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ABSTRACT

SELECTIVE EXPOSURE TO PARTISAN INFORMATION
Natalie (Talia) Jomini Stroud
Vincent Price, Supervisor

In contrast to early studies of voting behavior, where selective exposure was
proposed as an explanation for limited media effects, this dissertation contends that
selective exposure is a cause of potentially significant media effects. This study
documents the extent of exposure to politically congenial outlets and identifies some of
its key causes and consequences. Data from the 2004 National Annenberg Election
Survey are used to examine the contours of partisan media use, supplemented by an
experiment investigating whether the media environment’s structure influences partisan
selective exposure. The results offer strong evidence that people choose political media
in accordance with their political predispositions, and that political interest and
knowledge are prerequisites for selective exposure. Media offerings appear to matter:
findings suggest that when people have more media options from which to choose, their
long-term exposure decisions are more apt to be biased toward congenial media. Over-
time survey analyses suggest that salient political media events may encourage selective
exposure. Turning to the consequences, analyses provide support for the view that
partisan selective exposure contributes to political participation, limited evidence that it

leads people to settle on their vote choice earlier in the campaign, and strong evidence
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that it leads to higher levels of political polarization. Partisan media use also appears to
contribute to differentiated patterns of agenda setting, such that audience members adopt
different issue priorities depending on their news exposure. Limited evidence supports
the idea that partisan media use primes the use of different issues in judging the
president’s performance. Results are discussed in light of two contrasting views of
partisan media use in writings on communication and democracy. On one hand, partisan
selective exposure inspires citizen participation and facilitates a partisan schema for
making sense of the political world. On the other hand, it polarizes opinions and
fragments the public. This dissertation proposes that, to the extent that the partisan media
use is counterbalanced by forces that unite people into a public, it can serve a
democratically beneficial role. The explosion of partisan outlets today and the decline of

news outlets garnering diverse national audiences, however, warrant critical attention.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION: SEEKING POLITICAL INFORMATION

In our democratic system, the media are charged with an important role: the role
of providing the public with the tools to be good citizens. Through protections of the
press’s freedom, the Bill of Rights endows the United States’ media with the ability to act
as a check on the government by informing the public about the performance of their
elected officials. While the media can provide tools for good citizenship, it cannot
compel people to consume media in a manner consistent with good citizenship. Faced
with a choice between reality television and the presidential debates, democracy accords
people the freedom to choose the former. Although democracy may depend critically on
the media, the commercial media system answers to market demands in determining its
programming. If the national news does not attract an audience, it can be cancelled.

People not only have the ability to choose whether or not to consume political
news, they also can choose what type of political news to consume. In particular, people
can select media supportive of their political beliefs. Dubbed partisan selective exposure,
people are free to select media that comport with their partisan and ideological political
beliefs. Conservative Republicans can depend on Rush Limbaugh for news and liberal
Democrats can depend on Al Franken.

The study of political exposure patterns is particularly important today because of
transformations occurring in the media environment. Much has changed since the surge

of selective exposure research in the 1950s and 60s. Characterizing this media
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environment, McGuire (1968) noted that it was “often difficult to get information even on
one’s own side and it [was] almost inevitably more demanding to find information on the
opposite side should one ever be motivated to look for it” (p. 799). The contemporary
media environment, however, invites additional opportunities for selective exposure
because of the availability of information sources. With more media options, people can
more easily select outlets that match their -beliefs and predispositions. With respect to
political information seeking, some may avoid politics altogether (Atre & Katz, 2005;
Baum & Kernell, 1999; Prior, 2002, 2005), while others may seek out information on
particular issues (Galston, 2003; Sunstein, 2001). Individuals also may be more likely to
expose themselves to information with a congenial political perspective; Mutz and Martin
(2001) caution that “As the number of potential news sources multiplies, consumers must
choose among them, and that exercise of choice may lead to less diversity of political
exposure” (p. 111). Partisan selective exposure, therefore, may be occurring more
frequently as people have more opportunities to find media outlets articulating their
preferred political perspective.

Should we worry about increasing partisan selective exposure? Isn’t it worth
promoting exposure to political content no matter where people get it? Normative
assessments of partisan selective exposure generally take two different stances: those
that celebrate the contribution of partisan selective exposure to democracy and those that
condemn partisan selective exposure as failing to advance democratically desirable goals.

Proponents of partisan media credit partisan selective exposure with promoting

citizen political engagement and helping citizens to make sense of complex political
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stimuli. First, partisan selective exposure may motivate people to participate in politics.
Schudson (1995), for example, documents that political participation in the United States
flourished during the era of the partisan press. By providing partisans with information
about participating in politics and energizing them to participate, partisan media use may
promote a politically active citizenry.

In addition, partisan media use may help people to make sense of a complex
political environment. Though the organization of political views into partisan categories
is not always intuitive, parties help people to organize political information. Schudson
(1995) notes, “To be sensible, political debate cannot be a set of simultaneous equations
that only a computer could handle. It has to be a small set of identifiable branching
alternatives that can be examined reasonably enough one at a time. The political party
helped make that possible” (p. 200). In conveying information about political parties —
instead of a journalistic practice of avoiding coverage of political parties (Schudson,
1995) — partisan media help people to examine political information with partisanship as
an organizational scheme.

While some promote partisan media as playing a valuable role in a democratic
system, others argue that partisan selective exposure fails to contribute to a properly
functioning democracy. First, partisan media use may exacerbate existing divides in the
public in terms of political participation and political attitudes. Though partisan media
use may contribute to higher levels of participation, a diverse media structure may not
promote equitable participation. Specifically, discrepancies in participation may result

between those engaging in partisan selective exposure and those avoiding political
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content altogether. If some participate while others do not, the interests of those not
participating may not be adequately represented.

