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RQ1:

RQ2:

Is there a positive association between Facebook usage
and polarization?
 
What are the effects of exposure to information and 
disinformation via social media on individual beliefs 
and behavior? 

 This research is intended to investigate the relationship between Facebook usage, misinfor-
mation acceptance, overconfidence in news judgments, and political polarization in society. 

 Extremist political viewpoint groups are accused of spreading misinformation, anti-scientific 
claims, and conspiracy theories. 
 
 This paper examines whether increased use of social media can increase political polarization. 
It analyzes data from the 2020 ANES Social Media Study.

AbstractAbstract

• This study will use the 2020 American National Election Study (ANES), a quantitative, nation-
ally representative collection of surveys of US voters.

• ANES data sets are collected via voluntary participation with informed consent, and the confi-
dentiality of respondents is ensured. 

• In 2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, no face-to-face interviews were conducted, but 
rather the survey used video calls and telephone interviews. 

• The pre-election survey was conducted between August 18 and November 3, 2020. 
Participants would then be re-interviewed after Election Day, between November 8, 2020 and 
January 4, 2021. 

Data SetData Set

 The first research question is whether Facebook usage is there a positive association between 
Facebook uage and polarization. For this question, the independent variable is the frequency of 
Facebook usage, which is measured by analyzing the answers to the question: How often do you visit 
or use Facebook? Respondents chose one of seven answers, ranging from “less than once a month” 
to “many times every day.” Only responses from individuals who chose one of these seven answers 
were included in the analysis. 

 The dependent variable is affective polarization, measured using the respondents’ ratings of their 
feelings about the Democratic and the Republican Parties. Respondents indicated their ratings of the 
two parties using “feeling thermometers” to show their liking for each party. We calculated affective 
polarization as the absolute value of the difference between an individual's ratings of the Democratic 
and Republican parties. 

Measurement: PolarizationMeasurement: Polarization

 Sunstein (1999) suggests that people will develop more extreme and polarized attitudes toward the 
media when they are exposed to viewpoints that are similar to their own. 

 Mutz (2006) notes that partisan selective exposure would lead partisans to ‘‘polarize further in the 
direction of their original views” and mentions that “this consequence is not yet well documented’’ (p. 
227). 

 Those who choose media outlets that align with their political beliefs are more likely to adopt 
polarized attitudes (Stroud, 2010).

Selective Exposure and PolarizationSelective Exposure and Polarization

 Chen et al. (2015) found that people shared misinformation because “the information is new 
and a good topic of conversation” and because the misinformation seemed more “interesting” 
and “eye-catching” than genuine information (p. 5). When it came to sharing information on 
social media, people did not place a high value on accuracy and/or authenticity.
 
 Cinelli et al. (2021) found that when polarization is high, misinformation spreads more quickly.

 Selective exposure and content consumption on Facebook may impact users differently 
depending on a variety of very different dynamics. For example, Individuals who believe in spe-
cific conspiracy theories and misinformation are likely to have psychological predispositions that 
lead them to seek out and accept such information (Enders et al., 2021). 

 Scholars also have found that excessive use of social media can result in social media fatigue, 
making users less likely to verify news before sharing (Ravindran et al., 2014).

Misinformation and PolarizationMisinformation and Polarization

  “Russia did not try to interfere in the 2016 presidential election.”
“Millions of people voted illegally in the 2016 election.”
“Donald Trump’s administration deported more unauthorized immigrants.” 
“The ACA (Obamacare) did not increase the number of people with health insurance.”

 The 2020 ANES social media study contains four questions related to misinformation. 
Misinformation acceptance was measured by combining a respondent’s incorrect answers above.
 
 We developed the misinformation confidence score using respondents’ answers to the follow-up 
questions about each of the preceding four questions. The follow-up question asked respondents to 
indicate how confident they were about the answer they had given, using a scale from 1 (not at all 
confident) to 5 (completely confident). 
 
 Thus, for each incorrect answer an individual gave, he would receive a score from 1, indicating low 
misinformation acceptance, to 5, indicating high misinformation acceptance. These scores were then 
summed to create an overall misinformation confidence score, which could range from 0 (for individ-
uals who answered every question correctly) to 20 (for individuals who expressed complete confi-
dence in all four incorrect answers).  

Measurement: MisinformationMeasurement: Misinformation

 The analysis described in this study controls for the following variables:

Education Levels
 It is possible that those with higher levels of education will also be better able to counter-argue 
information, which would result in polarization even in the face of contradictory information.

Political Affiliation 
 It is easier for those with strong partisan allegiance to choose political media, to process informa-
tion in a way that supports their preconceived viewpoints, and to hold their views with certainty. 

Perception of Media Trustworthiness 
 This study will provide a relationship between partisan selective exposure and polarization/cer-
tainty by examining people's trustworthiness of media sources (e.g., Fox News, MSNBC, New York 
Times, USA Today, Facebook posts, Twitter posts). 

 To test the proposed hypotheses and research questions, we will run a linear regression to assess 
the conditional relationships between Facebook usage and affective polarization in question one, and 
belief in misinformation and confidence in identifying the misinformation in question two.

Measurement: ControlsMeasurement: Controls

 • Social media users tend to friend or follow people who share their views, while unfriending 
or unfollowing those who disagree with their views.

 • People who might have a different viewpoint are excluded from a person's social network, 
As described by group polarization theory.

 • They avoid thoughtful debate and only validate each other's existing beliefs. So their 
beliefs become more extreme over time.

 • Polarization harms mental and physical health, financial welfare, relationships and societal 
interests through its impact on psychology, marketing and public policy outcomes.

 • Understanding the cost of polarization may motivate us to reduce it before irreparable 
damage is done.

Why is it important?Why is it important?

Figure 1. "Political Polarization in the American Public," by Pew Research Center, 2017, retrieved from https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2014/06/12/political-polarization-in-the-american-public/.
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