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Résumé / Abstract 
 

Le document présente les résultats obtenus en appliquant le concept de point focal, avancé par 

Thomas Schelling (1960), à la mesure de l’accord social concernant la perception du ton qui 

se dégage du contenu médiatique. Dans le cadre des expériences mises sur pied, les sujets 

évaluent le ton, positif, négatif ou neutre, adopté dans des articles de journaux et des bulletins 

de nouvelles et sont encouragés, par des mesures incitatives, à coordonner leurs réponses. 

Nous comparons l’analyse du contenu réalisée par un bassin traditionnel de sujets à celle 

menée par un échantillon représentatif du grand public. Notre application du jeu de 

coordination faisant appel à des étiquettes de stratégies démontre que la notion de point focal 

peut être utilisée pour mesurer l’accord social. 

 

Mots clés : Coordination, point focal, expérience, analyse du contenu, 

médias 

 

 

 

This paper reports results from an application of Thomas Schelling’s (1960) concept of a 

focal point to the measure of social agreement on the received tone of media content.  In our 

experiments, subjects rate the tone, positive, negative, or neutral, of newspaper articles and 

news broadcasts, with an incentive to coordinate responses. We compare the content analysis 

of a traditional subject pool with those of a representative cross-section of the general public. 

Our application of the coordination game with strategy labels illustrates that the concept of a 

focal point can be put to use as a measure of social agreement. 
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Shelling’s (1960) experiments introduced the concept of focal points in pure coordination 

games.  By eliciting a meeting point in New York City from subjects who had to coordinate 

without communication, he showed that the salience of a strategy label could provide clues as to 

how people coordinate. Since game theory does not take into account strategy labels, his 

demonstration opened a line of empirical laboratory studies formally testing the ability of 

subjects to exploit salience for the purpose of coordination, testing the fragility of this ability 

with respect to key game parameters, and developing theories to explain the behavior. 

Mehta, Starmer and Sugden (1994) formally replicated Shelling’s experiments with a 

laboratory experiment, finding a high coordination rate from a variety of decision problems 

(Camerer (2003) reports these and many other results from experiments on coordination, with 

and without labels).  Bacharach and Bernaschoni (1997) developed and tested a theory of the 

“odd one out” to get at the meaning of focality.  Crawford, Gneezy and Rottenstreich (2008) 

demonstrate the fragility of label-based coordination with respect to asymmetric game payoffs. 

With regard to the mechanism behind coordination, Bardsley, Mehta, Starmer and Sugden 

(2008) test the ability of cognitive hierarchy model and team reasoning to explain how subjects 

exploit salience to coordinate.  Their goal is to distinguish between two theories as to how people 

reach equilibria using focal points: theories in the category of “primary salience”, (Lewis (1969), 

Stahl and Wilson (1995), Bacharach and Stahl (2000), Camerer, Ho and Chong (2004)), and 

theories of team reasoning (Sugden (1993,1995) and Bacharach (1999,2006)).   

In this paper we provide a demonstration of a practical use for focal points as selectors of 

equilibrium, given all the previous evidence of the effectiveness of focality to facilitate 

equilibrium selection, and the theories as to how it works. We measure social agreement on how 

others perceive the tone of media content on political issues.  We provide this demonstration 

with a laboratory implementation of a media content analysis, which is an exercise in coding text 

and video information, with a cross-section of the general public.  We selected a content analysis 

because the technique has been widely used in many disciplines throughout the social and 

management sciences for many years (Lassell, et al. (1949) is an early example).   

