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Introduction 
This study aims to bridge and expand two influential communication theories – 
agenda-setting and emotional framing – within the contemporary social media 
context of Taiwan’s cross-strait politics. The theoretical objective is to extend classic 
agenda-setting theory (McCombs and Shaw 1972) by incorporating affective 
agenda-setting: examining how emotional framing in algorithm-driven video 
content influences not only what issues people think about, but also how they feel 
about those issues. Traditional agenda-setting posits that media shape the salience 
of issues on the public agenda. While this study treats emotional framing as part of 
an expanded agenda-setting process, it is important to note that emotions are not 
merely attributes of issues but operate as parallel organising forces in public 
cognition. In this sense, the study explores whether media can set the public’s 
emotional priorities in a way that is analytically distinct from, yet interwoven with, 
issue salience. Clarifying this distinction allows us to frame emotions not simply as 
consequences of exposure but as structured components of the mediated agenda 
itself.  We build on this by asking whether viral political videos also shape the 
salience of specific emotions attached to cross-strait issues – effectively, whether 
media can set the public’s emotional agenda (Coleman and Wu 2010). This requires 
integrating affective dimensions into agenda-setting theory, drawing from 
emotional framing research that shows media frames can evoke discrete emotional 
responses with political consequences (Kepplinger, Geiß and Siebert 2012). 
 
Methods 
This study employed a mixed-method approach to examine affective agenda-
setting in Taiwan’s cross-Strait communication environment. Building on second-
level agenda-setting theory and emotional framing research, the study combined 
computational analysis of online discourse, systematic content analysis of 202 high-
engagement short-form videos (e.g., TikTok, YouTube, Facebook), and a nationwide 
survey. The content analysis focused on issue categories and emotional framing 
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strategies, including anger, fear, humour, and hope, while ensuring high intercoder 
reliability. 
To assess media effects, a national survey of 316 respondents was conducted in 
June 2025, measuring exposure to cross-Strait video content, emotional reactions, 
issue salience, and political participation. Survey results were analysed to test the 
relationships among emotional exposure, attitudinal orientation (e.g. support for 
independence), and behavioural outcomes (online/offline engagement), with 
political efficacy modelled as a key moderating variable. To ensure interpretive 
coherence between content exposure and survey responses, the study assumes 
that the emotional distributions observed in high-engagement videos broadly 
reflect the emotional palette encountered by survey participants in their daily 
media consumption. Although individual exposure patterns inevitably vary, the 
aggregated emotional framing patterns in the dataset provide a plausible 
approximation of the media environment shaping public attitudes. 
 
Discussion 
Segmented Agenda Correspondence: Audience–Source Couplings in a 
Networked Environment 
This study reveals that agenda-setting in Taiwan’s social media sphere operates 
through segmented audience–source couplings rather than mass-level uniformity. 
Different communicators construct distinct issue hierarchies, and these resonate 
unevenly across demographic subgroups. The alignment between media and 
public agendas emerges only within specific age–source pairings, suggesting that 
agenda salience is relationally produced. This finding extends second-level agenda-
setting theory (Guo & McCombs 2015) by incorporating demographic 
segmentation as a mediating condition for salience transfer. It also supports the 
agenda melding hypothesis (Shaw et al. 1999), wherein individuals selectively 
internalize issues that align with their identity and media affinities. In a high-choice 
digital ecosystem, political influence increasingly hinges on source-affiliated 
publics, underscoring a shift from unidirectional agenda transmission to 
decentralized, affinity-based agenda convergence. This segmentation also 
structures the emotional agenda: different demographic clusters are not only 
exposed to distinct issues but also to distinct emotional cues, suggesting that 
affective agenda-setting is stratified by audience identity rather than uniformly 
distributed across the public sphere. 
 
Issue-Specific Exposure Effects: Sovereignty, Military Threat, and Diplomacy 
Preliminary results indicate that agenda-setting effects in cross-Strait video content 
are issue-contingent. Exposure to sovereignty-themed videos—often invoking 
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pride or collective identity—predicts heightened online participation, consistent 
with research on value-laden issue priming (Scheufele & Tewksbury 2007). In 
contrast, repeated exposure to military threat content correlates with decreased 
support for independence, suggesting fear-based messaging suppresses assertive 
attitudes when efficacy cues are absent (Marcus et al. 2000). Diplomatic content, 
perceived as elite-driven or remote, is associated with lower engagement overall. 
These findings affirm that the political consequences of agenda-setting hinge not 
only on issue salience, but on how different issue domains activate or suppress 
emotional and participatory responses in a contested geopolitical setting. These 
issue-specific effects illustrate that agenda-setting is inseparable from emotional 
design: sovereignty videos achieve traction partly because pride- and anger-related 
cues mobilise agency, whereas military-threat content may evoke fear without 
corresponding efficacy, thereby dampening assertive political positions. Thus, the 
emotional architecture of an issue becomes integral to its agenda-setting power. 
 
