adults, we believe that the use of a student sample here is appropriate. Druckman
and Kam (2011) note that student samples present a threat to mundane realism
(more so than external validity) if “. . .the magnitude and direction of the treatment effect depends upon a particular (set of) covariate(s) that are peculiarly
distributed within a student sample.” We do not expect this to be the case.
Rather, given the higher levels of education and political knowledge among our
student sample when compared with the general population, we should expect
to find less evidence of fictional influence. That is, viewing WTD should matter
less for the political beliefs of our audience than for those of the general population of U.S. adults.
The participants were randomly assigned to a treatment group, N = 92, or a
control group, N = 99.5 All participants, both those in the treatment and control
conditions, were presented with the following scenario before being asked about
their beliefs in the likelihood of a fake war. For those in the treatment group,
these slides were placed within a larger questionnaire that was administered after
viewing the film. For those in the control, students completed the questionnaire
upon entering the laboratory, and they then participated in a different study. Each
slide appeared separately on participants’ screens, and they were instructed to
proceed to the next slide after they finished reading the current one.
Slide 1 Consider a scenario in which an American president—any
president who has been elected in the past or may be elected in the
future—faces a scandal that causes the president’s opinion poll ratings to go down.
Slide 2 In order to increase his opinion ratings—say, during his reelection campaign, or for some other reason—the president and his
assistants work with a film producer to stage a fake war.

Mulligan and Habel

9

Slide 3 The intention is not actually to go to war. Rather, the intention
is to create fake video scenes of a war so that the news media and
citizens will think the country is at war.
Slide 4 The video footage of the fake war is given to members of the
news media, who think they are real, and play them on television as
if they were real.
Slide 5 The news media and the public think the country has gone to
war. They rally around the president during this time of trouble. The
president’s opinion poll ratings go way up.
We devised the above description carefully, so that the scenario presented
to all participants closely matched the plot of the film. Thus those who
watched WTD should immediately recognize the scenario as corresponding to
movie. We expect that their responses will be influenced by the contents of
the film. Those in the control group, however, should evaluate the information
presented according to the merits, whether or not the scenario is plausible.
Following the presentation of the five slides, all participants were asked
two questions. One question read, “How likely is it that a U.S. president WILL
stage a fake war IN THE FUTURE?” with emphasis included. Subjects were
offered a fully labeled 6-point scale ranging from extremely unlikely to
extremely likely. A second question read, “Generally speaking, how likely is it
that a U.S. president HAS ACTUALLY STAGED a fake war in the past?”
using the same 6-point Likert-type scale, again with emphasis as listed.
Participants’ responses to these two questions subsequently serve as the
dependent variables in our analysis. According to our theory, those in the treatment group should be more likely to believe in the likelihood of a future faked
war and a past staged war.

Dual-Mode Manipulation and a Measure of Perceived Realism
The experiment also included a manipulation designed to test the expectation
that the effects of fiction are more pronounced under a low-effort process.
Participants in the treatment group were randomly assigned to one of two
conditions: low or high motivation to scrutinize. Those in the low-scrutiny
condition were asked to watch the movie as they would normally. Those in
the high-scrutiny group were asked to “pay careful attention throughout the
movie” because “you will be tested on what you remember about it.”
Through this fairly standard dual-mode procedure (Chaiken & Trope, 1999),
we test whether participants who have been experimentally motivated to
scrutinize the film are less influenced by it than those in the “watch-normally”
condition.
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We also included, as part of the questionnaire for those in the treatment
group, a six-item measure of perceived realism.6 These questions tap the
extent to which viewers perceived the plot, story, characters, and the movie
generally, as realistic. The scale, adapted from Green, Brock, and Kaufman
(2004), and related to Busselle and Bilandzic (2009), is linked with external
realism more so than narrative realism. In the context of WTD, evaluations
of the plausibility of the story are more critical to beliefs than viewers’ perceptions of the internal coherence and logic of the film. Consistent with
theory, we anticipate that viewers perceiving WTD as resembling reality will
be more likely to adopt conspiratorial beliefs (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009;
Green, 2004; Green et al., 2004).

