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1 A Motivational Model of Selective Exposure

Our (Arceneaux and Johnson, 2013) Active Audience Theory (AAT) that builds upon insights from

the uses and gratifications literature (e.g., Cantril, 1942). Our model shares the view of many uses

and gratifications scholars that audiences are active, not passive consumers. Viewers, readers, and

listeners intentionally select themselves into audiences for programming that fulfill their needs and

goals. They also do not take media content as face value. Audience members have the ability

to engage content, accepting some messages and rejecting others. Nonetheless, our model departs

from many uses and gratifications approaches in two important respects. First, the model does

not assume that selectivity inexorably results in “imperviousness to influence” (Biocca, 1988). The

shows people select to watch may indeed affect them. They just may not affect them in the ways

outside observers would expect or even in the way intended by the creator of the media content.

Rather, the influence of media content should be contingent on the characteristics of the viewer.

Second, our AAT is a motivational model of selective exposure that recruits midlevel theories from

political science and psychology to hypothesize about media affects given choice.

In the interest of parsimony, our model of selective exposure focuses on two internal motivations

that shape media viewing decisions. First, there is the motivation to defend one’s pre-existing

attitudes (Kunda, 1990), which we label the partisan motivation. Some individuals have a strong



need to defend their attitudes and others with a weaker need to do so. Much of the research on new

media has focused exclusively on this dimension. Second, is the hedonic motivation to experience

pleasure and avoid pain (Higgins, 1997), which we label the entertainment motivation. Some people

seek out entertainment programming, viewing news as unpalatable medicine, while others actually

enjoy keeping abreast of current events and politics.While one could conceive of a third dimension

that captures the epistemic motivation to possess accurate beliefs (Kruglanski, 1989), we do not

believe that level of complication would useful at this stage.

To help generate hypotheses, we formalize the theoretical model with the help of Equation 1,

P ? = ηp + Tδ + Sγ + ε1 (1)

P =

{
0 if P ? ≤ 0

1 if P ? > 0

E? = ηe + Tρ+ Sω + ε2

E =

{
0 if E? ≤ 0

1 if E? > 0,

where,

P ? = latent partisan motivation,

P = realized news choice, 1 = watch partisan news, 0 = otherwise,

E? = latent entertainment motivation,

E = realized entertainment choice, 1 = watch entertainment shows, 0 = otherwise,

ηp = baseline partisan motivation,

ηe = baseline entertainment motivation,

T = a matrix of personal traits that influence partisan and entertainment motivations,

S = a matrix of situational factors that influence partisan and entertainment motivations,

δ, γ, ρ, ω = vectors of coefficients for T and S,

ε1, ε2 = disturbance terms.

P ? and E? are continuous dimensions that capture an individual’s propensity to consume par-

tisan news and entertainment programming. Whether individuals actually choose to watch a given

news or entertainment show, P and E, depends on their baseline motivation (see Kirzinger, Weber

and Johnson, 2012) to watch those shows (ηp, ηe), as well as personal traits and preferences T (e.g.,

conflict aversion, interest in politics, opinionation, etc.) and situational factors S, (e.g., intensity of
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media coverage, competitiveness of electoral environment, social contagion, etc.). We also suspect

there is some amount of random noise involved in people’s media consumption (ε1, ε2).
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Figure 1: Motivational Model of Selective Exposure
Notes: Reprinted from Figure 3.2 in Arceneaux and Johnson
(2013).

At the moment, we are less interested in empirically modeling P ? and E? and take these

latent dimensions as given. Instead, we note that these two dimensions give rise to types of media

consumers. Our model of selective exposure in Equation 1 is graphically depicted in Figure 1. The

partisan motivation and entertainment motivation dimensions create a Cartesian space from which

three basic types of television viewers emerge. People who enjoy news (E? > 0) and possess a

strong need to defend their partisan attitudes (P ? > 0) are more likely to be partisan news-seekers

(top-right corner of Figure 1). People who enjoy news (E? > 0) and do not possess a strong need

to defend their partisan attitudes (P ? < 0) are more likely to be mainstream news-seekers (top-left
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corner of Figure 1). In short, there are two kinds of news-seekers. In the bottom half of the table are

entertainment-seekers, who prefer entertainment programming over any kind of news programming

(E? < 0). We could further break entertainment-seekers into those who would watch partisan news

or mainstream news given the episodic motivation to watch news (e.g., some contextual factor, such

as a close election, piques their interest). But, as we discuss in the conclusion, this complication is

best left for subsequent research that investigates the dynamics of media consumption.