Content analysis has been used for a wide variety of applications in economics.  For 

example, Chappell, Havrilesky, and McGregor (1994) apply it to the Memoranda of Discussion 
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of the Federal Reserve Open Market Committee to estimate individual committee members’ 

reaction functions; Anderson and Renault (2006) use results from content analyses to motivate a 

model of advertising content; Besely and Prat (2006) note evidence of media bias from content 

analysis in introducing their model of medial capture by the government; Babcock and Pogarsky 

(1999) cite a content analysis to motivate a behavioral study of damage caps.  It is used in 

empirical studies of media content (referenced in Stromberg (2004)).  In political science, 

content analysis is often used to evaluate the effect of media content on public opinion (e.g., 

Soroka (2002)), or to motivate models of party behavior (Holler and Skott (2005)).  It is widely 

used to analyze the content of advertising (e.g., Macias and Lewis (2003)).   As a tool for surveys 

and experiments, content analysis is used to design surveys and questionnaires (Bolton (1993)), 

and to analyze transcripts of group discussions in experiments (Bam (2003)) and in surveys 

(Powell, Allee, and McClintock (1994)).   

In economics experiments, Houser and Xiao (2009) introduce a laboratory matching game 

to classify natural language messages.  In their game, a group of evaluators assigns messages to a 

single category, with an incentive to coordinate their responses.  They recruited subjects who had 

not participated in an experiment to analyze content from messages sent in the experiment. 

 Results from the content analysis permitted the drawing of conclusions that would not have been 

possible without the analysis.  Houser and Xiao (2005) also conduct a content analysis to 

evaluate the emotional content of messages sent in an ultimatum game.   In both cases, the idea 

was to use the same subject population that generated the experimental data to conduct the 

content analysis.   

To our knowledge, our application of this experimental method of content analysis is the 

first in an artifactual field experiment (Harrison and List (2004)), in which the subject pool is a 

representative sample of the public.  Our question is to what extent a population of subjects can 

use focality to coordinate on their analysis of media content.  Our contribution is to show that the 

coordination game with labels results in informative measures of social agreement.  Our 

experimental test permits us to explore whether the measure reacts in predictable ways to 

changes in incentives, and to changes to the population of respondents.  And our application, as 

noted above, is to a type of analysis used widely through the social sciences. 
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We are interested in the type of content analysis that is typically performed by expert 

coders, who are trained to have a high rate of agreement — called “inter-coder reliability” — in 

their coding, which we interpret as coordination (Holsti (1969) and Krippendorff (1980)). We 

apply content analysis to an experimental design with economics and health newspaper articles 

and news broadcasts.  In our experiments, subjects independently rate the tone of newspaper 

articles and news broadcasts.  The labels of their strategies are positive, somewhat positive, 

neutral, somewhat negative, and negative.   

As in Mehta, Starmer and Sugden (1994), in one experimental treatment subjects are paid a 

flat fee for their responses.  In a second treatment, they are given a symmetric incentive to 

coordinate their responses.  We find that the variance of responses decreases, as the probability 

of coordination increases, with the coordination incentive.  We also find that among two topics, 

health and economics, the topic with the expected higher degree of salience does indeed result in 

higher rates of coordinated responses. 

We then compare the responses of subjects from our traditional subject pool with those of a 

cross section of the general public.  Our goal here is to demonstrate the technique with a more 

heterogeneous group of consumers of the news, i.e., to measure social agreement on received 

media tone from a broader group of consumers of media.  We find that the less heterogeneous 

student groups coordinate better than the “public” group, but the public is able to coordinate their 

responses.  We find an interaction between media type and topic with respect to the ability of 

subjects to coordinate on their content analysis: subjects coordinate better on newspapers articles 

than on news broadcasts.  And we find coordination to be conditional on the length of the article: 

longer newspaper articles and shorter news broadcasts result in better coordination. 

The Application: Content Analysis 

 In our application of salience to coordination games, we are interested in measuring how 

consumers of the media receive the tone of its content.  The analysis of content in general, and 

the specific question of how tone is received specifically, can be important in a wide variety of 

settings such as in political campaigns, consumer marketing, or communication of public policy.  

One way to measure received tone is through a content analysis. 
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The typical way to conduct such a content analysis is with human coders, who read the 

content of the communication and then code it into pre-determined categories.  The coders are 

trained to maximize inter-coder reliability, which is determined by the degree to which the codes 

of different coders agree.  We exploit the fact that coders who independently make their codes, 

and who are trained to provide common codes, are playing a coordination game. 

