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ABSTRACT 

In an era of information overload and diversified news and social media channels, this research shed new 
light on the role of selective exposure based on discussions of the ‘New Era of Minimal Effects’ (Bennett 
& Iyengar, 2008). Instead of research into algorithm-driven platforms that are based on a rampant 
technology-led approach, this study adopted a user-centric approach. The concept of conspiracy theories 
was employed as the framework for investigating whether individual online selectivity (selective 
exposure) mediates the relationship between a range of individual-specific characteristics and conspiracy 
theory beliefs. A large-scale survey with South Korean YouTube users aged 18 and over was conducted 
(N = 487). To examine the mediating effect of selective exposure, a two-pronged mediation analysis was 
conducted: the first was based on Baron and Kenny’s (1986) mediation model; the second used the 
bootstrapping test (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The findings showed that selective exposure functions as 
a mediator in the relationship between media literacy and conspiracy theory beliefs, but not in the 
relationship between political extremity or socio-demographic characteristics (gender, age, and 
education) and conspiracy theory beliefs. The results of this study indicate that human cognitive filters 
rather than technological filters serve as the cause and effect mechanism in an algorithmic-mediated 
world. This research demonstrates that a user-centric approach should take centre stage in media and 
technology studies that examine the interaction between individuals and technology on an algorithm-
driven platform. 
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INTRODUCTION 

With the emergence of algorithm-driven news and social media platforms, the focus of media 

and technology studies has rapidly shifted toward technology-led outcomes. The rapid 

growth of algorithm-driven recommendation systems has further heightened research 

attention on the effects of personalisation algorithms on users. Some scholars have raised 

concerns that recent technological environments can provide users with more convenient 

functionalities for readily approaching or avoiding information. This view is similar to the idea 

of technological determinism: that technology primarily drives a dominant change in the 

development of society (Smith, 1994). This approach focuses on providing technological 

explanations for issues relating to the use of personalisation algorithms and often cites the 

concept of ‘filter bubbles’ as being an important factor in this (Pariser, 2011).  

However, the problem with such research is that individuals tend to be regarded as simply 

passive users. Benkler et al. (2017) have criticised technological determinism perspectives, 

asserting that opinion polarisation and fragmentation of public discourse is not simply a 

matter of seeing the Internet as a form of technology. These authors showed that in the media 

ecosystem, different patterns of information acceptance and usage are demonstrated by the 

left and right-wing media and they emphasised that if technology ‘causes’ a move towards a 

post-truth society, symmetric patterns would appear. Similarly, Bakshy, et al.’s (2015) research 

into Facebook users showed that decreased diversity in information acceptance and use arises 

not from technology but from personal choice based on political identity. Thus, as evidence 

suggests, we cannot simply say that the consequences of the mediated online environment are 

directly led by technology.  

In this respect, Fletcher’s (2020) classification is useful for understanding two complicated 

concepts: pre-selected personalisation and self-selected personalisation. The former denotes 
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personalisation that is ‘done’ to individuals, usually by algorithmic filtering on their behalf, 

while the latter refers to personalisation that individuals voluntarily ‘do’ to themselves. While 

pre-selected personalisation is connected to the idea of ‘filter bubbles', self-selected 

personalisation is known as ‘selective exposure’. Algorithm-driven platforms such as 

YouTube combine self-selected personalisation with pre-selected personalisation. Although 

algorithms can hide certain information and lead to people accessing certain other 

information, people can still choose to selectively consume or not consume that information. 

The choice of content they access is ultimately up to the individuals themselves.  

In an era of social technology with high options and multiple channels, individuals are no 

longer just passive message receptors. Individuals travel through multiple platforms and 

channels, deciding to self-select based on their pre-existing beliefs or preferences. With their 

own selectivity, each user can derive different messages from the same content (Jerit & 

Barabas, 2012). It was led to the discussion of a ‘New Era of Minimal Effects’ (Bennett & 

Iyengar, 2008). They state that we may return to the earlier era of ‘minimal effects' derived 

from the idea of 'the two-step flow of communication' proposed by Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955) 

(see Bennett & Manheim, 2006). However, the idea of ‘filter bubbles’ still overlooks 

individually-led outcomes created by users’ personal cognitive filters. 

This view has been reflected in research into algorithmic-mediated platforms. Most previous 

studies have focused on exploring whether personalisation algorithms offer individuals a 

volume of information in a biased way (Haim et al., 2018; Nechushtai & Lewis, 2019) or have 

used a system-centric approach to examine how personalisation algorithms perform 

(Cremonesi et al., 2013). However, a user-centric approach that focuses on how users' internal 

selectivity mechanisms work when they use algorithm-driven platforms has received little 

attention.  
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Motivated by the lack of empirical user-centric research into the use of algorithm-driven 

platforms, this research focused on the individual rather than on the technology. It explored 

whether individuals’ biased online selectivity (their selective exposure tendencies) serve as a 

mediating mechanism between their individual-specific characteristics and their conspiracy 

theory beliefs. Given the argument that conspiracy theory beliefs stem from the monological 

tendency of conspiracy theories to originate from a ‘closed mindset’ (Goertzel, 1994), this 

context offered a framework for understanding how the selective exposure mechanism works. 

This study serves as early-stage research that explored the interaction between individuals 

and technology in an algorithmic-mediated world. Through mediation analysis into selective 

exposure, this research contributes to shifting the focus of media and technology studies 

beyond its current technology-led focus towards an individual-focused one. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Conspiracy Theories and Conspiracy Theory Beliefs 

First, it is essential to define and clarify two of the key terms used in this dissertation: conspiracy 

and conspiracy theories. While a conspiracy is generally rooted in a true sequence of events, 

conspiracy theories are propositions that include conspiracies that might or might not be true 

(Douglas et al., 2019). Sunstein and Vermeule (2009: 202) define conspiracy theories as “an 

 people, of powerful machinations the to reference by practice or event some explain to effort

) provide a similar theoretical : 4. (2019et al. Douglas ”role their conceal to attempt who

acy theories as “attempts to explain the ultimate causes of explanation, defining conspir

or  significant social and political events and circumstances with claims of secret plots by two

. As definitions by scholars indicate, conspiracy theories offer more powerful actors”

rratives that go against the mainstream view of crucial events or circumstances alternative na
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and are based on the thought that covert and sinister actors are orchestrating events. 

not  . Conspiracy theories areconspiracy theoriesHowever, it should be cautious when defining 

definitively untrue; they still have room to be true. In this respect, Byford (2011) criticises the 

inherent inclination of the term conspiracy theory, arguing that the term itself seems to imply 

rratives embedded in conspiracy theories, faulty reasoning, irrationality, or bias. Given that na

ups, are virtually rampant in society, Byford argues that -such as plots, collusions, and cover

the prevailing perspective on conspiracy theories (that they are untrue) can be entirely 

reasonable. His critique contradicts intuitive thinking of conspiracy theories as being ideas 

that are definitely not true and imparts a different way of looking at this complicated concept. 

However, it is still possible for conspiracy theories to turn out to be true. This undetermined 

truth is potentially the reason why individuals are prone to believing conspiracy theories 

rather than simply ignoring them.  

The term conspiracy theory beliefs refers to the endorsement of conspiracy theories. It can refer 

to a belief in one specific conspiracy theory or a series of them (Douglas et al., 2019). This is 

due to the nature of conspiracy theories being situated within a monological belief system 

(Goertzel, 1994) – that conspiracy theory beliefs are all intertwined based on mistrust of official 

narratives. Within a network of mutually supportive conspirational ideas, each conspiratorial 

idea acts as proof of another one being true. Within a monological conspiracy theories belief 

system, it is proposed that one conspiracy theory belief is correlated with other ones. Some 

empirical literature is still inconsistent with the idea that conspiracy theories form a 

monological belief system. For example, Wood et al.’s (2012) research showed that the positive 

correlation between mutually incompatible conspiracy theory beliefs was not significant. If 

not all conspiracy theories are rooted in a monological belief system, Douglas et al.’s (2019: 7) 

argument that “conspiracy beliefs are only related to each other to the extent that they cohere 

with a higher-order belief system” seems plausible. However, a larger volume of empirical 



The Role of Selective Exposure in ‘A New Era of Minimal Effects’ 
Eunbin Ha 

 

 

 

 

 

5 

evidence supports monologicality (Stieger et al., 2013; Swami et al., 2010; Swami & Furnham, 

2012).  

Nevertheless, the idea of conspiracy theory beliefs sitting within a monological belief system 

is meaningful as it offers a logical explanation that drives conspiracy theory beliefs. Based on 

this monologicality, Franks et al. (2017) argue that conspiracy theory beliefs are more 

motivated by a general conspiratorial mindset or worldview rather than by the details of each 

conspiracy theory. Unlike dialogical belief systems that are based on an open mindset, 

monological belief systems engage with conspiracy theory contexts and information with a 

closed-off worldview. Goertzel ) argues that “dialogical belief systems engage in a : 740(1994 

al systems speak only to themselves, ignoring dialogue with their context, while monologic

) support Goertzel’s ideas : 2. (2017et al. Franks he shallowest respects”their context in all but t

and assert that “CT [conspiracy theory] belief does not arise from inferences drawn from a set 

. ew to those observations”, but rather from applying a conspiratorial worldviof observations

.’s (2017) arguments provide a crucial premise for et al’s (1994) and Franks Goertzel

processing mechanism of people with closed -understanding the psychological information

mindsets.   

