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1 The Dissonant Self 
Contributions from Dissonance 
Theory to a New Agenda for 
Studying Political Communicatio~, 

Wolfgang Dons bach and Cornelia Mathes 

Dresden University of Technology 

Due to technological changes in today's communication environments, the 
investigation of media use and media effects has become an ever more complex 
research venture. In order to adequately comprehend the social practices of media 
users in the age of the Internet, various scholars have recently recommended a 
new agenda for the future study of political communication. Based on these sug
gestions, the following paper briefly outlines two research strands of political 
communication-political polarization and political demobilization-which are 
currently the focus of significant attention and scientific dispute. In reference to 
cognitive dissonance theory, we propose one possible strategy for media research 
to determine future developments of political communication in both research 
domains by observing citizens' motivational changes in their exposure to political 
information. 

S ocial communication has reached a whole new level of complexity due 
to the development of the Internet, a situation that poses new challenges 
for today's media consumers as well as media researchers. The quantita

tive growth of communication offers and information services allows citizens 
to take on a significantly higher level of personal control over their informa
tion environment. An individual's attention to public issues and specific media 
content is increasingly decided by the user's personal communication motives, 
attitudes, and habitual propensities (cf. Bimber & Davis, 2003; Stroud, 2011; 
Wirth & Schweiger, 1999). According to Prior (2005), media scholars therefore 
need to take into account that a person's "media content preferences become 
the key to understanding the political implications of new media" (p. 587). 

Increased user activity within a multifaceted information environment has 
led to an ongoing academic debate on the implications of the Internet for social 
life in a democracy (cf. DiMaggio, Hargittai, Neuman, & Robinson, 2001; 
Mitchelstein & Boczkowski, 2010; Norris, 2001). Optimists expect the Inter
net to enhance political interest and political discussion because technological 
developments would make it easier for citizens to exchange information and 
opinions with a minimum of effort. In this way, even those who until now 
have had little interest in politics might become more politically involved (e.g., 
Bucy & Gregson, 2001; Coleman & G!lltze, 2001; Kaid, 2003; Krueger, 2002; 
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Papacharissi, 2002b; Weber, Loumakis, & Bergman, 2003). For some schol
ars, through "increasing social connectedness and the sense of community" 
(Johnson & Kaye, 2003, p. 11), the Internet first and foremost represents an 
enrichment of public and political life. In contrast to these hopes for a delibera
tive democracy, critics fear that the Internet could foster the development of 
"communication ghettoes" (Graber, 2003, p. 153). Pessimists suspect that the 
Internet will accelerate the process of social fragmentation and will become a 
threat to public consensus (e.g., Galston, 2003; Gehrau & Goertz, 2010; Holtz
Bacha, 1998; Margolis & Resnick, 2000; Prior, 2005; Putnam, 2000; Zittel, 
2004). According to Sunstein (2001), people could "wall themselves off from 
topics and opinions that they would prefer to avoid" (pp. 201-202). Similarly, 
Tewksbury (2005) assumes that an increasing fragmentation of information 
sources "may reduce the likelihood of sustained, widespread attention to polit
ical issues" (p. 346). 

When speaking about the Internet's potential threat to democracy, two 
problems of social fragmentation come to the fore: On the one hand, scholars 
fear an increase of political polarization resulting from a reinforced exposure 
of media users to attitude-consistent political information (e.g., Iyengar & 
Hahn, 2009; Sunstein, 2001). On the other hand, scholars show heightened 
concern about political demobilization in the sense of an alienation of citizens 
from politics and public affairs (e.g., Prior, 2007; Xenos & Moy, 2007). Both 
polarization and political demobilization may have serious consequences for 
political life. A free exchange of contrasting political opinions and a basic 
interest in politics are seen as fundamental requirements for citizens to comply 
with their civic duties in a democracy (cf. Dewey, 1927; Habermas, 1962/1989; 
Mill, 1859/1956). Accordingly, if news audiences know "less about broader 
subjects" and have "less and less in common with each other" (Davis, 1999, p. 
55), the performance of democracy might become severely hampered. 

A New Agenda for Communication Research in the Age 
of the Internet 

Media scholars generally agree that today's technological developments 
have promoted some changes in societal communication. Yet, up to now 
the consequences of these developments have remained relatively unclear 
because optimists and pessimists have derived opposing scientific prognoses 
on the social implications of the Internet. Following recent metatheoretical 
reviews on communication research (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; Mitchelstein 
& Boczkowski, 2010), conflicting scientific perceptions can partly be traced 
back to the theoretical and methodological orientations of communication 
research itself. Reflecting on the state of political communication in times of 
social change, Bennett and Iyengar (2008), who particularly focused on media 
effects approaches, doubt the actual significance of current research insights 
in the field of political communication. They claim that contemporary media 
research provokes "battles over findings" (p. 707) but does not yet provide 
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sufficient explanations for these contradictory findings, thereby impeding 
a comprehension of political communication in a changing and ever more 
complex society (pp. 713-716). The authors believe that one reason for this 
shortcoming is that scholars have rarely made social change itself a constituent 
part of their theoretical models. Instead, scholars would normally adhere to 
theories that, under current circumstances, are increasingly losing their 
explanatory power (pp. 707-713): 

The inevitable result is that the field is adrift theoretically, seldom looking . 
back to see where foundational modern theory needs to be adapted and, in 
some cases, overthrown, in order to keep pace with the orientations of late 
modern audiences, and new modes of content production and information 
delivery. (p. 713) 

Mitchelstein and Boczkowski (2010) come to a similar conclusion for online 
research: Up until now, communication studies have been "characterized 
by stability rather than change . . . because research has usually drawn on 
traditional theoretical and methodological approaches" (p. 1085). In this way, 
current research lacks a "programmatic vision of possible directions for future 
journeys" (p. 1086). 

Both research reviews independently point to similar challenges for 
communication research in the Internet age. Bennett and Iyengar (2008) 
propose a "new agenda for studying political communication" (p. 713) that pays 
greater attention to processes of social change in our so-called postmodern era. 
According to the authors, theoretical approaches, which have formerly been 
treated separately, would need to be incorporated into comprehensive models 
that describe and explain broader social "effects of effects" (p. 716) of political 
communication. When increased self-selection in the use of information is 
considered, the focus would necessarily be on political content that is actually 
used by citizens (p. 724). Similarly, Mitchelstein and Boczkowski (2010) 
emphasize the necessity for an "integrative research agenda" (p. 1093), which 
connects media effects and media use approaches in a more comprehensive 
way. The authors point to several methodological and theoretical improvements 
that are needed in current online research. They urge media scholars to be 
more rigorous in tracing observed media features back to media users' actual 
behaviors (p. 1089), to differentiate between "extraordinary" and "ordinary" 
social practices in online communication (p. 1091), and to overcome the rather 
artificial distinction between media genres or formats to produce a more 
detailed analysis of media content that is actually used (p. 1088). 

A joint investigation of media use and media effects for depicting develop
ments of political communication requires that existing media approaches be 
theoretically linked. The motivation of the individual to engage in political 
communication can be expected to be such a focal linkage point because it acts 
as both a cause and an effect of a person's communication behavior. As mod
erators of simple stimulus-response explanations, motivational components 
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had been introduced early into communication studies (e.g., Blumler, 1979; 
Rubin & Perse, 1987). As a central part of 0-S-0-R models, the individual's 
motivation is still of great relevance for contemporary media effects research 
(e.g., Eveland, Shah, & Kwak, 2003; McLeod, Kosicki, & McLeod, 1994). In 
his proposed "reinforcing spirals framework" (p. 281), Slater (2007) presents a 
communication model that moves beyond the often rather linear motivational 
approaches by considering reciprocal effects of motivation and media use in a 
cumulative, dynamic process (pp. 282-284): 

Persons engaging in this process should tend toward continued or increased 
use of that particular media content. This should lead to the maintenance 
or strengthening of the attitude or behavior in question, leading in turn to 
continued or increased use of relevant media content. (Slater, 2007, p. 285) 

Keeping to Bennett and Iyengar's (2008) terminology, besides the effects of 
media use on the individual's motivation, Slater's model additionally includes 
the effects of effects of media content on subsequent information behavior. 
On the basis of Slater's assumptions, we can expect the individual's motiva
tion-in being affected by previous information exposure and, again, affect
ing subsequent exposure-to represent an important connecting link between 
media effects and effects of effects. A motivational approach similar to Slater's 
model was introduced in the early 1980s by two German scholars (Friih & 
SchOnbach, 1982; Schonbach & Friih, 1984). In critical response to the uses 
and gratifications approach, their "dynamic-transactional model" conceives 
the media and their users as communication elements that are involved in an 
ongoing interaction process. Friih and Schonbach point out that the media and 
their audiences constantly react to each other and can therefore be considered 
as both causes and effects of one another. The work of Friih and Schonbach has 
rarely been published or discussed outside of Germany, keeping its academic 
reputation predominantly confined to the German research landscape (cf. Friih 
& Schonbach, 2005). 

Against the backdrop of Schonbach and Friih's early dynamic-transac
tional model and more recent theoretical reviews in the field of communica
tion research, three factors appear to be of particular importance for a "new 
agenda" (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008, p. 713) in the study of political communi
cation in times of social and technological change: 

1. In order to make developments in political communication comprehensi
ble-such as political polarization or demobilization-communication 
processes need to be causally examined in terms of effects of political 
messages on media users and in terms of effects of effects of political 
messages on users' subsequent communication behavior. 