Content analysis can be content-focused or effects-focused.  The former concerns itself 

with actual content, e.g., exact words or facts that are used by an author; the latter with the effect 

that the content has on the reader.  The major difference is in the dependent variable: content-

focused work examined the text itself, while effects-focused work in interested in the impact that 

text (or audio/visual content) may have on an audience.  Each typically relies on a combination 

of content-analytic measures, some very objective and easily automated, and others more 

subjective, more difficult to automate, and subject to disagreement (see Holsti (1969) for the 

basic idea and Laver, Benoit and Garry (2003) for a recent application).1 The measure we are 

interested in here is — the tone of media content, as coders believe it will perceived by most 

others — is certainly one of the latter.   

Figure 1 provides an example of a text coded by subjects in our experiment. This text was 

taken from a major metropolitan daily newspaper.  The subject of the text is health, and the text 

is communicating the costs of premature births to the health care system to the reader.  The 

subjects read the text and then rate its tone. We provide an example of a screen shot of a video in 

Figure 2.  This video was taken from a major national news broadcast.  The subject of the video 

is economics, it lasts two and a half minutes, and it is communicating news of an economic 

slump to the viewer.  As with the text, the subjects watched the video and then rated the tone.  

That is, looking at the story as a whole, they evaluated whether the information presented was 

positive, negative, or neutral. 

Note that our definition of tone for both text and video was rather broad, and our 

instructions to the subjects were identical to instructions used for expert coding.  We asked 
                                                 
1 In fact, the popular web application Twitter, found at www.twitter.com (which itself can 
function as a coordination device e.g., as in the current political situation in Iran), performs a 
simple automatic content analysis of current posts and makes the information available in the 
form of “trending topics”.  Users of the service often coordinate on a textual tag so that their 
postings, when associated with a common them, can easily be found. 
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subjects to “indicate whether you feel the content of the story is positive, somewhat positive, 

neutral, somewhat negative, or negative,” and noted that “In this experiment, the word ‘content’ 

means everything in the story — the events or issues being reported, as well as the discussion of 

those events or issues by interviewees and journalists.”  Full instructions are included in 

Appendix A. 

The Experimental Design 

Our coordination game, depicted in Figure 3, consists of two players, each player having a 

set of five strategies, S = {negative, somewhat negative, neutral, somewhat positive, positive}. 

Each player independently observes a story from the media, either in text or on video, and then 

the players simultaneously choose their strategies without the opportunity to communicate with 

each other. Each player earns ten dollars if her strategy choice matches the strategy choice of the 

other player. Each player earns nothing if the strategies do not match. This game formally has 

five Nash equilibria, where the players coordinate on any of the five possible strategies. 

However, the salience of the strategy labels with respect to the content of the text or video may 

select the equilibrium.   

Experimental Procedures 

The database of stories to code for tone consisted of forty newspaper texts and twenty 

television videos. The stories were evenly divided for both newspapers and television between 

two topics, economics or health. Our goal was to select two subjects of social interest with 

different degrees of saliency in our subject population, one (health care) which was clearly 

linked to current partisan social issues, and the other (economics) somewhat less so, at least as of 

the time period just before the experiments were conducted.  

The dominance of health care on the national agenda is remarkable.  Over the two years 

preceding our experiment, the percentage of public responding "health care" to the question 

"What do you think is the most important problem facing our country today?" was 23%.  (This is 

an annual average based on four quarterly national omnibus polls.)  For the  "economy," and 

even including "interest rates," "unemployment" and  "inflation," the average that year was 12%.  

In fact, "Health care" was the modal response in every year since 2002.  



 

 6

To select the newspaper stories, we began with an existing database of all front-page news 

coverage in ten daily newspapers. A random sample of five-hundred articles was coded for tone 

by three expert coders.  The expert coders were graduate students who had been trained for inter-

coder reliability.  From that random sample, we then drew another random sample of articles, 

stratified by tone (as measured by the expert coders), in order to ensure that the distribution of 

tone in our relatively small working sample of forty stories was roughly the same as the 

population of news stories.  Using the three-point positive-neutral-negative scale, this meant that 

the distribution was approximately 38% negative, 38% neutral, and 24% positive. 