From Offline (Personal Characteristics) to Offline (Conspiracy Theory Beliefs) 

Research has shown that the endorsement of conspiracy theory beliefs correlates with 

demographic factors, media literacy, and political extremity. There is some evidence of a 

causal relationship between conspiracy theory beliefs and socio-demographic variables such 

as gender, age, and education. Many studies have shown that males are more likely to believe 

in conspiracy theories than females (Bogart & Thorburn, 2006; Cassese et al., 2020; Freeman & 

Bentall, 2017). However, recent studies on COVID-19 conspiracy theories have contradicted 

this (Alper et al., 2020). Regarding age, most previous research has found that the younger 

someone is more likely to believe in general conspiracy theories (Green & Douglas, 2018) and 
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COVID-19 conspiracy theories (Allington et al, 2020; Constantinou, Kagialis & Karekla, 2021; 

Earnshaw et al., 2020). The association between education and conspiracy theory beliefs is 

more straightforward; numerous empirical findings show that low-level education correlates 

with the endorsement of conspiracy theory beliefs (Bogart & Bird, 2003; Douglas et al., 2016; 

Freeman & Bentall, 2017; Oliver & Wood, 2014). 

The most highly-used definition of media literacy is “the ability of a citizen to access, analyze, 

and produce information for specific outcomes” (Aufderheide, 1993: 6). Having media literacy 

is crucial because it is ultimately individuals themselves who determine what information to 

expose or accept. Media literacy is regarded as a buffer that minimises the likelihood of being 

exposed to or affected by negative experiences in the digital world (Kellner & Share, 2007).  

Similarly, media literacy is cited as a tool that can help overcome conspiracy theory 

endorsement (Bartlett & Miller, 2011; Craft et al., 2017) Given that media literacy increases 

critical attitudes towards media messages and improves the ability to spot fallacies, it can be 

said that media literacy reduces conspiracy theory beliefs. Pickles et al. (2021) showed that 

higher levels of COVID-19 conspiracy theory beliefs are significantly related to lower levels of 

digital health literacy. However, this idea has recently been critiqued by Bruns (2019: 57), who 

stated:  

There is a significant caveat to this argument for media literacy: the very strategies 

of critical media literacy have also been adopted and weaponised by the merchants 

of mis- and disinformation themselves.  

Bruns’s comment raises a crucial point about the negative association between media literacy 

and conspiracy theories beliefs.  

Historical evidence suggests that the association between political extremity and conspiracy 

theory beliefs is strong (Bartlett & Miller, 2010; Inglehart, 1987), regardless of whether political 
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ideology is left or right-wing (Uscinski & Parent, 2014). Political extremists are prone to having 

strongly structured thoughts that are aimed at understanding social events (van Prooijen, 

Krouwel, & Pollet, 2015). Also, the cognitive inclination of political extremists to regard 

societal events as simpler can lead to the development of conspiracy theory beliefs (van 

Prooijen & Krouwel, 2019). Given that conspiracies about 5G and COVID-19 are seemingly 

disseminated through the far-right community, we can say that individuals with a salient 

group identity tend to be more drawn to conspiracy theory beliefs (Hartman et al., 2021). 

Selective Exposure  

The term selective exposure was coined in the book The People’s Choice, written by Lazarsfeld, 

Berelson, and Gaudet (1948). The authors observed a phenomenon in which voters more often 

encountered attitude-consistent messages compared to viewpoint-uncongenial ones. The 

concept of selective exposure can be defined as a person’s tendency to seek out information 

that matches pre-existing attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours, while avoiding counter-attitudinal 

information (Hart et al., 2009; Klapper, 1960; Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2011; Olson & 

Stone, 2005). 

The behavioural pattern of selective exposure is not only ‘approach’ but also ‘avoidance’ 

(Iyengar & Hahn, 2009) and can be driven by several causes. One view is that selective 

exposure is a means of effective information processing (Ditto & Lopez, 1992; Ditto, 

Scepansky, Munro et al. 1998; Smith et al., 2008). Given that people spend more cognitive 

energy processing counter-attitudinal information, they tend to process information that 

supports their predispositions in order to simplify their mental tasks (Johnson et al., 2009). 

Another view is that people predominantly seek supporting information over conflicting 

information because they consider information that challenges their opinions as irrational or 

less credible (Fischer et al., 2005; Melican & Dixon, 2008).  
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From Offline (Personal Characteristics) to Online (Selective Exposure)  

The dominant theoretical and empirical framework for selective exposure is cognitive 

dissonance theory (Frey, 1986; Hart et al., 2009, Stroud, 2010), which was originally formulated 

by Festinger in 1957. The major idea behind the theory is that selective exposure is considered 

a highly strategic means of reducing dissonance. Discomfort arising from cognitive dissonance 

motivates people to eliminate unpleasant psychological states (Festinger, 1957). Therefore, 

they selectively seek information that is consistent with their prior attitudes or beliefs while 

avoiding information that is inconsistent with them. Cognitive dissonance results in people 

accessing a less diverse range of information, despite today’s high-choice media environment 

that has countless media outlets (Mutz & Martin, 2001). 

Some research has suggested that selective exposure is not a result of cognitive dissonance 

(e.g. Garrett, 2009; Iyengar et al., 2008). Nevertheless, the cognitive and psychological drivers 

that are intrinsic to cognitive dissonance theory make it a meaningful theoretical framework 

for understanding how selective exposure works. Selective exposure can be viewed as an 

explicit behavioural consequence of cognitive dissonance. In this respect, cognitive dissonance 

theory can explain the cognitive and psychological mechanisms that influence an individual’s 

attitudes towards information they consume. 

Among the many factors arousing cognitive dissonance, one’s political predispositions are 

considered to be a dominant personal characteristic that can result in selective exposure 

(Garrett, 2009; Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Sunstein, 2009; Stroud, 2008, 2010). As noted by 

Lazarsfeld et al. (1948), human beings have long shown patterns of partisan selective exposure. 

They are inclined to engage in politically motivated selective exposure, which is the act of 

choosing congenial messages depending on their political purpose (Feldman et al., 2014), and 

purposefully select information that matches their political predispositions and beliefs while 

avoiding disconfirmatory information that conflicts with them (Stroud, 2008).  
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The intensity of political predispositions is also strongly related to patterns of selective 

exposure. For decades, research has shown that higher levels of confidence and certainty about 

one’s beliefs result in more selective exposure (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Jonas et al., 2001; Lord 

et al., 1979; Moerman & Jonas, 2002; Stroud, 2008). The more conviction a person has about the 

correctness of their cause, the stronger their tendency to seek out information that is consistent 

with their convictions (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008). 

Given that individual socio-demographic characteristics and media literacy are closely related 

to media access, skills, and breadth of use, they can also affect selective exposure. For example, 

news media literacy (NML) messages contribute to decreasing selective exposure and 

avoidance (Vraga & Tully, 2019). But, more highly-educated individuals tend to offer an 

evidence of more varied patterns of selective exposure (Ladd, 2010; Stroud, 2011). 

From Online (Selective Exposure) to Offline (Conspiracy Theory Beliefs)  

Technological factors 

There is a link between selective exposure and media and technology environments. Stroud 

(2007) states that people are highly likely to show stronger patterns of selective exposure when 

they can access more media channels and have more content to choose from. Compared to 

newspapers, more varied information environments – such as the Internet, radio, and cable 

television – facilitate the use of selective exposure approach and avoidance strategies (Stroud, 

2008).  

Ironically, despite the increased range of options, individuals can get stuck in ‘echo chambers’ 

that arise from selective exposure to one-sided information. An ‘echo chamber’ is a metaphor 

for an environment where people only acknowledge or attend to a narrow band of ideas or 

information that accords with their pre-existing beliefs (Colleoni et al., 2014; Jamieson & 

Cappella, 2008; Sunstein, 2001, 2009). Sunstein (2009) points that echo chambers gather 
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momentum under a high-choice information environment; he asserts that information 

technologies such as the Internet encourage people to listen to more and louder echoes of their 

own voices and screen out the voices of others. Echo chambers create an environment in which 

inner-group members preferentially link to each other while limiting outside connections. 

What is particularly problematic is that echo chambers can serve to widely circulate inner 

views within the echo chamber network, amplifying the pre-existing beliefs and attitudes of 

its members (Bruns, 2017; Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Jamieson & Cappella, 2008; Slater, 2007; 

Stroud, 2010; Sunstein, 2007). It has been pointed out that: 

… [W]ithout free movement of ideas and information, people inside echo chambers 

will believe that this is all there is. Under these circumstances, anyone who disagrees 

is misinformed at best and willfully ignorant at worst. (Dubois & Blank, 2018: 729) 

Scholars suggest that echo chambers contribute to the reinforcement of beliefs. Empirical 

studies have provided some evidence to support this idea (Conover et al., 2011; Himelboim et 

al., 2013). Research has also shown that selective exposure directly affects polarisation (Lin, 

2009; Stroud, 2010; Slater, 2007) and that there is a causal link between selective exposure and 

misinformation (Del Vicario et al., 2016). However, only a small number of studies have been 

conducted on the direct association between selective exposure and conspiracy theory beliefs. 

One such study, Warner and Neville-Shepard’s (2014) experimental research into how the 

media affects the development of conspiracy theory beliefs, offers a key finding: that media 

echo chambers cultivate conspiracy theory beliefs despite the presence of debunking 

messages.  

Some scholars have raised concerns that technological environments can support the 

activation of echo chamber mechanisms. This view is closely related to the concept of ‘filter 

bubbles’ coined by Pariser (2011), which holds that algorithm-driven recommendation 

systems present biased results that are specifically linked to users’ interests. Pariser warns that 
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this tailored selection, which is filtered by more algorithms, contributes to the building of 

‘information cocoons’ that reinforce previously held views.  

