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ABSTRACT

This studyanswers the following question: How does social media affect political
polarization.lt was posited that social media may be the mechanism by which the general
publichas r ansf or med f-pomaFi pednpdbl nonto Abram
public becase sociamedialowers the bar for political engagement and the law of group
pol arization all ows for soci al media users
Arceneaux and Johnsonés study on wasl itical
conductedo test the hypotheses that viewing congruent content on social media leads
oneds Vviews to become npolitical soeia madia costentahda n v i
viewing incongruent content on soci al me d i
become rore extreme than viewing ngpolitical social media content. In reality,
viewing congruent social media content did not cause views to become more extreme,
and viewing incongruent social media content caused views to become less ekfieme.
led to the tlkoretically important finding that the law of group polarization may not apply
to social media, but three other concepts do agp)ypressure to conform, (2) motivated
reasoning, and (3) perception of threat. Practically, campaigns most likely wik not b
able to make individuals become more extreme in their views, but, if they are able to
show really concentrated content, may be able to make individuals become less extreme
in their views.Overall,even though it is in the opposite way of my theory, shisly does

demonstrate that social media is changing politics through likes and tweets.
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The 112th Congress was € the most polarize
according to one study, and | grew embarrassed by its partisan bickering, inactivity, and

refusal to address the vital challenges facing America.
T Olympia SnoweUnited States Senator, Maine, 192012

With these words, Senator Snowe accurately characterized thealaunt of
pol arization currently found among the Uni
citizens. While political scientists agree that those actively involved in politics are
polarized, there has been an ongoing debatehatherthe general puldiis polarized.
Fiorina calls the polarization of America and consequent culture war a myth (Fiorina,
Abrams, & Pope, 2005), whereas Abramowitz believesalgreat ideological and
culturaldivide has polarized the general public (Abramowitz, 2013). Although both
Fiorina and Abramowitz have tried to win this debate by supporting their arguments with
many pieces of evidence, including the med
thatthey have not looked at is the role of social media.

Just like the television, radio, and Internet blogs that have preceded social media,
it is possible that social media also has certain media effects, especially in regard to
polarization. Furthermorsjnce the beginning of the 2tentury, social media has been
growing exponentially, making its media effects more widespread across the general
public. Most notably, the year 2006 saw the beginnings of the two current social media
giants, with Facebookkep andi ng it s member ship to fAanyon
beng launched (Curtis, 20)3Currently, approximately 39% of United States citizens
are exposed to political content through social media (Rutledge, 2013; Raine, Smith,
Schlozman, Brady, & Verh2012). Hence, this paper addresses the question: How does

social media affect political polarization? Not only does this investigation help to explain


http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/o/olympia_snowe.html

the media effects caused by social media, specifically as it pertains to political
polarization, but tis new data also helps to resolve the ongoing debate between Fiorina
and Abramowitz. Furthermore, there is practical relevance in knowing the effects of
social media on political polarization for how candidates and their campaigns appeal to
the general pdlz and especially how they interact with potential voters on social media.

POLITICAL POLARIZATION AND THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA

Social media has affected many aspects of society, including political
polarization, which concerns the division in politistween two groups, namely those
who lean to the left and usually identify as liberal and Democratic and those who lean to
the right and usually identify as conservative and Republican, whose members hold
different, and most often conflicting, beliefs abgolitical, social, and economic issues.
Political polarization is driven by the two sides becoming more extreme in their views.
Scholars agree that polarization has been occurring in the United States. As Cost
0 b s e rtheeose,debéte isnotoverifh how mucho pol ari zati on
Thoughscholars agree that the politically elite, including those who hold political offices
and party activists, are polarized, there has been an ongoing debate concerning the level
of polarization in the general plic. From this debate, two competing sides have clearly
emerged. One side is led by Fiorina and believes that elite polarization, but not mass
polarization, has been occurring in American society. The other side, led by Abramowitz,
contends that both editand mass polarization exist in American society (C0$19).

Fiorina i Against Mass Polarization
Fiorina and other scholars who believe in elite, but not mass, polarization believe

that the electorate of the present looks strikingly similar to théoeste of the previous



generation. In fact, since the 1970s, the distribution of ideology in the United States has
remained consistent, with 6moderated remai
time period. Furthermore, attitudes on most issuss]ike in the past, cluster in the
center rather than towards the extremes. Hence, the electorate has not changed in the
aggregate, and a normal distribution remains an accurate characterization of the general
publicbs pol i ti cahgpelarizedy the generalpubkcdhas actudlly b e c o m
become better sorted. In the past, ideology and partisanship were not synonyrhous wit
each other. Not only were ttediberal Democrats and conservative Republicans, but
there were also conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans. Over the past
generation, individuals whose ideology conflicted with the issue positions taken by their
party either changed their ideologyparty affiliation so that they would be consistent or
died out of the electorate and were replaced by voters whose ideology and party
affiliation were consistent. Now, the general public is better sorted so that Democrats are
more homogeneously liberahd Republicans are more homogeneously conservative.
Hence, the @nsistency, not the extremenessof t he Ameri can publ i cd
has increased.

Thus, according to Fiorina, overall, the American public is not polarized.
However, Fiorina argugethat some scholars and individuals believe in mass polarization
because they misinterpret political occurrences and data and confuse sorting with
polarization. Because sorting has created a public in which most Democrats are liberals
and most Republicarsse conservatives, the ideology and viewpoints of the average
Democrat and the average Republican have moved farther apart. However, this is a result

of the increased consistency between ideology and partytesfiliand not increased



extremenessef viewpoints. In fact, the political views of the American electorate still
approximate a normal curve with most individuals in the center, instead-shap¢d
curve that would be expected if individual
towards the p@s. The only difference between today and a generation ago is that today,
almost allDemocratdall to the left of center and all Republicafall to the right of
center, unlike a generation ago whaemocrats and Republican®re found on both
sides of tleideologydistribution. Additionally, thepolitical candidates and issue
positions from which the electorate can choose have become increasingly polarized and
more extreme. Because of sorting, almost all conservatives are closer to extreme
Republican candates and issue positions, and almost all liberals are closer to extreme
Democratic candidates and issue positions. However, it is important to note that the
public itself is not polarized. Instead, the political candidates, who are members of the
political elite, and the issue positions, which are formed by the political elite, are
polarized, and because a sorted public must choose between these two extremes, the
publicbs viewpoints have appeared to becom
remained constent over time (Fiorina, 2014; Fiorina & Abrams, 20Birina, Abrams,
& Pope, 2005).
Abramowitz i For Mass Polarization

Abramowitz and other scholars believe that the general public, especially those
who are politically engaged in activities such asngy donating, and attending rallies,
has become increasingly polarized because of the major transformation of the American
population since the 1960s in which there has emerged a deepening divide between

different racial groups, as well as between tligioeis observant and the religious ron



observant. Inequality between racial groups still exists in the United States, and the worse
conditions, including higher unemployment, poorer education and job opportunities,
lower incomes, and discrimination, exigerced by nofWhites leads them to affiliate
with the Democratic Party, whose policies are more favorable to them than the
Republican Partyodos policies. Additionally,
who support racial liberalism tend to idéywith the Democratic Party and those who
do not support racial liberalism tend to identify with the Republican Party. Furthermore,
the population is further divided into subgroups by social and cultural issues, including
the issue of abortion leading & deep divide among Caucasians between those who are
pro-choice and those who are dife. These deep divisions in the general public lead
individuals to shift their views more towards the extreme, thus diminishing the
percentage of the electorate i timiddle of the distribution. In essence, the center of the
American public is vanishing as individuals on both sides of deep divisions in society
become more extreme in their views and find it more difficult to understand each other.
Although the increasd sorting of individuals with particular demographic
characteristics into the same party could account for the increased distance between the
average Democrat and the average Republican, this increased Derfeepatitican
gap is not the only change fteetdistribution of the electorate. In addition, the standard
deviation of the distribution has also increased as the DemeBgpigblican gap has
increased, providing evidence that individuals truly are moving away from the center and
more towards the pes. In fact, those among the general public who are the most
politically engaged actually create asdaped distribution in which most individuals can

be found at the extremes and the least number of individuals can be found at the center.



