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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

The third-person effect sheds light on the self–other discrepancy in
perceived media effects on subsequent behavioral consequences.
Despite the practical impetus and growing theoretical interest in
the third-person effect, very little attention has been given to
evaluating its value and efficacy for a more rigorous theory
construction. The current research embraces a holistic approach
to assess the worth of the third-person effect in theory building
based on the six criteria for the evaluation of theory: explanatory
power, predictive power, heuristic value, parsimony, testability, and
internal consistency. Building on the discussion of its theoretical
merits and limitations, new agendas for the third-person effect
research are proposed.
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A considerable amount of scholarly attention has focused on the third-person effect in the
fields of journalism and mass communication, social psychology, and public opinion over
the past three decades. As introduced by W. Phillips Davison, the third-person effect perspective provides a broader framework for explaining how people perceive the influence of
mass media on the self and others.1 Davison began his classic article on media effects with
a historical anecdote about black troops being kept from Iwo Jima island in the Pacific
during World War II.2 The white officers who had seen a Japanese propaganda leaflet
—“This is a white man’s war. Don’t risk your life for the white man”—decided to withdraw
the black troops possibly due to the fear of the effects of the propaganda leaflets on black
soldiers. Inspired by this curious phenomenon, Davison proposed the third-person effect
hypothesis. The central tenet of the third-person effect is that the greater media effect will
not be on me (i.e. the first person) or you (i.e. the second person) but on them (i.e. the third
persons).3
Notwithstanding the advanced nature of media effect research, the inquiry into whether
the third-person effect is qualified for establishing a communication theory has been the
subject of much debate among communication theorists.4 According to Jennings Bryant
and Dorina Miron, the third-person effect was the fifth most popular theory in communication research.5 It has roots in communication concepts and tackles some of the most
important theoretical questions. However, Richard M. Perloff contended that the thirdperson effect was more hypotheses than full-blown theory because observing thirdperson effect phenomena and empirical evidence does not sufficiently constitute a
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theory.6 This interesting question can be answered by gauging the theoretical worth of the
third-person effect, taking into account the following criteria upon which any theory may
be evaluated: explanatory power, predictive power, heuristic value, parsimony, testability,
and internal consistency. Although judgment calls should be made in selecting evaluative
standards, the current study focuses on the above criteria because they can generally
provide a much richer understanding of how to unveil the theoretical merits and concerns
of the third-person effect.
Therefore, the purpose of this research is to explore how the third-person effect fits in
the constellation of theory building. I scrutinize the unexplained aspects of the thirdperson effect in the light of communication theory building by applying the criteria for
evaluating the efficacy of a theory.7 While gauging the worth of the third-person effect
in theory evaluation, this research further aims to provide implications for communication
researchers in a comprehensive way to formulate a theory that would help advance this
field of study.

Opening the black box of the third-person effect
Considerable empirical evidence supports the third-person effect framework, which has
wielded a great influence on mass communication research. Generally, the third-person
effect includes two major components: (1) the perceptual component hypothesis, which
predicts that people tend to perceive a greater media influence on others than themselves;
and (2) the behavioral component hypothesis, which predicts that people’s perceptions of
media influence on others lead them to react.8 Earlier research on the third-person effect
has largely focused on the perceptual hypothesis, but a recent wave of scholarly interest in
the third-person effect has stimulated considerable research that aims to examine its
behavioral hypothesis.9 A further review of these components of the third-person effect
follows.
Perceptual hypothesis of the third-person effect
Key to understanding the third-person effect are the perceptions about public opinion and
the self–other perceptual gaps in media effects. The third-person effect perspective centers
on individuals’ illusions, which refer to mistaken beliefs about others’ opinions.10 The perceptual hypothesis of the third-person effect has been well applied in various communication contexts but has been mainly supported in negative or socially undesirable
media messages: video games, pornography, AIDS campaigns, press coverage, violent
rap lyrics, and direct-to-consumer prescription drug advertising.11 Research to date has
focused on the emerging media effects on media censorship, such as video compact
discs and Internet pornography.12 Clearly, the extant literature has provided ample evidence to support the basic perceptual hypothesis that is stipulated by the third-person
effect.