Ideas about echo chambers and filter bubbles have been much critiqued. Bruns (2019) does not 

deny the existence of selective exposure and homophily (the tendency to interact with similar 

individuals at a higher rate) because it is largely true that some users selectively consume 

information that aligns with their existing patterns of belief. However, he criticises the very 

idea of filter bubbles and echo chambers, calling them outlandish and even unrealistic because 

multimedia users can utilise multiple sources. Indeed, some empirical studies do not support 

the view that echo chambers and filter bubbles exist (Bakshy et al., 2015; Goel, et al., 2010). 

Dubois and Blank (2018) raised questions about the impact of echo chambers, reporting that 

people with diverse media diets and a strong interest in politics tend not to be caught in echo 

chambers. Furthermore, Hosanagar et al. (2014) showed that consumer fragmentation does not 

appear on personalised recommendation systems; rather, personalisation contributes to 

broadening users’ interests. 

Cognitive factors 

The idea of echo chambers or filter bubbles can be excessively skewed towards technological 

determinism. It should be noted that in complicated online mediated environments, the link 

between cause and consequence can never be explained as being simply a result of technology. 

This does not mean that there are no effects of technology; rather the filter bubble and echo 

chamber approaches overly focus on the technological dynamics behind the relationship 

between digital engagement and behavioural outcomes. The problem with this approach is 

that dominant, one-sided views of technological determinism can make people overlook the 

complexity of the cognitive and psychological mechanisms of information-seekers who 

process information online. The relationship between individual selectivity and consequences 
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must be considered to develop a thorough understanding of the complicated psychological 

dynamics. 

As Bruns (2019) argued, individual users have the opportunity to check multiple sources 

through multiple channels and platforms; they are not simply immersed in isolated 

information cocoons. Nevertheless, some people fail to emerge from their false beliefs. But 

their incomprehensible attitudes cannot be said to arise from technology alone. Bruns suggests 

a transition of focus from media-related to psychology-related research, highlighting that it is 

crucial to examine how some people process and then integrate information into their closed-

off worldview. Given this assertion, the role of selective exposure in information processing 

must be considered through a cognitive lens. 

Fischer (2011) argues that an information-seeker’s systematic information-processing is based 

on a desire to validate and confirm their previously held worldviews; as such, it lays the 

psychological foundation for selective exposure that is based on a psychological approach – 

motivation. This argument is similar to the idea of directional reasoning introduced by Kunda 

(1990), which posits that an individual’s reasoning processes are based on motivation to 

endorse and espouse their existing worldview. People with directional reasoning purposefully 

process information that is consistent with their views and they give weight to hypothesis-

confirming information. Many studies of social judgment have shown that individuals tend to 

overweigh evidence that is supportive of their viewpoint, while they undervalue uncongenial 

evidence (Nickerson, 1998).  

The concept of confirmation bias offers a useful conceptual framework for understanding how 

information-seeker’s behaviours can be biased by a cognitive mechanism activated during 

information processing. Oswald and Grosjean (2004: 79) state that confirmation bias is when 

“information is searched for, interpreted, and remembered in such a way that it systematically 

impedes the possibility that the hypothesis could be rejected – that is, it fosters the immunity 
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of the hypothesis”. Confirmation-biased selective exposure patterns can be driven by 

information-seeking mechanisms aimed at bolstering one’s views. Indeed, confirmation bias 

is generally regarded as the main indicator of selective exposure (Jonas et al., 2001). Nickerson 

(1998: 175) conceptualised confirmation bias as being “the inappropriate bolstering of 

hypotheses or beliefs whose truth is in question”. Confirmation-biased selective exposure 

patterns can engender false beliefs. This concept can help us to understand the relationship 

between cognitive mechanisms and conspiracy theory beliefs.  

Conceptual Framework, Research Question, and Hypotheses 

This research aimed to examine the mediation effect of selective exposure on the relationship 

between personal characteristics and conspiracy theory beliefs. Baron and Kenny (1986: 1176) 

state that “whereas moderator variables specify when certain effects will hold, mediators 

speak to how or why such effects occur”. In other words, mediator-oriented research can be 

useful for exploring the mechanism behind the relationship between the predictor and the 

criterion.  

To explore the role of selective exposure as a mediator, Baron and Kenny’s (1986) model of 

mediation, which is widely accepted as the most representative mediation approach, was used 

in this research. Under this model, three preconditions should be met prior to testing 

mediation: Path a (X predicting M), Path b (M predicting Y), and Path c (X predicting Y) (see 

Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. The basic causal chain related to mediation (Baron & Kenny, 1986) 

 

Baron and Kenny’s (1986) model, therefore, presents a mediation causal chain that accounts 

for a three-variable system. The conceptual model for this research (see Figure 2) was designed 

following the assumptions in this mediation model.  

The research question was formulated as follows:  

Research Question: To what extent does selective exposure mediate the 

relationship between personal characteristics and users’ conspiracy theory 

beliefs?  
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Figure 2. Conceptual model for the research 

 

In this research, independent variables are three personal characteristics: socio-demographic 

characteristics, media literacy, and political extremity. And, mediator variable is selective 

exposure. Outcome variable is conspiracy theory beliefs.  

For preconditions, three causal paths should be fulfilled prior to testing mediation: Path a (the 

impact of X on M), Path b (the impact of M on Y), and Path c (the impact of X on Y). While the 

previous literature on this topic offers clear explanations for Path a (personal characteristics ➜ 

selective exposure) and Path c (personal characteristics ➜ conspiracy theory beliefs), Path b 

(selective exposure ➜ conspiracy theory beliefs) has only been explored in a few studies. The 

hypothesis for Path b was formulated as:  

H1: Selective exposure is positively related to conspiracy theory beliefs.  
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Given the broad scope of the research question presented above, three hypotheses were 

derived to examine whether selective.  

H2: Selective exposure mediates the relationships between three socio-

demographic characteristics (gender, age, and education) and conspiracy 

theory beliefs. 

H3: Selective exposure mediates the relationship between media literacy and 

conspiracy theory beliefs. 

H4: Selective exposure mediates the relationship between political extremity 

and conspiracy theory beliefs. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Context and Study Population 

The context of this research is ‘COVID-19 (Coronavirus Disease 2019) infordemic’. The 

COVID-19 pandemic is the first of its kind in the digital communication era and reflects the 

phenomenon of an infodemic. An infodemic is “an overabundance of information – some 

accurate and some not – occurring during an epidemic” (World Health Organization [WHO], 

2020, para. 1). The problem with infodemics is that the available information about a disease 

outbreak contains deliberate attempts to mislead individuals towards one or more alternative 

agendas (WHO, 2020). In this respect, infodemics circulate on online platforms and amplify 

conspiracy theories. Douglas (2021) explains that individuals are drawn to conspiracy theories 

to avoid uncertainty in an environment where emotional stability might suffer. Van Prooijen 
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and Jostmann (2013) showed that conspiracy theory beliefs are prone to being stronger under 

conditions where uncertainty can proliferate. Given that COVID-19-induced uncertainty 

continues, arguably, the relationship between personal characteristics and COVID-19 

conspiracy theory beliefs will also be strong. Thus, the information related to COVID-19 

provided an appropriate context for this research. 

The study population was ‘South Korean YouTube users aged 18 and over’. Firstly, YouTube 

is an algorithm-driven social media platform that is usually criticised for using filter bubbles. 

Its technological functions are therefore relevant for the design of this study. More 

importantly, YouTube is a universally popular platform that has no gender, age, or education 

level constraints, which is a crucial feature given the focus on these factors in this research. 

Also, YouTube is now a crucial channel for retrieving information; it is no longer used only 

for entertainment. According to a study by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism at 

Oxford University (see Newman, Fletcher, Schulz, Andi, & Nielsen, 2020), since 2016, the use 

of YouTube for news purposes in South Korea has surged to 45% and further increased since 

the outbreak of COVID-19, while the readership of newspapers has plummeted drastically. A 

2020 research report by the Korea Press Foundation (KPF) (Lee & Park, 2020) showed a similar 

pattern: at 45%, YouTube digital news usage in South Korea was considerably higher than the 

27% average of 40 other countries, and compared to a 2019 survey, had increased by 7 

percentage points. 

Secondly, South Korea was chosen because, according to Yang and Oh’s (2018) research with 

1,218 South Koreans, 77.8% were direct YouTube users and 94.2% were exposed to YouTube 

content through video-sharing or social media. YouTube was used by 91.3% of young people 

in their twenties and 67.1% of the over 60 age group, indicating that South Korean’s YouTube 

usage is not affected by age. This contrasts 38 other countries, where people are less likely to 

access YouTube news-related content as they get older (Kim & Kim, 2019). Furthermore, South 
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Koreans with conservative or liberal political ideologies are more likely to use news-related 

YouTube content than are those with moderate views (10% difference), while there are no 

significant political ideology differences in the use of news-related YouTube content across 38 

other countries (Kim & Kim, 2019). Given such unique tendencies, South Korea was 

considered a suitable study population for this research. The focus was on participants aged 

18 and over because of the ethical issues with collecting data from people younger than age.  

Research Approach  

This research used a quantitative self-administered web survey to examine the mediation 

effect of selective exposure on the relationship between personal characteristics and 

conspiracy theory beliefs. The research needed to be user-centric – i.e. designed to collect 

original user data – therefore, a range of direct research methods whereby participants 

respond to questions asked (surveys, experiments, and interviews) were considered. A 

quantitative self-administered web survey was deemed the most suitable because researchers 

can statistically examine the association between two or more variables and generalise 

findings to a larger population; this approach can therefore offer strong evidence about the 

patterns of observed phenomena (Groves et al., 2009; McLeod, 2019).  

