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Extending the Spiral of Silence: Partisan Media, Perceived Support, and Sharing
Opinions Online
Meredith Y. Wang, Jay D. Hmielowski, Myiah J. Hutchens, and Michael A. Beam

ABSTRACT
In this paper, we apply the spiral of silence theory to the study of partisan media and political
participation. Our results show consuming supportive partisan news outlets is associated with
perceiving that other people share one’s opinions. In addition, levels of perceived support are
associated with the likelihood of sharing opinions in online contexts. Moreover, our result shows
that the relationship between perceived support and sharing opinions varies by the individual
difference variable of conflict avoidance. To test our model, we use data collected right before the
2014 midterm election in the United States.
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Today’s fragmented media system has created
opportunities for scholars to reexamine old mass
communication theories and ideas. For example,
the fragmented media system of today has provided
scholars with the opportunity to reexamine ideas
such as selective exposure, leading to a more com-
prehensive understanding of why people seek out
supportive or opposing information (Holbert,
Hmielowski, & Weeks, 2012; Hollander, 2008) and
the effects of this information on the public
(DellaVigna & Kaplan, 2007; Dilliplane, 2014;
Feldman, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Leiserowitz,
2011; Garrett, 2009; Jones, Ferraiolo, & Byrne,
2011). Another mass communication theory that
scholars have started to reexamine is the spiral of
silence. These reexaminations have aimed to under-
stand whether use of partisan media outlets is asso-
ciated with people’s perceptions of the opinion
climate (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Dvir-Gvirsman,
Garrett, & Tsfati, 2015).

The changes in our current media system do
not end with the expansive choices available.
Today’s media system also provides the public
with greater opportunities to voice their opinions
via social media pages (Bennett, 2012; Gil de
Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela, 2012), discussion
boards (Wojcieszak & Mutz, 2009), and comment
sections on news Web sites (Ruiz et al., 2011). The
opportunity to engage in these conversations has

led scholars to expand on the notion of political
participation to include both dutiful and actualiz-
ing styles of participation (Bennett, Wells, &
Freelon, 2011). From this perspective, dutiful
includes traditional types of participation such as
donating to a campaign, while actualizing beha-
viors include sharing views and opinions with
others about politics on social media sites (e.g.,
Facebook) or commenting (or responding to com-
ments) on online news stories. Indeed, survey
research has shown high levels of actualizing beha-
viors among people living in the United States
(Olmstead, Mitchell, & Rosenstiel, 2011; Pew
Research Center, 2013). Despite the prominence
of people engaging in these actualizing behaviors,
more research is needed to understand why people
take these types of actions.

In this paper, we attempt to expand on these
lines of research by combining studies on partisan
media, the spiral of silence, and actualizing beha-
viors. Specifically, we examine the relationship
between the use of liberal and conservative news
outlets and perceived support for one’s opinions
within one’s social network. We assess these rela-
tionships by testing an interaction to determine
whether supportive (e.g., use of conservative out-
lets for conservatives) or opposing information
(e.g., use of conservative outlets for liberals) is
related to higher or lower levels of perceived
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support for one’s opinions. We also examine the
relationship between perceived support for one’s
opinions and willingness to share information
with others in online settings. In addition, we
test whether differences among individuals regard-
ing the variable of conflict avoidance moderates
the relationship between perceived support and
sharing information. To test this model, we use
data from an online quota sample of respondents
collected via a Qualtrics panel right before the
2014 midterm elections.

The spiral of silence in the modern media
landscape

The spiral of silence theory focuses on understand-
ing people’s perceptions of public opinion, and their
effects on people’s willingness to share their views.
The theory proposes that when people fear social
isolation, they adjust their willingness to voice their
opinions to others, basing what and how much they
disclose on the perceived opinion climate on a topic.
To be specific, when people sense that the public
holds a different opinion than their own, they will
be less likely to express their own viewpoint in public
settings. By contrast, people will be more likely to
express opinions when they feel the majority of the
public shares their views (Noelle-Neumann, 1974,
1993). The theory cautions that because democracy
by definition promotes the sharing of ideas and
information, a lack of diverse views could result in
negative consequences for democratic countries
(Neuwirth, Frederick, & Mayo, 2007). In fact, min-
ority opinions can be silenced over time, as public
opinion gets transformed into dogma (Scheufle &
Moy, 2000).

In her proposed theory, Noelle-Neumann (1974,
1993) outlined that the media play an important
role in informing the public about whether their
views are in the majority or the minority. The
spiral of silence theory notes that the media can
tell us what others think about issues (Mutz, 1998).
The concern is that when media reports make it
seem like the public supports an issue, those who
oppose the issue may feel a sense of isolation that
decreases their willingness to voice their opinions
to others. This is particularly concerning because
media coverage may not always reflect public sen-
timent on an issue (Noelle-Neumann, 1974, 1977,

1985, 1991; Noelle-Neumann & Petersen, 2004).
Gonzenbach and Stevenson’s (1994) research
partly confirms this concern. Combining a content
analysis of mass media and a survey of audiences,
their study indicates that protests against children
with AIDS being allowed to attend school gar-
nered a significant amount of media coverage.
The result of this coverage was that the people
who thought these kids with AIDS should be able
to attend school felt like they held the minority
opinion, even though they constituted the major-
ity. Likewise, those who were opposed to children
with AIDS attending school felt like they held the
dominant opinion, even though they were in the
minority—all as a result of media coverage.