Furthermore, tld polarization is not the result of a centrist public being forced to choose
between two extreme candidates or issue positions. If this were the case, individuals
would react similarly towards candidates and positions found on the extreme left of the
distribution and candidates and positions found on the extreme right of the distribution, as
these would be approximately equidistant away from the center of the distribution, which
is where a majority of a centrist public would be located. However, this tsugotas
individuals tend to rate one candidate or issue position significantly better than the other
candidate or issue position. Hence, it appears that the general public has become more
extreme in their political positions, and this is supported byatiethat the ideology and
viewpoints of Democratic and Republican voters have increasingly moved closer to the
ideology and viewpoints of their respective parties since the 1970s (Abran2ddi&a;
2013b; 2014; Abramowitz & Saunderz008).
The Effect of Social Media on Political Polarization

These two competing sides, led by Fiorina and Abramowitz, first and foremost
disagree on the issue of mass polarization. However, driving this disagreement about
mass polarization is their disagreement over whietbeing exists independent of
polarization(Figures 1A and 1Band if the politically elite truly represent the views of
the mass public or just force them to choose between two extreme candidates and

positions that do not represent théfigures 2A an@B).



Figure 1A: Sorting Independent of Polarizatiefiorina
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Figure 2A: Polarized Choices (not representativéjiorina
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Figure 2B: Polarized Choices (representativé)bramowitz
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Although bothsides of the debate are well researched and supported by evidence, they

cannot both be fully correct. Furthermore, the rise of social media in the last decade has
greatly impacted society, including political polarization. Hence, a third explanation of

poli t i cal pol arization in American society w
profound influence and attempts to referee
on mass polarization is necessary to fully understand political polarization in thg-twen

first century.



First, while Fiorina believes sorting has happened without polarization,
Abramowitz uses evidence of an increasing standard deviation of the distribution of the
publicbs views to support his ¢lFiainams t hat s
probably correct that sorting in itself do
extreme, Abramowitz is most likely correct that sorting will eventually lead to
polarization because these individuals will probably interact with ethen within their
sorted groups. As Sunstein notasgording to the law of group polarizatiavipen
individuals interact in groups with others who share the same viewpoints, each
individual 6s viewpoints w1i9b9). Bdrausastimeby mor e e
definition puts individuals who share the same viewgoitb homogenous grosp
individual s6 viewpoints will become more e
Although individuals had opportunities in the past, including politalies and
caucuses, to interact with others who stidine same viewpoist social media has
increased individualsdéo ability to interact
communicate with each other more easily. Now, individuals no longer neeeketan
person but instead can interact in a virtual world where individuals, even if they live far
apart from each other, can interact any time of day.

Additionally, there is evidence that political information that is communicated
through social mediaimostly viewed by those belonging to the same sorted group and
thus agree with the information. Conover e
t weets from the six weeks |l eading up to th
found that the netw& of retweets about political information is highly divided into those

who politically lean left and those who politically lean right, with little connectivity
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between the two groups (Conover et al., 2011). Furthermore, according to Prior, the way

in which social media suggests friends and content to users according to their previous
activity may further lead individuals to interact only with others with whom they share

similar views (Prior, 2013). Hencas shown in Figure, &lthough sorting by itself ds

not lead to polarization, as Fiorina suggests, the interactions that occur in social media

with like-minded individuals allow sorting to lead to polarization, which corroborates
Abramowi tzés argument that sorting | eads t

Figure 3: SortingLeads to Polarization

Sorting Individuals Law of

(without interactin B Goyp W) Polarization

.. like-minded .
polarization) Polarization
groups

Second, Fiorina is probably correct that the elite are more polarized than the
general public and present them with options that are more extreme than their views.
However, because of social media, the elite are less isolatedhfeogeneral public than
they were in the past. Fiorina et al. found that in 2004 abe@BIillion people viewed
Fahrenheit 9/111516 million people listened to Rush Limbaugh within the last week,
and 3.3 million people watched Fox News (Fiorina, Alsag& Pope, 2005). Although
these numbers are relatively high, they pale in comparison to the number of individuals
who are exposed to political content through social media. With the expansion of social
media, 198 million United States citizens now useebaok and 49 million United States
citizens now use Twitter, which indicates that 62.63% of Americans use Facebook and

15.50% of Americans use Twitter (Yarow, 2014). More importantly, with the creation of



11

numerous political pages and profiles on FacebookKTavitter, including those of

political parties, political figures, interest groups, news media, and United States citizens

who are interested in politics, it is estimated that just over 60% of social media users in

the United States are exposed to aetgrof political news and stories through social

media, which translates to approximately 123 million United States citizens being

exposed to political content through social media (Rutledge, 2013; Raine, Smith,

Schlozman, Brady, & Verba, 2012). Furthermahe political content to which citizens

are exposed often originates from social media accounts affiliated with the most elite
politicians. For example, as of 2014, Barack Obama, President of the United States of
America, and Mitt Romney, the Republicaominee for president in 2012, had the first

and third mostiked Facebook pagesinthewdr] wi t h Obama®&8&,79%8age ha
likes, and Romneyds4pgp8gei hesi (gFaAteBdIdKk Soci e
Hence, a significantly higher perd¢age of the general public is being exposed to elite
viewpoints than in the past. Even if most
read them, their politically engaged oO0frie
these elite viewpoints. Bause Americans often interact on social media with those who

share the same viewpoints, those with weaker views will probably become exposed to the
more extreme elite viewpoints with which they will be more likely to agree. Overtime,

being exposed repedlly to these similar viewpoints will, as the law of group

polarization suggests, make those in the general public come to have more extreme
viewpoints. Thusas shown in Figure,4ver time, although the views of the general

public started as less extretiman those of the political elites, as Fiorina suggests,
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because of social media, they may become more extreme so that they are accurately
represented by the political elites, just as Abramowitz suggests.

Figure 4: Polarized Choices Lead to Polarization

Individual
ndividuals Law of

Polarized exposed to > Group mm— Po|arization

Choices elite

. : Polarization
viewpoints

Although Fiorina is probably correct that sorting by itself will not lead to
polarization and the elite represent viewpoints that are more extreme than the general
public, the gener al public most | ikely res
especially those most engaged in politics, have become increasingly polarized because
social media has changed the way Americans interact with political content. Social media
seems to have lowered the threshold for what it meansgoliteally engagd, which
can be seen in Figure 5

Figure 5: Social Media Lowering the Threshold

Before Social Media After Social Media
- Political Elite N - Political Elite
Political
Engagement
(Polarization)

- General Public

- General Public

|

Political
Engagement
(Polarization)
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By strengthening the already existing divisions of a sorted public through connecting
individuals with likemi nded o&6fri endcsda!l Aodi ot hemet 806 06 s
Oteweet 6 political content, especholddal y thos
elites,social media has allowedore American$o beexposed to political content today

than in the pasiThis impotant step is circled in Figure 6

Figure6: Soci al Medi ads Role in Pol

Fiorina

Individuals
interact in

like-minded Abramowitz
groups

Sorting
(without
polarization)

Law of
Group EEEEE Polarization
Polarization

Individuals
Polarized » exposed to
Choices ‘ elite

viewpoints

N

Although being exposed to political content tingh social media seems to be a very low

bar for being politically engaged, this form of political engagement has major

implications for the American public. The law of group polarization implies that these
individuals who are exposed to political contemhgruent with their views should

become increasingly extreme in their viewpoilts A mer i cans6®é vi ews be

increasingly extreme, then, by definition, the general public will become polarized.
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From this foundation, two main premises emerge: First, ahtdwolevel:
Premise 1: The more the American public uses social media, the more polarized
the American public will be.
Second, at the micrevel:
Premise 2: The more an American uses social media, the more extreme his or her
political views will be.
Premise 1
If social media has truly lowered the bar for political engagement and allowed the
general public to become increasingly polarized just like the politically elite have
become, then it follows that the more the American public uses social niediapte
polarized the American public will be.