In contrast, qualitative in-depth or focus group interviews can provide a more rich 

interpretation of individual subjective perceptions or views within specific contexts (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2000; McLeod, 2019), But, findings cannot be generalised. Qualitative studies are 

also heavily dependent on the subjective interpretations of the researcher and are harder to 

replicate (de Vaus, 1995). The differences between quantitative and qualitative research were 

considered in relation to this study. The aim was to estimate the mediating effect of selective 

exposure on the South Korean population based on the findings observed in a small sample 

group of South Koreans. Therefore, a method that allowed for statistical generalisation was 
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needed. In this respect, interviews were not considered appropriate despite them having other 

benefits.  

Another method, experimental research, can be a powerful tool to estimate causality (Fisher, 

1935) based on conditions of association, time order, and nonspuriousness (Check & Schutt, 

2012). However, statistical generalisation is difficult if the sample is not statistically 

representative of the population (de Vaus, 1995). Experimental research was therefore 

considered inappropriate despite its advantages for identifying causal mechanisms. 

Selecting the research methods for a study must be considered alongside the study topic. 

Given that this research handled a fairly sensitive topic – conspiracy theory beliefs – the 

anonymity and confidentiality of a self-administered survey was particularly appropriate. 

People tend to be reluctant or unwilling to report true answers to sensitive questions (Biemer 

& Lyberg, 2003). This is related to 'social desirability', which refers to the inclination to give 

answers that are seen to be more socially acceptable (Lavrakas, 2008). Sensitivity can be a 

trigger for social desirability (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007), which is often activated by the 

presupposition that behaving in a way that is consistent with ‘the norm’ is desirable while the 

opposite is not; strong conditions of perceived normative pressure are associated with a high 

tendency to hide one’s true response. Under interview conditions, the presence of the 

interviewer can ‘pressure’ the respondent into giving socially desirable responses to sensitive 

questions (Groves et al., 2009). On the other hand, self-completion, where there is no 

interviewer, brings about fewer social desirability biases and can limit response issues 

associated with sensitive topics (Corkrey & Parkinson, 2002); the privacy of the self-

administered survey enables respondents to feel ‘safer’ and increases true response rates for 

sensitive or potentially embarrassing questions (Groves et al., 2009).  

Practical issues (budgetary and time constraints), circumstantial factors, and characteristics of 

the sample were considered when choosing the research method. Web surveys are relatively 
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cheap to implement and can reach a large target population within a short time period, and 

completed questionnaires can be stored online and easily retrieved through electronic devices 

(Tourangeau et al., 2013). Also, because of COVID-19, it was expected that people would not 

want to participate in a face-to-face survey; a contactless survey method was therefore deemed 

more suitable for increasing the response rate. Furthermore, given that the sample was 

YouTube users, who are likely to be ‘technology-friendly’, it was considered more strategic to 

use an electronic form of data collection.  

However, surveys have limitations. The total survey error (TSE) framework (Groves et al., 

2009) specifies seven errors that can arise at different stages of survey implementation: 

construct validity, measurement, processing, coverage, sampling, nonresponse, and 

adjustment errors. These can reduce research validity and reliability (Biemer, 2010). This 

research was designed to minimise errors as much as possible and maximise survey quality. 

Sampling Strategy 

The ideal sampling strategies for quantitative research are probability sampling, whereby each 

individual in the population is known and has a non-zero probability of inclusion (Yeager et 

al., 2011) and stratified random sampling, which is “the technique of organizing a sample 

frame into subgroups that are internally homogeneous and externally heterogeneous to ensure 

that sample selection is ‘spread’ properly across important population subgroups” (United 

Nations, 2008: 28). These strategies can improve the statistical efficiency of the sample 

(Heeringa et al., 2010) and are ideal for obtaining a more representative sample. However, a 

non-probability sampling strategy was used in this research due to time constraints and issues 

with accessing the sample: participants self-selected (volunteered) themselves for survey 

completion (Tourangeau et al., 2013). It was acknowledged at the outset, however, that this 

strategy could result in a somewhat distorted sample (Fowler, 2009).  
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The target population was South Korean YouTube users aged 18 and over who had been 

exposed to COVID-19 information in the last month. There were no constraints on gender, age, 

or education level. However, the survey population was restricted because it excluded people 

with technological limitations – they either could not use online technology or were unable 

access to it. To minimise potential bias, a strategy called deliberate over-coverage was used. 

The sample was extracted from a larger population than a subpopulation, and members of the 

subpopulation through early screening questions were detected. The survey was carried out 

only by the persons who were not screened out through a series of questions. 

The participants were recruited through an invitation posted on a broad range of targeted 

websites and acquaintances’ social network accounts. The invitation was posted on social 

media sites such as Instagram, Facebook, or Naver Band and was forwarded to diverse age 

groups in chat rooms. To ensure a good gender balance, it was also posted on male- and 

female-orientated websites and was distributed to all age groups via Kakao-Talk, a South 

Korean messaging application. Given the ‘political orientation’ variable (see below), it was also 

posted on right-wing and left-wing representative communities. The invitation included a link 

to a Qualtrics survey where participants could complete the survey anonymously. Participants 

self-selected or volunteered themselves into the research. 

Screening questions were used to screen out users below 18 years of age, non-YouTube users, 

and those who had not been exposed to COVID-19 information. A final total of 487 participants 

that met the research criteria were identified. The sample was 55% male/45% female, with a 

varied range of educational levels and a mean age of 47.56 (SD = 15.03). 
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Measures  

Socio-demographic characteristics 

The socio-demographic variables (age, gender, and education) were held as independent 

variables in the model. Gender was a binary measure (male/female). Education was measured 

using five categories. Age was measured in the form of a continuous variable using the 

question ‘In what year were you born?’  

Media Literacy  

Media literacy was held as another independent variable and was measured using a 20-item 

5-point scale from 1 (perfectly disagree) to 5 (perfectly agree). The items were adapted from 

the New Media Literacy Scale (NMLS)1 (Koc & Barut, 2016). The four categories in the scale – 

'Functional Consumption', 'Critical Consumption', 'Functional Prosumption', and 'Critical 

Prosumption' – were rated. The average score of the total twenty items was calculated to use 

for analysis, consistent with other researchers (Lee et al., 2021).  

Political Extremity  

Political extremity, another independent variable, was operationalised as ‘the degree to which 

personal political ideology has been biased toward one of the extremes’. It was measured as a 

single item (Ksiazkiewicz & Krueger, 2017) with the answer scale ranging from 1 to 7. After 

measuring, each pair of 1 and 7 (extremely liberal and conservative), 2 and 6 (liberal and 

                                                   
1 The NMLS was developed based on a theoretical framework originally proposed by Chen, Wu, and Wang (2011). 
The NMLS enables the research to measure comprehensively two continuums of media literacy from consumption 
to prosumption, as well as from functionality to criticality. The research chose the NMLS based on the following 
reasons. First, On YouTube, unlike traditional media, anyone can watch anything uploaded by a third party, as 
well as freely produce content with very few time and location constraints. Given this interactive trait of the 
platform, the levels of consumption and prosumption are considered together to measure a user’s media literacy 
levels. Also, in South Korea, YouTube (31%) is regarded as the most likely platform in which misinformation or 
biased information is circulated rather than Facebook (10%) (Lee & Park, 2020). Given this circumstance of South 
Korea, the comprehensive consideration of not only functionality but criticality can help measure more accurate 
levels of media literacy. 
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conservative), and 3 and 5 (slightly liberal and conservative) was converted to a separate value 

of 4, 3, and 2, respectively; 4 (moderate) was then converted into a value of 1.  

Selective Exposure  

This was a mediator variable and was operationalised as ‘the act of an individual to selectively 

consume COVID-19 content that accords with one’s pre-existing views or attitudes'. It was 

measured using eight items on a 5-point scale from 1 (none) to 5 (every day). The higher the 

score, the stronger is the degree of selective exposure. Initial items were based on relevant 

literature (Weeks et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2009).  

After pilot tests (see below), the initial items were revised to better reflect the traits of South 

Korean YouTube users. The top six results from Oh and Song’s (2019) research into South 

Korean YouTube users’ routes to accessing content were used to design items: channel 

subscription, keyword retrieval, video-related recommendation, home feeds, shared links by 

acquaintances, influx through the webpage.  

The definition of COVID-19 content used in this research was also based on four infodemic 

themes – the cause of disease, illness, treatment, and interventions – which were predefined 

by the WHO and categorised by Islam et al. (2020). 

There was an option to respond ‘I can’t remember’ in the response options to ‘buffer’ the risk 

of fake responses. Given that the selective exposure responses were based on experiences in 

the past month, respondents were required to retrieve information from long-term memory 

(Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988). Such cognitive burden can cause respondents to randomly 

select response alternatives (Krosnick, 1991), which can contribute to low validity and 

reliability. 
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Conspiracy theory beliefs 

This dependent variable was operationalised as ‘the degree to which individuals believe 

COVID-19 conspiracy theories are true’. It was measured by using a 10-item scale consisting 

of a random mix of four true statements and six conspiracy theory statements. This was a 

strategy to reduce measurement errors arising from bias. The four true statements were 

extracted from the WHO and Korea Disease Control and Prevention Agency (KDCA) 

homepages. The six conspiracy theory statements were extracted from relevant literature on 

COVID-19 conspiracy theories (Allington et al., 2020; Islam et al., 2020; Shapiro et al, 2016). The 

items were measured on a 5-point scale from 1 (definitely not true) to 5 (definitely true). A 

higher score reflected stronger conspiracy theory beliefs. Although ‘true’ statements were 

included in the questionnaire, the scores were excluded from the analysis. 

Procedure  

Data were collected from South Korean YouTube users over the age of 18 through a self-

administered web survey. Before the main data collection, cognitive interviews were 

conducted in early July 2021 with a small number of participants to assess whether individuals 

could understand the survey questions and how they dealt with the response process (Conrad 

& Blair, 2009). The necessity of more thoroughly considering YouTube consumption patterns 

in the selective exposure questions was detected and two unnecessary items were excluded. 

