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Explaining Media Choice: The Role of Issue-Specific Engagement in Predicting Interest-

Based and Partisan Selectivity 

Abstract 

This study analyzes the predictors of two types of media selectivity: interest-based (i.e., choice 

of entertainment over politics) and partisan (i.e., choice of pro-attitudinal over counter-attitudinal 

or balanced news). Relying on a large survey-based experiment, we find that issue-specific 

engagement variables, including perceived issue understanding, issue importance, and issue 

attitude strength, predict interest-based and partisan selectivity above and beyond the influence 

of general political knowledge, news interest, and strength of political leanings. These results 

show that the drivers of selectivity are more complex than general political attributes; rather, 

they are contextual and reflect people’s engagement with particular issues. 
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Explaining Media Choice: The Role of Issue-Specific Engagement in Predicting Interest-

Based and Partisan Selectivity 

Democracies function best when citizens are up-to-date on political events, 

knowledgeable about the political process, and familiar with multiple perspectives on relevant 

issues (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). Citizens are expected to expose themselves to news and 

political information, as well as engage with a variety of perspectives on political issues (Mill, 

[1859] 1956). These theoretical expectations, however, are a tall order for average citizens.  

This is especially the case in the current media environment, which offers a vast range of 

choices and requires people’s active selection of media content. Where news and public affairs 

are concerned, the primary choice occurs on at least two levels. First, people must choose 

between news about public affairs and information about celebrities, movie releases, or other 

entertainment content. Many people generally prefer the latter (Prior, 2007), and this preference 

for entertainment over political content can be labelled interest-based selectivity. When people 

select public affairs news, they face the second level of choice, which involves partisan 

selectivity, namely whether to see content that supports their viewpoint, challenges it, or is 

balanced (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009; Stroud, 2008, 2011). 

What predicts these choices? Understanding citizens’ choices is important to assessing 

the possibilities for knowledgeable and effective citizenship in contemporary democracy. Much 

research to date about predictors of news choice has focused on general political orientations, 

such as political knowledge, interest in news, and strength of political leanings, such as 

partisanship or ideology (Garrett, 2009; Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009; Ksiazek, 

Malthouse, & Webster, 2010; Prior, 2007; Stroud, 2011). Although these attributes capture how 

people orient toward politics and the news in general, they are relatively stable and imply a 
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certain inevitability about patterns of selective exposure: either you orient toward the news or 

you do not, and either you prefer partisan news or you do not. We resist this idea as too 

simplified, instead proposing that interest-based and partisan selectivity vary contextually, as a 

function of individuals’ varying degrees of engagement with different political issues. Our focus 

builds on previous work showing that issue attitudes can affect how people engage with political 

information (Iyengar, Hahn, Krosnick, & Walker; 2008; Kim, 2009; Knobloch-Westerwick & 

Meng, 2009). We explore how individuals’ engagement with specific political issues matters to 

both levels of selectivity above and beyond more stable general political attributes. 

This study advances current scholarship in three ways. First, we build on issue publics 

research (e.g., Kim, 2009) to demonstrate that political orientations measured at the issue level 

explain news selection above and beyond the contribution of general political attributes. We test 

the effects of three general, commonly-studied attributes – political knowledge, political interest, 

and strength of political leanings – and three closely parallel issue-specific orientations – 

perceived issue understanding, issue importance, and issue attitude strength – on news selection. 

Second, we examine both interest-based and partisan selectivity conjointly in a single study. This 

is, to our knowledge, the first study to test the relative importance of general and issue-specific 

political factors in predicting the two primary forms of content selection. Finally, when 

examining partisan selectivity, we look not only at pro- and counter-attitudinal news preferences, 

which are a common focus of research, but also consider the selection of balanced articles, which 

is an important yet understudied aspect of selectivity. Thus, we are able to provide a more 

comprehensive picture of the predictors of news choice than has been available so far. 

Using a survey-based study with a nationally representative sample, we find that content 

choice is indeed shaped by issue-specific factors – on top of any effects of stable dispositional 
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traits like generalized knowledge and political leanings – and that these factors work differently 

for interest-based and partisan selectivity. In what follows, we briefly elaborate on these two 

levels of content choice and then review prior theory and research relevant to understanding the 

predictors of interest-based and partisan selectivity. 

Two Levels of Selectivity 

People tune in to media that satisfy their needs and desires (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 

1973-4). Because politics is sometimes perceived as complex or boring, people may choose to 

avoid media that cover this topic. According to Prior (2007), the high-choice media environment 

has increased attention to entertainment over public affairs, as people engage in what we term 

interest-based selectivity. Estimates vary somewhat but provide a generally consistent picture. 

Nearly half of Americans are said to be news avoiders (Ksiazek et al., 2010), and the opportunity 

to choose between news or non-political content, such as sitcoms, dramas, or sports, leads most 

people to choose entertainment, with only 35% selecting news (Prior, 2007).  

Those who choose political news face another choice. They can select content that is 

congenial to their priors, balanced content that presents arguments from different perspectives, or 

counter-attitudinal content that challenges their views. Because people prefer messages that 

support their beliefs (Festinger, 1957) and because this preference can be satisfied more easily 

when numerous sources are accessible (Mutz & Martin, 2001), mounting research finds that 

people engage in partisan selectivity, selecting pro-attitudinal content over counter-attitudinal 

messages (e.g., Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009; Stroud, 2008). 