We selected articles in which we had agreement from at least 2 coders on the tone, using 

the 3-pt scale (i.e., coding using a scale of positive, negative, or neutral). That is, articles for 

which there was no agreement at all, even using a 3-pt scale, were excluded from our sample. 

The objective was to produce a sample that included articles for which we had a priori reason to 

believe that coordination within a non-trained group of readers was possible.  This was the best 

method at our disposal to give us the “best chance” to observe and measure a focal point effect. 

Videos of television stories were more difficult to select at random because not all 

newscasts could be captured and coded. So, for television stories we selected from nightly 

newscasts from September, 2005 – January, 2006.   We cannot be sure that the resulting 

television stories are representative of television stories generally. As we shall see, however, the 

distribution of tone we measure for these stories is roughly similar to that for the newspaper data.  

The texts ranged in length from 104 to 581 words, and the videos ranged in length from 

0:33 to 4:56 minutes. To read/view these news stories, subjects were seated at computer 

terminals. They read the instructions for the experiment with the experimenter. After all 

questions were answered, the experiment began. All subsequent questions were answered 

privately. 

The computer software randomly selected eighteen texts and nine videos for subjects to 

code during the session, and presented the stories in random order, irrespective of whether they 

were text or video.  The subjects sat in cubicles, separated from all other subjects, and they wore 

headsets for the audio component of the videos. The software permitted subjects to go back and 

change previous responses, if they so desired.   
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For the coordination games, the subjects were told that five of their responses would be 

randomly selected for payment. For each of these responses, if their response matched that of 

another randomly selected subject in the room, they would earn $10. If a response did not match, 

they would earn nothing for that response. Thus the maximum additional earnings possible in the 

experiment totaled $50.  For the control sessions, without the coordination incentive, subjects 

were paid a flat fee of $25 for their responses, which was approximately the average earnings in 

the coordination games ($24.31 for coordinating responses). 

The results of the matching of responses were given after all decisions were entered into 

the computer. This prevented learning about the population of responses within the session. It 

also prevented the game from becoming a repeated game, in which other means of coordination, 

might develop (Crawford and Haller (1990)). The subjects were able to go back and change 

responses at any time during the experiment before they submitted their final set of responses.  

For our subjects from the standard subject pool we recruited from our experimental 

laboratory’s database.  In all, seventy-six of these subjects participated over four experimental 

sessions of the coordination games, with an average earnings of approximately $34.31, including 

the standard $10 show-up fee.  Session sizes ranged from sixteen to twenty subjects.  The 

maximum amount of time taken by a subject to complete an experiment was 2 hours.  Seventy-

eight subjects participated over four experimental sessions of the flat-fee games, all of whom 

earned $35.  The session sizes ranged from eighteen to twenty subjects. 

For our “public” subjects, we hired a firm to recruit a group of subjects representing a 

cross-section of adults in the metropolitan area where our study was conducted. They were 

recruited to be representative in age, gender, and income.  These subjects only participated in 

coordination games.  Appendix B contains a summary of basic demographic characteristics of 

this group of subjects. 

The subjects, who were familiar with surveys and focus groups, had never participated in 

an incentivized decision-making experiment. They received their standard show-up fee of $75. In 

all, 112 of these subjects participated in the experiment over four experimental sessions. The 

maximum amount of time taken by a subject to complete the experiment was 2 hours. Average 

total earnings were roughly $95.   



 

 8

Predictions 

Our first experimental manipulation involves flat payment vs. incentivized coordination.  

The theory states that the distribution of responses will collapse around a focal point. Past 

experimental results suggest that incentives to coordinate will stimulate the formations of 

common beliefs necessary to do so.  Indeed, this is a type of replication of Mehta, Starmer and 

Sugden (1995). 