How We Addressed Potential Demand Characteristics
For this study to be internally valid, changes in dependent variables must be
attributed unambiguously to the manipulations. Internal validity demands
that factors that could affect an outcome variable other than a treatment be
constant across treatment and control groups. Lack of constancy between
groups with respect to extraneous factors introduces the possibility of confounds. This study, like most experiments, relies on random assignment to
assume that extraneous factors are distributed evenly between treatment and
control groups. However, potential violations of constancy may occur
whenever the act of participating in an experiment influences treatment and
control participants in different ways. Such demand characteristics can
occur when participants implicitly seek to carry out what they perceive as
their appropriate role as subjects in an experiment and, importantly, these
interpretations differ systematically between treatment and control groups
(Orne, 1962; Rosenthal, 1966; Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002; Webber
& Cook, 1972). In the present context, this could have happened if treatment subjects implicitly saw their role as one of “Going along” with the
farcical WTD scenario, and this implied believing that it could happen in
real life.
Although the possibility of demand characteristics cannot be completely eliminated, we attempted to address these and related concerns in
three ways. First, the graduate research assistant who seated participants at
their workstations was unaware of whether participants were assigned to
treatment or control, and also unaware of the purpose of the study.7 Two,
participants were deceived about the true purpose of the study. Aronson
and Carlsmith (1968) refer to deception in the context of an experiment as
“A cognitive analogy to a placebo” (p. 73), because all subjects in both
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treatment and control are led to believe the study has the same (false)
purpose. To elaborate, in our study, upon entering the lab, each participant
was informed in writing that the experiment was about how people
perceive a story in film versus in text. Treatment participants were unaware
that they would watching a film advocating a conspiratorial message, and
moreover, that they would subsequently be asked about the influence of
the film on their political beliefs. Third, participants in both the treatment
and control groups encountered the same procedure. Entering the lab,
control group participants were assigned to a computer work station where
they answered questions relevant to this study and then watched a film for
a separate, unrelated experiment. Subjects in the treatment group began
with a questionnaire irrelevant to this study, and then they watched WTD,
which was followed by the questionnaire related to WTD. All participants—
both treatment and control—wore headphones and watched the film on private
monitors. The procedure should have appeared functionally same for all
subjects.8

Results
Our expectations are that participants who watched WTD will be more
likely than those in the control group to believe that the president will fake
a war in the future and that he has faked a war in the past. We present our
findings in two ways: first, visually, by contrasting the distribution of
responses to the two questions separately among treatment and control
groups; and second, statistically, by estimating ordered logit models.9
Following these results, we address a potential confound—whether the
similarity of the WTD scenario to President Clinton’s bombing of Afghanistan
and Sudan late in his presidency, an event that many at the time suggested
bore some similarity to the plot of WTD (see Baum, 2003, for a discussion).
Then we take up whether participants in the low scrutiny condition were
more influenced by the film, followed by tests of perceived realism.
We now turn to the effects of watching WTD on conspiratorial beliefs.
Two figures contrast the distribution on our dependent variables for treatment
and control groups. Figure 1 shows the percentage of participants in each
category for the question of whether the scenario depicted in the film is likely
to happen in the future, and Figure 2 presents the same information for
whether such events have already transpired.
The figures, respectively, demonstrate that participants who watched the
film were more likely to adopt the position that a future president will engage
in a WTD-like scheme, and that a past president has already done so. Each of
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Figure 1. Distribution of beliefs in a future fake war

The question asked, “How likely is it that a U.S. president WILL stage a fake war IN THE FUTURE?” As discussed in the text, all participants were shown five slides describing a hypothetical
fake war scenario. Participants randomly assigned to watch Wag the Dog (N = 92) or control
group (N = 99).

Figure 2. Distribution of beliefs in a past faked war

The question asked, “How likely is it that a U.S. president HAS ACTUALLY STAGED a fake war in
the past?” Participants were randomly assigned to watch Wag the Dog (N = 92) or to the control
group (N = 99).
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Table 1. Models of Beliefs in the Likelihood of a Future Fake War and a Past
Staged War
Watched wag the dog
τ1
τ2
τ3
τ4
τ5
N
Log likelihood

Future war

Past war

0.55** (0.26)
–1.29 (0.22)
0.12 (0.19)
0.98 (0.20)
2.50 (0.28)
3.43 (0.39)
191
–308.15

0.93** (0.27)
–1.16 (0.22)
0.27 (0.19)
0.81 (0.20)
2.28 (0.26)
4.17 (0.48)
191
–304.59