General Political Predictors of Selective Exposure 

Exposure research emphasizes the centrality of general political attributes to selectivity. 

These attributes include political knowledge, news interest, and strength of partisan or 
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ideological leanings. First, general political knowledge affects individuals’ preference for news 

in general as well as congenial news in particular. Cognitive miser theory postulates that people 

minimize the effort required for information processing and rely on mental shortcuts to form 

opinions (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Thus, people will avoid complex and cognitively taxing 

messages, such as news and counter-attitudinal information, unless they have the cognitive 

resources necessary for more effortful processing (Redlawsk, 2002). Consistent with this theory, 

numerous studies show that people with higher levels of political knowledge, as well as 

education, are more likely to follow news than those with lower levels (e.g., Ksiazek et al., 2010; 

Price & Zaller, 1993; Zaller, 1992). Political knowledge also predicts a preference for pro- over 

counter-attitudinal messages (Stroud, 2011; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Further, Zaller’s (1992) 

model predicts that those with higher levels of political knowledge are more receptive to 

ideological cues, and thus more likely to receive and accept likeminded political messages.1  

General interest in news and public affairs also affects interest-based and partisan 

selectivity. When making a decision between news and entertainment media, those with lower 

levels of interest in news and public affairs would be expected to opt for more entertaining 

options (Prior, 2007). The relationship between political interest and partisan selectivity is less 

clear. On the one hand, individuals with an overall interest in news and politics may see the 

utility of political information in general, and look to consume diverse types of news as opposed 

to focusing on pro-attitudinal content (Garrett et al., 2013). In fact, some studies show that those 

closely following political news are more likely to select counter-attitudinal information 

(Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009). On the other hand, people interested in political news 

may prefer likeminded sources, especially if such sources are part of their daily news diet. 

Accordingly, some studies find that the politically interested gravitate toward likeminded 
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political information (Stroud, 2011) and that habitual news exposure positively predicts a 

preference for attitude-consistent news and negatively predicts a preference for counter-

attitudinal news (Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009). This pattern may result from variability 

in how interest and news exposure are measured across studies, or from other factors, such as 

whether one believes that they could easily refute the information (Albarracín & Mitchell, 2004). 

Despite mixed findings, political interest is a common variable in models of selective exposure. 

The third general predictor of selectivity is strength of partisan or ideological beliefs. 

Strength of general political leanings predicts a preference for news over entertainment (Prior, 

2007), as well as exposure to politically likeminded media content (Stroud, 2008; Garrett et al., 

2013). Those with stronger partisan identities are more motivated to expend the cognitive energy 

required to identify and select like-minded media.  

The literature on predictors of exposure therefore suggests that politically knowledgeable, 

interested, and ideological citizens will gravitate toward news about public affairs that is 

likeminded, while their opposites will gravitate toward entertainment. However, few people 

always choose news or always choose likeminded content, even if they are knowledgeable and 

involved partisans. Media selection is known to be contextual; audiences gravitate toward hard 

news in some instances more than others (Boczkowski & Peer, 2011), and partisan selectivity 

diminishes when content is useful (Garrett, 2009; Knobloch-Westerwick & Kleinman, 2012) or 

comes from credible sources (Westerwick et al., 2013). In particular, the issue covered by news 

is likely to matter for exposure. Selectivity varies with the topic under consideration (Iyengar & 

Hahn, 2009; Westerwick et al., 2013; but see Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009) and 

members of “issue publics” selectively attend to news about issues of personal concern (Kim, 
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2009). Building from this research, we propose that interest-based and partisan selectivity also 

vary contextually, as individuals become more or less engaged with particular political issues.  

Issue-Based Predictors of Selective Exposure 

Public opinion theorists have long noted that the general public encompasses loosely 

organized collectives connected by and formed around shared concerns for particular matters 

(Dewey 1927; Blumer, 1948). These narrow segments of the public whose members are 

especially impacted by, or interested in, a political controversy are referred to as ‘issue publics’ 

(Converse, 1964). Extensive evidence suggests that the American electorate consists of 

numerous issue publics that are particularly concerned about certain political issues but not 

others (see Iyengar et al., 2008; Krosnick, 1990). This is consistent with the common-sense 

observation that people have varying degrees of interest in different political issues. 

Variation in issue-level engagement is directly relevant to selectivity, implying that issue-

specific indicators of engagement should explain media selection beyond what is accounted for 

by the general attributes of knowledge, interest, and strength of political leanings. People who 

are relatively disinterested in government generally may be quite concerned with specific issues 

that reflect their values, interests, or social identities (see Iyengar et al., 2008; Kim, 2009). Also, 

as the recent conceptualization of “actualizing” citizens suggests, rather than dutifully following 

all public affairs, some people may engage with particular issues of personal concern, especially 

through social networks (Bennett, 2008). Indeed, the growth of digital media, which offer more 

specialized information, may encourage the formation of issue publics and, in turn, inspire 

selective information seeking on the basis of issue-specific variables (Kim, 2012).  