The importance placed on the media has led
scholars to examine the relationship between
media use and willingness to voice opinions or
fear of isolation that lead to the spiral of silence.
For instance, studies have found that the use of
mass media correlates with a greater willingness to
voice opinions (Moy, Domke, & Stamm, 2001), a
decrease in fear of negative evaluation (Shoemaker,
Breen, & Stamper, 2000), and greater perceived
support for their views (Shanahan, Scheufele,
Yang, & Hizi, 2004). Overall, these studies have
shown that media use plays an important role rela-
tive to understanding why people do or do not
share their views on controversial political issues.

Although a number of studies have shown sup-
port for the spiral of silence theory, changes to the
media environment and a greater emphasis on
testing for conditional and indirect effects have
opened the door for scholars to reassess this the-
ory. We believe two important gaps remain. First,
a great deal of the research on the spiral of silence
was conducted in an age where broadcast news
dominated the media landscape. For example, dur-
ing the 1970s the average U.S. household had
access to six stations. Of these six, the three broad-
cast networks (ABC, CBS, and NBC) attracted
around 80% of all viewers (Prior, 2007). Today’s
media environment provides people a greater
choice in content (Hmielowski, Beam, &
Hutchens, 2016; Mutz, 2006; Mutz & Martin,
2001; Prior, 2007, 2013; Sunstein, 2001). Indeed,
Moy and Hussain (2014) argue that “It is a truism
to note that the relatively centralized media map of
the 1970s (when spiral of silence was developed)
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bears little resemblance to what exists today” (p.
92). Instead of large networks dominating the air-
waves, today people can freely choose among
social media outlets, online news outlets (that are
almost infinite), and the large number of channels
now available through cable or satellite providers.
This new media landscape has led to calls from
scholars to reassess previous work on media
effects. For instance, Bennett and Iyengar (2008)
have suggested that scholars should reexamine
media effects in the face the fragmentation of the
national audiences. Therefore, it is important to
revisit the spiral of silence theory in today’s frag-
mented media environment.

Second, a great deal of spiral of silence research
has focused on the direct relationship betweenmedia
use, perceived opinions, and willingness to share
opinions (Glynn & McLeod, 1984; Ho & McLeod,
2008; Kim, Wyatt, & Katz, 1999; Matthes, Rios
Morrison, & Schemer, 2010; Scheufele & Eveland,
2001). However, it is important to expand on these
ideas by looking at indirect and conditional relation-
ships between media use and important outcome
variables tied to the spiral of silence. Indeed, Mutz
and Silver (2014) argue that “[t]he Spiral of Silence
indirectly acknowledges, yet also largely ignores, the
facilitative role that perceptions of the opinion cli-
mate can play in encouraging mass political partici-
pation” (p. 76). Recent studies have examined the
indirect effects of partisan media consumption on
polarization through the perceived opinion climate
(Tsfati & Chotiner, 2015; Tsfati, Stroud, & Chotiner,
2013). In addition to these indirect effects, scholars
have started to explore whether variables such as
news attention (Ho, Chen, & Sim, 2013) and attitude
certainty (Matthes et al., 2010) moderate the rela-
tionship between opinion climate and willingness to
speak out. These studies highlight the ways that
scholars can expand on the work that has been con-
ducted on the spiral of silence.

Partisan media exposure and perceived support

We begin by examining whether use of partisan
media is associated with people’s perceived support
for their opinions. Unlike the mainstream media,
“which prize balance, fairness and objectivity,” parti-
san media usually report news and opinions biased in
favor of one political party (Levendusky, 2013, p. 2).

Hence, partisan media provide their audience with a
consistently liberal or conservative version of the news
that is largely consumed by a receptive audience
(Levendusky, 2013). For instance, recent data show
nearly half of consistent conservatives reported that
Fox News is their main source for political informa-
tion while MSNBC is also one of the top sources for
liberals (Pew Research Center, 2014a). The concern is
that consumption of supportive news has been shown
to affect people’s attitudes and beliefs about the world
(Coe et al., 2008; Feldman et al., 2011; Garrett, 2009;
Hmielowski et al., 2016; Holbert et al., 2012;
Hollander, 2008, Jamieson & Cappella, 2008; Pew
Research Center, 2014b; Stroud, 2011; Tsfati et al.,
2013). One set of studies has shown that use of sup-
portive information is associated with a variety of
important outcome variables such as increasing levels
of attitudinal and affective polarization (Jones, 2002,
Stroud, 2010; Sunstein, 2001; Tsfati et al., 2013). For
instance, research has shown that consistent media
messages push audiences in a congenial direction
(Dilliplane, 2011; Stroud, 2010; Sunstein, 2001, 2009)
and long-term use of supportive partisan media may
lead people to holdmore extreme, rigid political views
(e.g., ideology and political attitudes) (DellaVigna &
Kaplan, 2007; Jones, 2002). By contrast, research has
shown that consuming sources that challenge existing
beliefs leads people to become more hostile toward
their out-party (Levendusky, 2013; Mutz, 1998).