2 Expectations

Ultimately, we are interested in investigating the effects of media consumption given media prefer-

ences. In particular, we wish to understand how exposure to different kinds of news programming

influences hostile media perceptions. Equation 2 decomposes hostile media effects by types of news

(partisan and mainstream) and types of media consumers (partisan news-seekers, mainstream news-

seekers, and entertainment-seekers).

E[A] = E([Λpn + αpnppn + γpncpn + τpnmpn] + [Λmn + αmnpmn + γmncmn + τmnmmn]

+ [Λe + αepe + γece + τeme], (2)

where,

A = attitude toward media content,

Λ = baseline attitude toward media content,

α = weight measuring the amount of exposure to proattitudinal news shows,

γ = weight measuring the amount of exposure to counterattitudinal news shows,

τ = weight measuring the amount of exposure to mainstream news,

p = effect of exposure to proattitudinal programming,

c = effect of exposure to counterattitudinal programming,

m = effect of exposure to mainstream news programming,

Subscripts pn, mn, and e index partisan news-seekers, mainstream news-seekers, and entertainment-

seekers, respectively.

Where viewers fall on P ? and E? affect their exposure weights. In general, we would expect

partisan news-seekers to be more likely than mainstream news-seekers and entertainment-seekers
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to watch partisan news if given the choice (αpn > αmn, αe and γpn > γpmn, γpn); mainstream

news-seekers to be more likely than partisan news-seekers and entertainment-seekers to watch

mainstream news if given a choice (τmn > τpn, τe). This formulation allows the effects of partisan

and mainstream news to be different for partisan news-seekers, mainstream news-seekers, and

entertainment-seekers. In our previous work, we explore what happens when individuals are allowed

to determine their own exposure. Here, we fix the extent to which people are exposed to different

types of news (thus turning α, γ, and τ into constants) and focus on investigating differential effects

among revealed types of viewers.

Partisan news-seekers tend to be ideologically motivated (Stroud, 2008) and it is among these

individuals that we expect to observe a friendly media effect. If the mainstream news reports on

politics in shades of gray, proattitudinal news shows tell partisans that the world is their preferred

shade. Mainstream news-seekers, on the other hand, may eschew partisan news shows for a reason.

These shows feature strident and boisterous discussion. Hosts and guests raise their voices, make

tendentious arguments, and mock the opposing side. We anticipate that mainstream news-seekers

find these antics more off-putting than the ideological benefit they receive from proattitudinal

shows. The one thing we expect to unite partisan news-seekers, mainstream news-seekers, and

entertainment-seekers is their distaste for counterattitudinal news. Oppositional shows key into

intergroup psychology, activate outgroup threat, and motivate individuals to resist blatant attacks

on their ingroup (Arceneaux, Johnson and Cryderman, 2013). Nonetheless, because people who

do not expose themselves to the news tend to be more susceptible to its effects (Zaller, 1992), we

expect that entertainment-seekers, relative to partisan and mainstream news-seekers, will evince

stronger negative reactions to all news shows, irrespective of their ideological balance.

Below are our hypotheses stated more formally in the nomenclature of our empirical model

displayed in Equation 2.

Conditional Friendly Media Effect Hypothesis:

ppn < mpn; pmn ≥ mmn.

Oppositional Media Effect Hypothesis:

cpn > ppn; cpn > mpn; cmn > pmn; cmn > mmn; ce > pe; ce > me.

Entertainment-seeker Susceptibility Hypothesis:
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pe > ppn, pmn;me > mpn,mmn.