A key component of issue public membership is issue importance – that is, how 

important an issue is to a citizen personally (Kim, 2009; Krosnick, 1990). Beyond importance, 
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issue-specific knowledge and opinion strength also have been examined (e.g., Price, David, 

Goldthorpe, Roth, & Cappella, 2006). In our analysis, we test whether perceptions of being 

informed about an issue, ratings of issue importance, and issue-based attitude strength affect both 

interest-based and partisan selectivity. These indicators constitute issue-specific analogues of the 

general political attributes that are studied extensively in the literature. This allows for a stringent 

test as to whether these issue-specific indicators contribute to explaining interest-based and 

partisan selectivity above and beyond general political knowledge, political interest, and strength 

of political leanings. Also, all three indicators are theoretically relevant to media selection at both 

levels. We next develop these concepts further.  

We conceptualize issue-specific knowledge as one’s perceived understanding of an issue, 

aside from both general political knowledge and an objective test of issue knowledge. This 

approach follows research on self-perceived knowledge, which finds that how much people think 

they know is more strongly related to news media use than objective political knowledge 

(Hollander, 1995). Our conceptualization is also similar to internal political efficacy (Morrell, 

2003) or political information efficacy, which captures an individual’s confidence in his or her 

own knowledge and its sufficiency to engage in politics (Kaid, McKinney & Tedesco, 2007).  

Little prior research has examined the effect of issue-specific knowledge – perceived or 

actual – on selectivity; however, the same theoretical reasoning that applies to generalized 

knowledge should apply here as well. Specifically, perceived issue understanding should 

diminish interest-based selectivity. Those who are confident in their understanding of an issue 

likely see themselves as able to effectively process incoming information about that issue, which 

should increase their preference for news about the issue over entertainment alternatives. 
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When it comes to partisan selectivity, those who believe they understand an issue well 

may see themselves as familiar with various perspectives on the issue. As a result, they may not 

feel that counter-attitudinal content will offer any novel or useful information and, in turn, may 

reject it in favor of attitude-confirming news. People who do not feel well versed about an issue 

may be more open to counter-attitudinal information as potentially useful, as the information 

utility perspective suggests (see Knobloch-Westerwick & Kleinman, 2012; Valentino, Banks, 

Hutchings, & Davis, 2009). This also follows from cognitive dissonance theory. Dissonance may 

be created by knowledge of the existence of unfamiliar counter-attitudinal arguments, and this 

dissonance may be reduced by actual exposure to the counter-attitudinal content (see Sears & 

Freedman, 1965). When people are confident in their knowledge of opposing perspectives, the 

motivation to see them dissipates. 

We also examine attitude strength. Although attitude strength has been conceptualized in 

several ways (Visser et al., 2006), we use the term to indicate how strongly people feel about an 

issue.2 We define issue importance as how important people feel an issue is to them personally 

(Boninger, Krosnick & Berent, 1995).3 When it comes to interest-based selectivity, attitude 

strength and its attributes, such as intensity or certainty, are known to prompt consumption of 

issue-related information (Visser et al., 2006). People also seek messages about policies and 

candidate stances on issues they find personally important (Holbrook et al., 2005; Kim, 2009). 

Because attitude strength and issue importance reflect the significance a person attaches to an 

issue, they motivate people to process new information and inspire a search for attitude‐relevant 

messages (Visser et al., 2006). Greater attitude strength and issue importance should thus 

promote the selection of issue-related news over entertainment. 
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Attitude strength also should affect partisan selectivity (Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 

2009). Here, the theory of motivated reasoning is especially pertinent (Kunda, 1990). It posits 

that people are driven by accuracy or directional goals, with the former indicating the desire to 

form correct opinions and evaluate the information accurately, and the latter indicating the desire 

to protect one’s priors. Commitment to one’s issue attitude as well as attaching high importance 

to an issue increase the use of directional goals over accuracy goals when seeking information 

(Hart et al., 2009). As a result, research shows that people with strong (Taber & Lodge, 2006) 

and personally important (Westerwick et al., 2013) attitudes prefer like-minded over counter-

attitudinal messages, and that attitude strength, measured as importance and certainty, among 

other factors, fosters a preference for like-minded messages (Brannon, Tagler, & Eagly, 2007).  

We integrate extant research and theory to propose that the outlined issue-specific factors 

will have an influence on interest-based and partisan selectivity above and beyond the influence 

of more stable general political knowledge, political interest, and strength of political leanings. 

We propose the following hypotheses, in each case controlling for general political orientations: 

Hypothesis 1 - Interest-based selectivity: (a) Perceived issue understanding, (b) issue importance, 

and (c) attitude strength predict selection of issue news over entertainment. 

Hypothesis 2 - Partisan selectivity: (a) Perceived issue understanding, (b) issue importance, and 

(c) attitude strength predict selection of pro-attitudinal over counter-attitudinal news. 