Recently, scholars have started to assess
whether these outlets affect people’s perceptions
of public opinion. For instance, Tsfati and his
colleagues (2013) found that use of supportive
information was associated with a biased percep-
tion of the opinion climate. That is, people who
watch conservative outlets believed that the pub-
lic held conservative views on political issues in
both Israel and the United States. Similarly,
Dvir-Gvirsman (2015) found that the more peo-
ple use media content that supports their opi-
nions, the more likely they are to overestimate
support for their views. Based on the research
presented here, we propose the following
hypothesis:

H1: There will be a divergent interaction in
which supportive news (e.g., conservatives using
Fox News) will increase perceived support for
one’s opinions within one’s social network, while
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use of opposing news will decrease perceived sup-
port for one’s opinion within one’s social network.

Sharing news and perceived support

In addition to giving people more choice over the
content they consume, today’s communication tech-
nologies provide people with opportunities to share
their opinions with othersmuchmore easily than ever
before. Indeed,Web sites have developed technologies
that make sharing news an easy process. Users can
endorse news content, journalists, and news brands
through commenting spaces onWeb sites or by shar-
ing news via e-mail or social networking Web sites
(Beam, Hutchens, & Hmielowski, 2016; Hermida,
Fletcher, Korell, & Logan, 2012; Lee & Ma, 2012;
Messing & Westwood, 2012; Olmstead et al., 2011).
The ease of communicating with others is clear when
looking at how much news people share via commu-
nication tools such as Facebook. Recent surveys have
shown that 37% of Internet users are commenting or
disseminating information via their social mediaWeb
sites (e.g., Facebook or Twitter). In all, more than half
of online news consumers share news (Olmstead
et al., 2011). Research also shows that during election
season thosemost likely to be primary voters aremore
likely to share election-related information on social
media (Pew Research Center, 2016). To a certain
extent, people’s level of engagement relative to sharing
news has led scholars to reassess the notion of political
participation. Bennett and his colleagues (2011) devel-
oped a framework that treats sharing opinions as a
specific type of participation. Their work created two
categories of participation: dutiful and actualizing.
Dutiful participation includes traditional participation
such as mobilizing or organizing political groups or
reading the news, while the actualizing style of parti-
cipation focuses on online self-expression such as
posting and sharing political opinions and news arti-
cles. Bennett and his colleagues argue that two kinds
of participation describe “different parts of a changing
citizenship picture: The former accounting for the
fragmentation of an old civic order, and the latter
bringing emerging civic styles into focus” (Bennett
et al., 2011, p. 836). With data showing that people
are increasingly sharing news online, scholars have
spent more time examining why people engage in
these actualizing styles of participation.

One area of research that has extended the work on
actualizing participation has focused on whether per-
ceived support for one’s opinions increases or
decreases people’s willingness to share their views
online. More important, scholars have argued for the
importance of examining the spiral of silence process
in online settings (Rössler&Schulz, 2014). Rössler and
Schulz (2014) note that online news sharing patterns
can in turn shape how other online users perceive the
climate of opinion, which means that spiral of silence
mechanisms may work differently in online settings
compared to the face-to-face settings proposed in the
early worked looking at this process. For instance, Pew
Research Center’s Social Media and the Spiral of
Silence project (2014b) showed that Facebook users
were more likely to share their opinions if they
thought their followers held similar views. Studies
using more rigorous statistical analyses have shown
similar results. Other studies have shown that people
do indeed assess whether the majority share their
views when deciding whether to voice their opinions
in online contexts (Gearhart & Zhang, 2014; Ho &
McLeod, 2008; McDevitt, Kiousis, &Wahl-Jorgensen,
2003; Woong Yun & Park, 2011). Overall, these find-
ings show that people’s perceptions play an important
role in understanding whether they share information
with others over the Internet.

We believe perceived support for one’s opinions
will play an important role in understandingwhether
people decide to share their views online when users
are posting under their true identities (Rössler &
Schulz, 2014). Our study focuses on Facebook and
Twitter, two of the largest social network sites used
for news in the United States (Pew Research Center,
2014a). Past research has found that users of
Facebook and Twitter are generally personally iden-
tified rather than anonymous (Rössler & Schulz,
2014). Although many spiral of silence studies
focus on public opinion as a way to assess perceived
opinion climate, we focus our study on the perceived
opinion climate in individuals’ reference group.
Early criticisms of spiral of silence theory pointed
out that the theory failed to include reference groups
and social networks (Glynn & Park, 1997; Krassa,
1988; Oshagan, 1996). Many scholars argued that a
person’s reference group could play an important
role in terms of attitude formation and whether
people would share their views with others (Moy
et al., 2001; Moy & Hussain, 2014; Newcomb,
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1948). For instance, Moy et al. (2001) found when
people perceive less support from family and friends,
they will be less likely to voice their opinions on
controversial ballot initiative. Based on the research
presented here, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2: Higher perceived support for one’s views within
one’s social network will be associated with sharing
news/opinions online.