These items were then re-designed (see above). The conspiracy theory beliefs items were given 

special focus in the cognitive interviews as the questions were potentially sensitive: it was 

concluded that the items could measure conspiracy theory beliefs without bias.  

The main survey was conducted from 20 July 2021 to 4 August 2021. The participants accessed 

the Qualtrics questionnaire through the anonymous link provided in the recruitment 

invitation (see above). Questionnaires were only accessible to participants who completed a 

consent form on the first page. Screening questions were presented first and the survey was 
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terminated if a respondent did not fulfil the research criteria. The research questions were 

presented in the following order: media literacy, selective exposure, conspiracy theory beliefs, 

socio-demographic characteristics, political ideology. A copy of the questionnaire is given in 

Appendix B. 

Analytical approach 

A two-pronged mediation analysis was conducted. First, the most widely-used approach, 

popularised by Baron and Kenny (1986), was used to test whether selective exposure functions 

as a mediator. To proceed with mediation analysis, three preconditions should first be fulfilled: 

there should be a significant correlation between variables in each path. After the 

preconditions are met, the final step for mediation analysis can be carried out 2. Thus, three 

preconditions were tested. It was followed by mediation analysis.  

However, given recent criticism on Baron and Kenny’s model, additional analysis was carried 

out. In the second part of the analysis, the bootstrapping test (Preacher & Hayes, 2008) was 

conducted by using the SPSS PROCESS Macro. This offers a test for mediation using bootstrap 

sampling whereby the confidence interval is used to confirm the indirect effect. If this does not 

include zero, it can be concluded that the tested path is statistically significant (Preacher et al, 

2007). 

Ethics and Reflexivity  

No data was collected until approval was given by the researcher’s supervisor. The survey 

was conducted in accordance with London School of Education’s ethical guidance (LSE, n.d.). 

                                                   
2 Mediation is evidenced if, in regression 1, the predictor affects the mediator; in regression 2, the independent 
variable affects the outcome variable; and in regression 3, the mediator affects the outcome variable. When the 
mediator is included in regression 3, if a previously significant association between the predictor and the outcome 
variable becomes non-significant, this is evidence for ‘full mediation’. Furthermore, in regression 3, if the 
association between the independent and dependent variables is weakened compared to in regression 2, this 
indicats ‘partial mediation’.  
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Participants were required to complete a consent form and were given information about the 

research aims and participants’ rights before being allowed access to the main survey (see 

Appendix A). It was explained that participants could exit the survey or withdraw their data 

at any time. No financial incentives were offered for participation to ensure more sincere 

responses and limit the possibility of bias in the data. 

Reflexivity is a continual process (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). Throughout the research, I tried 

to scrutinise and reflect on my working processes in order to maintain the transparency of the 

study, even at the point where the research ethics committee cannot access. 

To maintain the integrity of the data, I adopted measures already cited as reliable by academic 

scholars instead of developing items myself; however, in the pilot study, an unanticipated 

problem arose. I had not considered the differences between Western and Eastern cultures and 

viewed all individuals in the same way based on international standards. This caused me to 

overlook the cultural tendencies of the research sample. Fortunately, I had time to further 

develop my measures to secure a higher quality survey for the main study. The data was 

stored on a password protected computer and was only accessible to myself. It was 

anonymised at the point of delivery because no names were taken from respondents when 

they completed the survey. Also, to draw thoroughly objective research findings based on 

ground, I tried to reflect on the criticisms of scholar’s who had been involved in similar 

research.  

Importantly, I ceaselessly reflected on myself to break my intrinsic stereotypes. I looked 

further at the objective evidence on COVID-19 conspiracy theories to better block my own 

subjective biases towards sensitive topics such as conspiracy theories. As a YouTube user 

myself, I have inherent thoughts and fixed personal views on YouTube usage. I tried not to 

judge the participants based on my personal information consumption patterns and I tried to 

prevent my prejudices towards extremists and conspiracists from impacting on the research. 
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RESULTS 

Data Cleaning  
Prior to analysis, the dataset was ‘cleaned’ and re-organised. A total of 940 South Koreans 

participated in the survey; 156 incomplete surveys were dropped from the dataset, 784 

complete surveys were retained. The N = 784 dataset was re-cleaned based on the research 

criteria and screening questions; two surveys from participants under the age of 18, and 292 

surveys from respondents who had not accessed COVID-19 information in the previous 

month, were dropped from the dataset. ‘Straightlining problems’ which are nearly identical 

responses (Kim et al., 2019) were discovered in three surveys, which were excluded to support 

better data quality. A total of 487 valid responses were retained for the final analyses. All the 

analyses were conducted using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) software. 

Missing Values  

There were no missing values in the N = 487 dataset. However, for the selective exposure 

measure, there was an ‘I can’t remember’ response option. This was classed as a missing 

response for the analysis and was present from zero to seven out of a total of eight items. 

Specifically, there were 181 missing values out of 3896 total values; this accounted for only 

4.65% of the total cases. Listwise deletion can be considered when missing values are lower 

than approximately 5% because bias and loss of power are negligible (Graham, 2009).  

However, a stricter strategy for handling missing values was used here. First, to check whether 

missing data was MCAR (missing completely at random), MAR (missing at random), or 

MNAR (missing not at random), Little’s Missing Completely At Random test was conducted 

(Little, 1988). The null hypothesis MCAR was rejected (𝑥" = 251.386(179), 𝑝 = .000), which 

means that missing values were MAR or MNAR (Little & Rubin, 1987) and could not be 

ignored or removed using listwise or pairwise deletion. Therefore, Expectation-Maximization 
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(EM) algorithm was used to impute missing values. This method is regarded as more effective 

than mean substitution or regression-based single imputation (Nelwamondo et al., 2007).  

Reliability Analysis  

Cronbach’s Alpha was used to assess the internal consistency of the survey items (Cronbach, 

1951): α = 0.94 for media literacy (strong reliability; 20 items), 0.52 for selective exposure (low 

reliability; 8 items), and 0.87 for conspiracy theory beliefs (high reliability; 6 items). Note that 

only the conspiracy items were used to develop the conspiracy theory beliefs scores; the four 

true statements were excluded.  

There are conflicting arguments about Cronbach’s Alpha reliability criteria, with acceptable 

values ranging from 0.45 to 0.98 (Taber, 2018). According to Murphy and Davidshofer (1988), 

an acceptable level of reliability is 0.7 or above (with 0.7 = low, 0.8 = moderate, and 0.9 = high). 

While some scholars (Morera & Stokes, 2016; Streiner, 2003) class above 0.5 as acceptable, 0.7 

is regarded as the acceptable standard and this has been used here.  

On this basis, because of the low Cronbach’s α for selective exposure, more accurate reliability 

and construct validity were derived using factor analysis. It was found that answers to two 

items that were reverse-scored on the survey (no. 5 and no. 8) appeared in the opposite 

direction to what they should have been. This meant that some respondents answered as if 

these items were not reverse-scored. It appeared that because no. 5 and no. 8 were similar to 

two other items (no. 1 and no. 3), respondents might have misunderstood what they were 

required to do. Therefore, no. 5 and no. 8 were excluded for final analysis purposes and the 

new 6-item selective exposure scale achieved α = 0.94 (high reliability). 

Correlation Analysis  

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) and correlations. 

Correlations between pairs of variables were measured using Pearson’s r. Preliminary 
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examination revealed that some variables, especially the independent variables, were 

significantly associated. Education was positively associated with age (r = .274, p < .001), and 

media literacy was negatively related to gender (r = -.161, p < .001) and age (r = -.388, p < .001). 

Political extremity was also was negatively related to gender (r = -.110, p < .05) while there was 

a positive relationship between political extremity and age (r = .253, p < .01). There was a 

negative association between selective exposure and gender (r = -.175, p < .001), but a positive 

relationship between selective exposure and age (r = .161, p < .001) and selective exposure and 

media literacy (r = .199, p < .001). There was also a positive correlation between conspiracy 

theory beliefs and media literacy (r = .157, p < .001), and between conspiracy theory beliefs and 

selective exposure (r = .174, p < .001).  

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations  

 Descriptive 
Statistics 

Correlations 
 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1. Gender7 . 45 .50 —       
2. Age (in years) 47.56 15.03 –.004 —      
3. Education? 3.66 1.08 –.069 .274*** —     
4. Media Literacy 3.70 .64 –.161*** –.388*** .013 —    
5. Political Extremity 2.03 .89 –.110* .253** .048 .036 —   
6. Selective Exposure 3.06 1.04 –.175*** .161*** .025 .199*** .085 —  
7. CT Beliefs 2.84 .80 .053 –.035 –.087 .157*** .084 .174*** — 

 

Note: N = 487. Cronbach’s alpha given in parentheses; CT Beliefs = Conspiracy Theory Beliefs. 

07  = male; 1 = female.  

1?  = below middle school; 2 = high school; 3= partial college; 4 = bachelor; 5 = above master. 

*p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001. 

 

Generally, a correlation is considered weak at r = 0.3 or lower, while an r between 0.4 and 0.6 

is considered moderate, and r = 0.7 or above is regarded as strong (Akoglu, 2018; Cohen, 1988; 

Field, 2003; Taylor, 1990). A correlation coefficient of zero means no correlation exists. It can 
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be concluded that here, although the correlations were significant, the relationships were 

weak.  