2. In order to make changes in political communication traceable to spe
cific information characteristics, a more detailed analysis of actually 
used communication features is needed. 
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3. The examination of the individuals' motivation might help to understand 
the dynamic of political communication as a reciprocal process. As a 
result and a cause of communication processes, motivational changes 
might represent an important connecting link between media effects 
and effects of effects, thereby conflating media effects and media use 
research. 

With the help of these three methodological components, there surely are 
many ways for media scholars to describe developments of political commu
nication more comprehensively. Two possible applications will be presented 
in the following chapter. First, we will provide an overview on developments 
and contradictory findings in current research on political polarization and 
demobilization as two highly controversial fields of contemporary media 
research. Referring back to the social psychological theory of cognitive dis
sonance (Festinger, 1957), we will then outline how these two developments in 
political communication might be traced in terms of media effects and effects 
of effects on the basis of motivational changes. The theory of cognitive dis
sonance is of central relevance to both phenomena for three reasons. First, it 
constitutes the theoretical basis of partisan selective exposure research, which 
crucially contributes to the current examination of political polarization. Sec
ond, we assume that the theory of cognitive dissonance can provide more pre
cise insights into political polarization processes by taking into consideration 
attitude-polarizing and attitude-depolarizing effects of political messages. 
Third, the theory might also be useful for the observation of political demobi
lization. In this context, dissonance theoretical self-concept approaches could 
be of particular interest because the self-concept, as examined in today's dis
sonance research, displays numerous similarities with motivational compo
nents that have been found to be influential in political contexts, above all the 
concept of political efficacy. 

Polarization of Political Communication 

Conflicting Viewpoints on the Severity of Echo Chambers for Deliberation 

Selective exposure research has a long research tradition, going back to 
Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet's (1944) as well as Klapper's (1960) influ
ential works on minimal media effects and Festinger's (1957) social psycho
logical assumption that people's striving for cognitive consonance leads them 
to prefer attitude-consistent over counterattitudinal information. In the early 
2000s, selective exposure had lost its importance for media research. Con
sistency motives were shown to have a significant but only weak impact on 
people's media use (e.g., D'Alessio & Allen, 2002; Donsbach, 1991). In recent 
years, particularly in the United States, the number of studies concerning the 
influence of personal attitudes on content choices has been growing again. 
A majority of studies finds strong support for selective exposure to attitude-
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consistent messages in today's information environment (e.g., Bimber & Davis, 
2003; Garrett, 2009a; Graf & Aday, 2008; Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Knobloch
Westerwick & Meng, 2009; Meffert, Chung, Joiner, Waks, & Garst, 2006). 
Some authors already speak of a "return" (Stroud, 2008, p. 342) or "revival" 
(Iyengar & Hahn, 2009, p. 20) of the selective exposure phenomenon. 

Garrett (2009b, p. 682) attributes the new research boom in the domain of 
selective exposure to an increasing variety of available information due to the 
Internet and an increase of news sources with a clear political stance, which 
could facilitate the avoidance of challenging viewpoints. Recent content analy
ses seem to support this notion. For instance, a comparison of daily news
papers, online sites of TV channels, and online news aggregators by Maier 
(2010) revealed a significantly higher amount of opinionated content on the 
front pages of online news outlets in contrast to offline sources. Additionally, 
Baum and Groeling (2008) found that political news had a greater chance of 
becoming top news on Fox News.com and the Daily Kos blog if they were 
compatible with the editorial line of the medium. Thus, findings on blog use, 
as presented by Johnson, Bichard, and Zhang (2009), seem unsurprising: More 
than a half of their online respondents said they would use political blogs that 
correspond with their own political viewpoints, while only 20% visited blogs 
with an opposing political stance. With regard to the use of "traditional media," 
an investigation of homogeneous and heterogeneous media environments by 
Mutz and Martin (2001) revealed that people in areas with politically colored 
media outlets less frequently encountered differing viewpoints than people in 
regions with neutral news sources. More recently, Stroud (2008) demonstrated 
that a person's political ideology influences the choice of content even more on 
the Internet than in traditional media, especially if compared to daily newspa
pers. According to a survey by the Pew Internet & American Life Project, an 
increase of selective exposure on the Internet holds especially true for young 
people and users with a high level of interest in political issues: While in 2004 
only 22% of the users 18 to 24 years old claimed to use online sources cor
responding to their views, in 2008 this number had increased to 44% (Smith, 

2009, p. 7). 
At the same time, growing economic pressures on media organizations 

have also caused an increase of politically one-sided "niche news" (Iyengar & 
Hahn, 2009, p. 21) among offline sources. As for American television, Ham
ilton (2003) found that the political slant in TV news is closely related to a 
heightened need for viewer bonding. An economic analysis of Gentzkow and 
Shapiro (2010) supports this finding for the U.S. newspaper market. Based 
on their "Economic Model of Slant" (Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2010, p. 48), the 
authors conclude that "consumer demand responds strongly to the fit between a 
newspaper's slant and the ideology of potential readers, implying an economic 
incentive for newspapers to tailor their slant to the ideological predispositions 

of consumers" (p. 64). 
Because of the trend toward political bias in news production as well as 

news consumption, several media scholars fear that citizens in the sense of a 
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"big sort" (Bishop, 2008) could wall themselves off from politically opposing 
arguments (e.g., Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Jamieson & Cappella, 2008; Kull, 
Ramsey, & Lewis, 2003; Sunstein, 2001). Other scholars object to such a 
view. Critics particularly question if selective exposure to attitude-consistent 
information is synonymous with selective avoidance of counterarguments. 
Although, according to Garrett (2009a, 2009b), individuals .show a stronger 
preference for politically compliant content; an equally strong avoidance of 
inconsistent information is not proved by selective exposure research. In his 
representative survey on the evaluation of political candidates of the 2004 • ·~ 
presidential campaign, Garrett (2009b) showed that the interest in the elec
tion campaign promoted not only attention to positive statements toward the 
preferred candidate but also increased knowledge about politically challeng
ing statements. Similarly, in a comparison of adolescents' and adults' atten
tion to the 1998 California election campaign, Chaffee, Saphir, Graf, Sandvig, 
and Hahn (2001) came to the conclusion that "attention to counter-attitudinal 
political messages is a fairly commonplace and normal behaviour of politically 
involved citizens, young and old" (p. 260). 

Another objection to the threat of political polarization is the assump
tion that an increasing number of information sources, though promoting a 
greater selectivity per se, make it even harder for users to select information 
purposefully according to their preexisting attitudes. Huckfeldt, Mendez, and 
Osborn (2004) posit that "the likelihood of disagreement grows larger as a 
citizen's range of contacts increases, and disagreement is likely to be the rule 
rather than the exception" (p. 68). According to Brundidge (2010, p. 687), 
the enhanced likelihood of contacts with challenging information is due to a 
higher inadvertency toward attitude-inconsistent messages within increasingly 
complex communication environments. Brundidge (2010, p. 696) assumes that 
the Internet may impede partisan selectivity "by providing a context in which 
exposure to political difference is likely to occur," particularly due to weak
ened social boundaries. Online communication studies seem to confirm such 
a notion: Kim (2011), for instance, found that the use of social networking 
sites and online political messaging was positively related to contacts with 
challenging views. In their investigation of online political talk, Wojcieszak 
and Mutz (2009) showed that particularly when political opinion exchange is 
not intended to be the main goal of communication, American users of mes
sage boards and chat rooms tend to encounter opposite political opinions. The 
authors concluded that, "because they draw participants for non-political rea
sons, leisure chat rooms and message boards are natural places for disagree
ment to occur when political talk comes up" (Wojcieszak & Mutz, 2009, p. 49). 

Attitudes in Reinforcing Spirals of Effects and Effects of Effects 
of Political Information 

Findings that currently prove an increase of selective exposure among citi
zens, and findings that speak against a general tendency of individuals to 
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blind themselves to contrary viewpoints are not mutually exclusive. Yet, both 
research strands provide opposite prospects with regard to the Internet's impact 
on the development of deliberation in a democracy. For instance, Iyengar and 
Hahn (2009, p. 34) state that the audience's shift to attitude-consistent mes
sages may lead to a "less informed and more polarized electorate" (see also 
Stroud, 2011; Sunstein, 2009). Garrett (2009b) in contrast contends that the 
"prediction that people take any opportunity to screen out other perspectives 
seems unnecessarily grave" (p. 695) in the light of empirical evidence against 

selective avoidance of challenging viewpoints. 
The question remains which of these two scientific prognoses on the actual 

severity of political polarization is closer to the citizens' "ordinary" behavior in 
technologically and socially changing societies: Do citizens increasingly tend 
to turn their back on opposing arguments and lose interest in discussing alter
native viewpoints, or not? Is there a general threat that democracy will break 
up into scattered "enclaves" (Sunstein, 2001), which lack a common agenda of 
goals and interests? Thus, does the stated phenomenon of political polariza
tion become a real jeopardy to democracy or can it rather be considered as an 
exceptional case that is unlikely to expand over time? In order to make the risk 
of political polarization scientifically comprehensible, it is necessary to exam
ine polarization in terms of its temporal development on the basis of effects 
and effects of effects of political information. For this purpose, we suggest 
tracing the societal process of political polarization on an individual level; that 
is, to consider a person's level of attitudinal polarization as a central "motiva
tional engine" of political information behavior. More precisely, we propose 
to examine two reinforcing spirals, a process of polarization and a process of 

depolarization of political attitudes. 