Further, those engaging in partisan selective exposure may develop more
polarized attitudes and more fragmented political views. Philosopher John Dewey
(1916/1985) argued that democracy functions best when citizens have common goals and
interests. The onslaught of diverse media outlets may undercut the development of
common goals by leading to higher levels of polarization in the public. Polarized views
may contribute to biased information processing (Meffert, Chung, Joiner, Waks, & Garst,
2006) and to less tolerance of alternative viewpoints (Mutz, 2002b). In addition, people’s
impressions of important issues may further diverge. Without a shared issue agenda,
allocation of limited resources, such as time and funding, becomes more difficult.
Partisan selective exposure, therefore, may stunt the ability of government officials to
create policies that are responsive to the public’s needs. Further, it may lead people to
question the political legitimacy of public figures not sharing their political perspective.

Second, partisan selective exposure may not produce informed citizens. Good
citizens should gather relevant information and critically evaluate options before reaching
political decisions. When informed, the public is able to act as a check on government,
safeguarding its own interests and helping to ensure that the government is acting in the
public good. Empirically, political knowledge is related to many indicators of good
citizenship; those with higher levels of political knowledge are “more likely to participate
in politics, more likely to have meaningful, stable attitudes on issues, better able to link

their interests with their attitudes, [and] more likely to choose candidates who are
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consistent with their own attitudes” (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996, p. 272).
Unfortunately, the American public falls short of this normative prescription of informed
citizenship on at least two accounts. First, it has been widely documented that the public
is largely ignorant about basic political facts, such as the names of their senators or the
vice president (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). Without adequate political knowledge,
individuals may make decisions that do not coincide with their interests (Bartels, 1996;
Lau & Redlawsk, 1997). Second, partisan selective exposure acts as a potential threat to
the ideal of an informed public. Normatively, it would be desirable to have people make
decisions on the basis of unbiased information searches; Lane and Sears (1964) proposed
that “to be rational a man must expose himself to congenial and uncongenial matters
alike; he must be able to look at both and perceive them as they are; not merely as what
he would like them to be, and he must be able to retain this information in an undistorted
form” (p. 73). When citizens view information that supports only their preferred
perspective, their ability to make reasoned judgments is called into question because they
may not have an adequate understanding of both sides of an issue. Exposure to congenial
media outlets, therefore, may lead people to sub-optimal political decisions; “An
information search that is clearly biased in favor of a preferred alternative leads to the
preservation of the information seeker’s position, although this position may not be
justified on the basis of all available information” (Jonas, Schulz-Hardt, & Frey, 2005, p.
978). As this discussion suggests, normative evaluations provide contrasting views of the

contribution of partisan selective exposure to a democratic system.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Page 6

Importantly, all of the normative implications of partisan selective exposure
reviewed above contain implicit assumptions about the causal direction of the effects. In
each instance, partisan selective exposure is expected to produce political effects. It is
interesting, however, that in the communication discipline, selective exposure made its
debut as an explanation for why researchers were finding that the media had limited
effects. The logic was that if people were not exposed to information that conflicted with
their beliefs, then they would have no impetus to change their beliefs; Klapper (1960)
noted, “Selective exposure, selective perception, and selective retention have been
shown...to be typically the protectors of predispositions and the handmaidens of
reinforcement” (p. 64).

Far from the preamble of a limited-effects perspective, selective exposure now
serves as an important predictor of media effects. Oliver (2002) wrote that selective
exposure research “appears to support a limited-effects perspective,” and that while
“individual differences may well play a role in reinforcement in some circumstances,”
individual differences also “can serve to allow for or can intensify media influences” (p.
517). Today, exposure to views paralleling one’s own has been theoretically and
empirically connected with important political variables such as political participation,
interest, one’s time of voting decision, deliberative opinion, polarization, and
ambivalence (Huckfeldt, Mendez, & Osborn, 2004; Mutz, 2002a, 2002b; Price, Cappella,
& Nir, 2002). This dissertation first aims to extend prior findings about the relationship
between homogeneous interpersonal networks and political attitudes and engagement by

evaluating the relationship between homogeneous media consumption and political
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attitudes and engagement. Second, this dissertation takes findings about partisan
selective exposure out of the context of the laboratory to evaluate the relationships
employing survey methods. Third, this dissertation explores questions of causal direction
by investigating antecedents and consequences of partisan selective exposure.

Overview of the Dissertation

This dissertation investigates a number of consequences and antecedents of
partisan selective exposure. In doing so, it endeavors to shed light on some of the causal
puzzles that plague our understanding of people’s exposure to partisan political
information.

In Chapter 2, the research evidence and available theoretical rationales for
selective exposure are presented. Though the research evidence for selective exposure in
general is rather inconclusive, there is evidence indicating that partisan selective exposure
occurs. After reviewing the partisan selective exposure research, gaps in our
understanding of partisan selective exposure will be detailed and a series Aof formal
hypotheses will be developed. In particular, this dissertation will pose questions about
several antecedents and consequences of partisan selective exposure.

To test the hypotheses, this dissertation relies primarily upon data from the 2004
National Annenberg Election Survey. This survey, conducted throughout the 2004
election, includes both cross sectional and panel components that are used in assessing
the relationship between several political variables and partisan selective exposure. The
design and structure of this survey are explained in Chapter 3, which also details the

measures employed throughout this dissertation. Information about the
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operationalization of partisan selective exposure and evidence about the validity of this
conception are provided.

Chapters 4 and 5 both look at variables predicted to precede partisan selective
exposure. Chapter 4 investigates the relationship between partisan selective exposure,
political knowledge, and political interest. It is argued — and the data bear out the
proposition — that people with high political knowledge and high political interest are
more likely to engage in partisan selective exposure. These individuals have the
motivation and ability to recognize and use cues about the political leanings of various
media outlets.