Collinearity did not need to be considered because all the r rates were below 0.7. However, to 

more accurately examine the similarity between the predictor variables, a multicollinearity test 

was undertaken. Multicollinearity can occur when independent variables highly correlate in 

the same regression model (Faraway, 2004) and latent interrelationships among independent 

variables can be a problem as it is difficult to distinguish between the individual effects of the 

predictor variables on the response variable (Aiken & West, 1991). Multicollinearity is detected 

by examining the variance inflation factor (VIF) of a predictor; a VIF value of 5 or larger 

indicates high multicollinearity (Becker et al., 2015; Kutner et al., 2004). In this research, all the 

VIF values (shown below in Table 3) were less than 5, indicating that no multicollinearity was 

present. 

Hypothesis Testing  

Mediation Analysis Based on Baron and Kenny’s (1986) Model 

The most widely-used method of mediation analysis, popularised by Baron and Kenny (1986), 

was used to test whether selective exposure functioned as a mediator. Before mediation 

analysis, three preconditions were tested. The first precondition was to examine Path b: there 

should be a significant correlation between the mediator (selective exposure) and the 

dependent variable (conspiracy theory beliefs). The correlation was r = .174 (p < .001; see Table 

1) and a simple linear regression test to examine H1 showed that the hypothesis was 

supported; selective exposure was positively related to conspiracy theory beliefs (β = .174, p < 

.001) (see Table 2). In other words, more selective exposure was significantly associated with 

higher conspiracy theory beliefs. The precondition, Path b, was satisfied. 
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Table 2. Simple regression results for the effect of selective exposure on conspiracy theory beliefs 

 Conspiracy Theory Beliefs 

Variable B SE 𝛽 t P 

(Constant) 2.434 .111  21.925 .000 

Selective Exposure .133 .034 .174 3.881 .000 

F   15.061***   

𝑅" .030 
 

Note: N = 487.  

*p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001. 

 

The preconditions for Path a and Path c also need to be met. The two preconditions and 

mediation were then tested using regression analysis. To establish mediation, first, the 

mediator (selective exposure) was regressed on the predictor variable (media literacy, and 

political extremity and socio-demographic characteristics) (Model 1 in Table 3); second, the 

outcome variable (conspiracy theory beliefs) was regressed on the predictor variable (media 

literacy, and political extremity and socio-demographic characteristics) (Model 2 in Table 3); 

and third, the outcome variable (conspiracy theory beliefs) was regressed on both the predictor 

variable (media literacy, and political extremity and socio-demographic characteristics) and 

the mediator (selective exposure) (Model 3 in Table 3). 

The three preconditions were satisfied for media literacy and education. Only these variables 

were analised for the mediating effect.  

Firstly, media literacy was significantly related to selective exposure in Model 1 (𝛽 = .294, p < 

.001) and significantly related to conspiracy theory beliefs in Model 2 (𝛽 = .187, p < .001). The 

effect of media literacy on conspiracy theory beliefs was weakened when selective exposure 

was included in the model (Model 3; 𝛽 = .140, p < .01). The reduction of 𝛽 from .187 to .140 

indicates that selective exposure is only a partial mediator of the relationship between media 

literacy and conspiracy theory beliefs.  



The Role of Selective Exposure in ‘A New Era of Minimal Effects’ 
Eunbin Ha 

 

 

 

 

 

32 

Table 3. Regression results for verifying the mediation effect of selective exposure 

 Selective Exposure Conspiracy Theory Beliefs 

Variable 
Model1 Model2 Model3 

𝛽 t 𝛽 t 𝛽 t 

Gender7 –.133 –3.056 .085 1.871 .106* 2.342 

Age (in years)  .296  5.848 .045 .852 –.002 –.042 

Education? –.068* –1.529 –.100* –2.135 –.089 –1.917 

Media Literacy  .294***  6.159 .187*** 3.748 .140** 2.730 

Political Extremity –.012 –.276 .080 1.716 .082 1.777 

Selective Exposure     .160*** 3.395 

F 13.987*** 4.833*** 6.037*** 

𝑅" .127 0.48 0.70 

Ranges for VIF 1.04-1.42 1.04-1.42 1.06-1.52 
 

Note: N = 487. VIF = variance inflation factor. 

07  = male; 1 = female. 

1?  = below middle school; 2 = high school; 3= partial college; 4 = bachelor; 5 = above master. 

*p < .05, **p < .01 , *** p < .001. 

 

Education was significantly related to selective exposure in Model 1 (𝛽 = –.068, p < .05) and 

significantly related to conspiracy theory beliefs in Model 2 (𝛽 = –.100, p < .05). The previously 

significant association between education and conspiracy theory beliefs was no longer 

significant (𝛽 = –.089) when selective exposure was included in Model 3. This indicated that 

selective exposure served as a full mediator of the relationship between education and 

conspiracy theory beliefs.  

Mediation Analysis Based on the Bootstrapping Test (Preacher & Hayes, 2008) 

Baron and Kenny’s (1986) traditional causal steps approach to mediation has been criticised 

for having low statistical power to detect effects (MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, & 

Sheets, 2002). Also, the identification of indirect effects is determined not by quantification but 

by logical inference; Hayes (2009) argued that if better alternatives existed, the use of Baron 
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and Kenny’s (1986) method would be suboptimal and that the only reason for its widespread 

use is that it is simple and easy to understand. Given these criticisms, mediation was also 

tested using the SPSS PROCESS Macro, developed by Preacher and Hayes (2008).  

Following Mallinckrodt, Abraham, Wei, and Russell (2006), a 10,000-replications 

bootstrapping analysis using a 95% confidence interval was performed. The findings (see 

Table 4) were different from those using Baron and Kenny’s (1986) approach. 

Table 4. Bootstrapping results for the indirect effect of selective exposure 

   95% Confidence Interval 

Paths Effect BootSE Lower Upper 

Gender7 →	SE →	CT Beliefs –.0532 .0189 –.0940 –.0202 

Age (in years) →	SE →	CT Beliefs .0016 .0006 .0005  .0029 

Education? →	SE →	CT Beliefs .0033 .0060 –.0084  .0158 

Media Literacy →	SE →	CT Beliefs .0368  .0144  .0120  .0681 

Political Extremity →	SE →	CT Beliefs .0128 .0080 –.0008  .0306 
 

Note: N = 487. Confidence intervals created with 10,000 bootstrap resamples; CT Beliefs = Conspiracy Theory Beliefs. 

07  = male; 1 = female. 

1?  = below middle school; 2 = high school; 3= partial college; 4 = bachelor; 5 = above master. 

*p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001. 

 

Consistent with the Baron and Kenny analyses, it was found that selective exposure mediated 

the relationship between media literacy and beliefs in conspiracy theories; the 95% confidence 

interval did not encompass zero (B = .0368, 95% CI [.0120, .0681]), which means that the indirect 

effect of selective exposure was significant.  

However, there was no evidence that selective exposure mediated the relationship between 

education and conspiracy theory beliefs because the 95% confidence interval overlapped zero 

(B = .0033, 95% CI [–.0084, .0158]). This contrasted with the Baron and Kenny analyses. 
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There was no significant effect of political extremity, also consistent with the Baron and Kenny 

analyses, but in opposition to the Baron and Kenny analyses, significant indirect effects were 

found for gender (B = –.0532, 95% CI [–.0940, –.0202]), and age (B = .0016, 95% CI [.0005, .0029]).  

Overall Conclusion 

Taking the Baron and Kenny (1986) and bootstrapping (Preacher & Hayes, 2008) analyses into 

account, it can be concluded that selective exposure mediates the relationship between media 

literacy and conspiracy theory beliefs. Figure 3 presents the mediation model for this effect. 

 

*p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Figure 3. Mediation model for the effect of selective exposure on the relationship 

between media literacy and conspiracy theory beliefs 

 

Overall, H1 was supported: selective exposure was found to be positively related to conspiracy 

theory beliefs. H2, H3 and H4 examined the mediation effect of selective exposure on the 

relationship between personal characteristics and conspiracy theory beliefs. Selective exposure 

was found to mediate only the relationship between media literacy and conspiracy theory 

beliefs; therefore, while H3 was supported, H2 (socio-demographic variables) and H4 

(political extremity) were not. 
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DISCUSSION 

Interpretation of the Results 

This study explored the relationships between selective exposure, a range of individual-

specific characteristics – media literacy, political extremity, and socio-demographic variables 

(gender, age and education) – and conspiracy theory beliefs. Each hypothesis is discussed in 

turn below.  

Hypothesis 1  

The results confirmed that selective exposure is positively related to conspiracy theory beliefs. 

However, we must be cautious when interpreting these findings as they do not conclusively 

mean that there is a direct effect of selective exposure on conspiracy theory beliefs. Given that 

a survey design rather than an experiment was used, ‘cause and effect’ cannot be guaranteed. 

Also, it is not possible to determine whether the positive correlation between conspiracy 

theory beliefs and selective exposure results from cognitive filtering or is related to the 

technological features of YouTube. The relationship between selective exposure and 

conspiracy theory beliefs needs to be examined in greater depth before more definitive 

conclusions about causality can be made. 

Hypothesis 2  

Selective exposure did not mediate the relationship between socio-demographic 

characteristics and conspiracy theory beliefs. The findings indicate that the activation of biased 

information processing towards conspiracy theory beliefs is led by individual attitudes and 

beliefs rather than characteristics such as gender, age and education level. The findings can be 

interpreted relative to particular circumstances in South Korea.  