3 The Participant Preference Experiment

The very thing that makes selective exposure interesting—self-selection into audiences—complicates

the study of it. It calls into questions an observational research approach that simply compares the

hostile media perceptions of partisan news-viewers to mainstream news-viewers to entertainment-

viewers. If we observe differences among these groups of viewers, we cannot be sure that it represents

the effect of the media they consume or if their inherent differences compel them to consume the

media they do. Equation 2 helps clarify this point. To simplify the discussion, let’s consider the com-

parison of just two groups: partisan news-viewers to mainstream news-viewers. We survey a random

sample of individuals in both news audiences, measure their hostile media perceptions, and estimate

a mean for each group, E[A | partisan-news viewer] and E[A | mainstream-news viewer]. After do-

ing so, assume that we observe E[A | partisan-news viewer] > E[A | mainstream-news viewer]—i.e.,

partisan news-viewers perceive more media hostility than mainstream news-viewers. One possibil-

ity is that exposure to partisan news shows creates hostile media perceptions: ppn > pmn. However,

another equally valid possibility is that partisan news-seekers have a higher baseline level of media

hostility than mainstream news-seekers: Λpn > Λmn. In fact, it could be that partisan news has

no effect on partisan news-seekers, ppn = 0, but because of the differences in baselines we observe

E[A | partisan-news viewer] > E[A | mainstream-news viewer].

The standard strategy in circumstances like these is for researchers to include “control” variables

that account for baseline differences and isolate the effect of media exposure. The presence of

selection bias vitiates the utility of this approach because using covariates that explain the selection

process as control variables can actually increase rather than decrease bias (Achen, 1986; Arceneaux,

2010). What we really need is some way of constructing comparable groups of news-viewers and

observing whether the effects of media content differ among those who generally prefer news or

entertainment. Randomized experiments offer such an approach.

In a randomized experiment, study participants have the same probability of being exposed

to different media content. For instance, in the study described in the next section, we randomly

assigned subjects to four conditions: (1) exposure to a proattitudinal partisan news show, (2)

exposure to a counterattitudinal partisan news show, (3) exposure to a mainstream news show, or
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(4) exposure to an entertainment program. After viewing these shows, we measured hostile media

perceptions A and estimated E[A] for each treatment group. Using Equation 2 as a template, we

can decompose these expected values as,

E[Aproattitudinal] = E([Λpn + ppn] + [Λmn + pmn] + [Λe + pe]) (3)

E[Acounterattitudinal] = E([Λpn + cpn] + [Λmn + cmn] + [Λe + ce]) (4)

E[Amainstream] = E([Λpn +mpn] + [Λmn +mmn] + [Λe +me]) (5)

E[Aentertainment] = E([Λpn] + [Λmn] + [Λe]), (6)

By randomly assigning individuals to these treatment groups, we ensure that each group has

a similar distribution of characteristics (e.g., partisan tendencies, media preferences, etc.). In ex-

pectation, the baseline attitudes should be equivalent across groups (e.g., E[Λpn | proattitudinal] =

E[Λpn | counterattitudinal] = E[Λpn | mainstream] = E[Λpn | entertainment], and so on). Con-

sequently, if we calculate the following difference, E[Λpn |proattitudinal] − E[Λpn | mainstream],

Λpn,Λmn, and Λe, cancel out, allowing us to estimate the overall effect of exposure to partisan

news shows on hostile media perceptions, E[ppn + pmn + pe].
1

This approach gets a bit closer to our goal. Now we are able to circumvent selection bias and

isolate the causal effect of partisan news, but we want to go further and isolate the effects of exposure

to news among partisan news-seekers, mainstream news-seekers, and entertainment-seekers. The

participant preference experiment allows us to do just this.

4 Empirical Models

The empirical results in the article were derived from Ordinary Least Squares models in which the

treatment indicators were regressed on measures of media hostility perceptions. These results are

displayed in Table 1.

1This expectation holds over an infinite number of randomized experiments. Because researchers
typically only run one experiment, there is always the possibility that we observe an extreme draw
from the sampling distribution of possible experiments. Frequentist null hypothesis tests offer a way
to quantify the probability that we would have observed the differences among treatment groups if
the underlying sampling distribution showed no effects on average (i.e., the null distribution).
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