Chapter 5 evaluates the relationship between partisan selective exposure and the
media in two ways. First, it presents the results of an experiment designed to evaluate
whether the structure of the media has any influence on partisan selective exposure. The
experiment tests whether people are more likely to engage in partisan selective exposure
as the number of choices increase and as the diversity of media content increases.
Second, the chapter evaluates whether exposure to mediated political events (e.g. party
conventions and political debates) motivates partisan selective exposure.

Chapter 6 examines the relationship between partisan selective exposure and
several proposed consequences of this behavior including political participation,
commitment to vote for a certain candidate, and political polarization. Specifically, those
engaging in partisan selective exposure are expected to develop more polarized attitudes,
participate in politics more, and have more crystallized attitudes about their vote choice

earlier in the presidential campaign season.
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Chapter 7 discusses the relationship between patterns of partisan selective
exposure and people’s perceptions of the most important issue facing the country.
Research suggests that the media play an important role in conveying the importance of
various issues to the public. Partisan selective exposure, however, may lead citizens to
different conclusions about the most important issues facing the country. With different
impressions of the important issues, citizens may employ different criteria in judging the
performance of political officials. Chapter 7 tests and finds some support for these ideas.

The final chapter, Chapter 8, reviews the major conclusions emerging from this
dissertation. Limitations of the analyses and areas for future research are discussed. This
concluding chapter also returns to questions about the implications of partisan selective
exposure, both for the conduct of media research and, more broadly, for the progress of

democracy.
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CHAPTER 2. SELECTIVE EXPOSURE AND POLITICAL INFORMATION

The concept of selective exposure is admittedly controversial. Early researchers
were divided in their impressions of the evidence (Donohew & Palmgreen, 1971). For
example, while Klapper (1960) noted that “The tendency of people to expose themselves
to mass communications in accord with their existing opinions and interests and to avoid
unsympathetic material, has been widely demonstrated” (p. 19-20), McGuire (1968)
charged that “The survival of the human race for a period that even the most conservative
estimates place at a minimum of 6000 years suggests that people seek information on
some basis less primitive than seeking support of what they already know and avoiding
any surprises” (p. 800). Contemporary researchers seem no less divided regarding
whether they should embrace or dismiss selective exposure. Kinder (2003) argues,
“Despite all of the early confidence, the evidence for selective exposure turns out to be
thin. We now know that people do not, for the most part, seek out mass communications
that reinforce their political predispositions” (p. 369). Jonas, Schulz-Hardt, and Frey
(2005), however, claim that “When searching for new information, people are often
biased in favor of previously held beliefs, expectations, or desired conclusions” (p. 978).
Given these divided impressions of the research evidence, a review of the major research
findings is in order. After this review, the theoretical models proposed to account for
selective exposure are discussed before turning to the research looking specifically at

partisan selective exposure.
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Selective Exposure Research

In early research on selective exposure, two basic strategies were employed.
First, studies investigated exposure in the real world through the use of survey
instruments. Second, research evaluated exposure patterns where information was
experimentally provided to subjects. Both are discussed below.

Selective exposure in real-world settings has been investigated by looking at the
viewpoint advanced in a media outlet (e.g. an advertisement, a newspaper article, a film,
etc.) and evaluating whether the audience consisted mainly of individuals sharing the
view. Several investigations offered some support for this correlation (McGinnies &
Rosenbaum, 1965; Schramm & Carter, 1959; Stempel III, 1961). For example, one
frequently cited study evaluated exposure to automobile advertisements after purchasing
anew car. The study, conducted by Ehrlich, Guttman, Schonbach, and Mills (1957),
demonstrated that new car owners recognized and read advertisements about their own
car more than advertisements about other cars that they considered when making their
purchase decision. This type of research generally has provided evidence that audiences
tend to share the beliefs found in the media to which they were exposed.

A second commonly employed method to measure selective exposure is to
provide respondents with a set of statements or brochures that are congenial, uncongenial,
or neutral and then to observe what information is chosen by respondents. Since the
availability of information is controlled, these studies come closer to documenting a
motivated, as opposed to circumstantial, selection of materials that agree with one’s

predispositions. These types of studies have provided mixed support for selective
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exposure. After making a choice, some research has shown that individuals are more
likely to choose positive information about their own decision compared to positive
information about the opposite decision (Mills, 1965a; Mills, Aronson, & Robinson,
1959; Rosen, 1961). For example, Adams (1961) conducted an experiment where
mothers were randomly assigned to hear either a talk that comported with their beliefs or
a talk that contradicted their beliefs about child development. Given the opportunity to
obtain additional information afterward, the mothers preferred congenial information.

Not all early findings consistently supported the notion of selective exposure,
however. Some studies provide mixed evidence. Mills, Aronson, and Robinson (1959)
and Rosen (1959) found evidence that people preferred positive congenial information to
positive uncongenial information. When evaluating negative information about their
choice and negative information about an alternative, however, subjects preferred these
types of information equally or expressed a preference for negative information about
their choice. Other studies did not find evidence of selective exposure. In Freedman’s
(1965b) study of exposure to information, subjects nearly universally preferred
information that contradicted their choice. Further, Feather (1962) found evidence that
smokers were more interested than nonsmokers in an article about the connection
between smoking and lung cancer. As these examples show, early experimental
investigations of selective exposure produced rather inconsistent findings.