Ordered logit coefficients.
Standard errors in parentheses.
Two-tailed significance tests.
*p < .10, **p < .05.

the three “Likely” response categories has more treatment participants than
control, and each “Unlikely” category has more control group participants
than treatment. One should consider that it is one thing for viewers to “Learn”
that a conspiracy scenario might be likely in the future, as we see in Figure 1.
It is something else for viewers to decide that a president of the United States
has already conspired and deceived the polity into believing that the United
States has fabricated a war, as we find in Figure 2. This preliminary analysis
suggests that WTD did lead viewers to adopt conspiratorial views.
Ordered logit models provide a more formal test. We present the results
in Table 1, where we include a single indicator for having seen the film.
Because participants were randomly assigned to treatment and control, it is
not necessary to include control variables.10 For both the future war and past
war question, the coefficient on the indicator of whether participants watched
the movie is positive and statistically significant. We confirm what we
observed visually: Fiction can drive perverse views about democracy and
governance.11

WTD and Clinton’s Attacks on Terrorist Sites
We pause briefly to consider that the WTD scenario bears some similarity to
an actual event that transpired near the time of the movie’s release. On
August 20, 1998, shortly after President Clinton testified before a grand jury
about his relationship with Monica Lewinsky, the President ordered airstrikes on suspected terrorist sites in Afghanistan and Sudan. According to
Baum (2003), in the week following the attacks, one-sixth of the TV news
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stories on the missile strikes, and more than three-fourths of soft news stories, “addressed the Wag the Dog theme, repeatedly questioning whether the
President launched the missile strikes to distract the nation from the
Lewinsky scandal.” In December of that year, Clinton ordered air strikes
against Iraq on grounds of their failure to comply with U.N. weapons inspectors. Here again, the President was accused of distracting attention away
from his domestic troubles, this time from his ongoing impeachment hearings. The fact that the media asked whether Clinton “wagged the dog” in
1998 raises the possibility that participants in our study recalled this event.
If true, this presents a confound. Did viewers who said that the scenario is
likely have this event in mind?
We can address this confound in two ways, one logically and one empirically. First, because we drew participants from an undergraduate student
population, it is important to note that most of our subjects were children in
the autumn of 1998, having been born in the late 1980s or early 1990s. Their
exposure to news and soft news linking the real world events of 1998 and the
movie was, presumably, very low. Second, we included in the questionnaire
for both control and treatment groups a question related to which president
had staged a war. We asked participants who believed that it was at least
“Somewhat” likely that a president had staged a fake war to identify the
likely perpetrators.12 Figure 3 shows the distribution of responses to this
question. The results show that only 8 participants—5 in the WTD group and
3 in the control—attributed Clinton with having orchestrated a fake war.
Rather, both Presidents George H. W. Bush and George W. Bush were much
more likely to be implicated.

Dual-Mode Manipulation
We now move to addressing the effects of motivated scrutiny and perceived
realism. As we outlined, belief change may stem from a low effort process,
although alternative research suggests that fiction may be as influential for
those motivated to scrutinize as those who are not motivated. We examined
the effect of scrutiny by estimating two additional ordered logit models, one
for both the future war and past war questions. We include the results of these
models in Table 2. Both models have two explanatory variables—one for
participants who watched WTD and were in the high scrutiny condition, and
another for those who saw and the movie and were in the low scrutiny group.
Thus the excluded category is the control group, those who did not watch the
film.
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Figure 3. Actual presidents identified as having faked a war

The 64 participants who said that it is at least “Somewhat” likely that a president has faked a
war (37 in Wag the Dog group and 27 in the control condition) were then asked “Which (if any)
of these presidents likely staged a fake war?” Because subjects could identify more than one
president, here our y-axis is the number of responses per president, rather than the percent
of respondents. There were 98 total responses, meaning participants identified, on average, 1.5
presidents.

Table 2. Tests of Scrutiny
Future war
High motivation to scrutinize WTD
Low motivation WTD
τ1
τ2
τ3
τ4
τ5
N
Log likelihood
Ordered logit coefficients.
Standard errors in parentheses.
Two-tailed significance tests.
*p < .10, **p < .05.