Figure 7: Social Media Use from 2006 to 2013
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Figure 7displaysd at a col |l ected from the Pew Researc
that informs the public about the issues, attitudes and trends shaping America and the
worl do and conducts empliAmioad!l tdhec iPelw Reisem
Cent er), Thegraph prdvides an oxtime lookatt he per centage of
[ who] wuse a social networking site of some
Twitter, Instagram, and Pinterest (fASoci al
measure bsocial media use as it pertains to political polarization is somewhat flawed
because some of these social media sites, such as Instagram and Pinterest, are not
conducive to viewing political content or having online discussions about politics.
However, nany individuals who use these sites use their Facebook account to login, and
thus most of the individuals who are inclu
likely have a Facebook, which, along with Twitter, are the social media sites that are the
most conducive to viewing and discussing political contémd.evident that social media
use in the United States hagbstantiallyincreasedsince 2006 when social media sites
like Facebook and Twitter first started becoming used by the general,puithid 6% of
adults using social media in 2006, 29% of adults using social media in 2008, 61% of
adults using social media in 2010, and 69% of adults using social media in 2012.

Just ast is expected based é&remise las social media use in the Unit®thtes
has increased from 2006 to 2012, the Ameriaaniip has become more polariz8dis
increased polarization of the American public is based on the results of the General
Social Survey, whichiincludéesh e f ol | owi ng quest iesedays i We he
about | i berals and cons er v-poinisvak snwhithdhe goi n

political views that people might hold are arranged from extremely libgraint 17 to
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extremely conservativie point 7. Where would you place yourselforni s s cal eo
(hGener al S o ¢ i Mdre scificallye thie, scale @ds toded as: 1 =
extremely liberal, 2 = liberal, 3 = slightly liberal, 4 = moderate, 5 = sliglahservative

6 =conservativeand 7 = extremelgonservativeThus, a score of 4 is the middle of the
distribution, with scores from 4 to 1 becoming increasingly liberal and scores from 4 to 7
becoming increasingly conservativdthoughthis ideology scalés ordinal data, most
schol ars agr eeyldcteptdble]iofk € megngedefaf] ordi
(Sauro, 2014)Thus, by taking the mean ideology score of the whole scale, the mean
ideology score of those who identify themselves asdibeand the mean ideology seor

of those who identify themselves conservatives, it &vident that liberals and
conservatives have generally been moving further away from the middle of the ideology
distribution, thus increasing tlgap between themselves. Fig8rehows the percent of
social media use for 2006, 20@8)10, and 2012, and Figueshows the corresponding

ideology distribution for 2006, 2008, 2010, and 2012.
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Figure 8: Social Media Use in 2006, 2008, 2010, and 2012
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Figure 9: Ideology Distributionin 2006, 2008, 2010, and 2012
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In 2006when social media use was at 16% of adults, the mean ideology score of

the whole 7point scale was 4.12, with the average liberal scoring 1.80 points below at a
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mean ideology score of 2.32 and the average conservative scoring 1.57 points above at a
mean iegtology score of 5.69. Thus, there was a gap of 3.37 points between the average
liberal and the average conservative. In 2008 when social media use increased to 29% of
adults, the mean ideology score of the whepiht scale was 4.11, and the average

liberal and the asrage conservative moved evertlier away from the middle of the

idedogy scale and fither apart frsm each other. The awage liberal scored 2.29, which

was 1.83points below the middle of 4.1&nd the averagenservative scored 5.70,

which was 1.59points above the middle of 4.14nd the gap between the average liberal

and the average conservative increased to 3.41 points. In 2010 when social media use
increased dramatically to 61% of adults, the mean ideology score of the wiold 7

scale was 4.08. Although the gap between the average liberal and the mean of the whole
ideology scale decreased to 1.80, this was caused by the middle of the distribution
moving to the left and not by liberals becoming less extreme, as the averagedidber
become more extreme with an average score of 2.28. The average conservative also
became more extreme with average score of 5.72, whichsvh 64 points above the

middle of 4.08. Furthermore, the gap between the average liberal and the average
congrvative increased to 3.44 points. Finally, in 2012 when social media use increased
slightly to 69% of adults, the mean ideology score of the whqleint scale was 4.06.

The average liberal became more extreme with an average score of 2.24, whicl2was 1.8
points below the middle of 4.06. However, the average conservative became less extreme
with a score of 5.68, which was 1.62 points above the middle of 4.06. Still, the gap

between the average liberal and the average conservative stayed constaniditich44,
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is not that surprising since social medseonly slightly increased between 2010
and 2012.

Overall, it appears that based on ideology scores, the American public became
more polarized from 2006 to 2Phs social media use neased, justafremise 1
suggestsYet, because th measuref political polarization only measws¢he distance
between two groups and not the standard deviation, it may initially appear that this
measure may confuse sorting with polarization. Howetierkey is thathis measure of
political polarization ioncerned with the difference between two ideologies rather than
two parties. Sorting becomes confused for polarization when the difference between
average members of the two parties increases over time becadisey i dual s6 i deo
and parties become more consistent. As compared to the present, more people in the past
identified as a member of the party that had views that did not match their ideological
beliefs. For example, an individual may have ideatifs a Democrat even though he or
she was conservative. By examining the difference in ideology, which has been a more
accurate representation of how individuals behave than with which party they identify,
and by not including party affiliatiomto this measre, the likelihood of confusing
sorting with polarization is greatly diminishgeurthermorePremise 2 discusses whether
individual s6 views actually become more ex
after using social media, which will help detene if the increased extremeness of the
average | iberal and the average conservat.i
actually a result of polarization or if it is a result of sorting. Additiond&tgmise 1 just
shows that social media use and pedit polarization cevary, but Pemise 2 discusses

whether social media actually causes increased polarization.
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Premise 2

If social media has truly lowered the bar for political engagement and allowed the
general public to become increasingly polarized just like the politically elite have
become, then it follows that the more an American uses social media, the more extreme
his or her political views will beAlthough there has not been one sttitt specifically
investigates whether wusing social media ca
and Johnson A[investigated] the prdgfalesct of

on att it ud ercegneauxakiohnsoa,t2010 Tieirtwé main findings were:

(1) viewing political content congruent wi
extreme in oneds views, and (2) Ovsi ebwalnige fpso
either has no effect or | eads wsitAeceneaux al s o

& Johnson, 2010).

Their first finding fits with the idea that the law of group polarization applies not
only to when individuals interact with likeinded irdividuals in person, but also through
other mediums, such as television. Thus, if the law of group polarizgigres to
watchingtelevisionshows that include politicalontentcongruenwithone 6 s ,ibel 1 ef s
follows that it could also apply to reading social media posts that inphidial content
congruent with oneds beliefs.

The second finding can be explained by the fact that individuals who already have
an opinion on an issue do not listen to the oppgaewpoint with an open mind.

Instead, they either ignore the opposing viewpoint (and thus do not change their own
opinion) or look for weaknesses in the opposing viewpoint so that they believe more

strongly that their own opinion is correct (and thusdmee more extreme in their views).
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Hypotheses

Because Premise 1 is supported by the literature but Premise 2 is not directly
supported by the literature since no study directly examines whether reading social media
posts causes one to become more extiarhe or her views, it follows that this causal
mechanism between social media use and extremeness in views must be tested.
Furthermorebecause Arceneaux and Johnson tested the causal mechanism between
watching television news programs and extremenesgimonsand because the same
causal mechanism should apply to both situations (both television news programs and
social media), then their findings can be used as a basis for my hypotheses. Hence, from
this foundation, two main hypothesis emerge:

H1: Those who view political content congruent with their beliefs on social media
will have a greater change in the extremeness of their views than those who vWiew non
political content on social media

H2: Those who view political content incongruent with thestiefs on social
media will have a greater or equal change in the extremeness of their views than those

who view nonrpolitical content on social media.