Attitudinal Polarization. An attitude is termed polarized if a person holds 
either extremely favorable or unfavorable views toward an attitude object, 
which may become more intense over time (cf. Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979; 
Miller, McHoskey, Bane, & Dowd, 1993). In the field of politics, for instance, 
a polarized attitude is defined as holding extremely positive views toward one 
political candidate or party while holding equally negative views toward the 
political opposition (Stroud, 2011, p. 134). Extreme, polarized attitudes have 
been found to be associated with higher attitude strength, that is, a higher 
durability and a higher resistance to change (e.g., Krosnick, Boninger, Chuang, 
Berent, & Carnot, 1993; Krosnick & Petty, 1995; Shrum, 1999). 

The relationship between attitude polarization and the use of political mes
sages has been of central interest for media researchers for a long time (e.g., 
Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Lord et al., 1979) and attracts renewed 
attention among today's media scholars. Measuring political attitudes before 
and after selection behavior, Taber and Lodge (2006), for example, demon
strated that the polarization of attitudes is a function of both selective expo
sure to consistent information (confirmation bias) and the counterarguing of 
inconsistent information (disconfirmation bias). The impact of exposure to 
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congenial information on attitude polarization was also shown in field studies. 
For instance, Druckman and Parkin (2005) examined the effect of the relative 
media slant of two daily newspapers on readers' comparative candidate evalu
ations and found that the use of an outlet with a stronger slant was associated 
with higher positive evaluations of the favored candidate. A panel analysis of 
Jones (2002) revealed that during the 1990s daily listeners to the conserva
tive talk radio program Rush Limbaugh intensified their ide~tification with the 
Republican Party and defined themselves as more conservative in 1996 than. 
in the early 1990s. Occasional and nonlisteners of Rush Limbaugh, however, -
showed no significant change in their political ideology. Considering attitude 
polarization as an independent variable, a study by Brannon, Tagler, and Eagly 
(2007) showed that the extremity of one's attitude affects the magnitude of 
exposure to attitude-compliant content: Subjects estimated attitude-consistent 
op-ed articles about abortion as significantly more interesting the more they 
held polarized attitudes toward this issue. The authors concluded that "over
coming the barriers of selective exposure is challenging for communicators" 
when their audience holds strong and extreme attitudes (Brannon et al., 2007, 
p. 616). 

Previous research in this area had certain limitations with respect to the 
generalizability of findings. Experimental settings and separate examina
tions of single media formats gave only limited insight into the actual behav
ior of recipients within their daily information environment. Furthermore, 
it was not the focus of previous research to capture the reciprocal process 
of attitude polarization through selective exposure (media effects) and the 
increase of selective exposure through attitudinal polarization (media effects 
of effects). A study by Stroud (2008, 2010, 2011) can be seen as an advance 
in selective exposure research with respect to either previous research limita
tions. On the basis of cross-sectional and panel data, Stroud analyzed politi
cal attitudes both as causes and as results of political information exposure 
during the 2004 presidential election campaign. In addition to their attitudes, 
respondents were asked to indicate which newspaper, radio program, televi
sion format, and online source they most often refer to for political informa
tion. After controlling for a variety of demographic variables and multiple 
indicators of political involvement, attitude polarization could be confirmed 
as a function of attention to consistent sources, both on the basis of the two
wave panel analyses and by means of a cross-sectional time series analysis. 
Analyses on the individual level also proved the existence of some, though 
weaker, evidence for the assumption that attitude polarization increases 
attention to attitude-conforming information. With respect to Slater (2007), 
Stroud concluded that there might be a societal spiral effect, which "could 
indicate nonlinear growth of both polarization and partisan selective expo
sure up to a maximum level" (Stroud, 2010, p. 570). With respect to the sever
ity of political polarization as a societal process we can therefore assume that 
the polarization of people's attitudes increases the polarization of political 
communication in society. 
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Besides these detrimental effects of congenial political information for a 
deliberative democracy, there is some evidence that both exposure to attitude
consistent information and the formation of extreme, strong attitudes may also 
have positive effects for democracy in that they increase political involvement 
(e.g., Dilliplane, 2011; Krosnick et al., 1993; Stroud, 2007, 2011; Visser, Kros
nick, & Simmons, 2003). That is, people who are surrounded by attitude-con
sistent arguments may not only become more polarized toward political issues 

but also more engaged in politics. 

Attitudinal Depolarization. In contrast to people with polarized attitudes, 
people with depolarized attitudes simultaneously hold conflicting favorable 
and unfavorable views toward an attitude object or-in the realm of politics
equally favorable or unfavorable views toward political opposites such as 
political contenders (e.g., Binder, Dalrymple, Brossard, & Scheufele, 2009, 
p. 318; Parsons, 2010, p. 184). The presence of competing considerations 
of positive and negative elements-as opposed to polarized, extreme 
viewpoints-is better known as attitude ambivalence (cf. Kaplan, 1972; 
Krosnick et al., 1993; Kruglanski & Stroebe, 2005; Priester & Petty, 1996). 
Ambivalence is defined and measured as both a cognitive coexistence of 
negative and positive evaluations of an issue and an emotional conflict 
accompanied by psychological tension and feelings of being torn (e.g., Kaplan, 
1972; Newby-Clark, McGregor, & Zanna, 2002; Parsons, 2010; Thompson, 

Zanna, & Griffin, 1995). 
Research in the area of social networks consistently shows that citizens 

who are surrounded by individuals with challenging political viewpoints have 
less polarized attitudes than people who discuss politics with like-minded 
individuals. While homogeneous networks give rise to attitude polarization 
(e.g., Binder et al., 2009), a person in heterogeneous social networks repre
sents more tolerant political views and names significantly more reasons for 
stances which oppose his or her own viewpoint (e.g., Huckfeldt et al., 2004; 
Mutz, 2002a, 2002b, 2006; Mutz & Mondak, 2006; Price, Cappella, & Nir, 
2002). These findings imply that citizens who are confronted with opposing 
views, and thus hold more ambivalent political attitudes~ could, in principle, 
counteract the process of political polarization. On the other hand, social 
network research assumes that attitude ambivalence due to cross-pressures 
might reduce political involvement in general. Various studies have shown 
that people in heterogeneous networks are less interested in politics (Huckfeldt 
et al., 2004; Parsons, 2010) and less likely to vote (Eveland & Hively, 2009; 
Mutz 2002b; Parsons, 2010). Similar to the early assumptions of Lazarsfeld 
and his colleagues (1944), Mutz (2002b, 2006) assumes that cross-pressures 
might hamper citizens' political involvement in that they make a clear political 
position more difficult. There is some evidence that inconsistent information 
exposure promotes a formation of depolarized, ambivalent attitudes (Smith, 
Fabrigar, MacDougall, & Wiesenthal, 2008), and there is also some support 
for the notion that ambivalent attitudes, in turn, decrease a person's level 
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of political involvement (Lavine, 2001; Nir, 2005). Other studies, however, 
even found positive effects of network heterogeneity on political participation 
(Kwak, Williams, Wang, & Lee, 2005; Scheufele, Hardy, Brossard, Waismel
Manor, & Nisbet, 2006; Scheufele, Nisbet, Brossard, & Nisbet, 2004). 

According to Eveland and Hively (2009), contrasting findings regarding the 
impact of cross-pressures on political engagement, can mlj.inly be traced back 
to differing operationalizations of the dependent variable' and a' lack of con
trol variables such as network size or discussion frequency.· Another reason 
for controversial findings in social network research might be that the rela~ -
tionship between information exposure, attitudinal depolarization, and politi
cal involvement has been rarely examined in a causal way. A panel analysis 
by Parsons (2010) provided a more comprehensive view on the effects and 
effects of effects of political discussion. His study confirmed a positive impact 
of exposure to disagreement on attitudinal ambivalence as well as a negative 
impact of ambivalence on political interest and participation. 

With Lipset (1960) we can therefore assume that the "more pressures are 
brought to bear on individuals or groups which operate in opposing directions, 
the more likely are prospective voters to withdraw from the situation by 'losing 
interest' and not making a choice" (p. 211). This assumption is also supported 
by social psychology research, which proves that ambivalent attitudes due to 
their "lack of directional guidance" (Ullrich, Schermelleh-Engel, & Bottcher, 
2008, p. 775) stimulate a deeper elaboration of information (Hodson, Maio, 
& Esses, 2001; Maio, Esses, & Bell, 2000) but concurrently reduce the indi
vidual's capability to act (Hanze, 2001). Moreover, ambivalence is shown to be 
negatively associated with the perceived importance to the person of the issue 
in question (Costarelli & Colloca, 2007; Lavine, Borgida, & Sullivan, 2000), 
while polarized attitudes have been found to be positively related with atti
tude importance (Liu & Latane, 1998). Psychologists assume that to discount 
the relevance of an ambivalent attitude object could be an effective means 
for individuals to reduce psychological discomfort caused by ambivalence (cf. 
Costarelli & Colloca, 2007). 