0.62* (0.33)
0.49 (0.31)
–1.29 (0.22)
0.12 (0.19)
0.98 (0.20)
2.50 (0.28)
3.43 (0.39)
191
–308.15

Past war
0.99** (0.33)
0.87** (0.32)
–1.16 (0.22)
0.27 (0.19)
0.81 (0.20)
2.28 (0.26)
4.16 (0.48)
191
–304.59

16		

American Politics Research XX(X)

Table 3. Effects of Motivation and Perceived Realism on Beliefs
Future war
High motivation to scrutinize
Perceived realism
τ1
τ2
τ3
τ4
τ5
N
Log likelihood

0.22 (0.38)
4.27**(1.16)
0.16 (0.64)
1.84 (0.64)
2.68 (0.67)
4.35 (0.77)
5.35 (0.85)
92
–143.85

Past war
0.22 (0.38)
3.07** (1.15)
–0.43 (0.67)
1.02 (0.66)
1.54 (0.66)
3.01 (0.71)
5.16 (0.91)
92
–146.48

Ordered logit coefficients.
Standard errors in parentheses.
Two-tailed significance tests.
*p < .10, **p < .05.

The results suggest that scrutiny is not the mechanism whereby fiction
influences political beliefs. For the model in the first column, we do observe
a difference between those in high motivation to scrutinize and low scrutiny
groups, but in the opposite direction from what would be expected. Here
those motivated to scrutinize were more likely to adopt conspiratorial beliefs
than those in the low motivation group. In the second model, we observe that
both groups were significantly more likely to adopt conspiratorial beliefs
compared to those in the control, but these groups are not statistically distinct
from one another. Our results together indicate that the effects of the movie
on beliefs about a fake war did not occur through a low effort process.

Perceived Realism
Another potential mechanism for influence is the extent to which the film is
perceived as reflecting reality. We examine this by estimating two additional
ordered logit models, one for each question, and including an indicator of
scrutiny. Participants who did not watch the movie, because they could not
logically perceive it as real or unreal, were excluded from this analysis.13 The
results of the two ordered logit models are displayed in Table 3.
The results of both the future war and past war models speak to our expectations about perceived realism. The coefficient on perceived realism is positive
and statistically significant. Participants who thought the movie was highly
realistic were more likely to believe that a future president will stage a fake war
and that a previous president has already done so. This finding is intuitive; as
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viewers are drawn into the fabricated story of the film, they are more likely to
see its message as having implications for the real-world in which they live.