In the context of partisan selectivity, we also are interested in the factors that predict 

individuals’ preference for balanced news (i.e., news that presents different perspectives on an 

issue). Despite the continued availability of balanced news content alongside the partisan fare 

served up by some cable news programs, many blogs, and other media sources, the selection of 

balanced news in comparison to pro- and counter-attitudinal news has received little research 
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attention. It remains the case, for instance, that the audiences for network television news in the 

U.S. – which is generally neutral in orientation – are larger than audiences for the partisan cable 

channels (Pew Research Center, 2014). We believe that a more complete picture of news choice 

requires consideration of balanced news alongside partisan news. 

The hostile media phenomenon suggests that balanced news can be perceived as counter-

attitudinal, particularly by those with greater perceived knowledge about an issue and stronger 

attitudinal involvement in an issue (e.g., Matthes, 2011; Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1985). As a 

result, those with high levels of perceived issue understanding, issue importance, and attitude 

strength may reject or dismiss balanced content, much as they do counter-attitudinal content, in 

favor of like-minded news. On the other hand, balanced news may not be rejected as strongly as 

counter-attitudinal content, given that committed voters consume non-partisan sources as well 

(Garrett et al., 2013). Balanced news, with its commitment to objectivity, represents the 

dominant tradition in U.S. journalism and therefore may be preferred to partisan news content 

even among issue-involved citizens. To address these possibilities, we pose a research question: 

Research Question 1: Do perceived issue understanding, issue importance, and attitude strength 

predict a preference for pro-attitudinal content over balanced content? 

Method 

To examine the predictors of interest-based and partisan selectivity, we draw on data 

from the pretest of a larger pretest-posttest survey-based experiment. The pretest was fielded 

online during a three-week period in November and December 2011. The survey and sampling 

were administered by YouGov, a research organization that maintains an opt-in panel of 1.5 

million U.S. residents, recruited via online advertising campaigns, and RDD and mail surveys. 
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Panelists receive incentives through a loyalty program for their participation. YouGov employs 

sample matching to construct representative samples from its opt-in panel.4  

YouGov interviewed 3,325 respondents for the pretest survey. Those who completed the 

pretest were invited to take the posttest survey three weeks later. Of these, 2,848 completed the 

posttest. YouGov then matched these respondents down to a sample of 2,300 to produce the final 

dataset. The respondents were matched on gender, age, race, education, party identification, 

ideology, and political interest. The final sample was 54% female, was 73% white, had a mean 

age of 48.4 (SD = 15.5) and had completed “some college” as their median level of education. 

We randomly assigned subjects to one of four issues chosen to elicit different levels of 

issue understanding, attitude strength and importance: abortion (n = 569), health care reform (n = 

568), teacher funding (n = 592), or gun control (n = 571). Several of these issues have been 

tested in prior studies, where they have been shown to prompt partisan selectivity (e.g., 

Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2011).  

Dependent Variables 

Interest-based selectivity. To assess preferences for entertainment versus political news, 

respondents were asked to choose which article they would most like to read from six different 

headlines and leads (see Table 1). The options included three entertainment news stories (sports, 

celebrity, and travel) and three political news stories. Following from the work of Knobloch-

Westerwick and Meng (2009), two of the political headlines and leads advocated for different 

sides of respondents’ assigned issue (e.g. either pro-life or pro-choice for abortion) and the third 

offered a balanced perspective.5 The order of headlines/leads was randomized. We employed a 

dichotomous variable with a value of 0 for respondents who chose a political article and 1 for 

those who chose an entertainment article.  
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Partisan selectivity. Respondents were asked a subsequent question which confined their 

choices to the three headlines and leads on their assigned issue, with the entertainment stories 

excluded. The order of headlines/leads was again randomized. We categorized respondents’ 

selection as either pro-attitudinal or counter-attitudinal based on their issue attitudes. 

Respondents were asked to report, on a scale from 1 (strongly oppose) to 4 (neutral) to 7 

(strongly favor), how strongly they favor or oppose (a) allowing a woman to get an abortion no 

matter what the reason (38% oppose, 14% neutral, 48% favor), (b) the national health care 

reform legislation that was passed by Congress and signed into law in 2010 (46% oppose, 15% 

neutral, 39% favor), (c) an increase in the use of federal tax dollars to support states’ education 

budgets and fund teachers’ jobs (31% oppose, 18% neutral, 51% favor), or (d) a law that bans 

assault weapons (36% oppose, 11% neutral, 53% favor).  

The attitude items were trichotomized into oppose / neutral / favor in order to measure 

news preference. Respondents who favored [opposed] the policy and selected the pro [con] 

article were coded as preferring pro-attitudinal news. Similarly, those who favored [opposed] the 

policy and selected the con [pro] article were coded as preferring counter-attitudinal news. 

Respondents who selected the balanced article were coded as preferring balanced content. Those 

who reported neutral attitudes (n = 333) were excluded from the analysis.  

Independent Variables 

General political attributes. General political knowledge was measured with eight 

factual knowledge questions such as “Which party has the most representatives in the U.S. 

House of Representatives?” or “What job or political office is now held by John Boehner?” 