Toward a Comprehensive Model of Political Polarization on the Basis of 
Cognitive Dissonance Theory. In the light of current research findings, 
we can assume that people who turn to consistent information will develop 
more polarized attitudes that, in turn, will cause a decrease in contacts 
with inconsistent information. On the other side, people who are exposed to 
inconsistent information today, thereby preventing political polarization and 
its threats to democracy, might be weakened in their political attitudes over 
time and eventually turn their back on politics. Thus, due to their possible 
withdrawal from the political sphere, people with ambivalent political attitudes 
can be assumed to have a large indirect impact on the development of societal 
polarization processes: Citizens who are exposed to attitude-inconsistent 
viewpoints might gradually lose their interest in politics, and thus cede the 
field to citizens with incrementally polarized viewpoints. 
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Figure 1.1 Political polarization as a function of attitudinal polarization and 
depolarization. 

In order to determine the danger of political polarization as a societal pro
cess, it is therefore needed to consider its individual-level roots; that is, the 
causes and effects of attitudinal polarization and depolarization as two equiva
lent motivational processes, which are directly or indirectly contributing to the 
phenomenon. In other words, political communication research may acquire 
a more comprehensive view on societal polarization processes through the 
investigation of a reinforcing spiral of attitude polarization and an additional 
examination of a "reversed" reinforcing spiral of attitudinal depolarization 
(see Figure 1.1). 

Due to its expertise in the explanation of causal links between individuals' 
attitudes and information behavior, selective exposure research seems to be 
particularly suitable for the examination of these effects and effects of effects 
of political information-whereas social network research, with a few excep
tions (e.g., Parsons, 2010), is mainly based on correlative analyses and does 
not primarily deal with causalities between network characteristics and atti
tude properties. Indeed, current selective exposure research has laid an essen
tial foundation for the explanation of political polarization. Today's research 
ties the analysis of reduced attention to challenging political viewpoints to 
explanations which focus on (a) the effects of one-sided political content on 
the polarization of citizens' political attitudes and (b) the effects of effects of 
slanted political information on people's tolerance toward counterattitudinal 
content in subsequent communication situations. 

For the study of attitudinal depolarization, as an equally important pro
cess that contributes to political polarization, selective exposure research will 
need to make two adjustments to its traditional research orientation. First, the 
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analysis of political ambivalence requires a more comprehensive picture of 
citizens' concrete information environment. For future research it might be 
useful to track a person's media exposure in a more detailed way; that is, to 
analyze sources, which have been mentioned by survey participants, not only 
according to their general partisan leanings (cf. Stroud, 2010, 2011) but also 
according to their average ratio of consistent and inconsistent messages. In this 
way, we would be capable of more fine-grained distinctions between different 
levels of exposure to attitudinal (in-)consistency. Moreover; such an analysis 
could help to illuminate potential differences and similarities between various>
information sources and their conjoint-maybe cumulative, maybe moderat
ing-effects on attitude (de-)polarization. 

In consideration of social network research findings on attitudinal ambiva
lence, it might also be necessary for selective exposure research to go beyond 
the study of rather dissemination-oriented media content and to more rigor
ously incorporate the examination of political discussions in social networks. 
Already the influential works by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues have shown 
that political opinion formation on the basis of media content is significantly 
moderated by interpersonal communication on politics (Berelson et al., 1954; 
Lazarsfeld et al., 1944). In the wake of Web 2.0 technologies, the significance 
of political discussion is once again increasing since interpersonal interaction 
is spreading to ever-growing social networks (Castells, 2000; De Zuniga & 
Valenzuela, 2011; Skoric, Ying, & Ng, 2009; Williams, 2006). Surveys by the 
Pew Internet & American Life Project, for instance, show that the use of social 
networking sites and online communities is not only on the rise among teen
agers but also among adults with Internet access (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & 
Zickuhr, 2010). During the American presidential campaign in 2008 every 
fifth Internet user took the opportunity to post comments or questions on the 
Internet (A. Smith, 2009). According to Meraz (2011), it is therefore impor
tant for today's media scholars to "reexamine how pre-existing media theories 
operate in environments where social influence among and within networks of 
connected citizens may be high" (p. 108). 

Additionally, it seems to become necessary for media scholars to differenti
ate more purposefully between offline and online social networks. In offline 
social networks, a person might not be able to incessantly rearrange social 
ties according to his or her attitudes and beliefs. Thus, the individual might 
be more likely to encounter uncongenial information in offline networks that, 
in turn, foster attitudinal ambivalence and its detrimental effects on politi
cal participation (cf. Mutz, 2002b, 2006). The Internet, in contrast, undoubt
edly facilitates contacts with like-minded others (e.g., Brundidge, 2010). Boyd 
(2008) points out: "Given the typical friend overlap in most networks, many 
within those networks hear the same thing over and over until they believe it 
to be true" (p. 243). Additionally, following Meraz (2011), we can assume that 
within homogeneous political online groups "elite traditional media's attribute 
agenda setting power is no longer guaranteed" (p. 120). Thus, political polar
ization might be a likely result of social practices on the Internet because of a 
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diminishing breadth of information in homogeneous networks. Furthermore, 
in a recent survey among neo-Nazi online forums, Wojcieszak (2010) has pre
sented evidence that not even dissimilar offline social ties were able to coun
teract attitudinal polarization resulting from homogeneous online discussions. 

From these findings we can infer that, in order to comprehend political 
polarization, it is increasingly important for selective exposure research ~o 
track people's actual media use and their social environment in greater deta1l. 
Besides this more content-related requirement, a second adjustment for the 
analysis of political polarization-as a function of not only attitudinal polariza
tion but also attitudinal depolarization-concerns the theoretical and empiri
cal focus of selective exposure research on the process of attitude bolstering. 
On the basis of a rather traditional understanding of cognitive dissonance 
theory, selective exposure research is predominately interested in citizens' 
use of attitude-consistent information and the stabilization of their preexisting 
political attitudes. The effects of inconsistent information have so far played a 
rather subordinate role in selective exposure research. Whenever exposure to 
counterattitudinal content became the subject of empirical investigation, usu
ally scholars have focused on the individual's striving to bolster existing view
points. Concurrently, the same studies show that people are much better a~le to 
defend their opinions against inconsistent arguments when they are eqmpped 
with solid political knowledge (e.g., Eagly, Kulesa, Brannon, Shaw, & Hutson
Comeaux, 2000; Meffert et al., 2006; Taber & Lodge, 2006). The question of 
what happens if people do not meet the requirement of political sophistica
tion to bolster their attitudes-for example, when social networks come up 
with political cross-pressures-deserves more research attention because high 
levels of political knowledge do not seem to be the norm among the general 
population (e.g., Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1992). 

In order to examine potential attitude-depolarizing effects of political com
munication, it might be useful for selective exposure research to reconsider its 
theoretical roots. In contrast to common assumptions, the theory of cognitive 
dissonance (Festinger, 1957) is not primarily concerned with attitude bolster
ing but with attitude change in terms of a weakening of formerly held opinio~s. 
Although dissonance theory is mainly associated with consistency theones 
(e.g., Heider, 1946; Newcomb, 1953; Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955), t~e spe
cial achievement of Festinger was to trace the causes and effects of consistency 
needs to the interaction between the individual and his or her environment. 
With reference to Lewin's (1936) cognitive field theory, Festinger considered 
the occurrence and reduction of cognitive dissonance under the influence of 
a constant individual need for environmental adaptation. In a posthumously 
published early statement on dissonance theory, Festinger (1999) posited that 
"there will be forces acting on the person to have his cognition correspond to 
reality as he experiences it. The result of this will be that, in general, persons 
will have a correct picture of the world around them in which they live" (p. 
356). With his differentiation of human needs into the pursuit of psychological 
consistency on the one hand and an adequate adaptation to the environment 
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on the other, Festinger explained human behavior from two opposing motives. 
Not least for this reason, dissonance theory is considered as a starting point for 
the study of "social cognition" (Stone, 2001, p. 41) in social psychology. Down 
to the present day, it is therefore not attitude bolstering but attitude change 
that dissonance research is primarily interested in. According to Festinger 
(1957, p. 95), changing one's attitude is the most effective and efficient way 
for individuals to reduce feelings of dissonance and restore .2ognitive conso
nance. Dissonance-related attitude change in terms of attitudinal alleviation is 
primarily studied within the so-called induced-compliance paradigm, which :
is still the most widely used and most significant paradigm in dissonance · 
research (cf. Harmon-Jones & Mills, 1999). 

A reconsideration of dissonance theory with regard to its assumptions on 
attitude change might facilitate the assessment of the actual threat of political 
polarization to deliberative democracy because it allows for an equal scientific 
treatment of consistent and inconsistent communication environment effects 
in terms of attitudinal polarization and depolarization. In this way, two sides 
of political polarization can be taken into consideration, which according to 
Huckfeldt, Mendez, and Osborn (2004), have a similarly high risk potential for 
a deliberative democracy: 

If collective deliberation among citizens in a democracy does not involve 
disagreement, its value is fundamentally called into question. At the same 
time, if disagreement produces politically disabling consequences-if 
individuals withdraw from political life as a consequence of disagree
ment-then the democratic potential for a shared process of collective 
deliberation is similarly undermined. (p. 68) 

Political Demobilization in a Widening Communication 
Environment 

Conflicting Viewpoints on the Internet's Potential for Political 
Mobilization 

The increasing alienation of many citizens from the political system in West
ern democracies has triggered many research activities. According to a study 
by the Pew Research Center for the People & the Press (2010, p. 44) Ameri
cans show less and less interest in news on politics and public affairs. In 2004 
there was still a majority of 52% who followed the news "at regular times." Six 
years later this proportion of the citizens had dropped by 14 percentage points. 
Instead, the proportion of the people who only got the news "from time to 
time" had risen from 46 to 57%. Not surprisingly, there are also fewer people 
who "enjoy keeping up with the news." This drop is particularly pronounced 
among the younger generation. While in 2008 38% of the respondents 18 to 
29 years old said they gazed at the news, this figure had dropped sharply to 
only 27% in 2010 (Pew, 2010, pp. 43-44). The decreasing news interest seems 
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to be a general characteristic of modern democracies. According to surveys of 
the Allensbach Institute in Germany the attention and interest of the younger 
population (30 years and below) has within only 10 years shifted away from 
politics, the economy, and culture-all areas of "public affairs"-and moved 
to computer-related topics and fashion (Kocher, 2008). 

