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This research focuses on how Hollywood portrayal of David Frost’s 1977 
interview with Richard Nixon in the 2008 film Frost/Nixon impacts 
public perception of the event and of journalists. Through the 
application of Gerbner’s Cultivation Theory, this research includes an 
analysis of the journalistic principles monitoring power, truth and 
accuracy, and the public’s right to information. Effects on the public 
were measured by exploring recurrent, inaccurate images of the film 
and examining pre-existing attitude polls about the press. While the 
findings are correlational, the improvement in how the public views 
journalists and Nixon illustrates film can perhaps impact public 
perception.

ABSTRACT

One’s perception is shaped by the world in which he or she lives. The 

distortion of historical events in film can often manipulate public 

perception. The film Frost/Nixon is no different, as it details the true 

story of journalist David Frost’s interviews with President Richard 

Nixon three years after the Watergate Scandal. This research explores 

the inaccuracies between the historic interviews and their portrayal in 

film while also considering the impact these inaccuracies have on 

public perception of the event and journalists in relation to the 

journalistic principles monitoring power, truth and accuracy, and the 

public’s right to know.

Still image captured from the movie “Frost/Nixon” (2008)

INTRODUCTION

METHODS

• The researchers applied “message-system analysis” to track the 

recurrent, inaccurate images of the film. After this, the researchers 

examined the rhetorical messages related to the principles of 

monitoring power, truth and accuracy, and the public’s right to know. 

• Next, the researchers explored if the journalists of the film upheld 

these principles successfully by applying Kovach and Rosenstiel ‘s 

(2015) standards, determining if these portrayals of journalists were 

skewed as positive or negative. 

• Finally, public opinion surveys from before and after the film’s release 

conducted by The Roper Center, Pew Research Center, and Gallup were 

analyzed  to determine the possible impacts on public opinion. These 

surveys were then compared to film reviews. 

FINDINGS

RECURRENT IMAGES AND RHETORICAL MESSAGES OF FROST/NIXON’S INACCURACIES

FILM INACCURACIES

Recurrent Images 

based on Message-

System Analysis

Inaccuracies in the 

Film

What Actually 

Happened

Rhetorical Message Journalistic Principle 

Impacted

Duel Metaphor “No holds bar” 

“Gloves off”

“We are going to 

make them choke on 

our continued 

success”

Interview was not 

seen as a “battle” 

Both men 

benefited 

(Sheppard, 2009) 

Journalist as 

aggressive fighter 

Winner and Loser in 

Journalism 

Monitoring Power 

Unequal Power 

Dynamic 

Nixon’s aide calls 

break for him due to 

his being 

uncomfortable  

Nixon taller than Frost 

Frost called break;

he misread a cue 

card

(Drew, 2009)

Frost taller than 

Nixon 

(Doherty, 2007) 

Journalist as an 

underdog 

Monitoring Power

Importance of 

Interviews & 

Findings 

Overplays the 

significance of the 

taped conversation 

between Nixon and 

Colson found by James 

Reston 

The impact of the 

interviews 

Prosecutors didn’t 

use the tape 

because they found 

more 

“incriminating 

evidence” 

(Drew, 2009)

“Nixon revealed 

very little”

(Denham, 2010)

The importance of 

the journalistic 

discovery 

The value of the role 

the journalist plays 

in society 

Monitoring Power 

Truth and Accuracy 

Nixon Confessing Nixon’s admittance of 

his involvement in a 

“cover-up” 

“When the President 

does it, it’s not illegal” 

Nixon said, “You’re 

wanting me to say 

that I participated 

in an illegal cover-

up. No!”

Nixon said this in 

response to a 

question about 

why members of 

government 

shouldn’t have to 

worry about being 

indicted.

The contribution of 

television journalists 

Monitoring Power 

Public’s Right to 

Know 

• The film contrasted reality by portraying journalists as more 

successfully upholding the principles of monitoring power, truth and 

accuracy, and the public’s right to know.

• These portrayals skew journalists in a positive light. 

IMPACT ON PUBLIC PERCEPTION
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American Perception of the Press

Americans who believe press should "keep leaders from doing things that shouldn't be done"

Americans who believe press "get facts straight"

• There were short-term impacts on perception observed one year 

after the film’s release for monitoring power, truth and accuracy, and 

the public’s right to know, as well as potential long-term impacts 

identified four years after the film’s release for monitoring power 

and public’s right to know.

• This indicates that Gerbner’s Cultivation Theory likely holds true for 

two out of the three principles studied. 

• The research question cannot be definitely answered at this point. 

Data is from Pew Research Center (2013)

MOVING FORWARD
• The limitations of this study were that the researchers relied on 

correlational data, additional variables may have impacted the data, 

and Gerbner’s theory is difficult to apply over time.

• In the future, the researchers suggest using a t-test to assess 

whether two survey groups differ from each other in regards to 

perception of journalists.
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• Public perception is defined as the nation’s viewpoints on the 

given topics.

• Monitoring power is characterized as holding persons of power 

accountable for their actions and giving citizens access to accurate 

information about their leaders’ use of power.

• Truth and accuracy is considered the objective and verifiable 

events of the actual interviews, as reported by historical sources

• The publics right to know is the idea that the United States citizens 

require access to accurate information in order to “self-govern” 

(Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2015).  

VARIABLES DEFINED

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

• What are the differences between “The Nixon Interviews” and the 

fictional portrayal?

• How does the film’s portrayal of the real event impact the public’s 

perception of both the journalists and the event?