Correct answers were summed (α = .76; M = 4.48, SD = 2.27). News interest was assessed by 

asking respondents how often they follow news and public affairs from 1 “hardly at all” to 4 
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“most of the time” (M = 3.26, SD = 0.91). To measure strength of political leanings, respondents 

first indicated their political ideology (where 1 = “very liberal” and 5 = “very conservative,” M = 

3.13, SD = 1.10) and their political partisanship (where 1 = “strong Democrat” and 5 = “strong 

Republican,” M = 2.81, SD = 1.41). We employed a folded sum of these two measures that 

ranged from 1 to 5, where 1 indicates moderate-Independent political leanings and 5 indicates 

strong conservative-Republican or strong liberal-Democrat leanings (M = 2.91, SD = 1.25).  

Issue-specific orientations. We examined individuals’ perceived understanding of their 

assigned issue by averaging respondents’ agreement (from 1 “strongly disagree” to 7 “strongly 

agree”) with two statements: “I feel that I have a pretty good understanding of the issue” and 

“Sometimes the issue seems so complicated that a person like me can’t really understand what’s 

going on” (reverse coded) (r = .53; M = 5.00, SD = 1.50). To measure issue importance, 

respondents indicated how important their assigned issue is to them personally on a scale from 1 

“very unimportant” to 7 “very important” (M = 5.24, SD = 1.62). Finally, we assessed attitude 

strength by asking respondents to indicate how strong their opinions are on their assigned issue 

on a scale from 1 “not strong at all” to 4 “very strong” (M = 3.17, SD = 0.85).  

Control Variables. The analyses included demographic controls for age, gender, race, 

and education. We also controlled for the issue to which subjects were randomly assigned. 

Design Limitation  

Before presenting the results, we need to acknowledge some limitations of our approach 

to measuring selectivity. As detailed above, the options presented to subjects included three 

entertainment stories and three political stories. This design was intended to offer subjects 

opportunities to avoid political news if they chose; however, in order to also provide 

opportunities for partisan selectivity, all three options for political news were about the same 
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political issue. This approach may have made our interest in political news clear to participants, 

and thus social desirability could have led to inflated estimates of preference for politics over 

entertainment. The fact that the entertainment options were still news rather than comedy, sports 

or drama also may have led to inflated estimates of preference for politics over entertainment. 

Although our design is similar to prior studies that provide a fixed choice set regarding a single 

issue (e.g., Fischer, Jonas, Frey & Hardt, 2005; Garrett, 2009), it does not reflect the full range of 

choices available to citizens in the current media environment.  

It is neither possible nor desirable to replicate the incredibly rich media landscape by 

providing subjects with all of the choices that they routinely have at their disposal. Choice sets 

must be constrained when studying selectivity in experimental settings, and various design 

decisions affect the probability of selective exposure (Feldman, Stroud, Bimber, & Wojcieszak, 

2013). Although the more limited choices made available to our subjects do not reflect natural 

media use circumstances, thus compromising external validity (Gaines & Kuklinski, 2011), our 

estimates of partisan selectivity are on par with results from other studies in both natural and 

experimental settings.6 In sum, while the limitation of providing only a few options should be 

kept in mind, we believe the advantages provided by being able to assess both interest-based and 

partisan selectivity at an issue level in a single study on a representative sample, especially given 

the dearth of such research, justify our approach. 

Results 

 Before turning to our hypothesis tests, we examined the inter-item correlations among the 

general political and issue-specific variables in our model. We did this in order to help validate 

our constructs, as well as to assess the potential for multicollinearity. As Table 2 shows, there are 

weak to moderate associations between general political attributes and their issue-specific 
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analogues. Specifically, perceived issue understanding and general political knowledge were 

only moderately related (r = .35), confirming that these capture different cognitive phenomena 

(e.g., Hollander, 1995). Also, political interest and strength of political leanings were only 

weakly related to attitude importance and attitude strength, respectively (r = .20 in both cases), 

further suggesting the distinct nature of the general partisan commitments and the issue-specific 

indicators of attitudinal engagement. When it comes to the inter-item correlations within the 

general and issue-specific orientations, political knowledge and news interest – both dimensions 

of general political involvement (Krosnick & Brannon, 1993) – were correlated relatively 

strongly (r = .55). The highest correlation emerged between issue-specific attitude strength and 

issue importance (r = .60), which is unsurprising given that both are facets of attitudinal 

engagement, albeit with different antecedents and consequences (Visser et al., 2006; Wojcieszak, 

2012). The remaining moderate relationships suggest that the tested items are, in fact, measuring 

distinct constructs, albeit with some conceptual overlap as would be expected. 

-- Table 2 about here -- 

Predicting Interest-Based Selectivity  

The majority of subjects did not engage in interest-based selectivity; rather, they 

demonstrated a clear preference for political news, with 65% choosing one of the political news 

articles and 35% choosing an entertainment story. What factors predict interest-based selectivity 

in the context of our design? Table 3 shows the results of a logistic regression model predicting 

the likelihood of selecting an entertainment story over policy-related news. Consistent with past 

research, general political knowledge and news interest decreased interest-based selectivity; 

however, strength of partisan leanings was unrelated to interest-based selectivity. Above and 

beyond these general political orientations and demographic controls, issue-specific orientations 
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improved the model fit (Χ2
(df = 6) = 187.43, p < .001). In line with H1a-c, perceived issue 

understanding, issue importance, and issue attitude strength all were negatively related to 

interest-based selectivity, increasing the likelihood of selecting news over entertainment.  