Conjecture 1: Dispersion of responses will decrease and coordination will increase in the 

matching game relative to the flat fee task. 

We manipulated the saliency of the topics of the articles and broadcasts to test the ability 

of the method to measure saliency.  At the time, the public salience of health topics was higher 

than for economics topics. 

Conjecture 2: Coordination rates will be higher for health topics than for economics topics. 

Subject homogeneity should facilitate the ability to form common beliefs necessary for 

coordination.  The adult population was more heterogeneous than the student population in age 

and in income. 

Conjecture 3: Coordination rates will be higher in the student sessions than in the adult 

sessions. 

Experimental Results 

Overview 

 Figure 4 presents histograms of the distributions of responses, aggregated for each of the 

three experimental treatments.  The horizontal axis is scaled from negative on the left (labeled -

2), to positive on the right (labeled 2). The figure shows that subjects in each treatment made use 

of all five categories of responses.  It also shows that, compared with the adult cross-section, 

students made less use of the “somewhat positive” (i.e., category 1 in the figure) label, 

apparently shifting more into the negative categories.  The primary interest is in how well the 

populations coordinated their responses, which we analyze in the following sections. 
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Student Subjects 

Table 1 presents the mean deviation from the mode, averaged across subjects and 

questions, conditional on newspaper and TV, economics and health, for the three experimental 

treatments.  The deviation from the mode is a measure of dispersion for categorical variables.  

Roughly speaking, it measures the mean difference between strength of response of the mode 

and strength of response of the remaining categories.  Its formula is 

 , 

where DM indicates deviation from the mode, J is the number of categories (five), nmode is the 

count of the number of responses at the modal response, and n is the total number of responses 

summed across the five categories.  This statistic can take on values from zero (minimal 

dispersion), where all responses were in the same category, and 1 (maximal dispersion), where 

each category received the same number of responses.  This statistic is computed for each of the 

sixty questions, and then averaged across questions in each category. 

The rows of Table 1 represent the question type: newspaper economics, newspaper health, 

television economics, and television health.  The top third of the table presents results from flat-

payment student sessions; the middle of the table from coordination game student sessions; the 

bottom third of the table from adult sessions, all of which involved coordination games.  The 

columns labeled “1-4” represent the experimental session, the column labeled “Total” is the 

mean of the four session columns.  For example, the mean deviation from the mode in Session 2 

of the fixed payment session for newspaper-health items was 0.52, and newspaper-health texts 

were read a total of 198 times by the subjects.   

Table 1 provides some initial support for Conjecture 1, which stated that the dispersion of 

responses would decrease with the matching incentive. This can be gleaned from the mean 

matching probabilities in the right-most column: for incentive vs. non-incentive, Newspaper and 

Economics: 0.56 vs. 0.59; for Newspaper and Health: 0.47 vs. 0.53; for TV and Economics: 0.46 

vs. 0.53; and for TV and Health: 0.43 vs. 0.51.  Individual cell deviation from the mode statistics, 

i.e., the deviation from the mode within sessions, illustrate that for cells except TV and 
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Economics in Session 1, the DM’s are higher in the coordination games than in the flat payment 

tasks. 

The table also provides some support for Conjecture 2, that the salience of the topic is 

picked up by our measure.  Within both treatments, incentivized and non-incentivized, the 

deviation from the mode is lower for health than it is for economics.  In the incentivized 

sessions: Newspaper Health vs. Newspaper Economics: 0.47 vs. 0.56; TV Health vs. TV 

Economics: 0.43 vs. 0.46.  In the non-incentivized sessions: Newspaper Health vs. Newspaper 

Economics: 0.53 vs. 0.59; TV Health vs. TV Economics: 0.51 vs. 0.53. 