Overall, our literature review suggests that use of
partisan media outlets should be related to perceived
support for one’s opinions (Tsfati et al., 2013). The
literature also suggests that perceived support for
one’s opinions should be related to people’s willing-
ness to share their opinions with others (Tsfati &
Chotiner, 2015). In essence, use of supportive and
opposing media may have an indirect effect on peo-
ple’s willingness to share their opinions through the
perceived support of their own opinions. Research has
shown evidence that perceived support for one’s opi-
nions can serve as a mediating variable. For instance,
Tsfati et al. (2013) found that the public opinion
climate mediates the relationship between partisan
media consumption and polarization. Specifically,
they found that Republicans’ use of conservative
media was associated with greater certainty that
Bush would win the 2004 election. Moreover, this
belief served as a mediating variable between news
use and polarization (Tsfati et al., 2013). Dvir-
Gvirsman et al. (2015) also found an indirect effect
of partisanmedia use on dutiful participation through
people’s perceptions of public opinion.

Therefore, we expect to see a similar indirect
effect for actualizing styles of participation (i.e.,
sharing views online). Specifically, we examine
the indirect relationship between partisan media
use and willingness to share views online through
perceived support for views in one’s social net-
work. Moreover, we examine whether the indirect
relationship varies by political ideology. Therefore,
we propose the following hypothesis:

H3: There will be a positive indirect relationship
between partisan media use and sharing views online
through perceived support for one’s opinion, and a
negative indirect relationship for opposing information.

Conflict avoidance and news sharing

We also extend the literature by looking at whether
the perceived support for one’s opinions and sharing
views online vary by conflict avoidance. Previous
research has shown the importance of these individual
difference variables relative to predicting political
behaviors. For instance, Hayes, Scheufele, and Huge
(2006) showed that willingness to self-censor is nega-
tively associated with engagement in public political
activities. Similarly, Ho et al. (2013) found that indi-
viduals’ tendency of wanting to save face is negatively
related with their willingness to express opinions.

The importance of looking at interactions has not
been lost on spiral of silence scholars. As mentioned
before, communication scholars have explored
whether the relationship between the perceived opi-
nion climate and one’s willingness to speak out var-
ies by “attitude certainty” variables (Matthes et al.,
2010). The spiral of silence theory also emphasizes
that the relationship between the perceived opinion
climate and one’s willingness to share opinions var-
ies by “individual difference” variables (Noelle-
Neumann, 1993). Indeed, because sharing views
online is a public behavior, people who prefer to
avoid conflict may be reluctant to share their views
online if they feel that their audience does not agree
with their views. For instance, Ho et al. (2013) found
individuals’ tendency of wanting to save face mod-
erates the relationship between news attention and
willingness to express opinions. Vraga, Thorson,
Kligler-Vilenchik, and Gee (2015), via in-depth
interviews and an online survey with young
Facebook users, found that conflict avoidance mod-
erates individuals’ perception of Facebook’s political
climate and their willingness to post news about
politics on their pages. In particular, they found
that people with a low level of conflict avoidance
would still post about politics when they sensed
disagreement in their Facebook’s political climate,
while people with a higher level of conflict avoidance
would be less likely to post when they perceived
disagreement. Based on the research outlined in
this paragraph, we believe that people with higher
levels of conflict avoidance will be willing to share
their views only if they perceive that friends and
family share their views. Therefore, we propose the
following hypothesis:
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H4a: Conflict avoidance will moderate the relation-
ship between perceived support and sharing opi-
nions, with those with higher levels of conflict
avoidance showing a greater intention to share
news when perceived support is high.

In addition to proposing this interaction, we
believe the conditional indirect relationship we
outlined in H3 will vary by a person’s level of
conflict avoidance. In essence, the increase in
believing friends and family share their opinions
from hearing supportive information in the media
should matter more to individuals with a high
level of conflict avoidance. As a result, we propose
our final hypothesis:

H4b: Conflict avoidance will moderate the indirect
relationship for supportive media consumption on
news sharing. In other words, hearing supportive
information will increase perceived support for
one’s opinions, which will lead individuals with
high conflict avoidance to be more willing to share
their views online.

Method

Data presented in this study were obtained from a
national online panel of participants recruited by
Qualtrics, an online survey software and sample pro-
vider. Data were collected between October 28, 2014
and October 30, 2014, prior to the 2014 U.S. midterm
elections (N = 984). Panel members were sampled
from quota groups that matched national census
characteristics. The original sample included 1,002
participants. However, due to missing data, we have
eliminated some of the sample and are thus analyzing
the responses of 984 individuals. These types of sam-
ples have become more popular in recent years as the
public continues to move away from landlines to cell
phones, which has reduced researchers’ ability to col-
lect data using random digit dialing to reach a prob-
ability sample (Ansolabehere & Schaffner, 2011). As a
result, scholars have examined the quality of quota
samples. Studies have shown that opt-in Internet
panels using quota groups provide higher levels of
error, compared with traditional probability methods
(Yeager et al., 2011), while others have found that
using those samples makes little difference in terms
of response quality (Ansolabehere & Schaffner, 2014).