Discussion
The findings present rather startling evidence that fictional media matter for
conspiratorial beliefs about politics, findings that have perverse implications
for democratic governance. Participants in the treatment group, who were
assigned at random to view the film Wag the Dog, were significantly more
likely to believe that a president will stage a fake war in the future and that
an actual president has done so in the past. We also examined two processes
of fictional influence: perceived realism and critical scrutiny. The results
showed that participants who thought the movie was realistic were more
likely to be affected by its content than those who saw it as less realistic. Our
findings also showed that the movie influenced participants’ beliefs regardless of whether or not they were motivated to scrutinize the film.
Considering that the treatment was a fictional film with wholly concocted
characters and plot, the fact that we find viewers changed their beliefs cannot be overstated. Our results suggest that scholars of political science
should take fiction seriously. The opportunities for citizens to seek out fictional entertainment media are greater than ever—and research has shown
that most people avail themselves of these opportunities, turning off the
news and turning on entertainment. This article demonstrated that this choice
of entertainment over reality could have dire normative consequences.
Citizens can learn from fiction, and when that fiction provides information
that suggests government can lay the foundations for a fake war to deceive
the citizenry, viewers can “Learn’’ such antidemocratic messages.
The results also have implications for the understanding of mass media
effects on public opinion more generally. Some of the earliest media research,
including Cantril and colleagues’ (1940) classic Invasion From Mars: A
Study in the Psychology of Panic, concluded that media influence could be
profound. The results from this study would seem to be a throwback to this
early research. Of course not all of the participants who watched WTD
believed that an actual U.S. president had staged a fake war in a movie studio,
but many did, just as many of those who heard Mercury Theatre’s War of the
Worlds radio program in 1938 thought that New Jersey had been invaded by
Martians. It could be that researchers have been looking for media effects in
the wrong place. News media may have less-than-large effects because the
news strives for factual objectivity, or because citizens filter information
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through their partisanship or ideology. Entertainment fiction, however, makes
no claims of truth, is typically nonideological, and it is watched by almost
everyone. Although it would be premature to make bold claims based on this
single study, the results suggest that the effects of fiction are a potentially
large, and they are a largely untapped, reservoir of media effects.
The findings also point to the broader role of culture in influencing beliefs
and attitudes. Scholars have perceived that news and entertainment media
affect how citizens think about the world around them. Such concerns motivate the many studies of media violence and media effects on children more
generally. The findings here challenge researchers to focus again on ways in
which our popular culture, as expressed through entertainment media, shape
citizens’ views. From what we have seen here, because fiction could matter
for even far-fetched political beliefs, it is reasonable to think that fiction, as
an expression of culture, could have broad implications for changing levels
of trust in government, feelings of political efficacy, and citizens’ cynicism or
apathy about politics.
These implications notwithstanding, future work remains. First, this study
did not have a true placebo group. In our experiment, participants entered the
lab and were randomly assigned to treatment or control conditions. A true
blind placebo study would run treatment and control participants in separate
rooms or separate times to create the illusion that everyone in the study
receives the same treatment. Alternatively, one could attempt to make the
movie-watching experience more lifelike, enhancing external realism by having participants watch a film together in small groups in a causal, living room
environment, or even with a large group in a movie theater. Such alternative
research designs could remove confounds, or possibly introduce new ones.
Second, we assume that the WTD conspiracy plot drove responses to the
real-world conspiracy questions. But it is possible that factors unrelated to
the conspiracy per se, such as the dishonesty, corruption, or manipulativeness
of the fictional president in WTD may have been partially responsible for
the results. In this context, viewers could have been reacting to the negative
portrayal of the president and politicians moreso, or in addition to, the
conspiratorial message of the film. Future work could begin to disentangle
the extent to which the conspiratorial message or the negative portrayal of
politicians influenced beliefs by showing control group participants a movie
that portrays a president in a negative fashion, and yet does not advance a
conspiratorial message. Alternatively, one could conceive of editing portions
of the Wag the Dog film accordingly.
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Related, the article examined two mechanisms of fictional influence–
perceived realism and motivation to scrutinize—but these are only two of
many potential processes. We believe that our findings offer an important
step toward understanding what drives influence, although we recognize that
it is difficult to test for mechanisms. And perhaps the result for perceived
realism is not all that surprising: Those who perceived the film as more like