Table 2 presents the mean probability that a response matched another response in the 

same session.  For each decision task, i.e., for each article and broadcast, we computed the 

probability with which each response matched another response in the session.  The idea is to 

compute the chances of a match when the subjects are randomly paired.  For example, if there 

were twenty subjects, ten of whom selected “negative” and ten of whom selected “neutral”, then 

the probability of a match for a subject who selected “negative” was 9/19, because nine of the 

other nineteen subjects also selected “negative”.  This statistic takes on the value of 1 whenever 

all subjects respond the same.  And it takes on a minimum value of (n/5-1)/n whenever the 

responses are distributed uniformly over all possible responses.  We averaged over all subjects, 

and then we averaged over the four types of questions: newspaper or television with economics 

or health.  

The table provides some broad non-statistical support for Conjecture 1, that incentivizing 

coordination facilitates it, where three out of four question types resulted in higher matching 

probabilities in the incentivized treatment.  This can be gleaned from the mean matching 

probabilities in the right-most column: for incentive vs. non-incentive, Newspaper and 

Economics: 0.37 vs. 0.35; for Newspaper and Health: 0.47 vs. 0.40; for TV and Economics: 0.47 

vs. 0.38; and for TV and Health: 0.48 vs. 0.42.  Individual cell matching probabilities, i.e., the 

probabilities of matching with sessions, illustrate that for cells except TV and Economics in 

Session 1, the matching probabilities are higher in the coordination games than in the flat 

payment tasks. 



 

 11

The table also provides some support for Conjecture 2, that the salience of the topic is 

picked up by our measure.  Within both treatments, incentivized and non-incentivized, the mean 

matching probability is higher for health than it is for economics.  In the incentivized sessions: 

Newspaper Health vs. Newspaper Economics: 0.47 vs. 0.37; TV Health vs. TV Economics: 0.48 

vs. 0.47.  In the non-incentivized sessions: Newspaper Health vs. Newspaper Economics: 0.39 

vs. 0.35; TV Health vs. TV Economics: 0.42 vs. 0.39. 

Public Subjects  

The bottom third of Tables 1 and 2 present the results from the “public” coordination 

sessions.  This part of the tables, along with the middle third representing incentivized students, 

provides support for Conjecture 3, that homogeneity improves coordination.  For all four 

question types, the deviation from the mode is higher in the public matching sessions in all four 

categories of questions (Table 1), and the mean matching rate is higher as well in all four 

categories (Table 2) in the student incentivized sessions than in the public sessions.   

These sessions are split with regard to Conjecture 2, saliency of the topic.  TV Health had a 

higher deviation from the mode (0.60 vs. 0.52) and a lower match rate (0.35 vs. 0.42) than TV 

Econ (0.35 vs. 0.42), but Newspaper Health had a lower deviation from the mode (0.55 vs. 0.64) 

higher match rate than Newspaper Economics (0.38 vs. 0.32).   

Statistical Results 

To add statistical support for Conjecture 1, we computed the mean DM and coordination 

probabilities for students in the flat fee and matching treatments.  For DM, the mean was 0.49 in 

the matching games and 0.54 in the flat fee sessions, with t-stat of 1.45 and a one-sided p-value 

of 0.075.  For coordination probability, the statistics are 0.44 vs. 0.39, with a t-stat of -1.43, and a 

p-value of 0.078 for a one-sided test. 

We conducted several tests to explore Conjecture 2.  First, we divided responses between 

economy and health in the student matching games.  For DM and matching probabilities, we 

computed averages for health vs. economics of 0.46 vs. 0.53, t-stat = 1.41, p-value = 0.08 and 

0.47 vs. 0.40, t-stat = -1.39, p-value = 0.085.  We repeated the same exercise with the public 
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cross section subject pool and obtained no statistical difference between responses on either scale 

between health and economy.   

We then subdivided these responses between newspaper and TV.  For the student matching 

sessions, when the articles were in newspapers, DM’s were lower for health than for economics, 

0.48 vs. 0.56, t-stat = 1.34, p-value = 0.09, and coordination probabilites were higher, 0.46 vs. 