Discrete Emotions as Differentiated Engines of Participation and Attitude 
Change 
Regression results demonstrate that discrete emotions shape cross-Strait political 
behaviour in divergent ways. Anger significantly predicts pro-independence 

Fig. 10: Hierarchical Regression Predicting Independence Support and Political Participation 
(N = 316); table created by the author. 
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attitudes (β = .237, p < .001) and offline participation (β = .120, p < .05), confirming 
cognitive appraisal models that position anger as a mobilizing force (Valentino et 
al. 2011). In contrast, fear reduces support for independence (β = –.154, p < .05) 
but is positively associated with both online (β = .192, p < .001) and offline 
participation (β = .295, p < .001), aligning with affective intelligence theory’s 
emphasis on fear-triggered surveillance and re-engagement (Marcus et al. 2000). 
Humour also predicts increased participation—particularly online (β = .146, p < .01) 
and offline (β = .207, p < .001)—suggesting that low-threat, high-valence emotions 
may facilitate civic expression by enhancing message receptivity. These findings 
support the premise of affective agenda-setting: that emotions do not merely 
colour interpretations but function as differentiated psychological pathways that 
shape whether, and how, citizens engage with contentious geopolitical issues. 

Affective Agenda-Setting and the Future of Cross-Strait Communication 
In Taiwan’s cross-Strait media environment—where geopolitical tension, digital 
propaganda, and identity politics converge—short-form videos have emerged as a 
critical arena in which emotions shape political cognition and cross-Strait 
perception. This study demonstrates that emotional framing within these videos 
not only determines which cross-Strait issues gain salience but also guides how 
citizens emotionally interpret and behaviourally respond to them. Social media 
platforms thus function as affective infrastructures that amplify certain emotional 
tones, reinforcing audience segmentation and reshaping the psychological 
distance between Taiwan and China. In this environment, the competition for 
influence is increasingly defined by emotional resonance rather than information 
volume. 
Empirically, the findings reveal that anger is the only emotion that significantly 
predicts pro-independence attitudes, underscoring its mobilizing power in 
contentious geopolitical contexts. Fear, although reducing independence support, 
stimulates both online and offline participation by triggering vigilance and re-
engagement. Humour facilitates expression and civic discussion by lowering 
affective barriers, while hope and anxiety interact to sustain public attention and 
shape perceptions of collective efficacy. These results confirm that emotional cues 
in cross-Strait political videos serve as differentiated engines of engagement—each 
emotion channelling public energy in distinct, sometimes contradictory, directions. 
This apparent contradiction reflects established affective intelligence theory: fear 
heightens surveillance and attentiveness, prompting engagement even when it 
tempers assertive positions. Thus, emotional pathways should not be read as linear 
predictors of political orientation but as multidimensional cues shaping how 
citizens navigate complex threat environments. In this way, emotions function as 
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the operative levers within the agenda-setting process, translating mediated 
attention into differentiated psychological pathways. Rather than treating affect as 
an epiphenomenon of issue exposure, these results position emotion as the 
mechanism through which agenda salience acquires behavioural force. 
Theoretically, this study advances the agenda-setting paradigm by demonstrating 
that emotional framing operates as a behavioural mechanism linking issue salience 
to political action. The sequencing of emotions—such as anger followed by hope—
illustrates a strategic affective design that can mobilize participation while 
maintaining psychological endurance. In Taiwan’s adversarial information 
environment, emotional framing has become a decisive factor in how publics 
interpret sovereignty, threat, and diplomacy. Rather than merely reflecting public 
sentiment, these short-form videos actively construct the emotional architecture 
through which cross-Strait relations are imagined and contested. 
Practically, the findings underscore the urgency for Taiwan to strengthen emotional 
literacy and algorithmic transparency as part of its democratic resilience. Managing 
viral emotions is essential for mitigating affective polarization, countering 
disinformation, and sustaining a rational yet empathetic discourse on cross-Strait 
coexistence. Ultimately, the evolution of cross-Strait relations will depend not only 
on policy or diplomacy but on how both societies navigate the emotional flows 
circulating through their shared digital sphere. Given the PRC’s evolving influence 
strategies and the growing sophistication of Taiwan’s civic digital sphere, emotional 
agenda-setting will likely intensify as a site of contestation in future electoral cycles. 
Short videos, as affective carriers of national imagination, now stand at the frontline 
of shaping whether future cross-Strait engagement leans toward confrontation or 
constructive empathy. 
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