The logical consequence of this decreasing interest and exposure to the 
news is generational knowledge gaps. Patterson (2007) has sho~~ by means ~f 
day-by-day surveys asking questions about topical news of politics and pubhc 
affairs that the younger generation just does not get the news as much. as the 
older age groups. This generational knowledge gap applies to hard and soft 
news. The first author has replicated this methodologically innovative study 
in Germany. We asked a total of 1,800 respondents over a period o~ 30 days 
if they had heard about the most important news events of the _previous_ ~ay. 
These news items were selected on a daily basis by a panel of editors, political 
scientists, and communication researchers. The data show a sharp correlation 
between age and news awareness. Of the respondents 30 years and older two 
thirds had heard about these top news events. The corresponding figures for 
respondents 18 to 29 years was 50% and for 14- to 17-year-olds only 39%. 
Accordingly, knowledge about concrete facts and the historical background of 
the events had traveled very unevenly to the different age groups (Donsbach, 
Rentsch, & Walter, 2011). 

Assumptions about the (positive or negative) consequences of the Internet 
for political communication have led to several publicat~ons in which ~uthors 
discuss whether the existence of this new communicatiOn ecology might be 
able to stop or even reverse this trend toward political alienation and disinte~
est. Does the Internet, and particularly social networks on the Internet, moti
vate young people to delve into the political sphere and thus lead to a stronger 
participatory democracy? The empirical evidence so far is not c_oher~~t. Some 
studies show a positive relationship between the degree to which Citizens go 
online and several forms of political participation. For instance, a German 
study by Vowe, Emmer, and Seifert (2007) was able to show on the basis of 
a panel survey between 2002 and 2005 that people's exposure to the news 
increased after they had Internet access. Similarly, a survey by Bakker and 
De Vreese (2011) conducted among young people in the Netherlands found 
that exposure to online news not only affected political participation via the 
web but also in more traditional forms. Quintelier and Vissers (2008) were 
able to measure an effect of news use via online news media, social networks, 
and blogs on political participation of people in Belgium. ~inal~y, Drew ~nd 
Weaver (2006) have shown that already in the 2004 presidential campaign 
the Internet was a significant predictor of campaign interest and knowledge. 
Obviously, the Internet increases political interest more than any other news 
medium, particularly among those users who already have previously shown 
a higher interest (Johnson & Kaye, 2003). Thus, Weber, Loumakis, and ~~rg
man (2003) conclude that "there may be something about Internet participa
tion that mobilizes citizens into political life" (p. 38), and Johnson and Kaye 
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(2003) that the "web politically empowers individuals" (p. 28; see also Shah, 
Cho, Eveland, & Kwak, 2005; Tolbert & Mc;Neal, 2003). 

But there are also other voices and findings that are less optimistic about 
the role of the Internet for a participatory democracy (e.g., Davis, 1999, p. 
168; Uslaner, 2004). For instance, Bimber (2001) concluded from his empirical 
study on the influence of the Internet on political participation that there "is 
very little to show for this otherwise remarkable technological pfitmomenon in 
terms of aggregate political engagement" (p. 64). One main argument against 
the Internet as a factor for increased political participation and mobilization>. 
is the finding that it fosters participation predominantly among those with a 
prior interest in politics and thus leads to an "increasing participation gap" 
(e.g., Bimber, 2003; Bonfadelli, 2002; Davis, 1999). For instance, Poindex
ter and McCombs (2001) have confirmed their finding from the early eighties 
(McCombs & Poindexter, 1983) about the relationship between the duty to 
keep informed and exposure to political news. Although there was no signifi
cant effect of the duty to keep informed on Internet use in general, people with 
a higher duty to keep informed were more likely to go to news about the elec
tion campaign. Shah, Kwak, and Holbert (2001) found ambivalent results for 
the effect of Internet use on civil engagement. People who used the Internet pri
marily for information indeed showed a stronger civil engagement while those 
who used it primarily for leisure and recreation showed a reverse effect. The 
authors draw the conclusion that entertainment-driven online content "may 
not provide much opportunity to connect to the real world" (Shah et al., 2001, 
p. 155). Xenos and Moy (2007) came to a similar result for active political 
participation. Based on the 2004 NES surveys in the United States they could 
show that positive effects of Internet use on political participation are moder
ated by prior political interest as an intervening variable. The authors hold 
"that in the political context, Internet use may also be acting to increase extant 
gaps in participation" (Xenos & Moy, 2007, p. 714). A study by Scheufele and 
Nisbet (2002) also points into the direction of socially differential effects. The 
authors showed that those who used the Internet primarily for entertainment 
content were significantly less informed about politics than respondents who 
used it for information and news about politics and current affairs. Although 
most of these studies-due to their nonexperimental designs-fall short of 
being able to draw conclusive causal relations, their evidence is rather conso
nant and therefore suggests the existence of such ambivalent effects regarding 
the Internet. 

Thus, if politics is not directly in the radar of a person's primary interests, 
the likelihood of getting confronted with political information on the Internet 
is rather small. This assertion seems obvious if not banal, but its consequences 
for the quality of public discourse might sharply increase. When information 
channels increase and information content offered to the recipient becomes 
ever broader, it is more and more unlikely that people seek information that is 
not directly related to their private spheres of interests-and politics and pub
lic affairs are probably the primary candidates for these increasingly neglected 
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areas. Unless it is purposely accessed, such news just gets lost to large parts of 
the audience in the course of the communication process. This could explain 
the differential effects reported above. 

The counterhypothesis-and the likely explanation for the more positive 
effects on political participation and engagement-assumes that an increased 
use of the Internet will also increase the likelihood of getting incidentally 
confronted with information not searched for and maybe not even wanted. 
Tewksbury, Weaver, and Maddex (2001) found a positive relationship between 
the amount that respondents used the Internet and unintentional exposure to 
news, and, between such incidental news use and knowledge of the news. The 
authors draw the conclusion that "the World Wide Web of today may provide 
a public space where a broad cross-section of the population encounters news 
not purposely but accidentally while going about [its] daily business" (Tewks
bury et al., 2001, p. 547). Wojcieszak and Mutz (2009) found a similar result 
for users of social networks on the Internet. Half of the users of such nonpo
litical networks said that they also discuss political and social topics on their 
platforms: "Even the least politicized online chat rooms and message boards 
expose visitors to some political discussion . . . while socializing or flirting" 
(Wojcieszak & Mutz, 2009, p. 45). 

Although these results have an optimistic flavor concerning mobilization 
and participation effects of the Internet we cannot ignore the counterhypoth
eses and results that point in the opposite direction; that is, increasing gaps in 
information and participation and thus a growing fragmentation of society. 
Obviously, we have to look deeper into the whole communication process and 
its mid- and long-term effects. With the more complex and powerful meth
odological design of a panel study, Prior (2005) came to the conclusion that 
voting and political knowledge not only was lower among users of entertain
ment content on the Internet but also significantly decreased over the course of 
time. The author concluded that the plurality and segmentation of information 
on the Internet available to these recipients has caused this development of an 
increasing alienation for the political world (see also the study by Overby and 
Barth regarding exposure to campaign advertisements; 2009). A more sea
soned panel analysis by Jennings and Zeitner (2003) also showed that interest 
in public affairs is affected by media use. They compared political interest 
and media use of their respondents between 1982 and 1997. Controlling for 
the use of other news media, exposure to news on the Internet in 1997 did not 
correlate with political interest in the first wave in 1982 but significantly with 
their political interest in 1997. This suggests that prior interest in politics today 
plays a more important role for exposure than in earlier times. 

In Search of a "Motivational Engine" for Political (De-)Mobilization 

Thus, questions about the quality of and trends in political communication 
and deliberative democracy in this new communication environment have to 
be answered in a very differentiated and often ambivalent way. We just do not 
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know if the Internet leads to a distancing from the political and public world. 
The majority of the studies depend on cross-sectional designs and correlation 
analyses. Rarely have studies looked at developments and change over time on 
an individual basis or used designs that allow clear causal conclusions. The 
panel studies by Prior (2005), Jennings and Zeitner (2003); or Overby and 
Barth (2009) are more the exception than the rule in this research field. These 
studies have investigated the effects of the communication 'ecol;gy in terms 
of interest and participation in politics. However, how these changes have _ 
resulted in subsequent changes in political communication behaviors, thus ' : -
have led to motivational changes in dealing with politics and public affairs 
(effects of effect), has not been addressed so far. We believe that an analysis 
of such reciprocal effects would be particularly of interest because possible 
dysfunctional consequences such as alienation and demobilization can only 
be assessed when they become themselves the object of investigation; that is, 
when one investigates the consequences of exposure on motivational changes. 