Moreover, this paper is testing a theoretical process,
which means it is more interested in making process
inferences rather than population inferences. In other
words, we are trying to build theory, which means we
are more interested in replicating the results of the
process proposed in the study (Hayes, 2005).

Endogenous measures

Media use
Our measure of conservative media use included
four items. Using a six-point scale ranging from
Never (0) to Several times a day (5), we asked
respondents how often they watched Fox News,
Fox News via the Internet, or other conservative
news Web sites and conservative talk radio. We
ran an exploratory factor analysis1 that con-
firmed the acceptability of the measure given
that all items loaded onto one factor and all
loadings are significant (λ ≥ 0.69). The mean of
these four items was calculated to create our
measure of conservative news use (M = 1.24,
SD = 1.34, α = 0.84). Using the same six-point
scale, we measured liberal news use with three
items that asked respondents how often they
used MSNBC via TV, MSNBC via the Internet,
and liberal news Web sites. The exploratory fac-
tor analysis also provided acceptable results for
the liberal media use scale given that all items
loaded onto one factor and all loadings are sig-
nificant (λ ≥ 0.59). The mean of these three
items was calculated to create our measure of
liberal news use (M = 1.22, SD = 1.33, α = 0.80).

Political ideology
Political ideology was measured by asking partici-
pants to place themselves on a seven-point scale
from Strongly conservative (0) to Strongly liberal
(6) (M = 2.98, SD = 1.68).

Perceived support
Six items asked respondents their perceived sup-
port for their political views of people within their
social network. Using a seven-point scale that ran-
ged from Strongly disagree (0) to Strongly agree (6),
we asked respondents the degree to which they
agree with the following six statements: “I feel
friends I interact with offline share my political
views”; “My online friends hold similar political
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views as I do”; “I feel that the majority of my
friends on social networking sites (e.g., Facebook)
share my political views”; “I feel my family shares
my political views”; “I feel friends I interact with
face-to-face share my political views”; “My friends
hold similar political views as I do.” The explora-
tory factor analysis indicated that this variable was
also acceptable with all items loaded onto one
factor and all loadings are significant (λ ≥ 0.56).
The scores of these six items were averaged
together to create our measure of perceived sup-
port for views in one’s social network (M = 3.40,
SD = 1.12, α = 0.80).

Conflict avoidance
Five items asked respondents about their propen-
sity to avoid conflict. Using a seven-point scale
ranging from “Strongly disagree” (0) to “Strongly
agree” (6), we asked respondents whether they
avoid arguments, wait to see if a dispute will
resolve itself before taking action, hate arguments,
rarely have arguments with their friends, or feel
upset after an argument. The exploratory factor
analysis indicated all items loaded onto a single
factor and had acceptable factor loadings
(λ ≥ 0.45). The scores of these five items were
averaged together to create our measurement of
conflict avoidance (M = 3.85, SD = 1.15, α = 0.81).

Online opinion expression
Ten items were adapted from prior measures
assessing frequency of online opinion expression
(e.g., Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2014; Jung et al., 2011;
Kushin & Yamamoto, 2010). Respondents were
asked how often they engaged in a variety of
expressive acts online, including e-mailing news
stories, liking news stories someone else posted
on Facebook and Twitter, contributing to a dis-
cussion about a news story, and posting news links
or information on Facebook and Twitter. All of
these items used the same six-point scale of
“Never” (0) to “Multiple times a day” (5). The
exploratory factor analysis for this scale indicated
a single factor with significant loadings (λ ≥ 0.76).
We averaged the scores of these ten items together
into one index for our measure of sharing news
(M = 1.23, SD = 1.25, α = 0.95).

Exogenous (Control) variables

Additional variables included in our statistical mod-
els as controls were age, education, income, gender,
ethnicity, political interest, political ideology, general
political discussion, safe discussion, dangerous discus-
sion. Age was measured with a single item asking
participants their age as of their last birthday
(M = 40.28, SD = 12.90). Education was measured
with a single item asking, “What is the last grade or
class you completed in school?” Ordinal response
options were coded from 0 to 8 in ascending order
from None to Post-Graduate Training or School
(M = 4.10, SD = 1.56). Income was measured with
one item using a nine-point scale that ranged from
less than 10,000 dollars a year to more than 150,000
dollars a year (M = 6.26, SD = 4.27). Gender was
measured with one item asking respondents their
biological sex (50% Female). Ethnicity was measured
by asking participants their race. They were
instructed to select all that apply. We coded partici-
pants who selected any race other than “White” as a
minority (19% non-White).2