Based in part on this mixed track record, Freedman and Sears (1965; Sears &
Freedman, 1967) wrote an influential critique of selective exposure research. They

conducted a narrative review of laboratory studies and concluded that “a considerable
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amount of experimental research has uncovered no general psychological preference for
supportive information” (p. 90). Further, Freedman and Sears argued that real-world
studies only showed evidence of de facto selective exposure. As opposed to selective
exposure, which involves the motivated selection of information, de facto selectivity
means that the observed match between people’s beliefs and the viewpoint of the
information to which they are exposed has nothing to do with individual motivation.
Instead, other factors, such as the availability of information, are responsible for the
correspondence. Under de facto selectivity, for example, people living in a Republican-
leaning city are exposed to more Republican material simply because it is more widely
available, not because they are motivated to seek out Republican material and avoid
Democratic material. Freedman and Sears (1965) concluded:

There seems to be ample evidence, both systematic and anecdotal, for the
existence of de facto selectivity. Most audiences for mass communications
apparently tend to overrepresent persons already sympathetic to the views being
propounded, and most persons seem to be exposed disproportionately to
communications which support their opinions. On the other hand, a considerable
amount of experimental research has uncovered no general psychological
preference for supportive information (p. §3-90).
Following this early review of the literature, research on selective exposure declined
precipitously.
More recent reviews, however, have reached more supportive conclusions toward

the concept of selective exposure (Cotton, 1985; D'Alessio & Allen, 2002; Frey, 1986).
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Providing an update on the reviews conducted by Freedman and Sears (1965; Sears &
Freedman, 1967) by (a) screening studies to include only experimental, choice-based
selective exposure studies and (b) using the statistical method of meta-analysis (as
opposed to Freedman and Sears narrative technique), D’ Alessio and Allen (2002)
uncovered some support for selective exposure. Other reviews have raised several
methodological issues as to why some studies may not have found evidence of selective
exposure. Frey (1986) reviewed literature on selective exposure that had uncovered a
number of contingent conditions. For example, research documented that exposure
decisions vary on the basis of the perceived refutability of arguments (Kleinhesselink &
Edwards, 1975; Lowin, 1967, 1969) and the amount of available information (Frey,
1986). Cotton (1985) outlined a number of methodological flaws plaguing earlier
investigations of selective exposure. For example, he argued that the usefulness and
attractiveness of the information had not been controlled and may account for different
findings. Further, he argued that having subjects select information in an experimental
setting where they were aware that their information selection was being monitored may
have caused them to be more balanced in their selection. These more recent reviews of
selective exposure have helped to spark renewed interest in the topic.
Selective Exposure Theory

Why would people tend to select information consistent with their beliefs and
predispositions? The following section details how cognitive dissonance theory, the
theory of lay epistemics, the idea of the cognitive miser, and the notion of source quality

perceptions provide insight into why selective exposure occurs. Though these theories
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are interconnected, they each uniquely contribute to an explanation for what happens
“inside the black box™ — the psychology behind how and why people would engage in
selective exposure.

Cognitive Dissonance

The most frequently cited theoretical basis for selective exposure is cognitive
dissonance. In A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Leon Festinger (1957) formally
defined cognitive dissonance as occurring when a person holds two cognitive elements x
and y such that “not-x follows from y” (p. 13). Cognitive elements x and y can be any
type of cognitive construct, such as a belief, opinion, or piece of information. For
example, the action of voting (x) follows from the belief that everyone should vote (y).
Dissonance would result if one did not vote (not-x) yet still believed that everyone should
vote (y).

Dissonance can be aroused in a number of ways. In the previous example,
dissonance is aroused because of a conflict between’s one attitudes about voting and
one’s behavior. Of particular importance in this dissertation, dissonance also can be
aroused based on exposure to information that is in opposition to one’s beliefs. Reading
a pamphlet promoting John Kerry for president in 2004, for example, would arouse
dissonance in a person who supported George W. Bush.

People can experience different levels of dissonance; Festinger proposed that the
magnitude of dissonance is determined by the proportion of dissonant cognitive elements
to consonant cognitive elements, weighted by their importance. As the number or

importance of consonant elements increases or as the number or importance of dissonant
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elements decreases, dissonance will decline. More dissonance would be aroused if the
Kerry pamphlet reader was given the pamphlet by a trusted political opinion leader than
if the reader was given the pamphlet by an unknown pamphleteer on the street.

Dissonance is psychologically uncomfortable and once it is aroused, Festinger
argues, people are motivated to reduce it. To reduce dissonance, people can increase the
number or importance of consonant cognitive elements or can decrease the number or
importance of the dissonant cognitive elements. To accomplish these cognitive changes,
people have a number of tools at their disposal. People can change their attitudes, thus
eliminating inconsistency in their cognitions. The Kerry-pamphlet reader could simply
change to support Kerry instead of Bush. Another strategy for dissonance reduction
proposed by Festinger is selective exposure. By exposing oneself to information
consistent with one’s beliefs, people can increase the number and/or importance of
consonant cognitive elements. Further, by avoiding information that may challenge one’s
beliefs, a person attempts to eliminate the possibility of increasing the number and/or
importance of dissonant cognitive elements. The pamphlet reader may subsequently
expose herself to several pro-Bush websites to bolster her original candidate preference.

Selective exposure patterns, according to Festinger, are based on the magnitude of
dissonance. Festinger proposed a quadratic relationship between dissonance and
selective exposure such that only the experience of “appreciable dissonance,” as opposed
to “extremely large amounts” or the “relative absence” of dissonance, would result in
selective exposure; he wrote, “The existence of appreciable dissonance and the

consequent pressure to reduce it will lead to the seeking out of information which will
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introduce consonances and to the avoidance of information which will increase the
already existing dissonance” (p. 128). In contrast, extremely large amounts of dissonance
may motivate an individual to seek dissonant information in order to motivate a change
of cognition and the return to a non-dissonant state. And a relative absence of dissonance
would not motivate seeking or avoiding information. Though a quadratic relationship
was proposed, few have investigated this empirically and studies that have yield
inconsistent findings (Frey, 1982). Ziemke (1980), for example, proposed a curvilinear
relationship between certainty and selection of supportive information such that
individuals who were most certain of the correctness of their candidate preference and
those who were least certain would be less likely to selectively expose in comparison to
those with mid-levels of certainty. His analysis, however, did not support this
relationship.