RESEARCH DESIGN

To answer the question of how does social media affect political polarizaiibn
test both hypothesegesearchvasconducted at Texas Christian University (TCU) during
the Spring 2015 semestdihe main objective of this reseansfasto determine the
plausibility of the theory that social media lowers the bar for political emgagoy
allowing individuals to more easily interact in sorted, dikended groups and more easily

be exposed to elite viewpoints consistent with their own, and this, through the law of
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group polarization, allows a sorted, rpaolarized public to transformmto a polarized
public whose viewpoints are accurately represented by polarized choices.

Because the main part of the theory that is not specifically supported by the
literatureis the causal mechanism in the relationship between social media use and
extremeness of viewsn experiment was conducted from March 24, 2015 to March 27,
2015 in five classes at TCBecause this causal mechanism can be substantiated through
H1 and H2 both being supported, the experiment was designed to test H1 &horéi2.
spedfically, a pretest/postiest experimental desigmasu s ed i n whi ch parti
views ona political issue, the Keystone XL Pipeline, were measuhede randomly
selected groups of participamereexposed to differerievels ofpolitical content on
soci al me d i a ,views brnethd{eystone XLcRipelinenwvassedsured again,
andthenthechange n par t i c\wepexalculatgd. vi ews

Using an experimental design was vital for this research because experiments
allow researchrs to determineausality, whichwas the primary goal of this research.
Theability of an experiment to help determine causality stems from the resesgiche
ability to control for factors other than the inéegent variable by either holding them
constant or accounting fenem through randorassignmenbf participants to treatment
conditions. Thus, the internal validity of the experimeitigh. Conversely,TCU
studentservedas theunitsof analysis, and thus the external validity of the experinsent
low because TCU gtlents are not representativelttd American public

There were 78 undergraduate TCU students who participated in this study.
Although these demographics were not specifically asked glotitipantsit can be

assumed since they were all undergraduate $fQdentdhat mosiparticipantsvere
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between 18 and 22 years old and at least upper middleldasgards to gender, about
37% (29) of the participants were male, and 63% (49) were feAmlaras race, about
85% (66) of the participants identified as White, 10% (8) as Hispanic/Latino, 4% (3) as
African American/Black, and 1% (1) as something other than White, Hispanic/Latino,
African American/Black, Asian American or Pacific Islander, or Na#iugerican.For
ideology, about 45% (35) of the participants identified as conservatives, 27% (21) as
moderates, and 28% (22) as liberals. For party, about 47% (37) of the participants
identified as Republicans, 23% (18)ladependentsand 29% (23) as Degurats. As far
as political knowledge, about 59% (46) of geaticipantdelieved that they were at least
somewhat well informed about politics and 41% (32) only a litfiermedor not at all
informed. Finally, about 23% (18) of tiparticipantsitherhad someone in their
immediate family (parents or siblings) who hadrkedin the oil industry or had worked
in the oil industry themselveand 77% (60) did not.

However there are no known reasons why the causal mechanism relating social
media use to more extreme political views CU studentsvould notalso apply to the
broademopulation of Anericans. Furthermorégecause, as stated earlier, data collected
from the P& Research Center and the General Social Survey show evidence that social
media use and political polarization-eary, if this experiment identifies a causal
mechanism at the micilevel in TCU students, it is very plausible that this casual
mechanism atsapplies to the broader population and is part of the explanation for why
social media use and political polarizationvary. Also, the operationalization of the
variables and the method in which the experimeagconducted is discussed below in

detailso that the experimenainberepeated anids level of reliabilitycan be determined

Ithe percentages for party do not add to 100% because of rounding.
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Experiment

Dependent \ariable i Change inExtremeness ofViews

In the experimenthiedependentariablewas&hange irextremenessof i e ws , 6
t he change i n t h ¢helgegstoneiXk Pigelmas meadured hye ws o n
movement ora 1QAL-point feeling thermometdrom before taafter theywere exposed to
one of the levels of the independent variaBleores between 0 ad@ inclusive represg
that theparticipantdelt negatively about thEeystone XL PipelineScores of 50
represent that thearticipantdelt neither positively nor negativekeystone XL Pipeline,
possibly because they were not informed aboand thus did not have an apn about
it. Scores betweesil and 100nclusive represent that tiparticipantdelt positively
about theKeystone XL PipelineThis scale can be broken down into teextions with
the middle score of(bas the point between them. In the section of the scale that ranges
from O to B, political views become more extreme as they move fromo 8. In the
section of the scale that ranges fro@t® 100, political views become more extreme as
they move from 6to 1. The feeling hermometer is shown in Figure.10

Figure 10 Feeling Thermometer

0O 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

[ Feel Negatively ][ Feel Positively ]

In generalfor participants who initially rated the Keystone XL Pipeline with a

number other than 50 (and thus had an opinion about the KeystoRg&line)



25

movement away from(bwas coded as positive becayss#itical viewsbecamanore
extreme and movement toward5ves coded as negative because political vieasame
less extremelhe one exception to this waarficipants whose viewan the Keystone

XL Pipelinechange from positive to negative drom negativeto positive. For these
participants, the movement of their rating of the Keystone XL Pipeline began as toward
50 and then changed to be away from 50; however, this was codedadive because

the strength of their initial views became less extreme. For example, if a participant
initially rated the Keystone XL Pipeline a 60 and then after receiving a treatment
condition rated the Keystone XL Pipeline a 10, even thougbrtisrrating is now more
extreme, hi®r herinitial positive opinion did not become more extreme. In factphis
herinitial positive opinion became so much less extreme that bRecrossed over to
having a negative opinion about the Keystone XL Pipekoe those who initially rated

the Keystone XL Pipeline a 50, they could only move away fronTbB0s, movement

away fom 50 in the expected direction based on the treatment condition was coded as
positive, and movement away from 50 in the opposite ofthecteddirection based on

the treatment condition was coded as negative.

Itis importanttonot¢ hat t he de p elmdgeirekirermeaessoa bl e i s
viewsnddnot simply the ext Aoughntenayhavef part i
beensimpler tohave conducted posttest only experiment argimply have seen
whether those who viesd political content on social mediadhenore extreme views, this
design would nohaveaccurately testdthe hypothess. Not only is this because the
phrase Axheemenésns eof their viewso I s stat

Premise 2, from which the hypotheses were
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extreme his or her pol idoiecsalnovi ews ewi ltlo e
extremeness of polii cal vi ews as compared to other Al
extremeness of political views as compared to his or her prior political views before using
social mediaThe following sceario, shown in Figurel illustrates why measuring

&hange irextremenessof i ews 6 i s betdext tdmenenesa safr i wnige

Figure1l: Why 6Change i n Extremeness of V

Before Exposure to Conditions

Viewing Congruent Political Content
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After Exposure to Conditions

Viewing Congruent Political Content

I 1 1 1 i } i 1 y' . I L

0O 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

d
Y

Viewing Entertainment Content (Control)
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A parti ci p aniidllyasscorweiofédansl thenmeve to a score df &fter
viewingcongruent ont ent on soci al medi ainitalymot her p
score of ® and then stay alGafterviewing entertainmentontent on sociahedia By

using&hange irextremeness of i e \the dependent variable accurately measures that

the particpant whoviewed congruentontent on social media had hishar views

become more extremenéthe participant who viewed entertainmenntent on social

media did ot have his oher views become more extreme. Howebgrusing

6extr emen eadthus dlso wsingeavpsstnly experimental design, the

dependent variable would show that the participant vilnved entertainmerontent on
social media has more extr e meexremewevsis Howev
because he @he initally had more extreme views and not because social media failed to
have an i mpact on making the other partici

participant whoviewed congruentontent on social media did have hislwerviews

Fall
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become more extrembyutt he dependent vari abWwaldmf bdextr .
detect this. Thus, the dependent variablé&bange irextremeness of i e wasi&ed.