Beyond basic demographic variables, our model
also included additional variables that could play
an important role in the process model we outline
in our paper. Political interest was assessed by
asking participants to respond to the statement,
“In general, I am very interested in politics.”
Response options ranged from Strongly disagree
(0) to Strongly agree (6) (M = 3.89, SD = 1.62).
Traditional news consumption was assessed by ask-
ing participants how frequently they read print
national newspapers, the Web site or app version
of a national newspaper, network television news
broadcast, and the Web site or app version of a
network television news organization. Response
options ranged from Never (0) to Several times a
day (5) (M = 2.03, SD = 1.21, α = 0.73). The
exploratory factor analysis indicated that it is
appropriate to scale these items as all items loaded
onto one factor and all loadings are significant
(λ ≥ 0.4). The scores of these four items were
averaged together to create our measurement of
traditional news consumption. News attention was
measured by asking participants to respond to the
statement, “I pay attention to the news.” Response
options ranged from Strongly disagree (0) to
Strongly agree (6) (M = 5.52, SD = 1.44).
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General political discussion was measured by
asking participants how often they discuss politics
face-to-face. Response options ranged from Never
(0) to All the time (4) (M = 1.93, SD = 1.03). Safe
discussion was measured by asking participants
how often they discuss politics face-to-face with
individuals they agree with. Response options ran-
ged from Never (0) to All the time (4) (M = 2.09,
SD = 1.03). Dangerous discussion was measured by
asking participants how often they discuss politics
face-to-face with individuals they disagree with.
Response options ranged from Never (0) to All
the time (4) (M = 1.62, SD = 1.00).

Analysis strategy

We use OLS regression and Hayes’s (2013)
PROCESS macro to analyze our data using models
1, 7, and 21 using bootstrapped confidence intervals
and the Johnson-Neyman technique to probe the
interactions. The PROCESS macro allows scholars
to simultaneously model complex patterns of rela-
tionships that account for all shared variance
between the covariates, independent variables,
moderating variables, and mediating variables.
The Johnson-Neyman technique (Hayes &
Matthes, 2009) is a sub-command within the
PROCESS macro that indicates the range of signifi-
cance for an interaction. That is, it tests whether or
not the conditional effect of a moderator variable is
significant at all ranges of the independent variable
or only for a portion of the values of the indepen-
dent variable. We report unstandardized regression
weights with standard errors throughout our paper.

Results

We tested our first hypothesis that looked at the
relationship between supportive/opposing media
use and perceived support for one’s opinions. In
general, we found support for H1. Our test of
whether the relationship between conservative
use and perceived support varied by political ideol-
ogy found a statistically significant interaction
(B = −0.036, SE = 0.017, p < 0.05). Probing the
interaction using the Johnson-Neyman technique
showed that use of conservative media increases
support for one’s opinions among conservatives.
By contrast, use of conservative media was not

associated with perceived support for opinions
among liberals (see Figure 1a). We found a similar
pattern of results for liberal media use. Our test of
whether the relationship between liberal media use
and perceived support varied by political ideology
showed a statistically significant interaction
(B = 0.033, SE = 0.016, p < 0.05). Probing the
interaction yielded an opposite pattern of results
as conservative media use. Indeed, liberal media
use increased perceived support for one’s opinions
among liberals. We did not find a statistically
significant relationship among conservatives (see
Figure 1b)

Next, we examined the relationship between
perceived support for one’s opinions and being
willing to share one’s views in online contexts,
and whether or not the relationship between shar-
ing opinion and perceived support varied by con-
flict avoidance. We found that higher levels of
perceived support were associated with greater
willingness to share opinions in online contexts
(see Figure 2). We also found that the relationship
between perceived support and sharing news var-
ies by conflict avoidance (B = 0.046, SE = 0.018,
p < 0.05). Combined, these findings show support
for H2 and H4a, respectively. Probing the interac-
tion using the Johnson-Neyman technique
revealed that the interaction is only significant
for individuals at the mean and those scoring
high on our measure of conflict avoidance. In
other words, the relationship between perceived
support and sharing opinions is stronger as people
report a greater tendency to avoid conflict.

Figure 1a. Interaction of conservative media use and ideology
on perceived support.
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Next, we assessed the conditional indirect rela-
tionship of our two media use variables on sharing
news through perceived support. In general, we
found that the indirect relationship does indeed
vary by political ideology, supporting H3. Our first
analysis looking at conservative news use found a
positive indirect effect among conservatives (point
estimate = 0.013, SE = 0.006, 95% CI 0.003–0.029).
In essence, the more conservatives used conserva-
tive news, the more they perceived support for
their opinions, which resulted in greater willing-
ness to share their views online. The relationship
among liberals was in the opposite direction, but
was not statistically significant. We found a similar
pattern of results for liberal media use. Result
suggest that greater use of liberal media was asso-
ciated with greater perceived support among lib-
erals, which likely resulted in a higher level of

willingness to share their views online (point esti-
mate = 0.010, SE = 0.006, 95% CI 0.001–0.025).
We once again found the opposite pattern of
results among conservatives. However, the results
were also not statistically significant.

Finally, we tested the full model that examines
whether the indirect relationship between partisan
media and sharing news through perceived support
varies by both political ideology and conflict avoid-
ance (see Table 1). To be specific, ideology moderated
the relationship between partisanmedia consumption
and perceived support (liberal media consumption:
B = 0.033, SE = 0.016, p < 0.05, see Figure 3b; con-
servative media consumption: B = −0.036, SE = 0.017,
p < 0.05, see Figure 3a). In addition, conflict avoidance
moderated the relationship between perceived sup-
port and sharing opinion (B = 0.045, SE = 0.018,
p < 0.05), supporting H4b. In essence, consistent
with previous research, we found use of supportive
media (e.g., conservatives consuming conservative
news) was associated with perceived support.
Moreover, as this perceived support increased, indivi-
duals who tend to avoid conflict were more willing to
report that they share their opinions online. Probing

Figure 1b. Interaction of liberal media use and ideology on
perceived support.