Conversely, the third-person perception research has raised some questions regarding
whether or not the third-person perception occurs in positive or socially desirable messages. In fact, the third-person effect is most likely to occur when a message has potentially
negative consequences, whereas the effect is less likely to occur when a message is associated with perceived positive consequences.13 Past studies dealing with nonnegative media
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content (e.g. television news and public service campaigns) have failed to demonstrate the
third-person effect, suggesting that the phenomenon might be contingent on certain
message context conditions.14 According to Neil D. Weinstein, “people believe that negative events are less likely to happen to them than to others, and they believe that positive
events are more likely to happen to them than to others.”15 For instance, Julie M. Duck
and Barbara-Ann Mullin have investigated the different types of media effects on the
third-person perception by using a drunk-driving prevention campaign as positive
media content and media violence as negative media content.16 They found that there
was no significant difference in the perceived impact of drunk-driving prevention messages between the self and others (due to the self-enhancement explanation of the thirdperson effect), while respondents who were exposed to media violence reported a
greater perception of the media’s influence on others than on themselves. The magnitude
of the third-person effect in socially desirable media content became smaller and even produced a reverse third-person effect called the first-person effect, which refers to the tendency for people to assume that media content has a stronger effect on themselves than
on others.17 It has been suggested that the first-person effect is more likely to occur
when people believe that media content is socially desirable and feel that it is good to
be influenced by such positive content.18
Behavioral hypothesis of the third-person effect
The behavioral component is defined as the tendency to react in a manner that is consistent with the third-person perception.19 As suggested by Davison, the phenomenon of censorship is one of the most interesting behavioral consequences of perceptual
discrepancy.20 Considerable empirical evidence supports the fact that individuals’ tendencies to perceive greater media influence on others than on themselves lead to stronger
support for censorship of socially undesirable content or messages.21 For example,
Byoungkwan Lee and Ron Tamborini found that people who tend to perceive greater
effects of Internet pornography on others than on themselves are more supportive of
restrictions on online pornographic material.22
What impact besides censorship might the third-person effect have on behavioral
hypotheses? Outside of the censorship literature, literature has demonstrated the potential
to extend the behavioral hypothesis of the third-person effect. For instance, prior research
on the third-person effect has examined online participation, the assessment of a penalty
against a newspaper disseminating a defamatory story, and the adoption of new media.23
However, despite increasing interest in the behavioral component of the third-person
effect, support for the behavioral hypothesis has been decidedly mixed. Prior research
has found no links,24 partial links,25 and strong links26 between the perceptual and behavioral third-person effects. These mixed findings suggest a lack of clarity in the predictor
variable, and the behavioral hypothesis might be true only for certain behaviors in
certain contexts.27
Moderators of the third-person effect
Which conditions influence the strength of the third-person effect? To answer this question, it is necessary first to take a brief look at the possible ways in which the third-person
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effect may work. In addition to confirming the third-person effect, previous research has
shown that the magnitude of the third-person effect is moderated by several factors,
including individuals’ demographic characteristics, self-esteem, cultural difference, level
of knowledge about issues, mass media content characteristics, and message desirability.28
Among these factors, understanding the nature of the comparison others may be very
important to predict the direction and magnitude of the third-person effect.29 The term
comparison others is derived from the notion of the social distance corollary, which
refers to the idea that self–other disparities grow in magnitude with increases in perceived
distance between the self and others.30 That is, social distance is the degree of similarity
between the self and others.31
Literature has suggested that the third-person effect increases as others become increasingly general and more socially and psychologically distant.32 For instance, Jeremy Cohen
et al. found that while people tended to perceive greater effects of news stories on comparison others than on themselves, the self–other disparity in perceived message effects
increased as the comparison others changed from other Stanford students to other Californians to the public at large.33 In other words, the strength of the third-person effect is narrowed by the perceived similarity of the others but widened by the perceived dissimilarity
of the others. In light of these considerations, it is implied that the third-person effect
phenomenon is not straightforward and universal. Rather, the power of the thirdperson effect varies according to situational factors

What is the value of the third-person effect as a theory?