Translating Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance to political contexts is not
a difficult task, and many have drawn from his theory to explain people’s political
attitudes and behaviors. Beasley and Joslyn (2001), for example, used cognitive
dissonance to investigate changes in people’s impressions of presidential candidates after
an election. Specifically evaluating people’s information seeking behavior, studies have
used political brochures to evaluate whether people select information consistent with
their political predispositions (e.g. Lowin, 1967). Other studies have examined the
characteristics of who watched political events to see if the audience was largely

supportive (e.g. McCroskey & Prichard, 1967; Schramm & Carter, 1959).
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Though Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance is arguably the most prominent
explanation for selective exposure, it is not clear that dissonance is a prerequisite for
selective information seeking (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 479)." First, people may still
be motivated to seek out information that matches their predispositions even in the
absence of dissonance. If people find dissonant states psychologically uncomfortable,
then it is tenable that they would attempt to avoid dissonant states. One dissonance-
avoidance strategy would be to select information consistent with one’s beliefs and to
avoid inconsistent information irrespective of whether a person feels dissonance. Here,
selective exposure would not be due to dissonance, but due to the fear of experiencing
dissonance. Second, Festinger’s theory posits that people are motivated to be in a non-
dissonant state. This may not be true in all instances, however. The theory of lay
epistemics addresses these issues and provides a typology of different motivational states.
This theory provides insight into the relationship between a person’s motivational states
and their patterns of information exposure.
Lay Epistemics and Closed Mindedness

Another relevant theory of why selective exposure occurs is the theory of lay
epistemics, detailed in Kruglanski’s (1989) Lay epistemics and human knowledge:
Cognitive and motivational bases and expanded in his (2004) The psychology of closed
mindedness. Kruglanski proposed that individuals are compelled to action based on

different epistemic motivations. He outlined a 2 x 2 typology of epistemic motivations:

! Though Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance theory details dissonance as a motivator of selective
exposure, he acknowledged that dissonance is likely not the only factor that contributes to exposure
patterns; he writes, “Active curiosity and the sheer pleasure of acquiring information for its own sake
cannot be ignored in any discussion of voluntary seeking out of new information.” (p. 124).
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(a) a need for closure versus a need to avoid closure and (b) specific versus nonspecific
closure. The first component of the typology is whether individuals need closure, an
unambiguous conclusion, or whether they want to avoid closure. Sometimes, Kruglanski
argues, people will be motivated to find a conclusion, such as when they are under time
pressure to make a decision (need for closure). On other occasions, individuals may want
to avoid reaching a conclusion; for example, if they are afraid of making an incorrect
decision and have the luxury of unlimited time to gather additional information (need to
avoid closure). The second component of the typology is whether individuals are
motivated by specific or nonspecific closure considerations. Specific closure entails
reaching a preferred conclusion while nonspecific closure entails reaching any
conclusion. For example, if one wanted to conclude that Bush was the superior choice in
the 2004 presidential election, one would have a need for specific closure.

Kruglanski’s typology of epistemic motivations has many implications for the
strategies people employ when they seek information. The need for nonspecific closure,
or the need to find a solution without any regard for what the solution is, motivates a
pattern “seizing” and “freezing” in information seeking (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996).
Here, people seize upon information permitting them to reach a conclusion. Once a
conclusion is reached, however, people “freeze” upon it and avoid non-supportive
information because they do not want to encounter disagreement. The need to avoid
nonspecific closure corresponds to precisely the opposite pattern of information selection
— seizing onto conflicting information in the face of possible closure and freezing

information exposure when the information currently available is sufficiently ambiguous.
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Those with a need for specific closure, or the motivation to find an answer in a preferred
direction, bias their information search in the direction of that preferred alternative.

The theory of lay epistemics has wide application in political contexts. In terms
of social interactions, one study of lay epistemics demonstrated that people with a higher
need for closure have a stronger preference for homogeneous groups sharing their
opinion (Kruglanski, Shah, Pierro, & Mannetti, 2002). In terms of information
processing, Nir (2004) found that those motivated to process information in partisan ways
are more likely to overestimate support for their political preferences. Finally, in terms of
information selection, Taber and Lodge (2006) used both lay epistemics and its
theoretical cousin, motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990),> to analyze responses to political
information. In their study, they investigated “partisan goals,” a motivation to apply
one’s “reasoning powers in defense of a prior, specific conclusion” (p. 756). Consistent
with lay epistemic theory, Taber and Lodge found evidence that partisan goals influence
information seeking.

Though epistemic motivations can be elicited depending on the situation (e.g.
time pressure yields higher need for closure), need for closure also is conceived of as an
individual predisposition (Webster & Kruglanski, 1994). Some people have a higher
need for closure relative to others. As an individual-level variable, there is a correlation

between need for closure and political conservatism (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, &

2 Motivated reasoning is the idea that reasoning can be driven by either accuracy goals or by directional
goals. Directional goals can lead people to process information in a biased manner; “when one wants to
draw a particular conclusion, one feels obligated to construct a justification for that conclusion that would
be plausible to a dispassionate observer. In doing so, one accesses only a biased subset of the relevant
beliefs and rules” (Kunda, 1990, p. 493).
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Sulloway, 2003; Kruglanski, 2004). Those identifying as political conservatives have
higher need for closure.