reality were more likely to buy into its message. The fact of the matter is that
we know relatively little about the moderators of the effects of fiction on
politically-consequential beliefs. Research on news media has focused on
content, accessibility, and subjective importance of news topics, while work
on narrative fiction has tended to deal with realism, emotional absorption,
and identification with story characters. Future research should move beyond
what we and others have accomplished to explore systematically the ways
that fiction affects political beliefs.
Third, several recent studies have addressed the decay of media effects,
finding some evidence that what appeared to be, initially, a strong effect of
campaign advertisements or frames could dissipate fairly rapidly (Chong &
Druckman, 2010; Gerber, Gimpel, Green, & Shaw, 2011). Alternatively,
because work suggests that false evidence from fiction can displace factual
knowledge (Marsh et al., 2003; Marsh & Fazio, 2006), we might expect fiction
to have longer-lasting effects. At least two recent studies show that fictional
media can have what Hovland, Lumsdaine, and Sheffield (1949) called a
sleeper effect, where the effects of fiction on beliefs actually increase over time
(Appel & Richter, 2007), even when the information is false and perceived
realism is low (Jensen, Bernat, Wilson, & Goonewardene, 2011).
Finally, scholars might also investigate what types of films and film genres
tend to be most consequential for real-world political views. We tested the
effects of a far-fetched drama, but other forms of drama and comedy, and even
suspense/thrillers, action, and romance films may have implications for perceptions, stereotypes, and beliefs. Such an effort could expand our understanding
of the effects of fiction on political views by looking at the types of politically
relevant content in fiction, their prevalence, and effects on public opinion in the
aggregate. Although this study has examined deleterious consequences of fiction, it may also be true that where fiction presents accurate information, or
information that could enhance social capital, fiction could have normatively
positive consequences. Finally, researchers should explore whether and how
fictional media effects differ from those of news. If the results of this study are
any indication, we should not be surprised if the effects of fiction are shown to
be strong indeed.
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Notes
1. To avoid redundancy, hereafter we say viewing or watching, but this discussion
applies to both broadcast and print media.
2. Dual-mode approaches include Petty and Cacioppo’s Elaboration Likelihood
Model (1986)[AQ: 4], Chaiken’s Heuristic—Systematic Model (1980), and
Fazio’s MODE model (1990).
3. These high—and low—effort processes of persuasion are not necessarily either/
or, but a continuum between the most extreme low—and high effort processes.
4. All subjects participated under the guise that the experiment was being conducted by “Researchers in the departments of Cinema/Photography and English”
who “Want to look at how people think about a story when they read it in a book
versus watching it on film. Participants at (participants’ university) are watching
the film version of the story. Participants at another university are reading the
book version.”
5. We looked to see whether there were notable differences in the distribution of
relevant covariates among treatment and control groups, including differences in
race, sex, partisan identification, ideology, and political knowledge. Chi-square
tests, presented in the online appendix, revealed that there were no statistically
significant differences across groups. We do note that seven participants in the
treatment group had previously seen WTD. Unfortunately, we are not aware of
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the number of subjects in the control group who had previously seen WTD, as
this question was not included in their questionnaire.
The six items are listed in an online appendix.
The graduate assistant randomly assigned students to a computer, which housed
the experiment. Thus the graduate student only knew to which workstation a
participant was assigned. He did not know if the participant was assigned to
treatment or control.
In a double-blind placebo study, neither experimenter nor participants know
which subjects are in treatment or control conditions. The present experiment is
not double-blind placebo because both the experimenter and participants could
have become aware of who was watching WTD by snooping on other subjects’
monitors.
We also used genetic matching as a check on the robustness of our results
(Sekhon & Diamond, Forthcoming; Sekhon & Grieve, 2011). Using one-to-one
matching, we matched subjects by partisan identification, ideology, race, sex,
and political knowledge, and then examined the effect of having watched WTD
on our two dependent variables. The effect was statistically significant for both
models at the p < .001 level.
Our treatment and control subjects were balanced on observable traits, such as
gender, race, partisan identification, political knowledge, and ideology. See the
online appendix for details.
The results of additional statistical tests, including t-tests and ordered logits
omitting participants who had previously seen the file, are available in an online
appendix. The substantive results from these tests are consistent with what we
present here.
We offered participants a list of the four most recent presidents and an openended response where they could list another president, as well as a none category. Subjects were able to choose more than one president.
Imputing a value of 0 for the variable for all subjects in the control group, and
then rerunning the models on the entire sample, raises concerns over multicollinearity. Thus we choose to estimate this model within treatment subjects.