Before evaluating the theoretical value of the third-person effect, it is necessary to first
articulate the definition of a theory because it provides guidance for determining
whether or not the third-person effect framework can be incorporated into a communication theory. A theory is conceptualized as “a set of constructs that are linked together
by relational statements that are internally consistent with each other.”34 As suggested
by Robert L. Heath and Jennings Bryant, a theory represents “a systematic and plausible
set of generalizations that explain some observable phenomena by linking constructs and
variables in terms of an organizing principle that is internally consistent.”35 Common to
the definition of a theory is an interrelated set of propositions that are supported by
empirical generalizations.
In an effort to assess the efficacy of theory, Norman K. Denzin has suggested that a
theory should provide an explanation of the phenomenon, offer new images of reality,
and guide thought for the future.36 Proceeding from these definitions of a theory,
theory building can be determined by the existence of theoretical relationships between
each construct, the degree to which a theory is generalizable and internally consistent,
and some functions of a theory (e.g. explanatory, heuristic, predictive, and measurable
value).
By embracing a holistic approach to mapping out the value of the third-person effect,
the evaluation of a theory is based on the following criteria: (a) explanatory power, (b) predictive power, (c) heuristic value, (d) parsimony, (e) testability, and (f) internal consistency.37 More specifically, the first standard, explanatory power, concerns the extent to
which a theory can provide plausible explanations for how or why the range of phenomena
occurs. Second, predictive power can be assessed according to the theory’s ability to make
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predictions for a broad range of phenomena on the basis of causal events. Third, a theory
exhibits heuristic value when it generates new directions for research and contributes to
the creation of spin-off theories. Fourth, the quality of parsimony can be judged according
to a theory’s logical simplicity. Given that two theories are equally valid, the theory with
the simplest logical explanation is preferred to the more complex one. In addition, testability is evaluated in a way that a theory’s claim can be measured. If a theory exhibits testability, it helps the researchers to support or disconfirm their own theory. Finally, based
on empirical findings, the internal consistency of a theory can be assessed by how coherent
the relationships among the theoretical propositions are. In this sense, taken together,
these efforts to assess the value of a theory make a meaningful contribution to understanding the theoretical merits and limitations of the third-person effect.
Explanatory power
The better the explanation, the better the theory. The third-person effect framework provides some explanations of why the self–other perceptual discrepancy in perceived media
effects occurs. In particular, people tend to overestimate the influence that mass media
exert on the attitudes and behaviors of others and to underestimate the media’s effects
on themselves.38 However, its explanatory power is limited because it remains unclear
why and how third-person biases occur. There are competing theoretical explanations
for the cause of third-person biases.39
To demonstrate why and how the self–other perceptual gaps in media influence occur,
some rationales have been justified using a variety of social–psychological theories that
involve ego involvement, biased optimism, social comparison theory, and attribution
theory. Among the theories, biased optimism and attribution theory have been most frequently used as the theoretical lenses for understanding the nature of third-person effect.40
The basic premise of biased optimism is that people are motivated to sustain and
reinforce self-image through perceptual bias.41 Accordingly, the third-person effect is
more likely to occur because people view themselves as being smarter or less vulnerable
to media influence than others. From the ego-enhancement perspective, biased optimism
is considered a cause of perceptual discrepancy, suggesting a tendency for people to view
themselves as superior to others.42 Nevertheless, the influence of this optimistic bias
depends on whether the type of message is harmful or beneficial.43
In addition to biased optimism, attribution theory constitutes the fundamental attribution error and self-serving bias, which have been used to explain the third-person effect.