Figure 2. Interaction of perceived support and conflict avoid-
ance on sharing opinions.

Table 1. Full Model.
Perceived
support Share news

B (SE) B (SE)
Constant 2.37 (0.20)*** 1.03 (0.29)***
Gender (female higher) 0.12 (0.07) 0.19 (0.06)**
Age −0.00 (0.00) −0.02 (0.00)***
Race (White higher) −0.09 (0.08) −0.03 (0.07)
Education 0.02 (0.02) 0.00 (0.02)
Income 0.00 (0.01) −0.02 (0.01)**
Political interest 0.05 (0.03) −0.01 (0.02)
Traditional news −0.01 (0.04) 0.11 (0.04)**
News attention 0.00 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03)
Conservative media 0.19 (0.06)*** 0.23 (0.03)***
Liberal media −0.05 (0.06) 0.30 (0.03)***
General discussion 0.11 (0.06)* −0.05 (0.05)
Safe discussion 0.32 (0.05)*** 0.03 (0.05)
Dangerous discussion −0.09 (0.04)* 0.10 (0.04)**
Ideology (liberal higher) 0.00 (0.03) —
Conflict avoidance — −0.13 (0.06)*
Perceived support — −0.09 (0.08)
Interaction term
Liberal media × ideology 0.03 (0.02)* —
Conservative media × ideology −0.36 (0.02)* —
Perceived support*conflict
avoidance

— 0.04 (0.02)*

Model R2 0.24*** 0.54***

Note. Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients with standard errors
in parentheses.

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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these results revealed that the indirect relationship is
only significant for conservatives and liberals who
consume supportive media (i.e., a conservative using
Fox News or a liberal using MSNBC) who have a
greater tendency to avoid conflict. In addition, the
indirect relationship of using conservative news on

sharing news through perceived support for their
opinions was significant for moderates who tend to
avoid conflict. Specifically, moderates who consume
more conservative media such as Fox News and also
tend to avoid conflict are more willing to report that
they share their opinions online (see Table 2).

Discussion

In this study, we used spiral of silence theory to
examine the relationship between partisan media
use and people’s willingness to share their views
online. Our study shows that supportive partisan
media use was related to greater perceived support
for one’s opinions among friends and family. We
also found that individuals were more likely to
share opinions online when they perceived greater
support for their opinions in their social networks.
In addition, we found an indirect relationship
between supportive media use and sharing views
online through perceived support. Last, we found
that the individual difference variable of conflict
avoidance moderated the relationship between
perceived support and willingness to share news.

Figure 3a. Moderated-mediation model part 1.

Figure 3b. Moderated-mediation model part 2.

Table 2. Conditional Indirect Effects.
Partisan
media

Political
ideology

Conflict
avoidance To share news

Liberal
media

Conservative Low −0.0001
Mean −0.0004
High −0.0006

Moderate Low 0.0015
Mean 0.0042
High 0.0069

Liberal Low 0.0032
Mean 0.0088*
High 0.0144*

Conservative
media

Conservative Low 0.0039
Mean 0.0113*
High 0.0186*

Moderate Low 0.0022
Mean 0.0064*
High 0.0105*

Liberal Low 0.0005
Mean 0.0015
High 0.0025

Note. *p < 0.05.
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To be specific, we found that an indirect relation-
ship between supportive media use and sharing
views online through perceived support only
occurs for individuals high in conflict avoidance.
Overall, our full model showed that the relation-
ship between supportive news use and sharing
one’s opinions can be partially explained by per-
ceived support. Moreover, the indirect relation-
ships of supportive news use varied by conflict
avoidance.

Our research makes three contributions to the
spiral of silence literature. First, we replicate find-
ings from previous studies that have reexamined
the spiral of silence theory in a fragmented media
environment. Our findings, along with other
recent studies (Dvir-Gvirsman et al., 2015), sug-
gest that the spiral of silence theory can be relevant
in today’s fragmented media environment in
which people are likely walking around with dif-
ferent ideas about the world based on the news
content they consume and wondering whether
others support their views. This was not the case
when there were only three major networks.
During that time, people who paid attention to
the news were all exposed to similar messages. In
that environment, the concern was that people in
the minority might feel like they could not report
their opinions. Today, it would seem that people
could be holding the minority opinion and still be
willing to voice their opinions if they consume
easily accessible supportive media content (Mutz
& Silver, 2014). Indeed, there is considerable con-
cern that people are increasingly trapped in parti-
san echo chambers or filter bubbles where they are
exposed to more pro-attitudinal views and fewer
counter-attitudinal views. Our results indicate that
the spiral of silence theory functions in a similar
way in that media contribute to people’s percep-
tions of public opinion. However, in today’s media
environment people may believe that more people
hold similar views as themselves based on the use
of partisan media content.