References
Anderson, C. A., Gentile, D. A., & Buckley, K. E. (2007). Violent video game effects
on children and adolescents: Theory, research, and public policy. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press.
Appel, M., & Richter, T. (2007). Persuasive effects of fictional narratives increase
over time. Media Psychology, 10, 113-134.
Aronson, E., & Carlsmith, J. M. (1968). Experimentation in social psychology
experimentation in social psychology. Handbook of Social Psychology, 2, 1-79.

22		

American Politics Research XX(X)

Baum, M. A. (2002). Sex, lies, and war: How soft news brings foreign policy to the
inattentive public. American Journal of Political Science, 96, 91-109.
Baum, M. A. (2003). Soft news and political knowledge: Evidence or absense of evidence. Political Communication, 20, 173-190.
Brown, J. D., L’Engle, K. L., Pardun, C. J., Guo, G., Kenneavy, K., & Jackson, C.
(2006). Sexy media matter: Exposure to sexual content in music, movies, television, and magazines predicts Black and White adolescents’ sexual behavior.
Pediatrics, 117, 1018-1027.
Busselle, R. W. (2001). Television exposure, perceived realism, and exemplar accessiblity. Media Psychology, 3, 43-67.
Busselle, R. W., & Bilandzic, H. (2008). Fictionality and perceived realism in experiencing stories: A model of narrative comprehension and engagement. Communication
Theory, 18, 255-280.
Busselle, R. W., & Bilandzic, H. (2009). Measuring narrative engagement. Media
Psychology, 12, 321-347.
Busselle, R. W., & Greenberg, B. S. (2000). The nature of television realism. Mass
Communication and Society, 3, 249-268.
Butler, A. C., Zaromb, F. M., Lyle, K. B., Henry, L., & Roediger, I. (2009). Using
popular films to enhance classroom learning: The good, the bad, and the interesting.
Psychological Science, 20, 1161-1168.
Butler, L. D., Koopman, C., & Zimbardo, P. G. (1995). The psychological impact of
viewing the film jfk: Emotions, beliefs, and political behavioral intentions. Political
Psychology, 16, 237-257.
Cantril, H., Gaudet, H., Herzog, H., Koch, H., & Wells, H. (1940). The invasion from
mars: A study in the psychology of panic. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press.
Chaiken, S. (1980). Heuristic versus systematic information processing and the use
of source versus message cues in persuasion. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 39, 752-766.
Chaiken, S., & Trope, Y. (1999). Dual-process theories in social psychology dualprocess theories in social psychology. New York, NY: Guilford.
Chandra, A., Martino, S. C., Collins, R. L., Elliott, M. N., Berry, S. H., & Kanouse, D. E.
(2008). Does watching sex on television predict teen pregnancy? Findings from a
national longitudinal survey of youth. Pediatrics, 112, 1047-1054.
Chong, D., & Druckman, J. N. (2010). Dynamic public opinion: Communication
effects over time. American Political Science Review, 104, 663-680.
Collins, R. L., Elliott, M. N., Berry, S. H., Kanouse, D. E., Kunkel, D., Hunter, S. B.,
& Miu, A. (2004). Watching sex on television predicts adolescent initiation of
sexual behavior watching sex on television predicts adolescent initiation of sexual
behavior. Pediatrics, 114(3).[AQ: 5]

Mulligan and Habel

23

Davis, D. W., & Davenport, C. (1997). The political and social relevancy of
Malcolm X: The stability of African American political attitudes. Journal of Politics, 59, 550-564.
Douglas, K. M., & Sutton, R. M. (2008). The hidden impact of conspiracy theories:
Perceived and actual influence of theories surrounding the death of Princess
Diana. Journal of Social Psychology, 148, 210-221.
Druckman, J. N., & Kam, C. (2011). Students as experimental participants: A defense of
the narrow data base. In J. N. Druckman, D. P. Green, J. H. Kuklinski & A. Lupia
(Eds.), Cambridge handbook of experimental political science (pp. ). Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.[AQ: 6]
Eyal, K., Kunkel, D., Biely, E. N., & Finnerty, K. L. (2007). Sexual socialization messages on television programs most popular among teens. Journal of Broadcasting
and Electronic Media, 51, 316-336.
Fazio, L. K., & Marsh, E. J. (2008). Slowing presentation speed increases illusions of
knowledge. Psychonomic Bulletin and Review, 15(1), 180-185.
Fazio, R. H. (1990). In mutiple processes by which attitudes guide behavior: The
mode model as an integrative framework. In M. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 23, pp. 75-109). San Diego, CA: Academic Press.
Feldman, S., & Sigelman, L. (1985). The political impact of prime-time television:
The day after. Journal of Politics, 47, 556-578.
Gerber, A. S., Gimpel, J. G., Green, D. P., & Shaw, D. R. (2011). How large and
long-lasting are the persuasive effects of televised campaign ads? Results from a
randomized field experiment. American Political Science Review, 105, 135-150.
Gerrig, R. J., & Prentice, D. A. (1991). The representation of fictional information.
Psychological Science, 2, 336-340.
Green, M. C. (2004). Transportation into narrative worlds: The role of prior knowledge
and perceived realism. Discourse Processes, 38, 247-266.
Green, M. C., Brock, T. C., & Kaufman, G. F. (2004). Understanding media enjoyment: The role of transportation into narrative worlds. Communication Theory, 14,
311-327.
Hollbrook, R. A., & Hill, T. G. (2004). Doctor dramas as political cues: ER and the
priming of health care as a political issue. Paper presented at the annual meeting
of the National Communication Association, Chicago, IL.
Hollbrook, R. A., & Hill, T. G. (2005). Agenda setting and priming in prime time
television: Crime dramas as political cues. Political Communication, 22, 277-295.
Hovland, C. I., Lumsdaine, A. A., & Sheffield, F. D. (1949). Experiments on mass
communication. Studies in Social Psychology in World War II (Vol. 3).[AQ: 7]
Huesmann, L., & Taylor, L. D. (2006). The role of media violence in violent behavior.
Annual Review of Public Health, 27, 393-415.