As the theory of lay epistemics shows, people may be motivated to consume
supportive information — even in the absence of dissonance. These motivations have
important political implications and provide a motivational explanation for why some
people engage in partisan selective exposure.

Cognitive Misers

Another proposed reason that people exhibit selectivity in their information
exposure is that they are “cognitive misers.” Wanting to conserve cognitive resources,
people look for ways to simplify information processing tasks. Taylor (1981) noted that
a cognitive miser “uses heuristics to reach decisions as quickly as possible” (p. 195-196).
In the realm of information seeking, information that runs counter to one’s
predispositions may be avoided because it requires more cognitive resources. In support
of this idea, Edwards and Smith (1996) demonstrated that it is more resource intensive to
process incongruent information. From this cognitive critique, there is *“greater
expenditure for processing nonsupportive information, along with more potential rewards
from supportive information” which gives “supportive information a much higher
probability of selection” (Ziemke, 1980, p. 500). Therefore, it is not an attitudinal
aversion that prompts selective exposure, but a desire to limit one’s processing. Related
to this idea, Kruglanski’s studies often use noise, fatigue, and cognitive overload to create

high need for closure (see examples in Kruglanski, 2004). This would produce higher
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selection of congenial information according to both the cognitive miser perspective and
the theory of lay epistemics (among those seeking specific closure).

Perceptions of Source Quality

A final proposal is that selective exposure occurs because people perceive media
outlets differently — some media outlets are perceived to be of high quality while others
are perceived to be of low quality. Wanting to maximize the quality of the sources to
which they attend, people select those that are perceived to be of high quality. Those
sources determined to be of high quality, however, are those expressing consonant views;
Sears (1968) argued that “the perceived truth value of supportive communications is
greater than that of nonsupportive material” (p. 785). Evidence supports the idea that
congenial information is judged to be more convincing and legitimate in comparison to
contradictory information (Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979; Miller, McHoskey, Bane, &
Dowd, 1993). Nimmo (1990) argues that individuals seek information sources that share
their basic values and personal information seeking strategies. If individuals perceive
those sources that are supportive of their beliefs as high quality and those sources that
contradict their beliefs as low quality, judgments of source quality may explain selective
exposure.

In support of the notion that media perceptions are related to media selections,
Tsfati and Cappella (2003) found that mainstream media skepticism was related to lower
levels of mainstream news viewing and higher levels of non-mainstream news viewing.
Data from the Pew Research Center (2005) showed that even as media trust on the whole

declines, people are becoming more selective in the media outlets they perceive as
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trustworthy. Further, Frey (1981) found that desire for a congenial source increased
when that source had higher credibility.

Research conducted by Fischer, Jonas, Frey, and Schulz-Hardt (2005) provides
more direct support for the idea that perceptions of source quality govern exposure
decisions. These researchers found that when people were limited in the number of
information options that they could select, they were more likely to engage in selective
exposure than when they were given free reign to select as many information items as
they desired. Investigating the mechanism for this process, Fischer and colleagues found
that the correlation between information quality judgments and selected information was
stronger when choice was limited than when choice was limitless. While it is not clear
whether people generally operate under conditions of limited or limitless choice, the
results of this study suggest that quality judgments may underlie selective exposure
findings. If people judge congenial partisan outlets to be of higher quality, people would
rationally select those media outlets sharing their partisanship.

Summary of Selective Exposure Mechanisms

Each of the selective exposure mechanisms detailed above provides a rationale for
why people would make media exposure decisions on the basis of their political beliefs.
Though these mechanisms are distinct, they overlap in many ways. For example, one
could argue that the source quality mechanism fits well within the parameters of
dissonance theory. People wanting to reach accurate decisions would want to seek out
sources that they trust. It would be dissonance arousing to read a source that they

believed to be untrustworthy. With several theoretical rationales underlying selective
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exposure, this chapter now reviews research looking specifically at partisan selective
exposure.

Partisan Selective Exposure

Selective exposure theoretically occurs when people’s beliefs guide their media
selections. Clearly not every belief can guide every selection decision — if one
considered all of the beliefs that would favor exposure to a media program and all of the
beliefs that would not favor exposure to the program, one would be at an impasse. Some
beliefs, therefore, must be more likely to guide exposure decisions than others. Which
beliefs are more likely to guide exposure decisions?

One possibility is that personally relevant beliefs are more likely to influence
exposure decisions; as Donsbach (1991) notes, “Cognitive dissonance will only play a
role in the process of information selection if the topic is of some relevance to the
individual” (p. 157). Relevant beliefs may be more readily activated from memory and
hence, more likely to guide exposure decisions. As Price and Tewksbury (1997) explain,
certain constructs are chronically accessible — irrespective of the situation, they are more
likely to be used as a basis for processing information. Political partisanship represents
one such construct (Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002). Lau (1989) demonstrated that
for some, partisanship is a chronically accessible construct. For these people, political
media exposure decisions may be related to the perceived partisanship of the media
outlet. In addition to chronic accessibility, affective responses also may stimulate
patterns of selectivity. Taber and Lodge (2006), for example, propose that when political

stimuli elicit an affective response, people are more likely to engage in selective
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exposure. As a central part of people’s conceptions about politics, this literature leads
one to suspect that political beliefs can play an important role in guiding people’s
information selection.

Indeed, others have observed that political beliefs are particularly likely to
motivate exposure; Lowin (1967) noted, “Political selective-exposure studies have met
with more success than have others” (p. 2). Even critics of selective exposure
acknowledge this possibility; Sears and Freedman (1967) claim that selective exposure is
most likely to be found “on long-standing issues (such as those chronically contested by
the two major political parties)” (p. 421).