0.37, t-stat = -1.37, p-value = 0.089.  There was no statistical difference when the news was 

viewed on the video broadcasts.  The same was true for the public sample.  Mean DM’s for 

health vs. economics in the newspaper texts were 0.55 vs. 0.64, t-stat = 1.76, p-value = 0.04.  

Mean coordination probabilities were 0.38 vs. 0.31, t-stat = -1.37, p-value = 0.089.  And no 

statistical difference with the videos. 

For Conjecture 3, mean DM’s for students vs. public are 0.49 vs. 0.58, with a t-stat of -

2.50, and a p-value of 0.007.  For coordination probability, the statistics are 0.44 vs. 0.36, t-stat – 

2.32, and p-value – 0.011. 

We thus found evidence for the effectiveness of the coordination incentive; for the salience 

of the topic, conditional on the type of media; and for the effect of heterongeneity on social 

agreement. 

Regression Analysis 

 We ran mixed-model linear probability regressions first on each of the subject pools 

separately, and then pooling the sessions, and present the results in Table 3.  These regressions 

take into account clustering by session and by individual question.   The regression models use 

individual subject-story responses as a separate case, thus are cases are not independent, but 

rather related both by subject and experimental session.  We thus estimate the model as a mixed 

multilevel model where the reported coefficients are estimated as fixed effects and the session 

and subject upper-level variables are fitted as random intercepts.  Results are not qualitatively 

different using OLS with standard errors adjusted by clustering.  
 

In the tables, the dependent variable is the probability of coordinating.  Each dependent 

variable is listed in the rows of the table: dummy variables for television and health stories, 
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length in seconds of the videos, length in words of the newspaper stories, a dummy variable for 

female, and age.  For the pooled model, the baseline treatment is fixed-fee student. 

 The first three columns of Table 3 report results on the split samples.  Across all three 

samples, TV videos result in better coordination than newspaper stories, health stories have 

higher degrees of coordination than economics stories, and the length of the videos is inversely 

correlated with coordinated responses.  Only in the public sample do longer newspaper texts not 

result in higher rates of coordination.  The female variable is significant only in the flat-fee 

sessions, and age does not enter significantly in any of the three specifications.  In unreported 

regressions we find no correlation between ability to coordinate and level of education. 

 The fourth column of Table 3 pools all three subject pools, taking the flat-fee sessions as 

the baseline.  The bottom two variables in the table reveal that the student coordination sessions 

resulted in a higher degree of coordination than the flat-fee sessions, and the public population 

coordinated at a lower rate than the flat-fee student sessions.  

Thus the regression results confirm what appeared to the eye in the aggregate results 

presented in Tables 1 and 2.  The coordination incentive resulted in higher rates of coordination 

(Conjecture 1).  Coordination rates are better for health than for economics (Conjecture 2).  And 

the public population, with greater degrees of heterogeneity, coordinated at a lower rate than the 

two student populations (Conjecture 3). 

Conclusions 

 We have presented a coordination game with labels as a measure of the socially agreed-

upon tone of media content.  The idea is demonstrate the ability to exploit labels in coordination 

games as measures of social norms, while at the same time extending our knowledge about a 

tool, content analysis, that is used widely throughout nearly every discipline of the social 

sciences.  

In our experiments, we provided an explicit incentive to coordinate on the tone of 

newspaper articles and television broadcast videos.  We mimicked the standard method of 

content analysis, in which expert coders are trained for inter-coder reliability, which to us means 

coordination.   We found that the coordination incentive mattered, that, conditional on the media 
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type, the more salient subject resulted in higher measure of coordination.  This saliency result 

held true for newspapers but not for broadcast video.  To our knowledge, this is a new result, 

which we further explored by testing the effect of the length of the communication on 

coordination, where we found that length assists with coordination in newspapers but makes 

coordination more difficult with television.  We found that group heterogeneity was correlated 

negatively with the degree of coordination.   These latter facts have implications for our 

understanding of coordination, as well as for the conduct of content analysis.  That is, where 

content analysis is concerned, our results have both substantive and methodological implications. 