South Korea has been ranked as the most connected nation in the world in 2021, showing a 

connectivity score of 9.55 out of 10 (CircleLoop, n.d.). Internet penetration in South Korea 
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stood at 91.9% of the population in 2020 (Chung, Min, Lee, & Han, 2021) and 4G availability 

was nearly 98.3%. In addition, in 2020, the overall level of digitalisation among South Koreans 

was high at 72.7% (Lee et al., 2021). Given the country’s outstanding digital infrastructure and 

high level of access to digital information, connectivity differences between different groups 

are not huge. According to a report (Lee et al., 2021) on the digital divide in South Korea, there 

are no substantial differences in the level of digitalisation3 between men and women (7.8% 

difference), the young and the elderly (12.7% difference) even though there are somewhat 

differences between those with and without a bachelor's degree (21.3% difference). Where the 

digital divide is not large, selective exposure behaviour patterns are more likely to be 

dependent on individual attitudes and beliefs rather than on group characteristics. This 

tendency might be reflected in the results presented here. 

Hypothesis 3  

As hypothesised, selective exposure was a highly significant mediator of the relationship 

between media literacy and conspiracy theory beliefs. The direction of the association was 

somewhat unexpected. Media literacy was positively related to selective exposure and 

conspiracy theory beliefs and indicates that media literacy increases conspiracy theory beliefs. 

These results are inconsistent with previous literature that indicates that media literacy helps 

to decrease conspiracy theory beliefs (Bartlett & Miller, 2010; Craft et al., 2017).  

It is generally regarded that media literacy assists people to discriminate and assess media 

content (Kellner & Share, 2007), so helping them to avoid the consequences of negative content. 

Intuitively, it seems plausible that an increase in media literacy would lead to a reduction in 

conspiracy theory beliefs. However, while media literacy is deemed to be a seemingly simple 

concept, it is multidimensional; it is not just a series of skills but is “both an individual 

                                                   
3 The average of the summed scores from three categories (digital access, skill, and breadth of use). 
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accomplishment [and] a social and cultural practice” (Livingstone, 2008, p. 114). In this respect, 

the activation of biased information processing towards conspiracy theory beliefs should be 

considered within a broader social and societal context.  

Media literacy is required to comprehensively review two sub-dimensions of literacy: 

functional literacy and critical literacy (Koc & Barut, 2016). Firstly, functional literacy can 

increase digital engagement given that it is related to technical skills. However, Helsper (2021) 

argues that its outcomes provide both opportunity and risk, which means that the same 

activities can lead to beneficial and negative consequences. Following this argument, 

purposeful use of functional literacy can facilitate negative outcomes, such that high functional 

literacy eases access to large volumes of pro-attitudinal sources and can contribute to biased 

information processing towards conspiracy theory beliefs. Thus, the incremental exposure to 

supporting information that is boosted by functional literacy can make individuals endorse 

conspiracy theories.  

Secondly, critical literacy is related to the analysis, evaluation and critique of media content. It 

is often cited as a tool for helping decrease the endorsement of conspiracy theories (Bartlett & 

Miller, 2011; Craft et al., 2017). However, it should be emphasised that discrimination or 

evaluation itself may not always lead to information rejection instead of information 

acceptance. Bruns (2019) argues that: 

There is a significant caveat to this argument for media literacy: the very strategies 

of critical media literacy have also been adopted and weaponised by the merchants 

of mis- and disinformation themselves (Bruns, 2019: 57).  

In other words, critical literacy can function as a trigger for biased information processing. 

Bruns’s (2019) comment raises an important point about the role of selective exposure as a 

mediator between media literacy and conspiracy theory beliefs. Recent research in South 
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Korea (Yum & Jung, 2019) supports Bruns’s argument, showing that critical literacy helps to 

decrease the sharing of misinformation but also increases exposure to it. There is also the 

assertion that because critical literacy is intertwined with critical consciousness, high levels of 

critical literacy can reinforce biased information (Ashley et al., 2010; Maksl et al., 2015; Nyhan 

& Reifler, 2015). Individuals with high levels of critical literacy are more likely to perceive all 

types of information critically, which can contribute to more biased information processing 

based on their values and preferences. 

The findings here suggest that conspiracy theory beliefs might be rooted in a cognitive deficit 

and not related to a lack of skills or abilities. In this respect, as Bruns’s (2019) argues, media 

literacy can be a useful weapon for facilitating confirmatory information processing in some 

people, which can magnify their existing beliefs.  

Hypothesis 4  

The findings of this research indicate that political extremity does not predict selective 

exposure or conspiracy theory beliefs and that selective exposure does not function as a 

mediator between these two concepts. Although being somewhat inconsistent with previous 

research, these findings can be explained. The behavioural pattern of selective exposure 

includes the tendency to both ‘approach’ attitude-consistent messages and ‘avoid’ counter-

attitudinal information (Garrett, 2009; Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). However, Garrett (2009) found 

that politically strong supporters do not avoid opinion-challenging information and approach 

opinion-supporting information; fundamentally, they show no systematic bias against 

counterarguments. This reframes the widely-held idea that reinforcement-seeking comes with 

challenge-avoidance. Individuals with extreme attitudes are less prone to ‘swing’ but are 

prepared to readily abandon or dispute attitude-discrepant information (Knobloch-

Westerwick & Meng, 2009). This may be the reason why, in this research, political extremity 

did not lead to a tendency for selective exposure.  
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The lack of correlation between political extremity and conspiracy theory beliefs can also be 

explained by the idea that conspiracy theory beliefs are multidimensional, even within 

politically extreme groups. A wide range of cross-cultural research has shown a strong 

relationship between political extremity and conspiracy theory beliefs (van Prooijen et al., 

2015) and that conspiracy theory beliefs differ according to political spectrum. For example, 

conservatives tend to be more drawn towards conspiracy theories than are individuals with 

liberal views (Galliford & Furnham, 2017). Although both conservative and liberal ideologies 

tend to bolster conspiracy convictions, the link could be stronger for far ‘right-wingers’ than 

far ‘left-siders’. Jost et al. (2003) state that “the core ideology of conservatism stresses resistance 

to change and justification of inequality and is motivated by needs that vary situationally and 

dispositionally to manage uncertainty and threat” (p. 339). Thus, under the COVID-19 

environment, with its high uncertainty, the personality predispositions of far-right 

conservatives might contribute more to their endorsement of conspiracy theory beliefs than 

might those of far-left liberals. However, the characteristics of both sides can be blurred under 

the integrated concept of ‘political extremity’ and their differences might not be reflected on 

the political spectrum. Given the limitations of the concept of political extremity itself, future 

research should carefully consider its sub-dimensions. 

Theoretical and Practical Implications 

Being situated outside the relatively narrow perspective rooted in technological determinism, 

this research helps us comprehend the mediation mechanisms that underlie cause and effect 

in complicated online environments. The observed findings underscore the importance of 

research into the psychological mechanisms of media literacy and how it is related to user 

selectivity. It must be emphasised that in the new era of minimal effects, it is not technology 

itself but individuals that determine what information to accept or share. With an abundance 

of user options, individuals are no longer just passive message receptors. This is the crucial 

reason why researchers must discover the various drivers of information-seeking and 
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interpretation by conducting user-centric research in the digital world. The link between 

‘offline’ and ‘online’ should be explored to examine which individuals (offline) use what 

information processes (online) and what consequences (offline) they lead to. In this respect, 

this research is meaningful for challenging the current excessive attention on technological 

power that is rooted in the idea of filter bubbles and instead exploring the different drivers 

behind the interaction between individuals and technology on an algorithm-driven platform. 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study has several limitations. First, only ‘approach’ selective exposure patterns were 

measured and not ‘avoidance’ ones. Previous research has not found a tendency towards 

‘avoidance’ when measuring selective exposure. However, given Iyengar and Hahn’s (2009) 

argument that the behavioural pattern of selective exposure is not only ‘approach’ but also 

‘avoidance’, future research should examine how ‘approach’ and ‘avoidance’ are 

conceptualised and measured. 

Second, this research measured selective exposure by using retrospective self-report measures: 

this refers to a technique whereby respondents retrospectively report the extent to which they 

can recall information from the past (Clay et al., 2013). However, retrospective self-reports can 

motivate respondents to give biased answers in order to minimise cognitive dissonance about 

their political position (Prior, 2013; Rosenbaum, Rosenbaum, & McGinnies, 1974). Also, there 

can be a problem of self-presentation concerns, which can lead to bias in the data. Clay et al. 

(2013) states that they have also been criticised because selective exposure can be blended with 

a concept of selective attention and selected retention (Clay et al., 2013). Being reliant on 

retrospective reports, this research is also subject to such limitations. Future research into 

selective exposure might apply social network analysis given that ‘big data’ is regarded as an 

alternative method to avoid these issues (Garrett, 2013). 
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Third, the design of this study had limited utility for assessing causality. This was a cross-

sectional research study, which by its nature is insufficient for assessing causality because all 

the data was collected at the same period in time. Also, the fully opt-in, non-probability-based 

survey design was unlikely to result in a representative sample and inherent biases, such as 

coverage and selection bias, might have weakened the external validity of the data (Bethlehem, 

2010). 

Finally, this study examined the mediation effect of selective exposure but only in the context 

of YouTube. Thus, it should not be concluded that the discovered mediating effect can be 

generalised to other algorithm-driven platforms. Additional research in different contexts 

must be undertaken before more definitive conclusions can be made. Similarly, cultural 

differences are not reflected in the findings, given that this research was conducted only with 

South Koreans. ‘Self’ and the environment tend to be interrelated and psychological frames of 

reference are derived from the social conditions in which individuals are situated, which 

means that decision-making can vary according to culture (Hoshino-Browne et al., 2005). There 

is evidence that collectivistic Easterners are less likely to experience cognitive dissonance than 

individualistic Westerners (Heine & Lehman, 1997; Peng & Nisbett, 1999; Suh, 2002). 

Therefore, research in Western cultures might draw different findings. Overall, therefore, 

future research should examine the mediation of selective exposure in different contexts and 

cultures. 
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CONCLUSION 

In a hyperconnected yet deeply polarised world, the most important filter remains 

in our heads, not in our networks (Bruns, 2019: 61). 