When people select political information containing views in line with their
partisan and ideological political beliefs and avoid information contradicting their beliefs,
they are engaging in partisan selective exposure. Research investigating partisan
selective exposure, in general, has found a relationship between an individual’s political
preferences and the partisan leanings of the media to which s/he is exposed. As with the
selective exposure studies reviewed previously, studies of partisan selectivity have been
conducted mainly using two methods: (a) survey studies and (b) studies conducted in a
lab setting. Each will be reviewed in turn.

A series of survey studies have documented a correlation between media exposure
patterns and audience beliefs. An early study providing evidence of selectivity in
political information was conducted by Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1948). These
authors suggested that voters select information in such a way as to “[reinforce] the

predispositions with which [they came] to the campaign” (p. 76). Lazarsfeld and his
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colleagues documented that Republicans were more likely to expose themselves to and to
pay attention to Republican campaign material compared to Democrats. Though these
conclusions have been debated (Atkin, 1970; Freedman & Sears, 1965), this early study
provided the groundwork for later investigations of political selectivity. For example,
Schramm and Carter (1959) found that Republicans were the main audience for a
telethon hosted by a Republican gubernatorial candidate. Stempel (1961) found that
readers of a school newspaper were more likely to read an article about their favored
candidate compared to an article about the opposite candidate. McGinnies and
Rosenbaum (1965) documented that those with supportive attitudes toward the
government’s policies in Vietnam were more likely to expose themselves to a foreign
policy speech delivered by President Johnson.> McCroskey and Prichard (1967) found
that those viewing the 1966 State of the Union address were more likely to hold views
that were consistent with the president on U.S. policy in Vietnam, though viewers and
non-viewers were not significantly different on other attitudes (e.g. increased military
spending, war on poverty, etc.). Ziemke (1980) showed that candidate preference was a
significant predictor of selectively viewing presidential candidate speeches and
selectively reading candidate pamphlets. Chaffee, Saphir, Grap, Sandvig, and Hahn
(2001) also found that people were more likely to pay attention to candidate information
about their preferred candidate. Several studies have looked at exposure to political
television events and films and have illustrated a correspondence between the viewpoint

advanced in the film and the viewpoint held by the audience going to see the film (Ball-

3 McGinnies and Rosenbaum only found this relationship for females. Remarking on why they did not find
the same relationship for males, they argued that “the limited spread of male initial attitudes provided no
opportunity for selective exposure to operate” (p. 240).
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Rokeach, Grube, & Rokeach, 1981; Clymer, 2004; Paletz, Koon, Whitehead, & Hagens,
1972). Looking at the Internet, Bimber and Davis (2003) found that that visitors to
Gore’s presidential campaign website in 2000 tended to be Democrats while visitors to
Bush’s presidential campaign website tended to be Republicans.

While these studies document a correlation between audience beliefs and discrete
political and campaign media events, other studiés document a correlation between the
political predispositions of media audiences and the media outlets they consume. For
example, Cappella, Turow, and Jamieson (1996) found that talk radio listeners tended to
share the political leanings of the hosts to which they listened. Other research shows
clear differences in media exposure along partisan lines; for example, Republicans are
more likely to view FOX cable news while Democrats are more likely to view CNN (Pew
Research Center, 2005). Best, Chmielewski, and Kreuger (2005) documented that those
less favorable toward President Bush were more likely to consult foreign news sources in
early 2003 when the U.S. media presented fewer critical assessments of the Bush
administration. Broadly, these survey results show correspondences between the
predispositions of the audience and the partisan leanings of the media they consume. As
correlational studies, however, these results are open to the critique advanced by
Freedman and Sears (1965; Sears & Freedman, 1967), namely that they document de
facto selectivity, but fall short of demonstrating motivated selective eXposure.

Laboratory-based investigations have evaluated whether people choose media that
match their political viewpoints by providing subjects with a fixed number of political

media choices and recording their selections. Given a choice of political pamphlets,
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Freedman and Sears (1963) and Chaffee and McLeod (1973) found that subjects were
more likely to select the pamphlets of their preferred candidate compared to the
pamphlets of candidate they opposed. Further, Barlett, Drew, Fahle, and Watts (1974)
documented that people were more likely to return a pre-addressed postcard when an
exterior envelope indicated support for their preferred candidate as opposed to when it
indicated support for the candidate they opposed. Using a computer simulation of an
election campaign, Redlawsk (2002) found evidence that subjects were more likely to
view information about candidates they liked in comparison to candidates they did not
like. In a study asking people about their newspaper reading habits, Donsbach (1991)
found that people were more likely to read positive articles about their preferred
candidate. Further, Meffert et al. (2006) showed that people were more likely to expose
themselves to information about their preferred candidate.” In their study of exposure to
political information, Taber and Lodge (2006) presented participants with congenial and
uncongenial information on affirmative action or gun control. They found that
participants were more likely to expose themselves to congenial information. These
experimental studies provide good evidence of the motivated selection of congenial
political information. Based on these studies documenting that political beliefs are
related to information exposure, the following hypothesis is posed:

Hypothesis 1: People’s political predispositions will be related to the
consumption of partisan media

* Interestingly, Meffert et al. found that subjects also preferred negative information about their favored
candidate. Meffert et al. propose that people may be more likely to expose themselves to negative
information about their preferred candidate if they believe that it is easily refutable. Several experimental
studies provide support for this idea (Lowin, 1967; 1969).
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Antecedents and Consequences of Partisan Selective Exposure

Equipped with evidence that partisan selective exposure occurs, the question
becomes: what are the antecedents and consequences of partisan selective exposure?
While the studies reviewed above evaluate whether or not partisan selective exposure
takes place, the causes and effects of partisan selective exposure are less well understood.
Theoretically, exposure to likeminded views is expected to relate to a number of
consequential political variables. Research suggests that exposure to homogeneous views
is related to lower levels of ambivalence and higher levels of polarization (Lavine,
Borgida, & Sullivan, 2000; Mutz, 2002a), fewer reasons for one’s own opinion and the
opinion of others (Mutz, 2002b; Price et al., 2002), higher levels of political interest and
participation (Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Mutz, 2002a), and committing to a vote choice
decision earlier in a campaign (Mutz, 2002a; Nir, 2005). Many of these studies, however,
are based on exposure to homogeneous or heterogeneous interpersonal networks.
Whether these findings apply to patterns of media exposure is an important question that
will be addressed in this dissertation.