-- Table 3 about here -- 

Predicting Partisan Selectivity 

When choices were confined to political news, most (54%) subjects preferred pro-

attitudinal content, exhibiting a tendency toward partisan selectivity. Over a third (36%) chose 

balanced content, and 10% selected content that was counter-attitudinal. We used multinomial 

logistic regression to test which factors predict partisan selectivity (see Table 4). In addition to 

the demographic controls used before, we controlled for interest-based selectivity. The model 

shown in the first column predicts a preference for pro-attitudinal relative to counter-attitudinal 

news, the second model predicts a preference for pro-attitudinal relative to balanced news, and 

the third model predicts a preference for counter-attitudinal to balanced news.  

Among the controls, younger individuals and females preferred balanced stories to either 

pro- or counter-attitudinal news. Of the general political orientations, political knowledge was 

the only variable to distinguish consistently between all three types of political news choices. 

Specifically, general political knowledge predicted a preference for pro- over counter-attitudinal 

news; however, knowledge also increased the likelihood of selecting balanced over pro- and 

counter-attitudinal news. News interest was unrelated to partisan selectivity. Strength of political 

leanings predicted a preference for pro-attitudinal over counter-attitudinal and balanced content. 

Above and beyond these general political orientations, issue-specific orientations 

improved the model fit (Χ2
(df = 36) = 64.45, p < .01). In support of H2a, perceived issue 

understanding increased the likelihood of choosing pro-attitudinal news relative to counter-
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attitudinal news. Counter to H2b, issue importance was unrelated to partisan selectivity. As 

predicted by H2c, people with stronger attitudes preferred pro-attitudinal to counter-attitudinal 

news. Finally, addressing RQ1, perceived issue understanding decreased the likelihood of 

choosing counter-attitudinal news over balanced news but was unrelated to the choice between 

pro-attitudinal and balanced news. Issue attitude strength predicted a preference for pro-

attitudinal over balanced news.  

-- Table 4 about here – 

Discussion 

The changing media environment, which gives people unprecedented control over media 

content, has prompted renewed investigations into how people navigate various choices. 

Building from the premise that people see some political issues as easy to grasp and have strong 

views on and attachments to some topics but not others (Converse, 1974), we proposed that 

perceived issue understanding, personal issue importance, and attitude strength influence content 

selection above and beyond general political attributes. Because we tested interest-based and 

partisan selectivity together in one design, we were able to shed light on the extent to which 

issue-related engagement matters at the two levels of content choice. Consistent with our 

expectations, issue engagement mattered to both levels of selectivity above and beyond the 

standard suspects such as political knowledge and news interest.  

First, individuals who thought they understood an issue well turned to issue-related news 

over entertainment, even after accounting for the positive influence of general political 

knowledge. That is, regardless of how much people know about politics, if they feel that 

information about a particular issue is too much for them to grasp or requires more effort than 

they are willing to expend when entertainment is an option, they will choose entertainment over 
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news. Although perceived issue understanding encouraged news exposure in general, it 

discouraged exposure to counter-attitudinal content relative to both pro-attitudinal and balanced 

news. This may be because citizens who feel sufficiently knowledgeable about an issue perceive 

messages from the other side as unnecessary or lacking in utility. The challenge for scholars and 

practitioners, therefore, is to seek ways to pull inactive citizens into the political process by 

increasing their subjective understanding of public affairs (e.g., by explaining complex issues in 

fairly simple ways and in non-threatening formats) without producing self-efficacious citizens 

unwilling to consume diverse content. 

Second, attitudinal strength at the issue level decreased interest-based selectivity, with 

strongly opinionated citizens and those who saw the analyzed issues as personally important 

selecting issue-relevant news over entertainment. These issue-specific attitudinal indicators 

mattered above and beyond individuals’ respective general political predispositions. In fact, issue 

attitude strength, but not the strength of general political leanings, encouraged the choice of news 

over entertainment content. Those who held strong issue attitudes engaged in partisan selectivity, 

preferring like-minded over counter-attitudinal and balanced options. This finding is notable, as 

it not only confirms fears that strongly opinionated citizens tend to choose content that reinforces 

their priors (Levendusky, 2013), but it also shows that this preference comes at the expense of 

balanced as well as counter-attitudinal news exposure.  

Issue-specific attitude importance failed to exert similar effects, and news interest also 

was unrelated to partisan selectivity.7 It is possible that individual interest in public affairs as 

well as the importance one attaches to specific issues signal motivation to consume all 

information about a related topic, whether balanced, pro- or counter-attitudinal. As a result, 
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individuals may be more indiscriminate about what news they read or are guided by other 

factors, such as perceived informational utility, for example.  

In addition to our main results, another noteworthy finding is related to the selection of 

balanced content. We found substantial interest in news as opposed to entertainment, as well as 

the expected preference for pro-attitudinal stories. However, the fact that over a third of our 

subjects wanted to read balanced news shows that having a balanced option is important when 

studying selectivity. Although estimates of the frequency of real-world selectivity are not 

appropriately made from experiments like ours where the choice set was artificially constructed 

to match our theoretical interest, we interpret our findings as suggesting that a non-trivial 

demand for balanced news exists and is worth academic attention when theorizing about 

selectivity in the contemporary media environment. 