Our experiment demonstrates the ability to measure the tone of media content — or, 

more broadly, a social norm  — with a targeted population of subjects.  This experimental 

method is relatively easy to apply, and the measure it produces is simple to compute.  It could be 

applied to a host of social or group issues for the purpose of eliciting shared values or practices 

(Camerer (2002)).  For example, a group of respondents could be shown texts or visuals and 

asked about perceived discrimination; employees at a company could be questioned about where 

they go internally for training or help on the job; consumers could respond as to the values 

invoked by advertising.  In developing countries, respondents could be questioned to determine 

how they coordinate on technology choice. 
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Table 1: Mean Dispersion of Responses 
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Table 2: Mean Probabilities of Coordinating 
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Table 3: Predictors of Mean Probabilities of Coordinating 
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Figure 1: Newspaper Text Example 

 

INCREASED PREMATURE BIRTHS ADD COSTS TO HEALTH SYSTEM 

 

Premature births in Canada have risen by 9 per cent since the early 1980s, adding costs to the 

health-care system as it saves babies at earlier stages of gestation, a study has found. 

''As medical care gets better, there are fewer stillbirths,'' said Dr. Alexander Allen, professor of 

pediatrics at Dalhousie University, and an author of the study. Fewer stillbirths means more 

infants are entering health statistics as premature deliveries instead of miscarriages. 

''These babies require more care (than full-term infants), but we're losing fewer babies. So that 

has good implications,'' Allen said. 

The findings are part of a Canadian study published in The New England Journal of Medicine 

today. 

There are several factors behind the increased rate of premature deliveries, including an increase 

in births of twins and triplets and an increased use of caesarean sections. 

-Leslie Papp 
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Figure 2: Video Clip Example 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Coordination Game with Strategy Labels as Focal Points 

  Negative Somewhat 
Negative 

Neutral Somewhat 
Positive 

Positive 

Negative  10,10 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 
Somewhat 
Negative 

0,0 10,10 0,0 0,0 0,0 

Neutral 0,0 0,0 10,10 0,0 0,0 
Somewhat 

Positive 
0,0 0,0 0,0 10,10 0,0 

Positive 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 10,10 
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Figure 4: Distributions of Responses 

Students Flat Fee 

 

Students Coordination 

 

Adult Cross Section 
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Appendix A:  Characteristics of Adult Cross Section Participants 
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Appendix B:  Experimental Instructions 
 

Welcome 

Thank you for participating in this decision making experiment.  In a moment we will read the 

instructions together.  Please make sure your mobile phones are turned off.  Please pay attention, 

to your own work, and concentrate on what you have to do.   

Please raise your hand if you have any questions. 

What you will be doing 

You will watch or read news stories from newspapers and network television broadcasts.  These 

stories have been selected from a large sample of news stories about either health or the 

economy, and are intended to be representative of that sample.  After watching or reading each 

story, you will indicate whether you feel the content of the story is positive, somewhat positive, 

neutral, somewhat negative, or negative. 

In this experiment, the word “content,” means everything in the story - the events or issues being 

reported, as well as the discussion of those events or issues by interviewees and journalists. 

A positive story is, simply, one which suggests that things are going well.  A negative story is 

one which suggests that things are going poorly.  In a completely neutral story, there is either no 

tone whatsoever, or there is a perfect balance of positive and negative content. 

How you make your decisions 

The computer will present the stories on your screen.  After reading or watching each story you 

will select your decision regarding its tone from a drop-down menu. 
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By clicking on “My Progress”, you can go back and read and view a story you have already read 

or viewed.  You can also change your response to a previous story. 

You can manipulate the volume using the volume control box which is open on your computer. 

How you will be paid 

The computer will randomly choose five of your responses.  For each response that matches 

exactly the response of another randomly-selected participant you will earn $10.  For each 

response that does not match exactly the response of another randomly-selected participant, you 

will earn $0. 

At the end of the session, the computer will determine your pay, show you the results, and you 

will be paid your earnings in cash. 

 