Hpypothesis 2: Partisan selective exposure will be related to political knowledge,

political interest, participation, commitment to candidates, and political

polarization.

Though political knowledge, political interest, political participation,
commitment, and polarization are often portrayed as consequences of selective exposure,
their relationship with partisan selective exposure remains unclear in many empirical

investigations because of a reliance on cross-sectional surveys. Though the authors of

many cross-sectional studies are careful to note that the use of cross-sectional data

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Page 30
impairs empirical demonstrations of causal ordering, they make theoretical inferences
about the causal direction. There is, however, a theoretical case to be made that each
variable is an antecedent, rather than a consequence, of selective exposure. For example,
individuals who hold highly polarized political attitudes may be motivated to engage in
selective exposure because they agree more with media outlets that treat their preferred
perspective more favorably. Here, polarization would predict selective exposure.
Alternatively, exposure to like-minded media outlets may cause people to become more
polarized. In other words, a correlation between a political variable and partisan media
consumption could be explained as (a) the media caused the audience to change their
attitudes/behaviors or (b) those with certain political attitudes/behaviors were motivated
to consume partisan media. The use of cross-sectional data analysis results in ambiguity
surrounding the causal direction of the relationship between political variables, like
polarization, and selective exposure.

Disentangling this relationship is important for understanding whether people are
embedded in media environments that influence their political beliefs and/or if people
actively use media based on their political beliefs. There are several possible causal
orderings. First, it is possible that political variables such as polarization precede
selective exposure. Experimental studies that have manipulated variables such as
polarization and have found differences in selective exposure behavior add some
credence to this interpretation of causal direction. However, the conflicting results that
permeate the early experimental literature on selective exposure leave unresolved many

questions about the relationships between the variables. Further, not all experimental
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designs lend themselves to justifying a particular causal order. Though Mills and Ross
(1964) manipulated two variables proposed to predict selective exposure, certainty and
commitment, their certainty manipulation was unsuccessful and so they looked at self-
reported certainty as predicting selective exposure — essentially taking their experimental
results and treating them as cross-sectional findings. A second possible causal ordering is
that these political variables could be consequences of selective exposure. Exposure to
congenial views in the media could lead to higher levels of political interest, political
participation, commitment to candidates earlier in a campaign, and polarization. Further,
partisan selective exposure could result in lower political knowledge. Finally, these
variables could be jointly antecedents and consequences of selective exposure. This is a
troubling possibility. If selective exposure leads to attitudinal polarization, for example,
and attitudinal polarization produces selective exposure, a spiral of polarization would
result. Though there are counter-acting forces present, such as the presence of
disagreement in networks (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995) and the potential for exposure to
different views in one’s interpersonal networks and in the media (Mutz & Martin, 2001),
a spiral effect from partisan selective exposure could be particularly consequential.

With the ambiguity surrounding the antecedents and consequences of
selective exposure, surprisingly few studies have attempted to sort out the causal
relationship between these variables. Sweeney and Gruber (1984) represent an
outstanding exception. The authors used a three-wave panel study to investigate
selective exposure during the 1973 Senate Watergate hearings. At each wave,

they measured not only selective exposure (operationalized as (a) interest in
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politics, (b) attention to Watergate, and (c) frequency of Watergate discussion)
but also beliefs and behavioral intentions (operationalized as (a) likelihood of
voting Republican (b) beliefs that Nixon has lost his credibility and (c) beliefs that
Nixon should resign). By computing cross-lag correlations, Sweeney and Gruber
found preliminary evidence that selective exposure led to beliefs and behavioral
intentions as opposed to beliefs and behavioral intentions leading to selective
exposure. This study is far from the final word on this matter, however. First,
many important political variables were not addressed by this research. Second,
the results address selective exposure in terms of avoiding or seeking information
in general, assuming that that all information sources conveyed a similar point of
view. With the multitude of information sources today, however, exposure can
vary based on the viewpoint expressed in different media. Third, Sweeney and
Gruber used correlations to illustrate their point. As Sweeney and Gruber aptly
note, other methods may be more appropriate for testing the causal direction (see
Kessler & Greenberg, 1981). Despite Sweeney and Gruber’s important first step
at understanding the relationship between selective exposure and political
variables, additional analysis is warranted. In the following paragraphs, specific
hypotheses about the causal direction of the relationships put forth in Hypothesis
2 are formulated. Several additional hypotheses based on political variables
theoretically anticipated to be antecedents and consequences of partisan selective

exposure also are discussed.
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Antecedents

Several individual characteristics and properties of the media are proposed as
antecedents of partisan selective exposure. It is anticipated that political knowledge and
interest will serve as antecedents of partisan selective exposure. To engage in partisan
selective exposure, people must possess the ability and motivation to recognize partisan
cues. If one cannot tell whether an outlet leans conservative or liberal, one certainly
cannot base one’s media decision on the partisan leanings of the outlet. Further, if one is
not motivated to consume political con