24		

American Politics Research XX(X)

Jensen, J. D., Bernat, J. K., Wilson, K. M., & Goonewardene, J. (2011). The delay
hypothesis: The manifestation of media effects over time. Human Communication
Research, 37, 509-528.
Lenart, S., & McGraw, K. M. (1989). America watches Amerika: Television
docudrama and political attitudes. Journal of Politics, 51, 697-712.
Levine, T. R., Serota, K. B., & Shulman, H. C. (2010). The impact of lie to me on viewers’ actual ability to detect deception. Communication Research, 37, 847-856.
Marsh, E. J., & Fazio, L. K. (2006). Learning errors from fiction: Difficulties in reducing reliance on fictional stories. Memory & Cognition, 34, 1140-1149.
Marsh, E. J., Meade, M. L., & Roediger, H. L. (2003). Learning facts from fiction
learning facts from fiction. Journal of Memory and Language, 49, 519-536.
McCauley, C. R., & Jacques, S. (1979). The popularity of conspiracy theories of
presidential assassination: A Bayesian analysis. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 37, 637-644.
McHoskey, J. W. (1995). Case closed? On the John F. Kennedy assassination:
Biased assimilation of evidence and attitude polarization. Basic and Applied
Social Psychology, 17, 395-409.
Mulligan, K., & Habel, P. (2011). An experimental test of the effects of fictional framing
on attitudes. Social Science Quarterly, 92, 79-99.
Mutz, D. C., & Nir, L. (2010). Not necessarily the news: Does fictional television
influence real-world policy preferences? Mass Communication and Society, 13,
196-217.
Oatley, K. (2002). Emotions and the story worlds of fiction emotions and the story
worlds of fiction. In M. C. Green, J. J. Strange, & T. C. Brock (Eds.), Narrative impact: Social and cognitive foundations. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
[AQ: 8]

Orne, M. T. (1962). On the social psychology of the psychological experiment: With
particular reference to demand characteristics and their implications. American
Psychologist, 17, 776-783.
Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1995). The elaboration likelihood model of persuasion.
In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 19). San
Diego, CA: Academic Press. [AQ: 9]
Prentice, D. A., & Gerrig, R. J. (1999). Exploring the boundary between fiction and
reality. In S. Chaiken & Y. Trope (Eds.), Dual-process theories in social psychology. New York, NY: Guilford.[AQ: 10]
Prentice, D. A., Gerrig, R. J., & Bailis, D. S. (1997). What readers bring to the processing of fictional texts. Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, 4, 416-420.
Prior, M. (2005). News vs. entertainment: How increasing media choices widens gaps
in political knowledge and turnout. American Journal of Political Science, 49,
577-592.

Mulligan and Habel

25

Prior, M. (2007). Post-broadcast democracy: How media choice increases inequality in political involvement and polarizes elections. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press.
Rapp, D. N. (2008). How do readers handle incorrect information during reading?
Memory and Cognition, 36, 688-701.
Rosenthal, R. (1966). Experimenter effects in behavioral research. New York, NY:
Appleton-Century-Crofts.
Sekhon, J. S., & Diamond, A. (Forthcoming). Genetic matching for estimating causal
effects: A general multivariate matching method for achieving balance in observational studies. Review of Economics and Statistics.
Sekhon, J. S., & Grieve, R. (2011). A matching method for improving covariate balance
in cost-effectiveness analyses. Health Economics, 21, 695-714.
Shadish, W. R., Cook, T. D., & Campbell, D. T. (2002). Experimental and quasiexperimental designs for generalized causal inference. New York, NY: Houghton
Mifflin.
Slater, M. D., Rouner, D., & Long, M. (2006). Television dramas and support for
controversial public policies: Effects and mechanisms. Journal of Communication,
56, 235-252.
Webber, S. J., & Cook, T. D. (1972). Subject effects in laboratory research: An
examination of subject roles, demand characteristics, and valid inference.
Psychological Bulletin, 77, 273-295.
Wheeler, S. C., Green, M. C., & Brock, T. C. (1999). Fictional narratives change
beliefs: Replications of Prentice, Gerrig, and Bailis (1997) with mixed corroboration. Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, 6, 136-141.
Zhang, Y., Miller, L. E., & Harrison, K. (2008). The relationship between exposure
to sexual music and young adults’ sexual attitudes. Journal of Broadcasting and
Electronic Media, 52, 368-386.

Bios
[AQ: 11]