Second, our study examines two variables that
have received less attention in the spiral of silence
literature. First, we extend this line of inquiry by
looking at actualizing participation (Bennett et al.,
2011). Up to this point, studies using the spiral of
silence have examined outcomes such as polariza-
tion (Tsfati et al., 2013), perceived public opinion

(Dvir-Gvirsman, 2014), and political deliberation
(Matthes et al., 2010). Moreover, the studies that
have looked at participation have examined dutiful
outcomes such as volunteering for a political cam-
paign, signing a political petition, etc. (Dvir-
Gvirsman et al., 2015). In general, our study adds
to the existing literature by showing how this
process functions for a similar, yet different out-
come of voicing opinions in an online context.

The importance of understanding this form of
participation is twofold. First, online news-sharing
behavior can potentially shape how other online
news users perceive the climate of opinion (Rössler
& Schulz, 2014). By sharing news online, social
media users redistribute certain information to
their own online social network. It is very likely
that some people in this social network may not
see this information otherwise. At the same time,
such sharing or even liking behaviors contribute to
the number of “likes” and “shares” that will be
attached to that news story, which will serve as
heuristic cues of popularity for other readers
online. Second, recent data show that motivated
voters who have more influence on election out-
comes are the ones engaging in actualizing parti-
cipation (Pew Research Center, 2016). Many large-
scale and rapidly developed political movements
also show that pervasive use of the Internet, espe-
cially social media, is the key reason why masses of
young people can be mobilized and organized
(Bennett, 2012). Therefore, understanding the pre-
dictors and mechanisms of such behaviors is cer-
tainly important.

Next, we extend the work looking at spiral of
silence in online contexts by looking at perceived
opinion climate in ones’ social network instead of
perceived opinion climate at large. Previous work
has focused on the more general assessment of
public opinion relative to important outcomes
(Ho & McLeod, 2008; Matthes et al., 2010;
Scheufele & Eveland, 2001). However, scholars
have emphasized the importance of people’s social
networks relative to the process associated with
spiral of silence (Moy et al., 2001; Moy &
Hussain, 2014; Newcomb, 1948). Indeed, our
paper shows that the perceived support of opi-
nions within one’s social network could play an
important role relative to understanding the pro-
cess of sharing views in online settings.
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Last, we extend the literature by adding the
individual difference variable of conflict avoid-
ance to our model. Previous studies have exam-
ined whether individual difference variables
moderate the relationship between perceived
support and outcome variables such as political
participation (Mutz, 2002). In our study, we
extend the literature by showing that the rela-
tionship between perceived support and sharing
views online varies by conflict avoidance. In
essence, those who tend to avoid conflict are
more sensitive to the perceived opinion climate.
This finding adds an additional boundary condi-
tion to the spiral of silence theory. Indeed, peo-
ple who tend to avoid conflict will be the ones
less willing to share their views if they perceive
the opinion climate to be hostile to their views.
The entirety of our model suggests that if a
person is consuming supportive information,
they will be more willing to share their views,
which is particularly important for those high in
conflict avoidance.

Our study is limited in the following ways. First,
cross-sectional survey data cannot establish causality,
so we cannot know for sure whether partisan con-
sumption causes people to see higher or lower levels
of support for their opinions. Future studies should
investigate whether increased use of partisan media
across time, especially ideological congruent partisan
media, leads to greater perceived support for ones’
own opinions. Second, this study focuses on social
media platforms that tend to be high in identifiability
and low in anonymity (Rössler & Schulz, 2014).
Therefore, these results cannot be generalized to
other online platforms that are higher in anonymity
(e.g., discussion boards or comment pages). Future
research should extend this inquiry by looking into
whether perceived support still affect individuals’will-
ingness to speak out on a platform that can guarantee
higher anonymity. Third, our results regarding con-
genial partisan media use may only apply to a country
such as the United States that has such a polarized
media system. Future research should investigate
countries with different political and media systems
to better define the boundaries of our model.

Overall, our results suggest that hearing sup-
portive and opposing news could contribute to
higher levels of polarization through the sharing

of news in an online context. Not only does
partisan news seem to contribute to polarization
(Tsfati et al., 2013), but it could indirectly con-
tribute to polarization through the sharing of
partisan news in online settings. In essence, peo-
ple watch partisan news, feel like others support
their views, and therefore disclose those views
online. As research has shown, hearing suppor-
tive information via interpersonal networks
could contribute to increasing levels of polariza-
tion (Neo, 2015). Thus, when people share their
opinions or news in an online context, they
could be serving a similar role to the media
themselves, as they send out pieces of informa-
tion that further solidify their and their friends’
opinions, thereby increasing polarization. Indeed,
the sharing of news in social networks could be
another factor that contributes to increased levels
of polarization.

Notes

1. We ran all the exploratory factor analyses in Mplus
(Muthén & Muthén, 2005) using maximum likelihood
estimator and oblique rotation (i.e., Geomin rotation).

2. A total of 96.4% of our participants were between 18 to
64; comparing to census data that 80.7% adults were
between ages 18 and 64 in 2015, we underrepresented
elderly people who are older than 64 years old. Fifty
percent of our participants were female, which is similar
to census data that 50.7% of the population were female
in 2015. Nineteen percent of our participants were non-
White, which is similar to census data that 22.72% of the
population was non-White in 2015.
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