Fundamental attribution error postulates that when individuals interpret their own and
other people’s behavior, they tend to overestimate the influence of dispositional factors
but underestimate the power of social influences.44 In other words, the discrepancy
between the perceived reality and the actual reality causes the fundamental attribution
error. Conversely, self-serving bias refers to individuals’ tendency to attribute their successes to internal or personal factors while attributing their failures to external or situational factors.45 As Edward E. Jones argued, when a message is considered negative or
socially undesirable, people tend to perceive it as having more influence on others.46 In
contrast, when a message is considered positive, people tend to perceive it as having
more influence on themselves, as if they are smart enough to recognize the value of the
message.47 Applied to the context of negative or socially undesirable messages, the
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notion of self-serving bias has been useful for explaining the underlying mechanism of the
third-person effect. Based on the discussion of its exploratory power, it is concluded that
the third-person effect falls short of theoretical efficacy because there is no single and universally accepted theoretical explanation for its cause.
In sum, the underlying process of the third-person effect remains elusive, although the
third-person effect has been well documented in the literature. Previous research has not
explained very much about the nature and causes of the third-person effect.

Predictive power
The third-person effect has been shown to predict support for changing individuals’
opinions. Given that presumptions of media effects on others influence perceptions of
social reality, message recipients tend to change their own opinions because they are
highly motivated to comply with others’ views and the perceived social norm.48 In particular, the third-person effect framework has great predictive power because it predicts
behavioral support for media censorship.
A recent meta-analysis has demonstrated consistent support for the notion that thirdperson perception is positively related to support for censorship, although the effect size
was small.49 However, the predictive power of the third-person effect has limitations.
While numerous studies have reported statistically significant correlations between thirdperson perception and support for censorship, some scholars have demonstrated their
failure to find a positive relationship between the two variables.50 One possible reason for
these mixed findings is that measurements of third-person effect with regard to support
for censorship have been conducted using diverse techniques and various message contexts.51 Furthermore, possible unknown covariates (e.g. individual traits or ideology)
might lurk behind both the null or significant behavioral hypothesis of third-person
effect.52 Another possibility is that previous research findings have been tested using different
statistical models that could be mathematically inconsistent with each other.53
It is noteworthy that the need for media censorship carries one important caveat. For
example, people are motivated to protect vulnerable others (e.g. children and adolescents)
from harmful media content, including pornography, cultural taboos, and television violence.54 Self–other perceptual biases of media effects might be due to the presumption that
a desire for media censorship is attributed to their unconfirmed fears of media influence
rather than actual media influence.55 Such misperception could dilute effective consumer
protection policies in society.

Heuristic value
Heuristic value is an evaluative concept of theoretical construction that concerns how
useful a theory is. That is, a theory is heuristic if it helps to suggest new vistas for research,
raise interesting questions that stimulate further inquiry, and contribute to the creation of
spin-off theoretical frameworks. By definition, the third-person effect framework exhibits
heuristic value because it provides useful guidance for studying perceived media effects
and leads to the new ways in which mass communication researchers think about the
existence of indirect media effects.

80

T. H. BAEK

How useful an impact does the third-person effect really have on the academic field? A
substantial body of literature has spawned repeated attempts to support the basic premise
of the third-person effect in different communication contexts. For example, Perloff found
that approximately 100 published articles and conference papers have examined the thirdperson effect.56 The third-person effect framework has exerted a great impact on communication researchers since it was first introduced. Furthermore, it has led to the development of spin-off theoretical models, such as the presumed influence model. The
centerpiece of the presumed influence model is the assumption that individuals’ perceptions of mass media’s influence on others may lead them to change their own attitudes or
behaviors.57 For example, prosmoking and antismoking messages have had an indirect
impact on adolescents’ smoking susceptibility and attitudes through their perceived
effect on peers, and these perceptions, in turn, affect their own smoking behaviors.58
Drawing from the presumed influence model, research has provided empirical evidence
of behavioral changes in response to perceived media effects on others.