Of course, this majavecrededame asur ement error because
thatwere initially extremely negative or positive abdbée Keystone XL Pipeliné.e.
scores of 0 or 1M respectively) during the ptest ould notbe measured as more
extreme during the postst, even if thesparticipant®actualviews didbecome more
extreme, becauseoresf 0 and 10 represent the limits of the measurement scale.
Hence, there could have been a floor and ceiling effEtiever, measurinthe change
in the extremeness of political views still appears to be the best measuaboan&7%
(68) of the participants fell within the range of 20 to 80 on the feeling thermometer,
allowing them the opportunity to become [@iintsmore extreme. Of the other 13% (10)
of participantsonly 3% (2) were at the most extreme ratings, with bbthese
participantgnitially rating the Keystone XL Pipeline a 100.
Independent Variable i Type of Content on Social Media

The independent variableasthe type of content the participants viewed on
social mediaThere were three types of social media content: (1) a Twitter page and a
Facebook page with tweets and posts that were in favor of the Keystone XL Pipeline, (2)
a Twitter page and a Facebook page with tweets and posts that were against the Keystone
XL Pipeline, and (3) a Twitter page and a Facebook page with tweets and posts about
college basketball. Using these three types of social media content, two treatment
conditions and oneontrolconditionwere created based tre treatmentondtions and
controlconditionArceneaux and Johnson used in their study of television news programs

and political polarizationn their study, participants were either exposedews show
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congruent with their views (a liberal news show from MSNBC for liberals and a
conservative news show from FOX News for conservatives), a news show incongruent
with their views (a conservative news show from FOX News for liberals and a liberal
news show from MSNBC for conservatives), or, as a control, an entertainment show that
had asimilar audience size to the political shows (Arceneaux & Johnson, 2010).
Similarly, in my experiment, particgmts who initially did not ratthe KeystonexL

Pipeline a 50 were exposed {&) social mediaontentcongruent with thie views (social
mediacontent in favor of the Keystone XRipelinefor participants who initially rated

the Keystone XL Pipeline above 50 and social media content against the Keystone XL
Pipeline forparticipantswvho initially ratedthe KeystoneXL Pipelinebelow 50),(2)

socal mediacontentincongruent with their views (social media content against the
Keystone XLPipelinefor participants who initially rated the Keystone XL Pipeline

above 50 and social media content in favor of the Keystone XL Pipeliparfacipants

who initially ratedthe KeystoneXL Pipelinebelow 50), or, as a contrdB) social media
content that was entertainment (social media content about college baskdtvediyer,

for participants who initially rated the Keystone XL Pipeline a 50, they ditianct an
overall opinion about the Keystone Pipeline (most likely because they were not informed
about the Keystone XL Pipeline), so the treatment conditions could not be social media
content that was either congruenirmcongruent with their opiniarmrhus they still

viewed one of the three typef social media content, but instead of the conditions being
(1) congruent sociahediacontent, (2) incongrent social media content, ang (3

entertainment social media content, the three conditions Wese¢al media content in
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favor of the Keystone XPipeline (2) social media content against the Keystone XL
Pipeline, and (3gntertainmensocial media content.

The Keystone XL Pipeline was chosen as the topic foetperiment because at
the time of this study, it was a current political topic that was discussed regularly in the
news and on social media but was not extremely polarizing to the point of other issues
such as gun control and abortion. It is important tiwea Keystone XL Pipeline was a
current topic discussed regularly so that some participants would be sufficiently informed
to have views on it, which was vital for the treatment conditions of congruent social
media content and incongruent social medigetrto be applicablédditionally, it was
important that the Keystone XL Pipeline was not extremely polarizing so that participants
were not fullyset in their views, thus allowing their views to change in response to the
social media contenlf, for example, an issue that has been extremely polarizing for a
long period of time such as gun control or abortion were used, then participants may not
have changed their views on these issues just because they are extremely set in their
beliefs for these partigar issues and not because social media lacksatebility to
ma k e 1 n dviewsimdra extremdf course, the fact that the Keystone XL Pipeline
was chosen as the topic because was expected that particip
changed shdd not be confused with the notion thilaé Keystone XL Pipeline was
chosen because itwould beveagsyt o change participantsodé vie
Keystone XL Pipeline, although not extremely polarizing, does divide along party lines
fairly well, with Democrats generally being against it and Republicans generally being in
favor of it, andhis, combined with the fact that it was regularly discussed in the news

during this study, means that participants who knew about it probably did have a set
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opinion onthe issue. However, their opinions aboutkleystoneXL Pipeline were just
not as set as thempinionsaboutgun control and abortion bagse the Keystone XL
Pipeline isa newer topic that does not yet invoke as intense opinions as gun control and
aborton. Lastly, the social media content aboutklegstoneXL Pipeline that was
chosen for théreatmentonditions contained real tweets from Twitter and posts from
Facebook and were mostly opinion rather than simple facts about the Keystone XL
Pipeline. Tlis is because on social media, where chardichted tweets and short posts
are the norm, concise opinions about a political issue are more common than long posts
that provide detailed information about a political issue. Furtherrbeoause the
objectve ofthisst udy i s to determine i f social me di
become more extrenand not to determine if becong more informed about an issue
causes individual sd0 views to become more e
content primarily included opinions instead of basic facts. As far as the entertainment
social media content, college basketball was chosen because it was also &centent
that was regularly discussed during the time of this stlidys, just like how the
treatment and control conditions in Arcene
viewership, the treatment and control conditions in my study included thjic®ere
discussed at a similar rate.
Of course, with the control condition still consisting of exposure to social media,
it may appear that this goes agaiRemise 2which includes the phrasie more an
American uses social medi® T h e or thie dissrepancyfis th&remise 4s based
on the idea that the more an American usegas media, the more likely he she will be

exposed to political content through social media. Thus, the treatmentwgasegposed
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to political content on social rd& to determine the effect of seeitmngruent and
incongruenpolitical content on social media on the change in extremeness of political
views. Participants/iewedsocialmediain the control condition in order to make the
control condition as similar to the treatment conditiaspossiblén every respect except
for political content This allows me to be more certain that being exposed to other
political views onsocial mediandpossibly theeffects of group polarization atlee true
cause of thehange in extremeness of political views. If participants were given another
activity, such as just sitting silently for the same period of time while the other
participantsassignedo the treatmentonditionswere viewing social medjahis
difference in what participants the controconditionand treatment conditions were
doing (sitting silently vs. using social media) coblveaffecedthe accuracyf the
results of the expenent. For example, if sitting silently allowed individuals to reflect on
their views and possibly chandeetn, then the experiment might incorfedtaveshown
that viewingcongruent and incongruepolitical content on social media does not lead to
an ircrease irextremenessf political views that iglifferentthan anaturally occurring
increase irextremenesef political views over the same time period. This would be
incorrectbecause the control condition would have introduced a new treatment, sitting
silently, and thus the control group could hatebesnused as a baseline with which to
compare the treatment conditions.
Methodology

The following processvas followed for thexperiment, which was conducted in
two parts on two different days. For Parparticipantswere asked to rate how they felt

about theKeystone XL Pipeline on #1-pointfeeling thermometeirom 0 to 1®, which
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was labeledRating 1 Next, participantsveredivided into two groups. Group 1 consisted

of the 41 participant&/ho initially rated the Keystone XL Pipeline with number that was

not 50 (and thus had an opinionttve Keystone XL Pipeline), and Group 2 consisied

the 37 participante/ho initially rated the Keystone XL Pipeline a 50 (and thus did not

have an opinion on the Keystone XL Pipelind)en, the participants in Group 1 were
randomly assigned to receive either (1) congruent so@diacontent, (2) incogruent

social media content, ¢8) entertainment social media content, and the participants in
Group 2 were randomly assigned to receive either (1) social media content in favor of the
Keystone XL Pipeline, (2) social media content agiaine Keystone XL Pipeline, ¢B)
entertainment swal media contenilthough Group 2 does not directlyrcespond to the

two hypothesg, splitting theparticipantanto two groups was necessary because the
hypotheses, whichre abouviewing congruent and incongruesantent only make

sense fomdividualswho haveanopinionon the issueFurthermore, even though this

was not hypothesized about, Group 2 can be
content on social media influence individuals who do not have an opinion on the issue,
which relates to the larger question of how does social media affect political polarization.
For each of the three conditions in both groups, the participant who had the highest
change in extremeness of views and the participant who had the lowest change in
extrameness of views were excluded from the data in order to try to eliminate any outliers
and thus more accurately test the hypotheses. Especially because the sample size of each
condition was only abouit0-12 participants, outliers would have greatly affedtex

results of the experiment and prevented an accurate test of the hypolinaesdays after