In the field of political polarization this motivational component has been 
well described through citizens' political attitudes. In the case of (de-)mobi
lization effects we have first to ask the question as to which motivational 
components could be of interest for this reciprocal causal process. In a study 
on causal explanations for information patterns-that did not have political 
mobilization or demobilization in its primary focus-Stromback and She
hata (2010) looked at the role of political interest for exposure. By means of a 
three-wave panel analysis during the 2006 Swedish elections they investigated 
how exposure to the news affected the respondents' interest in politics and 
public affairs, and conversely, how such political interest affected exposure 
to the news. They found that both variables interact positively; that is, news 
use amplifies political interest, and political interest amplifies interest in and 
exposure to the news. 

Following these results by Stromback and Shehata (2010), we could assume 
that an individual's political interest could be the motivational component 
also for the investigation of the effects and the effects of effects of political 
(de-)mobilization. However, if we look into the way political interest has been 
operationalized in studies of political communication we must conclude that 
this construct would lead to problems of validity and confound results because 
political interest and interest in the news cannot be sufficiently distinguished. 
For instance, Stromback and Shehata (2010, p. 583) have measured political 
interest by means of a very broad question: "Generally speaking, how inter
ested are you in politics?" Similar ways of operationalization can be found in 
the studies by Drew and Weaver (2006, p. 29), Xenos and Moy (2007, p. 710), 
or Johnson and Kaye (2003, p. 17). Other researchers have operationalized 
political interest via questions as to what extent respondents follow political 
affairs (e.g., Jennings & Zeitner, 2003, p. 331; Kenski & Stroud, 2006, p. 180), 
or, even more directly related to the theoretical construct at hand, on their 
willingness to learn more about politics (e.g., Lupia & Philpot, 2005, p. 1132). 
This operational fuzziness, representing a lack of analytical clarity, makes the 
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construct of political interest inappropriate as a motivational component for 
mobilization and demobilization. It is just too close to the construct of expo
sure to political news, which is the other main variable in the interdependent 
relationship between exposure and (de-)mobilization. 

Another motivational component relevant for political (de-)mobilization 
is the construct of political efficacy, which usually means two forms of self
perception of the individual relative to the political system. "Internal efficacy" 
describes perceptions related to the self and its political role such as the belief 
that one is able to influence the political process and one's capability to under
stand the political process in a competent way. For the latter-the ability to 
understand politics-Kaid, McKinney, and Tedesco (2007) have introduced 
the subconcept of "political informational efficacy," which is closely related 
to internal efficacy but solely focuses "on the voter's confidence in his or her 
own political knowledge and its sufficiency to engage the political process" 
(p. 1096). "External efficacy" on the other side relates more to perceptions 
of the political system such as the belief that government and politicians are 
interested in the people's needs and take these into consideration when making 
political decisions (cf. Balch, 1974; Converse, 1972; Niemi, Craig, & Mattei, 
1991). The construct of political efficacy is closely related to the concept of 
political trust, here understood as trust in the actions of politicians (cf. Kaid, 
2003; Niemi et al., 1991). Both subforms of political efficacy are also closely 
related to different forms of political participation (e.g., Abramson & Aldrich, 
1982; Balch, 1974; Johnson & Kaye, 2003; Kaid et al., 2007; Krueger, 2002; 
McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 1999; Quintelier & Vissers, 2008; Scheufele & 
Nisbet, 2002; Zhang, Johnson, Seltzer, & Bichard, 2010). 

The relationship between political efficacy and the use of political informa
tion has received some attention in the research area of Internet and politi
cal communication. Some authors have hypothesized that the Internet-as a 
source of political information and a forum for political participation-might 
have effects on a person's political efficacy. People just might get the feeling 
that they have a greater impact on politics because they can contact politi
cal figures or organizations directly or communicate with many other citizens 
in an interactive way via the Internet (e.g., Bucy & Gregson, 2001; Tedesco, 
2004). Studies, that have used political efficacy as the dependent variable 
show a positive correlation with general use of the Internet (Kenski & Stroud, 
2006), a negative correlation with the use of entertainment-oriented content 
(Scheufele & Nisbet, 2002), and a positive interaction effect between the use of 
online news and political discussions on political efficacy (Nisbet & Scheufele, 
2004). Political efficacy also has been investigated as a predictor for the use 
of political information online. While data based on surveys conducted in the 
nineties did not yet show a relationship between respondents' degree of self
efficacy and their news use on the Internet (e.g., Bimber, 2001; Jennings & 
Zeitner, 2003), more recent studies show such a relationship and are inter
preted by the authors as an effect of political efficacy on the use of the Internet 
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as a source of (political) information (Krueger, 2002; Leung, 2009) and on 
political knowledge (Prior, 2005). 

So far we have not seen studies that regard political efficacy simultaneously 
in its role as a cause and as an effect of exposure to information on politics 
and public affairs on the Internet. There is only one study fr~m the early nine
ties that, evidently, only looks at traditional media. Semetko and Valkenburg 
(1998) analyzed the reciprocal relationship between interna(political efficacy 
and the use of (German) dailies and television newscasts by means of a three
wave panel analysis. The authors found that exposure to political news leads~ 
to a significant increase in political efficacy, while political efficacy had n~ - : 
reverse effect on news use. This leads to the question of whether this finding is 
still valid when we can assume-following Althaus and Tewksbury (2000, p. 
22)-that the patterns of media use as well as the influences of this exposure 
have changed tremendously as a result of technological changes. A new look at 
the interdependent relationship between political efficacy and political infor
mation use seems necessary for three reasons: 

1. According to an online survey by Leung (2009), the construct of political 
efficacy is closely related to another feature of a person's self-perception, 
namely "psychological empowerment." Following a concept by Katz 
(1984), Leung defines this as an individual "process through which peo
ple gain mastery or control over their lives, improve strengths and com
petences and develop proactive behaviors to manage their social affairs" 
(Leung, 2009, p. 1330). The author can show that both components of 
political efficacy are related to psychological empowerment. 

2. In our postmodern era, an individual's self-image becomes more salient 
because, following Giddens (1991), the increasingly transient concepts of 
the self require permanent processes of self-reflection. We can assume 
that the Internet supplies a platform for creating, finding, developing, 
and presenting identities and self-images (cf. Christakis & Fowler, 2009; 
Palfrey & Gasser, 2008; Thrkle, 1995). Several studies, some of them 
using social comparison theory, have shown how individuals use fea
tures of the Internet to present themselves in comparison to others or by 
"borrowing" identities from others (cf. Haferkamp & Kramer, 2011, in 
press; Jung, Youn, & McClung, 2007; Papacharissi 2002a). 

3. Bennett and Iyengar's (2008) concept of political communication as well 
as the concept of reinforcing spirals by Slater (2007) attribute an impor
tant role to the individual's identity for the analysis of communication 
processes. For Bennett and Iyengar (2008), "it is clear we are entering 
another important turning point not just in communication technologies 
but in social structure and identity formation that affect the behaviors of 
audiences" (p. 716). Slater (2007) assumes that "those individuals who 
identify with a given set of ... beliefs and values (i.e., a shared group or 
communal identity) will have certain preferred media outlets, and will 
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selectively attend to content that reflects and shares the values of that 

social identity group" (p. 290). 

Thus, political efficacy might be valuable as a motivational component for 
analyzing and explaining political (de-)mobilization because it is related to the 
person's self-image and identity, the latter becoming increasin~ly s~ent in 
interpersonal communication. Not surprisingly, self-image and 1dentity have 
been investigated primarily in the discipline of social psychology, the disci
pline in which cognitive dissonance has also played a varying but on average 
important role (cf. Donsbach, 2009). Therefore, it might be useful to look at 
the theoretical development and empirical evidence of cognitive dissonance 
theory as well, and combine them with those in self-perception with the aim of 
developing a better tool for describing the influence of the Internet on political 
mobilizing and demobilizing effects of communication processes. If success
ful, this could lead to a more comprehensive theory going beyond singular 
approaches that can only control for other factors without integrating them into 

the explanatory system. 

The Self-Concept in Dissonance Research: Possible Implications for 

Studying Political Demobilization 

In a summary of cognitive dissonance theory so far, Cooper (2008) writes: 
"Questions about how the self affects-and is affected by-what we do and 
think have moved to the forefront of social psychology" (p. 90). The concept 
of the self, defined as the individual's most relevant cognitions that are acti
vated in social behavior (e.g., DeMarree, Petty, & Briiiol, 2007), has played an 
important role in revisions of Festinger's (1957) original theory and was part 
of the criticism of it early on. Frey (1984) mentioned several theories that could 
more or less replace the explanatory power of cognitive dissonance theory, 
Bern's (1965) theory of self-perception and Tedeschi's impression management 
theory (for a summary see Tedeschi, 1984). This shows that cognitive dis
sonance theory and theories of perceptions of the self have been closely con-

nected from the beginning. 
The concept of the self has been discussed as a dependent variable also 

in Aronson's consistency theory (E. Aronson, 1968, 1969) and in the "new 
look model" (Cooper & Fazio, 1984; Stone & Cooper, 2001). Both approaches, 
although taking opposite stands on cognitive dissonance theory, argue that dis
sonance emerges through an attack on the individual's "self-standards" (Stone 
& Cooper, 2001, p. 228). Such an attack on the value of the self can hap
pen for two reasons: first, when central expectations of the individual toward 
his or her own self are jeopardized and finally not met (E. Aronson, 1968, 
1999), and second, when the individual faces severe aversive consequences, 
for instance when following an action central norms of the individual are in 
question (Cooper, 1999; Cooper & Fazio, 1984; Scher & Cooper, 1989; Stone 