Today’s unprecedented high-choice information environment has afforded individuals the 

opportunity to live in information abundance. On the one hand, people can access digitally-

driven information from multiple channels with a few clicks and within seconds. On the other 

hand, the endless flow of information makes people struggle to handle the potentially infinite 

information; thus, they experience information overload. ‘Information overload’ is a term 

popularised by a futurologist Alvin Toffler in his book Future Shock (1970) and refers to how 

information in-flow rates outweigh information processing capacity (see Rodriguez et al., 

2014). Given bounded brain capacities, individuals as information-seekers are likely to have 

biased information-processing mechanisms (Walgrave & Dejaeghere, 2017) and select 

information that is consistent with their existing views. 

This research has focused on individuals’ confirmation-biased selective exposure. Given that 

algorithm-driven recommendation systems present biased results that are tailored to user’s 

preferences (Pariser, 2011), such technological features can make it easier for individuals to 

seek out information that accords with their views while avoiding the rest. Although biased 

selection is a feasible option on algorithm-driven platforms, this does not mean that the 

consequences of polarised use or conspiracy theory beliefs arise from technology itself. This 

may be the case for some users but not all. As Bruns (2019) argued, most people do not live in 

information cocoons. Nevertheless, some people still purposefully engage in conspiracy-based 

information processing, which magnifies their entrenched and cemented beliefs. In this 

respect, it is plausible that when information-seekers immerse themselves in cognitive filters, 

this activates confirmation-biased selective exposure patterns. 
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Bennett and Iyengar (2008) foreshadow a ‘New Era of Minimal Effects’. It should be 

emphasised that under the condition with an abundance of user options, individuals are no 

longer just passive message receptors. In the new era where the interactions between media 

and users is begun by users' selectivity, user selectivity can be an essential concept for 

explaining the patterns of rapidly changing media effects. In this respect, media effects cannot 

simply be thought of as consequential outcomes of mass communication; rather, they would 

be consequences of media usage by individuals (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008, 2010). In this respect, 

individual's selectivity should be considered a vital research theme. 

The contribution of this research lies in understanding the new relationships between media 

and its users by examining the role of selective exposure using a user-centric approach. The 

research highlights that this approach should take centre stage in media and technology 

studies that are currently immersed in a media technology-led approach. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Consent form 

	

Informed Consent Form 
 
Thank you for considering taking part in the study. The survey is carried out as part of the MSc 
dissertation at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE). Prior to the survey, this page 
outlines the aim of the research and offers a description of participants’ involvement and rights. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the mediating effect of online information consumption patterns 
on the relationship between individual offline characteristics and offline attitudes. The survey is 
intended for South Korean YouTube users only. If you determine to take part in the survey, you will be 
asked to provide some personal data, including ‘general demographic details, the general use of the 
media, the pattern of YouTube information consumption, and thoughts on a series of Covid-19 related 
statements’.  

It is up to you to determine whether you participate or not. If you decide to participate in the survey, 
you will be required to sign a consent form. If any questions make you feel uncomfortable, you can 
withdraw at any point. This study went through an ethics review conforming to the LSE Research Ethics 
Policy and Procedure. Also, the given data from this study will be thoroughly kept as being anonymised 
and confidential. Should you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact the researcher, X, at 
xxx@lse.ac.uk 
 
The survey will take 5-7 minutes to complete. Note that all answers will be treated confidentially and 
anonymously. If you are happy to participate in the study, please click the button below to express 
agreement.  
 

I consent. 
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Appendix B: Questionnaire 

 
Part 1. Screening Questions 

Please answer the following questions. 

Q1. In the past one month, how often have you logged into YouTube?  

① Several times per day   

② Once per day     

③ More than twice per week  

④ Once per week  

⑤ Once every two weeks  

⑥ Less often than once every two weeks  

⑦ Never  (➜ End of the Survey) 

 

Q2. Have you come across or looked for any information concerning COVID-19 on 
YouTube?  

① YES   

② NO  (➜ End of the Survey) 

 
 
Part 2. Questions about ‘Media Literacy’ 

Q3. Here are some questions about your use of the medium in general. The notion ‘medium’ 
used in the given statements refers to current media platforms. For each of the following 
statements on your knowledge and skills, please indicate how much you agree or disagree. 

 
Perfectly 

agree 
Somewhat 

agree 

Neither 
agree 
nor 

disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Perfectly 
disagree 

3A I know how to use searching tools to 
get information needed in the media. 
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3B 
It is easy for me to make use of various 
media environments to reach 
information. 

     

3C I am good at catching up with the 
changes in the media.      

3D I understand political, economical and 
social dimensions of media contents. 

     

3E I perceive different opinions and 
thoughts in the media. 

     

3F 
I am able to analyse positive and 
negative effects of media contents on 
individuals. 

     

3G 
I can assess media in terms of 
credibility, reliability, objectivity and 
currency. 

     

3H I can compare news and information 
across different media environments. 

     

3I 
I am able to determine whether or not 
media contents have commercial 
messages. 

     

3J It is easy for me to make decision 
about the accuracy of media messages. 

     

3K It is easy for me to create user accounts 
and profiles in media environments. 

     

3L I am good at sharing digital media 
contents and messages on the Internet. 

     

3M 
I am able to rate or review media 
contents based on my personal 
interests and liking. 

     

3L 
I can use basic operating tools (button, 
hyperlinks, file transfer etc) in the 
media. 
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3O I can make contribution or comments 
to media contents shared by others. 

     

3P 
I manage to influence others’ opinions 
by participating to social media 
environments. 

     

3Q 

I can make contribution to media by 
reviewing current matters from 
different perspectives (social, 
economical, ideological etc.). 

     

3R 
I am skilled at designing media 
contents that reflect critical thinking of 
certain matters. 

     

3S 
I can make discussions and comments 
to inform or direct people in the 
media. 

     

3T 
I am able to collaborate and interact 
with diverse media users towards a 
common purpose. 

     

 

 
Part 3. Questions about ‘Selective Exposure’ 

Q4. Now, we would like to ask you some questions about your behavioural patterns on 
YouTube. In the past one month, how frequently did you do the following statement? 
Please tick as appropriate. Here, the information related to COVID-19 can include ‘the cause 
of disease’, ‘illness’, ‘treatment’, and ‘governmental interventions’  

 Every 
day 

3 to 5 
times 

a week 

Once 
a week 

1 to 3 
times 

a month 
None 

I can't 
rememb

er 

4A 

When I came across the 
COVID-19 content that accords 
with my pre-existing views or 
attitudes in my home feeds, I 
watched the YouTube content 
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4B 

When I came across the 
COVID-19 content that accords 
with my pre-existing views or 
attitudes in video-related 
recommendation, I watched the 
YouTube content 

      

4C 

When my acquaintance shared 
the link for the COVID-19 
content that accords with my 
pre-existing views or attitudes 
through social media, I 
watched the YouTube content. 

      

4D 

I searched for the COVID-19 
YouTube content that accords 
with my pre-existing views or 
attitudes through keyword box 
on YouTube. 

      

4E 

When I came across the 
COVID-19 content that is 
inconsistent with my pre-
existing views or attitudes in 
my home feeds, I watched the 
YouTube content 

(➜ Reverse) 

      

4F 

I watched the COVID-19 
YouTube content that accords 
with my pre-existing views or 
attitudes through YouTube 
channels that I subscribes 

      

4G 

When I came across the 
COVID-19 content that accords 
with my pre-existing views or 
attitudes in the webpage of the 
internet, I watched the 
YouTube content  
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4H 

When I came across the 
COVID-19 content that is 
inconsistent with my pre-
existing views or attitudes in 
my home feeds, I watched the 
YouTube content 

(➜ Reverse) 

      

 

 
Part 4. Questions about ‘Conspiracy Theory Beliefs’ 

Q5. Here are some statements concerning COVID-19. Please estimate to what extent the 
following statements are true or untrue. 

 
Definitely 

true 
Maybe 

true 

Neither 
true nor 
untrue 

Maybe 
not true 

Definitely 
not true 

5A 

The first cases of COVID-19  were 
reported from Wuhan City, Hubei 
Province, China.  
(➜ True Statement) 

     

5B COVID-19 new case data is often 
fabricated. 

     

5C 
The outbreak of COVID-19 is a 
population control scheme. 

     

5D 

Those with underlying medical 
problems are at higher risk of 
developing serious illness from 
COVID-19. 
(➜ True Statement) 

     

5E 
The government is trying to cover up 
the link between COVID-19 vaccines 
and side effects. 
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5F The virus that causes COVID-19 was 
created in Chinese bio-laboratory. 

     

5G People are deceived about COVID-
19 vaccine safety. 

     

5H 
The COVID-19 virus can spread in 
poorly ventilated indoor settings. 
(➜ True Statement) 

     

5I 

The COVID-19 pandemic was 
planned by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
foundation to implant trackable 
microchips. 

     

5J 
The country with the most COVID-
19 deaths is the USA.  
(➜ True Statement) 

     

 

Part 5. Questions about ‘Socio-Demographic Characteristics and Political Extremity’ 

Lastly, we would like to ask you some questions about yourself. Please tick as appropriate. 

Q6. What is your gender? 

① Male   
② Female     

 

Q7. In what year were you born? 
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Q8. What is the highest level of school you have completed? 

① Below middle school   

② High school   

③ Partial college  

④ Bachelor  

⑤ Above master   

 

Q9. The next question is about politics. Generally speaking, which of the following best 
describes your political ideology? Please tick as appropriate. 

Extremely 

liberal 
Liberal Slightly 

liberal 
Moderate Slightly 

conservative 
Conservative 

Extremely 

conservative 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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