Part 1 was conducted, Part 2 was conducted. Part 2 involved the participants viewing one
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of the three types of social media content, each of which consispethiebuts of about
six pages of one Twitter feed and about five pages of one Facebook feed, for about 3
minutes. Participants were allowed to finish reading the so@dlanontent if they were
not finished after 3 minutes, bob participants needed neothan 15 extra seconds.
Then, participants rated the Keystone XL Pipeline again on the $@#point feeling
thermometer, which was labeled RatifgThe change in the extremeness of their views
was then calculated. Finally, using the statistical so#v&PSS, for both Group 1 and
Group 2, an ANOVA and postoc ttests were run to compare the means of change in
extremeness of views for the three conditions. A significance le05fwas used for
the tests
RESULTS

Figure 12shows Rating 1 and Rating 2 for GrougriLFigure 14, the blue dots
represent the mean rating of participants whose initial rating was below 50, and the red
dots represent the mean rating of participants whose initial rating was abdues&®.
were morgparticipants who rated the Keystone Rlipelineabove 50 than below 50, so

the red dots are larger than the blue dots.

2 The specific questions that the participameseasked and the social media content that the participantediarencluded in the
appendices. Part 1 is in Appendix A, and Part 2 is in Appendix B.
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Figure 12 Results for Group 1
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For those who viewed congruent political content, those who initially rated the
Keystone XLPipeline below 50 gave a mean rating of 26.25 for Rating 1, which did not
change after they viewed the congruent content and stayed at&td25ose who
initially rated the Keystone XL Pipeline above 50 gave a mean rating of 76.89, which
became Doints moreextreme after they viewed the congruent content to a mean rating
of 78.89.For those who viewed incongruent political content, those who initially rated
the Keystone XL Pipeline below 50 gave a mean rating of 32.5, which became 5 points
less extrematfter they viewed the incongruent content to a mean rating of 37.5, and those
who initially rated the Keystone XL Pipeline al@%0 gave a mean rating of 74.75
which became 7.5 points less extreme after they viewed the incongruent content to a
mean ratig of 67.25For those who viewed the entertainment content, wivesthe
control condition, those who initially rated the Keystone XL Pipeline below 50 gave a
mean rating of 37.33, which became 2 polessextremeafter they viewed the
entertainmentortent to a mean rating of 39.33, and those who initially rated the
Keystone XL Pipelin@bove50 gave a mean rating of 72.14, which did not change after
they viewed the entertainment content and stayed at 72.14.

Combining those whose initightingswere kelow 50 and those whose initial
ratingswere above 50, those wh@wedcongruentontent becaman average of.38
points more extreme, those who viewed incongruent content becaenerage @6.67
points less extreme, and those who viewed entertainment content lzecanerage of
0.6 points less extreme. The ANOVA test found that at least one of the three conditions
was significantly different from the others. Based on the-postttests, he incongruent

condii onds mo v epoltmless exttemeéwas significantly different from the
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congr uent mevenend of1t38 moimté mmore extreme and was marginally
significantly different from thentertainment o n d i rhovemenof0.6 pants less
extreme. (This was only marginally significantly different because alpha was 0.059,
which is slightly larger than the alpha of 0.05 that was used for the statistical tests). The
congruent o n d i mavamenbosl.38pointsmore extreme was neignificantly
different from theentertainment o n d i mavamenof0.6 points less extreme.

Figure 13shows Rating 1 and Rating 2 for Group 2.

Figure 13 Results for Group 2
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Entertainment — Rating 1
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Obviously,participantsn all three conditions gave a mean rating of 50 for Ratirkgpd.
those who viewedontent in favor of the Keystone XL Pipeljrikeir mean rating stayed
the same at 50. For those who viewed content against the Keystone XL Pipeline, their
rating moved 131 points more negative to a mean rating of 36.09. For those who
viewed entertainment content, which was the control, their mean rating stayed the same
at 50.
The ANOVA test found that at least one of the three conditions was significantly
di fferent from the others. Obvrichangsandy bot h
the entertainment conditionds O PBaseint chan
on the poshoc ttests, theagainsbc o n d i movemend afl3.91 poing more negative
was significantly different fromthé i n f avor é conditionés 0 poi
entertainment conditionb6s O point change.

DISCUSSIONI HOW DOES SOCIAL MEDIA REALLY AFFECT

POLITICAL POLARIZATION?

Based on H1, the expected results were that those who viewed political content
congruent with their beliefs on social media would have a greater change in the

extremeness of their views than those who viewedpaitical cantent on social media,
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and, based on H2, the expected results were thatwiasgiewed political content
incongruent with their beliefs on social media would have a greater or equal change in
the extremeness of their views than those who vieweepnbtical content on social
media.ln reality, those who viewed political content congruent with theliefson

social media did not havesggnificantlygreater change in tlextremeness of their views
thanthose who viewed nepolitical content on social ndéa, and those who viewed
political content incongruent with their beliefs on social media actually became
marginallysignificantly less extreme in their views and thus did not have a greater or
equal change in the extremeness of their views than thoseieved norpolitical

content on social media. Thus, H1 and H2 are both rejected.

Although there were no hypotheses related to Group 2, if social media truly
causegpolarizaton t he expected results would be the
contentwould become more positive in their views than those who viewed entertainment
content, and those who vi ewedegavaigthgiinst 6 c o
views than those who viewed entertainment
f av or @&dicnotrclarge their views, just like how those who viewed entertainment
content did not change their views, those
significantly more negative in their views than those who viewed entertainment content.

These resis lead to three main questions:

Q1: Why did participants who viewed incongruent content change their views, but

those who viewed congruent content did not?

Q22Why did participants who viewed O6agai-

t hose whof avew@dcomnmnhent did not?



40

Q3: If social media does not polarize the general public, then what does

cause polarization?
Pressure to Conform

A possible answer to Q1 is that the pressure to conform caused participants who
viewed incongruent contentubnot congruent content, to change their views. This is
because participants who viewed congruent contentégiéethe opinions that they
read, and thus they felt like they were part of the group and had no reason or motivation
to change their views. ddvever, participants who viewed incongruent content disagreed
with the opinions that they read, and thus they felt like they were outsiders. Hence, they
changed their views to become less extreme so that they woulddeshotepted and
less like outsidrs. This notion that the participants were conforming to the opinions of
the group of social media users whose posts and tweets were included in the social media
content is supported la/Pew ResearcBenters t udy t hat found that
Facebook wer more willing to share their views if they thought their followers agreed
wi t h Hdamptond Raihie, Lu, Dwyer, Shig, Parcell 2014). Hence, in my study,
participants who viewed congruent information thought that social media users agreed
with them and thus were more willing to share their true views for Rating 2. However,
participants who viewed incongruent information thought tbheia¢ media users
disagreed with them and thus censored their true views and shared less extreme views for
Rating 2. Over timef social media users keep censoring their own views, they might
actuallybecomdess extreme in their views and move towardgiaip opinion.
Furthermore, if those with dissenting views do not share their true aiedvactually

become less extremthen this can lead to a spiral of silenceg@slually less social
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media users will have dissenting views, which will put even rpogssure on those with
dissenting views to conform to the group opinion.
Pressure to conform can be reallypoweu | , as s hown study Asc ho:
in the 1950s. Asch asked a group of participants questions such as which line in Figure
14is the samas the reference line.