& Cooper, 2003). 
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In cognitive dissonance research an attack on the self has been observed 
in several situations, for instance when the individual scores badly in TAT
or intelligence tests (e.g., Carr & Steele, 2009; Fein & Spencer, 1997; Gotz
Marchand, Gotz, & Irle, 1974; Steele & Aronson, 1995); in cases of hypocrisy 
(e.g., E. Aronson, 1999; Fried & Aronson, 1995; Thibodeau & Aronson 
1992); or when the individual has invested unju~tified costs to reach a certai~ 
goal (e.g., E. Aronson, 1999; E. Aronson & Mills, 1959; Qerard & Mathew
son, 1966). Experimental research so far has targeted thre~ components of 
the self-concept: "because most people have relatively favorable views of' 
themselves, they want to see themselves as (a) competent, (b) moral, and (cJ ~ 
able to predict their own behavior" (E. Aronson, 1999, p. 111). Similarly, 
Cooper (2008) writes about an "own sense of worthiness, moral rectitude, 
or competence" (p. 90) that can trigger dissonance as soon as it is attacked. 
More recent research has shown that such a state of dissonance must not 
only be caused by the individual's own behavior but also by observing the 
behavior of others (Cooper & Hogg, 2007; Norton, Monin, Cooper, & Hogg, 
2003). Norton et al. (2003) describe this as "vicarious dissonance"; "a type 
of vicarious discomfort resulting from imagining oneself in the speaker's 
position" (p. 47). 

Comparing the components of the self as applied in cognitive dissonance 
research with the elements in the construct of political efficacy (see above), two 
similarities become obvious. First, to see oneself as competent and perceive 
one's own behavior as rational and meaningful complies in the realm of the 
political with the subconcept of internal political efficacy and its subconcept 
of political informational efficacy (e.g., Kaid et al., 2007, p. 1096; Nisbet & 
Scheufele, 2004, pp. 882-883; Semetko & Valkenburg, 1998, p. 200). Second, 
the desire to see oneself as a person with moral integrity, or in a vicarious 
situation, the trust in others that they have this moral integrity finds its paral
lels in the subconcept of external political efficacy (e.g., Leung, 2009, p. 1335; 
Scheufele & Nisbet, 2002, p. 70) and the related concept of political trust (e.g., 
De Vreese & Semetko, 2002, p. 625; Johnson & Kaye, 2003, p. 17; Mutz & 
Reeves, 2005, p. 14). 

Studies by Mutz and colleagues draw the relationship of this area of 
research to processes of political communication. The authors investigated the 
influence of civility and incivility in the behavior of political actors in tele
vised debates on the physiological state of arousal of the recipients. Subjects 
in the experimental condition of uncivilized behavior showed higher degrees 
of arousal than those in the civilized condition. The authors concluded that 
"people react to violations of televised face-to-face norms in the same way 
they would if the violation existed in real life ... especially when negative con
sequences are possible" (Mutz, Reeves, & Wise, 2003, p. 5-6; see also Mutz & 
Reeves, 2005). Arousal has also been employed in other studies as an indicator 
for the emergence of dissonance (e.g., Elkin & Leippe, 1986; Harmon-Jones, 
2004; Losch & Cacioppo, 1990), so we can assume that dissonance can emerge 
as a consequence of attacks on the self through media content. 
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It is then self-affirmation theory (Steele 1988; Steele & Liu, 1981, 1983) that 
has investigated the individual's strategies to decrease or destr~y ~r ~erminate 
an existing state of cognitive dissonance. The theory states that mdividuals ca~ 
regain their self-integrity by shifting their attention to those factors of theu 
self-concept that are not involved in the particular dissonance process at hand. 
Such "affirmational resources" would lead to stabilizing the general or glo~al 
self-esteem (e.g., J. Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002; Koole, Smeets, Van Kmp
penberg, & Dijksterhuis, 1999; Steele, 1988, 1997; Steele, Spencer, & Lynch, 

1993; Tesser & Cornell, 1991). 
In an extension of the assumptions, J. Aronson, Blanton, and Cooper (1995) 

have confirmed experimentally that an individual activates these affi~ational 
resources selectively and through disidentification with the cu:rently di~sonant 
component of the self: "when one's behavior or performance m a do~~m c~sts 
negative light on oneself, one can maintain global self-estee~ by dlSldentlfy
ing with the domain in question" (J. Aronson, Cohen, & Nail, 1999, p. 142). 
Recent results by Knobloch-Westerwick and Meng (2011) suggest that these 
general strategies for dissonance reduction can also be transfe~ed to the world 
of political communication. In their selective exposure expenme~t they c~n
fronted their subjects with claims by political parties that_ wer~ ~Ither c~n~Is
tent or inconsistent with the subjects' own beliefs. The Imphcit association 
tests showed that in the case of inconsistent information subjects disidentified 
with their favorite party while exposure to consistent information led to an 
enhancement of the person's political self-esteem. . . . . . 

What does this mean for our assumptions about poht1cal mobihzation 
or demobilization? If we see political efficacy as a motivational component 
of the self-image, we can look at the causes and consequences of political 
efficacy by applying the evidence from modern cognitive dissonance theory. 
Attacks on an individual's political efficacy creating dissonance as well as the 
known strategies for dealing with this dissonance can ~elp u_s to und~rstand 
processes of mobilization and demobilization. Self-consistent mform~t~on ~an 
enhance political efficacy and thus lead to a mobilization and partiCipatiOn, 
while inconsistent information, attacking the concept of the self, can lead to 
demobilization in the form of an increasing disidentification with the world of 

politics (see Figure 1.2). . . 
However, for such an analysis it is important and necessary to Identify and 

categorize the concrete nature of communication c~ntent ~hat can lead to the 
above described processes. Thereby it will be of particular mterest, and a c?al
lenge, to find interindividual and thus more gene~al_ patterns of constellatlo~s 
between characteristics of the self and charactenstlcs of the messages. This 
was already a challenge for traditional research on cognitive dissonanc~ (cf. 
Donsbach, 1991) but becomes even more complicated when_ the re~ervmr _of 
cognitions that are potentially relevant for the emerge~ce or dissol~tlOn o~ ~Is
sonance is much broader and multidimensional-as IS the case With pohtical 

efficacy. 
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"Effects" on Perceived 
Political Competence, Morality, and Worthiness 

! I 
Political 

Self..Concept 
Expos~e to Political 

. lllf9rmation 
(Political Efficacy) 

• "Effects of Effects": '· 

) Polnlcallden•ffcatlon vs. Dls-/denlfflcs>o;, .· I 
.................... . .... ,. ........ .. Political 

(De-)Mobilization 

Figure 1.2 Political (De-)Mobilization as a Function of (ln-)Consistencies between 
Political Information and the Political Self-Concept. 

On the side of the exposure to messages this implies two strategies for 
research. First, we must abandon the rather crude distinction between media 
genres (e.g., Drew & Weaver, 2006; Jennings & Zeitner, 2003; Johnson & 
Kaye, 2003) and patterns of media use (e.g., Bakker & De Vreese, 2011; Prior, 
2005; Quintelier & Vissers, 2008; Scheufele & Nisbet, 2002; Shah et al., 
2001). This suggestion does not imply that existing distinctions between infor
mation channels and media use patterns should be abandoned. We propose, 
rather, to reconsider the classification of recipients as representatives of only 
one of these genres or patterns at a time; in the communication environment 
of the early 21st century it seems to become more and more unrealistic to 
expect that a user is primarily motivated by only one media type or one type 
of media use. Second, we must on an individual basis relate people's politi
cal mobilization and participation to the concrete content of the media that 
they have used. Thus, content analyses have to be a necessary part of such 
designs. For instance, when we know from prior research that the preference 
for either information-oriented or entertainment-oriented content significantly 
correlates with political attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Prior, 2005; Scheufele & 
Nisbet, 2002; Shah et al., 2001; Xenos & Moy, 2007) it is important to investi
gate the concrete features of messages that have such effects. 