Parsimony
The third-person effect framework clearly meets the parsimony standard. It has started
with one basic hypothesis indicating that people tend to perceive mass communication
as having greater effects on others than on themselves. The idea is known as the perceptual
hypothesis of the third-person effect. Revisions have also embraced the behavioral hypothesis, which states that the third-person perception often leads people to subsequent
actions. Although relatively new mediating factors, such as social distance and negative
influence corollary, have been tested to understand the psychological processes underlying
the third-person effect better, the framework is still limited to two main hypotheses. Thus,
it is certainly parsimonious.
Testability
Existing measures of the perceptual component—operationalized as the difference between
the perceived media effect on self (first person) and on other people (third person)—are not
sufficient to reflect all the nuances of the third-person effect. That is because current
measures contain no direct observations of what the respondents actually think of others.
It is necessary to refine the current measures of the perceived media influence. As asserted
by Michael B. Salwen and Michel Dupagne, the measurement of the third-person perception predictor variables has been overly vague since researchers have operationally
measured media effects with regard to the media’s general influence and have not adequately explicated the perceived media effect construct.59 Furthermore, the measures
make it more difficult to gauge perceived self–other differences accurately and to determine
whether such subtle perceptions influence actual behavioral responses to media exposure.60
Accordingly, the measurement problems may reduce the power of the theory substantially.
Internal consistency
With the proliferation of third-person effect studies, research findings have been robust
and internally consistent. A plethora of studies have empirically supported the third-
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person effect in mass communication contexts ranging from media violence to controversial advertising. In particular, the third-person effect is stronger when media messages are
perceived as negative, socially undesirable, or potentially harmful. Bryant Paul, Michael B.
Salwen, and Michel Dupagne found strong support for the third-person effect by employing a meta-analysis of 32 studies with 121 effect sizes.61 They identified the overall effect
size for the third-person perception as r = .50. Building on a larger sample of 106 studies,
more refined meta-analytic evidence has provided further empirical support for the thirdperson effect by demonstrating an average effect size estimate of r = .31.62 By being internally consistent, this model allows us to generalize its explanation of the communicative
force across the domain of the media effect phenomena.
Level of theory
Unlike grand theories that attempt to explain the broader scope of media systems and their
role in society at the macro level, a middle-range theory provides an explanation for only
limited domains of media influence based on empirical generalizations.63 As characterized
by Robert K. Merton, middle-range theory comprises “limited sets of assumptions from
which specific hypotheses are logically derived and confirmed by empirical investigation.”64 Indeed, the lower middle-range theory could be used to illustrate a situationspecific relationship between variables in order to deal with narrowly defined phenomena
that might normally only be addressed through empirical findings.65
Along these lines, the third-person effect should be labeled as a lower middle-range
theory for the following reasons. First, the framework deals with a limited range of
human perceptions and behaviors of mass communication effects, although the thirdperson effect phenomenon works regardless of a specific time or place. This is because
the third-person effect has not always been found in all circumstances and for all
people. The effect appears to be particularly likely to operate when individuals perceive
that the issue is personally important, when they perceive that the media content is
deemed negative or socially undesirable, and when the message contains recommendations that are not perceived to be personally beneficial.66
Furthermore, a vast amount of literature to date has been dedicated to the third-person
effect based on empirical research findings. The third-person effect framework has been
reported in a series of journal articles and books over the past three decades and has
been applied in a variety of settings in different fields, such as communication, psychology,
marketing, and political science. The test of empirical research allows the third-person
effect to survive. Finally, its explanatory power and testability are limited, although the framework has fairly strong heuristic value, predictive power, and parsimony. There is not
enough guidance to explain why the third-person effect occurs. Further, current measures
are not sufficient to reveal all the nuances of the perceptual discrepancy in media influence
on the self and others. Proceeding from what has been mentioned above, the third-person
effect framework is viewed as a lower middle-range theory.