Figure14 Aschodés Conformity Study

A B ©C

(McLeod 2008)
Of course, the obvious answer is LideHowever, Asch placed confederates in the room
who purposely gave the wrong answer, for example BinBecause of thi}5% of the
participants conformed and gave the wrangwer at least once. Through this study,
Asch came to two main concl beausetheywhnbtto why
fit in with the group (normative influence) and because they believe thp @ detter
informed than they are (informational influengeyl¢Leod, 2008. Of course, the first
conclusion of normative influence supports what has been discussed above. However, the
second conclusion of informational influence can help further explaynthe
participants who viewed incongruent content, but not the participants who viewed

congruent content, changed their views. The social media content viewed by the
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participantscontained mostly opinions instead of information, and the nature of social
media with short posts and tweets and chardictgts do not allow for a lot of
information to be presented. Thus, participants did not gain a lot of information by
reading the social media postspérticipantssiewed congruent content, then thegy
have believed that the existing information they had about the Keystone XL Pipeline was
correct and thus they did not change their views. However, if participants viewed
incongruent content, then they mfagvebelievedthat the existing information they had
about the Keystone XL Pipeline wiaorrectand thus they changed their views about
the Keystone XL Pipeline to become more in line with the group opinion (and thus less
extreme)Furt her mor e, a sif[Asah]rcanigek [partiaipastd] ta doabs the i
length of a line, when the answer is staring at [them] from the page, imagine how much
easier it would be to get [individuals] to doubt something more complex, something
where the shades of grey are much nbedeevable t he o6correct d answer
straightf or wa0ll Becdusgoliticalissuesyireluding the Keystone XL
Pipeline are complex and have no clear answer, then it is very likely that individuals who
view incongruent content on sociaédia about political issues will become less extreme
in their views, possibly even to the point of switching sides, because they feel pressured
to conform because of normative and informational influence.
However, pressure to conform cannot answer Q2ftaurglwe must examine
another concept to see why those who viewe

viewed o60in favordo content changed their vi
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Motivated Reasoning
One model of motivated reasoning that can help answer both Q1 anddi2s
cogniive dissonance, a term Festinger coined in 1956. As shown in Higucegnitive
dissonance occurs when individuals have two beliefs or thoughts that disagree with each
other, and individuals are motivated to reduce this cognitive dissonbBowgkins &
Lawley, 2009.

Figure 15 Motivated Reasoning

COGNITION 1 COGNITION 2

COGNITIVE
DISSONANCE

A
MOTIVATED TO REDUCE

(Tompkins& Lawley, 2009)
In regards to Q1,articipants who viewed congruent content agreed with the opinions
they viewed and thus did not experience cognitive dissonance. Hence, they were not
motivated to educe cognitig dissonance and did not change their views. However,
participants who viewed incongruent content disagreed with the opinions they viewed
and thus experiendeognitivedissonance as a result of believing one thing about the

KeystoneXL Pipeline and viewing opposingpinionsabout the Keystone XL Pipeline on
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the social media content. Hence, thpadicipantsvere motivatedto reduce their

cognitivedissonancand thus changed their viewsliecome less extreme so that their

viewsmore closely matched th@pinionstheyviewed on the social media content.
Furthermore, 1in regaradgs idogent@dthosewhms e wh

v i e wrefavord@ontent all did not have an opinion about the Keystone XL Pipeline.

Participantsvhovi ewed Oagainstdé content read about

XL Pipeline, including negativenvironmentalmpacts and climate change. Thus, these

participantgrobably experienced cognitive dissonance because they may have wondered

how they couldhot have felt negatively about a pipeline that would cause so much harm,

especially to thenvironmentnd the climate. Thus, they were motivated to reduce this

cognitivedissonance and changed their views to become more negative about the

Keystone XL Pipkne. Howeverparticipantsvh o vi ewed 6in favoro6 co

positive impacts of the Keystone XL Pipeline, including creating more jobs and allowing

the United States to trade with Canada instead of the Middle East to help meet its energy

needsThus, these participants should have also experienced cognitive dissonance

because they may have wondered how they could not have felt positively about a pipeline

that would have so many benefits, and, consequentially, these participants should have

been notivated to reduce this cognitive dissonance and changed their views to become

more positive about the Keystone XL Pipelikwever, this did not happen, and thus

we must consider why those who viewed O0aga

dissonane and motivation to reduce their cognitive dissonance than those who viewed

6in favord content.
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Perception of Threat
Both pressure to conform and motivated reasoning can be examined through the
lens of perceptioof threat. As shown in Figure lheperceptionof threat can lead to
adaptationwhich includes changes in view&/kitworth, 2015.

Figure 16: Perception of Threat

=

4 Perceived )

Adaptive Capacity @

Figure 1. Socio-cognitive model of proactive private adaptation to climare change impacts
(Whitworth, 2015)
Although this model is specific to climate change impacts, which is acceptable since the
Keystone XL Pipelings related to climate change, the notion of threat leading to
adaption also holdgsuein general.
Participants who viewed 6écongruentd® con
opinions they viewed on the social media content and thus felt acceptedtand
t hreatened. However jncopgguerb i copaaeahs, was 8t at

disagreed with thepinionsthey viewed on the social media content and thus felt like
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outsiders. Their outsider status threatened them, and this perception ofvgeat
probablyof one the reasons they felt pressured to conform and changed their views to
become less extreme.

Participantsvh o vi ewe d ¢ agdabontsdgdtiveimpacts ef the
Keystone XL Pipeline, which are, by nature, mtneateninghan the positive impacts
of the Keystone XL Pipeline about which those who vieawadn f avor 6 content
more threatening 6againsté content thus ca
favor 6 Consequerdgiallf .t hos e wh os tvhi ecwoendt ebnatg anienr € mo
motivated than those who viewed éin favoro
hence changed their views to become more n
content did not change their views to become more positive.

Compari son to Arceneaux and Johnsono

Obviously, the results of mywgly do not match the results Afceneaux and
Johnsondéds study. Thus, now that we have ex
conform, motivated reasoning, and perception of ttredtinfluenced the beker of
my participants, there are still semuestion that remainFirst, why do these concép
not also apply to televisiorRurthermore i n Arceneaux and Johnson
that the law of group polarization playedaoderin influencing those who viewed
congruent content to become more extreme in their viewshiswtas not the case for
my study. Hence, second, why does the law of gpmiarizationnot apply to
social media?

The answers to botijuestiongnay lie in the fact that on television, there is one

commentator who is able to give moredepth information and on social media, there
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are many individuals who can only give lesglgpth informationAs far as the first

guestion, Aschfoundinhiscbmor mi ty study that Athe tender
the size of the group increases €& for up t
becomes [larger than 6 or 7 members], people may begin to suspect the other members

[are] working together purposelulto affect their behavior and, in response, they become
resistant t o t Haocls20@)O¥dowse,she first gag that thegtaendelicy

to conform increases as the size of the group increasésctlyexplains why individuals

feel more presure to conform when on social media than when watching television. Yet,

the second part that the tendency to conform then decreases after the group size hits 6 or

7 members seems to suggest that, in reality, the pressure to conform should not be more
whenon social media than whevatchingtelevision. However, | believe that this second

part was a result of Aschdés experiment <cl e
large, then too manydividualsobviously gave the wrong answer, and the paaict

was able to guess that the othefividualswere working together tpurposefullygive

the wrong answer. However, with political issues such as the Keystone XL Pipeline, there

is no O0right answer, 6 and t huthanborFel i eve t
members, even gveryonedisagrees with the participant, the participant will not believe

they are allvorking togetherto purposefullygive the wrong answer because there is no

wrong answer. They could all just be more informed about the @msfind different

aspects of thessue more important than the participantl thus could reasonably all

disagree with thearticipant Thus, Ibelievethat in the real world with real issues, as

group size increases, pressure to conform also increases. Furthermore, as group size

increases, morepposingopinions are viewed, and thus cognitive dissonahceild



48

similarly increaseLikewise, the participat will feel more like an outsider and thus
perception of threat should also increase. Hendgyidualsshould feel more pressure to
conform, cognitivedissonanceand perception of threat when viewing incongruent
content on social media than when watghtelevision, and thatiswhyn di vi dual s 0
views become less extreme when viewing incongruent content on social media but not
when watching televisiorAs far as the second questjdhe law of group polarization
was based on a group of individuals discusn g a t opi c. Arceneaux a
appeas to support that the law of group polarization may also apply to watching
television. This would make sense because, although the conversation may appear to be
onesided with the commentator talking to tewer, the commentator is giving-depth
information just as one would do in a conversation. Furthermore, the viewer most likely
has his other own views and, when the commentator agrees with them, may feel as
though the commentator is speakdigectly to him orher as though they were having a
convers#on. Howeversocial media users are more just passively viewing material.
Whereas with television, a commentator speaks about an issue, which somewhat
approximates a discussion, with social media, aiBers just post about an issue, and
their posts lack the depth that is provided by a-tadace discussion or a television
commentator. Thus, it makes sense that when viewing congruent content, the law of
group polarization applies to television but sotial media.
The Authoritarian Divide

Now that Q1 and Q2 have been answered, Q3 still needs to be answered. Since,

according to my study, social media does not polarize us, | believe that what does

polarize us, or at least makes us seem that we are more polarized, is the authoritarian
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divide. However, before we discuss what the authoritarian divide is, Figisbows a

positive correlation between being willing to physically discipline children and voting for

George W. Bush.