Methodologically, it is important to present subjects with a balanced option not only to 

enhance external validity but also to more accurately estimate individual preferences for various 

types of political content. News oriented toward balanced views still exists, alongside the 

polarized news from blogs, networks such as Fox and MSNBC, and other filtered sources. Thus, 

it is critical to conceptualize news choice in terms of more than the dichotomy between pro- and 

counter-attitudinal selection (see Garrett et al., 2013), as doing so has important implications for 

how we understand democratic citizenship in a high-choice media environment. For example, 

our results show that politically knowledgeable citizens are more likely to select pro- over 

counter-attitudinal news; however, they also are more likely to select balanced content over both 

types of partisan content. The notion that political knowledge fosters even-handed information 

selection, even in today’s divisive media and political climate, is an encouraging finding that 

would have been obscured had we not included a balanced news option in our design. 
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In general, our results – consistent with the issue publics thesis – suggest that content 

selection is contextual and varies with individual engagement with specific sociopolitical issues. 

People not only have general orientations toward news versus entertainment or partisan as 

opposed to balanced news; they also have specific orientations associated with particular issues. 

This issue-specific engagement is relevant to explaining interest-based as well as partisan 

selectivity. We expect that additional factors are at work as well, such as the motivations 

underlying choice (Westerwick et al., 2013), emotions (Valentino et al., 2009), and an issue’s 

position on the media agenda, along with methodological variables such as the amount of 

information that people can select (Fischer, Jonas, Frey & Hardt, 2005) or the time people have 

to choose the content (Knobloch-Westerwick & Kleinman, 2012). Examining how these factors 

interact with indicators of citizens’ cognitive and attitudinal issue engagement to influence 

interest-based and partisan selectivity represents an important direction for future research.  

As aforementioned, our design included limited news options from which subjects could 

choose. Approximating the myriad choices and actual context for news exposure in the real 

world, especially given mobile and social media, is beyond the reach of most experiments, 

including ours. Most research on selectivity has employed designs that present large external 

validity limitations with respect to the contemporary media environment. Some recent designs 

more closely reflect real-world news selection, by including pure entertainment options (e.g., 

Arceneaux et al., 2012) or examining multiple political issues (e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick & 

Meng, 2009, 2011). Accounting for these and other factors conjointly in one model would shed 

additional light on the more nuanced selection patterns in the real world at both selectivity levels. 

Our results, while awaiting further validation, suggest that the dynamics of selectivity are 

more complex than depicted in the familiar stereotype of many citizens tuning out politics in 
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favor of entertainment, while the rest seek content that reinforces their biases. The two forms of 

selectivity are not simple dispositional characteristics. The ways in which people navigate the 

overwhelming array of choice is a function of individual involvement with specific issues 

present on the media agenda, and it is this issue-specific engagement that not only brings people 

to current affairs, but also motivates their preferences for the type of political content selected. 

Attending more closely to these issue-specific factors may reestablish faith in ordinary 

citizens who – while not meeting all of the theoretical expectations of a politically interested and 

informed public – sometimes do prioritize public affairs over sports and celebrity life, and 

sometimes consciously tune in to balanced information. It is the research that explores the 

context-specific ways in which citizens engage with various issues that is best suited to 

comprehensively describe the nuances of citizen choice in the increasingly complex, rich, and 

fragmented media environment.  
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Endnotes 

1 Although Zaller (1992) did not find the evidence convincing for selective exposure, his 

model can be extended to take this behavior into account (see Stroud, 2008). 

2 While we acknowledge that there is an extensive scholarship on attitude strength and its 

attributes, for the sake of parsimony, our review naturally focuses on the literature that applies 

the study of attitude strength to selectivity.  

3 Some evidence suggests that various attitudinal attributes, such as importance, certainty, 

or extremity, should be treated as distinct. Not only do they differ conceptually, but they also are 

only moderately associated with one another and represent separate constructs (e.g., Krosnick et 

al., 1993). In addition, these different attributes differently predict and are differently affected by 

media exposure or political talk (Visser et al., 2006; Wojcieszak, 2012). In our study we thus 

separate attitude strength and issue importance. 

4 The procedure begins with an enumeration of the target population, from which a 

random sample is drawn. For each member of this sample, YouGov selects one or more 

matching members from its pool of opt-in survey respondents, using a large set of variables 

available from consumer and voter databases for both the target population and the opt-in 

sample. The result is a sample of respondents who have the same measured characteristics as the 

target sample (Rivers, 2007). 

5 To confirm that the partisan direction of the headlines and leads was perceived as 

intended, we conducted a pilot test with an undergraduate sample (n = 241) where each 

respondent was asked about three randomly chosen headline/leads. The pilot was programmed so 

that respondents could only see one headline/lead about each issue. Respondents indicated the 

direction of perceived bias in each headline/lead that they saw. Pro, con, and balanced means 
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were significantly different from each other in the expected direction for each issue’s 

corresponding headlines/leads (p<.01), thereby confirming the categorization. 