Such research exists so far only for traditional media (e.g., Ansolabehere 
& Iyengar, 1995; Cappella & Jamieson, 1996, 1997; De Vreese & Semetko, 
2002; Kepplinger, 2000; Moy & Pfau, 2000; Mutz & Reeves, 2005; Patterson, 
1993; Stroud, Stevens, & Pye, 2011). The distinction between hard and soft 
news especially has received a great amount of research attention. Researchers 
identified as peculiar characteristics of political soft news a higher concen
tration of negative events and conflict and a focus on personal news about 
political figures rather than news on issues and the political process per se (e.g., 
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Cappella & Jamieson, 1996, 1997; Donsbach & Buttner, 2005; Kepplinger & 

WeiSbecker, 1991; Patterson, 1993). 
It is contested among today's media scholars whether a theoretical segmen-

tation of media content in soft and hard news is empirically plausible (Bocz
kowski, 2009; Lehman-Wilzig & Seletzky, 2010; Zelizer, 2004). Furthermore, 
it is discussed whether soft news has solely detrimental effects on political 
life (e.g., Bennett, 2003b; Patterson, 2003; Zaller, 2003). Baum (2002), for 
instance, has shown that soft news programs may also have some potential 
to catch the attention of less politically interested and knowledgeable citizens 
(see also Baek & Wojcieszak, 2009). Nonetheless, studies investigating the 
causal relationship between political alienation and message features such 
as negativism or strategic reporting, which are known to be generally more 
often present in soft news formats, have a rather negative impact on political 
trust, satisfaction, and engagement (Baumgartner & Morris, 2006; Cappella 
& Jamieson, 1997; De Vreese, 2005; Jackson, 2011; Maurer, 2003; Valentino, 

Beckmann, & Buhr, 2001). 
For traditional media there are studies which combine surveys with content 

analyses to demonstrate the effects of negative and "game" news (Patte~son, 
1993) on perceptions of the political process or political figures (e.g., Adnaan
sen, Van Praag, & De Vreese, 2010; De Vreese, 2005; De Vreese & Semetko, 
2002; Kleinnijenhuis, Van Hoof, & Oegema, 2006; Maurer, 2003; Wolling, 
1999). In light of the increasing relevance of the Internet for political commu
nication we must also direct our attention to online content and the messages 
conveyed via interpersonal communication, particularly in social networks. 
We know that discussions in social networks are not only relevant for political 
engagement (e.g., Hardy & Scheufele, 2005; Nisbet & Scheufele, 2004; Price 
& Cappella, 2002) or political knowledge (see, e.g., Eveland, 2004; Robinson 
& Levy, 1986; Scheufele, 2002), but-in the context of the Internet-often 
show a more aggressive tenor, which might make attacks on the person's self 
more likely (e.g., Davis, 1999; Hill & Hughes, 1998). 

To reconstruct interpersonal discussions is a challenging empirical 
endeavor. For rather quantitative features such as discussion frequency and 
social network size we can draw on a wide range of empirical research that has 
repeatedly proved the relevance of these features in predicting a person's level 
of political knowledge, participation, and efficacy (e.g., Eveland & Thomson, 
2006; Hardy & Scheufele, 2005; Huckfeldt, Beck, Dalton, & Levine, 1995; 
Kwak et al., 2005; Moy & Gastil, 2006). Even more insightful, but also more 
difficult to track, is the qualitative side of political discussion. Here, more 
empirical research is needed. For the investigation of (de-)mobilization pro
cesses we particularly recommend including questions that address the tenor 
of what is said about politicians and politics when political talk comes up in 
social networks. Similar to what has been found as effects of negative news in 
traditional media research, social network studies suggest that expressions of 
devaluation of or indignation toward political topics might give rise to political 
demobilization (Eliasoph, 1998; Gamson, 1992; Schmitt-Beck & Mackenrodt, 
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2010). Political engagement can be encouraged, however, when the individ
ual is surrounded by politically active and interested people (Leighley, 1990; 
Passy & Giugni, 2001; Verba, Scholzman, & Brady, 1995). Another feature 
that could be of interest for the examination of potential mobilizing or demo
bilizing effects of political talk is the existence of "network experts," which 
might foster an individual's understanding of politics (Ryan, 2010) and thus 
help to strengthen a person's political self-concept. · .. ._. 

When we apply the cognitive dissonance-based construct of political effi
cacy to the analysis of concrete messages consumed by the recipient we should::·_ 
be able to predict how discrete features of political communication affect the. 
perception of one's political efficacy and, in a second step, reversely affect 
political interest. So far we can solicit hypotheses only in an indirect man
ner. For instance, a study by Adriaansen, Van Praag, and De Vreese (2010) 
shows a negative influence of substantive news on political cynicism among 
the younger population. At the same time research shows an increase in soft 
news formats and tabloidization, including political negativism (e.g., Baum, 
2003; Bennett, 2003a; Donsbach & Buttner, 2005; Schulz & Zeh, 2005), and 
the particular attraction of such formats for younger people (e.g., Patterson, 
2007; Young & Tisinger, 2006). Based on these findings we could investi
gate by means of the concepts of self-esteem and political efficacy how far 
a dwindling contact with hard and substantial political news exacerbates an 
understanding of the political process, while the individual's perception of this 
increasing incompetence represents an attack on its political efficacy which 
finally leads to a disidentification with the political system. Furthermore, we 
could investigate how a young person's social environment-which due to the 
Internet might have become enlarged, particularly by weak-tie relationships
may counteract or exacerbate this process (Boase, Horrigan, Wellman, & 
Rainie, 2006; Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007; Williams, 2006). Evidently, 
such a theory would also enable us to identify those characteristics in political 
communication content that can lead to an increase in political efficacy and, 
thus, to counterbalance the processes of demobilization that we have observed. 

Summary and Conclusion 

The increasing and diversifying activities of citizens in ever more complex 
information environments require that students of political communication 
incorporate these changes in their existing theories in order to detect the 
opportunities and risks of these new communication structures. We have pro
posed connecting theories of exposure and effects in the form of comprehen
sive theories that allow us to see the motivation to turn to substantial political 
news in a reciprocal causal process (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; Mitchelstein & 
Boczkowski, 2010; Slater, 2007). 

For the investigation of processes of political polarization, that is, an 
increasing exposure to attitude-consistent messages, research has already 
taken a promising path by including attitudinal polarization as a motivational 



30 COMMUNICATION YEARBOOK 36 

component for the citizen's selective exposure behavior. To make our causal 
models more precise it now seems necessary to further differentiate between 
attitudinal polarization (and exposure to consistent messages) and attitudinal 
ambivalence (and exposure to inconsistent messages). The causal examination 
of the effects and effects of effects of a confrontation with attitude-consistent 
political content should thereby be complemented by an equal investigation 
of inconsistent information. If we can assume that attitude-inconsistent mes
sages, while representing an inevitable requirement for deliberation, give rise 
to attitudinal ambivalence and a withdrawal from political life, we thus also 
need to pay attention to the reciprocity of inconsistent messages and attitudi
nal depolarization as an indirect reinforcing spiral of political polarization. 
Such a theoretical expansion of selective exposure research could shed further 
light on the societal process of how tendencies of political polarization get 
amplified. This way, we would be able to examine, if increasingly only those 
citizens stay politically interested who find their already existing attitudes con
firmed by their information environment. Theories of selective exposure can 
contribute substantially to our conceptualization of these processes. Cognitive 
dissonance theory is of particular relevance here because its extensive empiri
cal foundation not only explains the bolstering of attitudes but also changes in 
form of an attenuation of attitudinal positions. 

On the other side, cognitive dissonance research might offer something for 
the explanation of political demobilization. In its modern conception the con
cept of the self can be a cause and an effect of dissonance. Transferred to the 
realm of political communication, political efficacy is equivalent to the con
struct of the self. Thus, we can look at mobilizing and demobilizing effects of 
political communication in a motivational manner via the self-perception of 
the individual. 

Summing up, we recommend that today's media scholars track serious soci
etal processes such as political polarization and demobilization on the basis of 
increases and decreases of people's motivation to devote themselves to (cer
tain kinds of) political information. For this purpose, research should consider 
either motivational direction (i.e., the increase and the decrease) in their tem
poral evolution and in relation to each other. For instance, if we knew about the 
development and effects of both attitudinal polarization and depolarization in 
society, we might better understand the actual and prospective pervasiveness 
of communication enclaves. Similarly, if we possessed more knowledge about 
citizens' information behavior following from as well as affecting high and 
low political efficacy, we might be capable of better estimating the severity of 
political demobilization in the age of the Internet. 

There can be no question that our suggestions represent only a few out of 
many possibilities that exist of how to achieve more comprehensive theories 
in political communication. In our view it is worth examining to what extent 
our suggestions can be combined with other concepts of effects and effects of 
effects to develop even broader and more integrative approaches for a "pro-
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grammatic vision" (Mitchelstein & Boczkowski 2010, p. 1086) for future 
research. ' 
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2 Commentary 
Online News and the Demise 
of Political Disagreement 

Die tram A. Scheufele 

University of Wisconsin-Madison 

Matthew C. Nisbet 

American University 

I nformation processing is never free of partisan biases. We know from 
decades of research in social psychology, political science, sociology, and 
communication that our values and ideological predispositions influence 

how much bias we see in media reports (Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1985), 
how willing or likely we are to attend to particular stories (Donsbach, 1991), 
and, maybe most importantly, how we interpret seemingly objective pieces of 
information differentially, depending on our personal value systems (Bros
sard, Scheufele, Kim, & Lewenstein, 2009; Ho, Brossard, & Scheufele, 2008; 
Kunda, 1990; Nisbet, 2005). 

But why are we concerned about selectivity? In many ways, selectively 
attending to some messages over others, based on perceptions of source cred
ibility, ideological congruence, or issue-specific interest, is what enables us 
to efficiently sift through large amounts of information. But as Dons bach and 
Mothes outline in their chapter, the notion of selectively attending to or dis
counting information, based on ideological or value-based predispositions, is 
also directly at odds with normative views of democratic citizenship. 

The Nature of Political Discourse and Its Effects on Democratic 
Citizenship 

The notion of a truly deliberative (or civil) society is based on a few key prem
ises (Scheufele, 2011). Among them are two that are particularly relevant for 
thinking operationally about the issue of selectivity: (a) all possible views and 
supporting arguments are expressed, and (b) participants are willing to listen 
to and engage with arguments that are different from their own. As a result, 
truly civil deliberations among citizens can be defined as the rational exchange 
of non-like-minded views (or disagreement). 

As is so often the case, however, empirical realities are at odds with these 
normative ideals. Many of us are simply not used to being confronted on a 