Figure 17: Positive Correlation between Favoring Physical Discipding Bush Vote
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FIGURE 1.1. Bush Vote as a Function ot Willingness to Physically Discipline

Children, by State

(Hetherington & Weiler 2009)

Now, although these two variables are correlated, it is almost assuredly apparent that one

does not cause the other. Thus, there must be an underlying third variable that drives this

relationship. That third vableis a personality trait or dispositidhatHetheringtorand

Weiler label authoritarianismlong the authoritarian divide lies those who exhibit high

levels of authoritarianism (and low levels of nonauthoritarianism) and are called

authoritarians abne end and those who exhibit low levels of authoritarianism (and high

levels of nonauthoritarianism) and are called nonauthoritaaiciie other endA s

level ofauthoritarianism ncr eases, oneo6s wi disciplimg n

children anda vote for George W. Bush increases, so that is why these two variables are
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correlated. As one might assume based omdla¢ionshipbetweerauthoritarianisnand

oneds willingness

t

0]

vote for Gelbantgthe W.

political ideology and party spectrum, as shown in Fidi#e

Figure 18 How the Authoritarian Divide maps onto the Political Spectrum
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personalities and ways of looking at issues, and, as Hetherington and Weiler note, this
leads to one side not even being able to see teeroths i deds vi ewpoi nts a
acceptable alternatiogHetherington & Weiler 204). Thus, even if the general public is
not moving further apart (which, according to the G8&s true from 2010 to 2012), the
divide between Democrats/liberals eRedpublican&konservatives is becoming more
intense, and;onsequentiallythe g@erd public seems more polarized.
Limitations and Questions for Future Research

Although these conclusions are supported by my study, they should be interpreted
with caution, as there were some limitations to my stkagt, my study wasmited
becaus@articipantgated the Keystone XL Pipeline for the second time right after they
viewed the social edia content. Thus, even ifdhviews did change right after they
viewed the social media content, this change in views codichiied to the shorterm,
and thus social media magtuallyhave no longerm impact in regards to changing
individual s6 views. This |imitation coul d
between the results of tiparticipantsvh o vi ewed t he 6againstd co
occurredinreallifeAl t hough the participants who view
including bad environmental impacts and climate change, ctidinge views to become
more negative about theystone XLPipeline, in real life over the long term, even
though scientists like Hansen and politicians like Gore have been warning us about
climate change for years, individuals have not really responded by changing their views
in regards to climate change and how they should live in light of the evidence that the

way we are currently living is harming the Earth and changing our clifflates, future
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research could be done not only to replicate my study, but also to determine if my results
are just true in the sherérm or if they also hold true for the loterm.

Secondparticipantdn my study viewed social media content that was heavily
concentrated on one issue, the Keystone XL PipeHogvever, in real life, social media
contentmainlyincludes posts and tweets from family and friends, and, if it does &clud
political issues, it most likely includes multiple issues. Thus, the effects of my study may
be greatly exaggerated, and future research could be done to see if social ntedta con
that is more similarto n d i v redl Baadb@@ndTwitter feeds would produce the
same results.

Third, as stated above, Conover eaatl Prior suggeshatindividualsmostly
view congruent political information on their social media feeds (Conover et al, 2011
Prior 2013. Hence, my findings aboutdividuals becoming less extreme in their views
when exposed to incongruent political content on social media may be true, but it may
actually only rarely occur in real life singalividualsdo not really see a lot of
incongruent political content on satmedia, and, if they do, it is almagfinitely not as
concentrated as the incongruent content to which the participants in my study were
exposed. Thus, future research could see if viewing less concentrated incongruent content
on social media may aldmve the effect of makingdividualschange their views to
become less extreme.

In addition to these thremiggestion for future research based on the limitations
of my study, there are al$oo othersuggestion for future researdbased on my study
First, some of myarticipantaot only became less extreme in their views when they

viewed incongruent content but even switched sides (went from feeling negatively about
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the Keystone XL Pipeline to feeling positively about it or from feefingitivelyabout it
to feeling negatively about it). Future research could help determine what causes
individualsto switch sides on an issue, and, mgpecifically whatcausesn individual
to switchsides on an issue when viewing content on social media.

Secondpecause my study and Arceneaux dnd h n stady,@lthough they had
similar research designs, had differezgults, future research could incluastudy that
combines my study and Arceneaux and Johnso
issue, one group ahdividualsviews congruentincongruentandentertainment content
ontelevisionand the other grougiews congruent, incongruent, aedtertainment
content on social media. Doing this study in which both groups are tested at the same
time and on the same issue would help to clarify if, aslifferentresults of our studies
suggest, television and social media have different effecegards to polarization.

What Did We Learn?

Overall, my study suggests that social media does not cause political polarization
and thus is not the mechanism from which the general public can move from not being
polarized, as Fiorina believes, to being polarized®@amowitzbelieves. This leads to
boththeoreticallyand practically important conclusiongieoretically the law of group
polarization does not apply to social media. However, three main concepts do apply to
socialmedia (1) pressure to conform, (2) motivated reasoning, and (3) penceyt
threat.Practically campaigns most likely will not be able to makéividualsbecome
more extreme in their views, but, if they are able to show really concentrated content,
may be able to make individuals become less extreme in their views. Glgyitese

conclusions are the exact opposite of the conclusierpdctedo make when | laid out



my theory. However, even if it is the oppsiteway of what loriginally thought, |
believethat this study does demonstrate that social media is changing galitiagh

likes and tweets.
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APPENDIX A: PART 1 OF EXPERIMENT

Feeling Thermometer and Questions
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Participant #
Part 1

Pleaserae how you feel about the Keystone X Pipeline on as@le that runs from 0 b
100. Ratings beéween 0 and 50 mea thatyou feel negdively toward theKeystone XL
Pipeline. Raings baween 50 and 100 mea thatyou fegl positively toward the Keystone
XL Pipeline. A rating of 50 meas hat you feel neutrd (neither negatively nor positively)
about he Keystone X Pipeline.

You mgy use the iting scale & the bottom of thepageto helpyou visudize your rating
of theKeystone X Pipeline. However, you do notneed to mark your rating on ths scée.

Pleasewrite the numbetha corespondso your rating of how you feel about the
Keystone X Pipeline:
Please makeyour rating an integer (Whole numbe).

llIIIIIII‘IIIIIIII‘IIIIIIII‘IIIIIIII*IIIIIIII'IIIIIIII'IIIIIIII‘IIIIIIIII'IIIIIIIII'IIIIIIIII'.
50

0 10 20 30 100



Participant #
Part 1 (Continued)

Now, plesseanswe thefollowing question.

1. How well informed do you consider yourself about the Keystone XLPipeline?

\éry Well Vel Somewat Well @y a Little Na at All

Between now and the time you complete Part 2 of this study, please  not actively
seek out information about the Keystone XL Rpeline.

57
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APPENDIX B: PART 2 OF EXPERIMENT

Social MediaContentin Favor of the Keystone XL Pipeline
(AKeystone XLKXPL Piepl ei)ned (2@F1o5r)

(ABuild The Keystone Pipeline, o
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Canada Action \ :
Canada is Transparent, Democratic, & a Strong Ally.

When you oppose you are promoting Venezuelan oil.
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and jobs. It's
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