Conclusion
The third-person effect provides valuable insights into the self–other disparity in the perceived
media effects and potential behavioral consequences of the perceptual component. Given the
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practical impetus and growing theoretical interest in the third-person effect on society, it is
important to discuss whether the third-person effect qualifies for establishing a communication theory. The current research embraces a more holistic view of evaluating the efficacy
and value of the third-person effect based on the requirements of theory construction.
In summary, the third-person effect framework has predictive power in theory building
because it predicts that people who believe others are more affected by a persuasive
message than they are will feel that the message should be censored. The empirical
research findings supporting the third-person effect have been internally consistent.
Recognizing the simple two-construct model, including the perceptual and behavioral
hypotheses, it is certainly parsimonious. In addition, it is heuristically valuable because
it has a great influence on mass communication researchers who seek to explain and
predict perceived media effects, and it helps to expand other research areas that
examine perceived media effects. In particular, the presumed influence model has been
developed as an extension of the third-person effect.67 However, the framework seems
to have limited explanatory power in the sense that it lacks explanations for how
people perceive the influence of the mass media on the self and others, and how their
biased perceptions of media influence lead them to take action. Although many researchers attempt to explain the causes of the third-person effect by adopting a variety of psychological theories, such as biased optimism and attribution theory, the underlying
mechanism of the third-person effect still remains far from fully answered. Furthermore,
current measurements of the third-person effect have potential weaknesses because they
may not fully reveal what people actually think others will do.
Future research agenda
By evaluating the value and efficacy of the third-person effect, this study provides new directions for future research for scholars who wish to develop and refine the communication
theory further. First, communication theorists need to pay more attention to detect the
possible mediating mechanisms of the third-person effect. Although the previous literature
has identified a variety of factors affecting the causal relationship between the perceptual
and behavioral components of the third-person effect, there is no consensus among scholars
regarding what mediators are incorporated into the third-person effect framework. By
adding significant mediating variables that are linked theoretically to perceived media
effects, further research is required to investigate empirically the intangible processes underlying the third-person effect. For instance, it would be interesting to broaden the scope of the
third-person effect framework in public health contexts with the inclusion of a new motivational construct that mediates the third-person perception–behavior relationship. The
third-person effect could be enhanced by taking into account behavior change theories,
such as the health belief model.68 Since the third-person effect is a broader perceivedeffects framework, future research is needed to incorporate the third-person effect framework and behavior change theories in public health settings. Clearly, these efforts would
help to enrich further the third-person effect research, and thus make an important contribution to the construction of a more rigorous communication theory.
Another avenue for further research is to pursue the behavioral aspect of the thirdperson effect because the behavior component hypothesis remains marginal to the discipline as a whole, except for research on support for media censorship in the context of
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negative or socially undesirable media content. To explore this unexplored area, communication researchers need to investigate further the accommodating reactions based
on the presumed influence model. Although the presumed influence model stems from
the third-person effect hypothesis, it provides a more general framework for studying perceived media effects that is free from the constraints of focusing on self–other perceptual
gaps and the negative influence corollary.69 Following this logic, the presumed influence
model will facilitate a better understanding of how to find better answers to the fundamental inquiry: What new nexus do the consequences of third-person perceptions open? Given
that people are influenced by what others think and how others behave,70 the presumed
influence model, which predicts the indirect influence of media messages on individuals’
own behaviors through their perceptions of others, would be meaningful to extend the
third-person effect research that focuses on the behavioral aspects.
Finally, acknowledging the importance of self–other perceptual gaps in perceived media
effects, one fruitful avenue for future research is to examine whether the third-person
effect could be enhanced or attenuated in social media environments. In particular,
online social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest have fundamental
and significant impacts on people’s perceptions of social acceptance and comparison with
others.71 A related issue is whether social media use truly affects the magnitude of self–
other perceptual gaps. I hope these future research ideas encourage additional work on
this promising and increasingly important area of communication research.
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