6 For example, the Pew Research Center (2010) finds that 40% of Republicans, and only 

15% of Democrats, regularly watch Fox News, and other surveys show that 34% of liberal 

Democrats or conservative Republicans primarily use like-minded sources (Stroud, 2011). Using 

experimental methods, Iyengar and Hahn (2009) find that about 30% of Democrats and 50% of 

Republicans chose a like-minded news source. Assessing issue-specific selectivity, Knobloch-

Westerwick and Meng (2009) show that subjects prefer attitude-consistent articles (58% versus 

43% likelihood of selecting a congenial versus counter-attitudinal news). 

7 We tested whether importance moderates the effect of the other predictors on partisan 

selectivity. The model found only one significant effect: a positive interaction between attitude 

strength and importance when predicting pro-attitudinal versus balanced news selection (when 

importance is high, attitude strength increases the probability of selecting a pro-attitudinal over a 

balanced article). 
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Table 1. Headlines and Leads for News and Entertainment Articles 
 Headline Lead 
Abortion   

Balanced Abortion Debate Heats 
Up 

There is a heated debate about abortion. Opponents see recent 
changes as limiting a cruel method of terminating life, while 
proponents see them as an assault on the freedoms of women. 

Pro  Abortion is a Woman’s 
Right  

The anti-choice laws that have been proposed are an assault on 
women’s freedoms and overlook what abortion means for real, 
living women, not for embryos or fetuses. 

Con Cruelty of Pro-Choice The pro-life laws that have been proposed are important steps 
towards limiting abortion: a cruel method of easing a person’s 
burden, “playing God” and terminating innocent life. 

Healthcare Reform   
Balanced Healthcare Law 

Inspires Praise, 
Criticism 

The recent healthcare reform legislation has earned both 
applause and disapproval as debate heats up over the legality, 
costs, and benefits of the plan. 

Pro  Universal Healthcare 
Legislation Benefits 
Millions  

The recently-passed, impressive healthcare legislation will 
extend benefits to millions of citizens who are suffering due to 
the crippling costs of health insurance. 

Con The Expensive, 
Unconstitutional 
Healthcare Law 

As provisions from the federal healthcare law take effect, 
Americans realize that the law infringes on states’ rights and 
will increase the federal deficit. 

Teacher Funding   
Balanced Teacher Funding Bill 

Sparks Debate 
Supporters claim that a $10 billion education funding bill has 
saved thousands of teachers’ jobs; opponents call it a special 
interest bailout 

Pro  Teacher Funding Bill 
Rescues States, Saves 
Jobs  

A $10 billion education funding bill has saved thousands of 
teachers’ jobs and helped avert catastrophe in the nation’s public 
schools 

Con Teacher Funding Bill is 
a Special Interest 
Bailout 

A $10 billion education funding bill is just another costly 
special interest bailout that will do little to stimulate growth in 
the economy. 

Gun Control   
Balanced Gun Control Debated 

Again 
Leaders in Washington are debating a ban on assault weapons. 
Supporters say too many weapons are available to criminals, 
while opponents say restrictions would only affect law-abiding 
citizens’ rights. 

Pro  Assault Weapon Ban 
Necessary for Public 
Safety  

The nation’s weak gun laws are under discussion in the Capitol, 
and officials are debating whether to eliminate military-style 
assault weapons, because these pose such a grave threat to our 
children and to our communities. 

Con Citizens Constitutional 
Right to Own Guns 
Attacked Again 

Liberals in Washington are again pursuing an assault weapon 
ban, using biased arguments to support their agenda of taking 
guns away from law-abiding citizens 

Entertainment   
 Homerun Record Still 

Contested 
Baseball purists continue to challenge Barry Bonds’ position as 
Major League Baseball’s all time homerun leader, due to 
allegations of his performance enhancing drug use. 

 Madonna and Lady 
Gaga 

The 25-year-old pop princess has admitted to being inspired by 
the Queen of Pop in the past and many people have compared 
their styles of music. 

 Summer in Barcelona Barcelona is perfect as a holiday destination, with good beaches, 
guaranteed sun, cafés, restaurants and nightclubs, first-rate 
cultural venues, unusual architecture and fashionable shops. 
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Table 2. Inter-Item Correlations among General Political Orientation and Issue-Specific 
Orientation Variables 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
(1) Political Knowledge      

(2) News Interest  .55***     

(3) Strength of Political Leanings  .29*** .29***    

(4) Perceived Issue Understanding .35*** .39*** .21***   

(5) Issue Importance  .13*** .20*** .13*** .17***  

(6) Attitude Strength  .19*** .26*** .20*** .34*** .60*** 

***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05. 
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Table 3. Logistic Regression Predicting Interest-based 
Selectivity: Preference for Entertainment over Politics 
 B(SE) 
  
Issue Condition A  

Healthcare Reform -.86 (.16)*** 
Teacher Funding -.76 (.15)*** 
Gun Control -.55 (.14)*** 

Demographics  
Age -.001 (.003) 
Gender (female) -.13 (.11) 
Race (white) -.03 (.11) 
Education .05 (.04) 

General Political Orientations  
Political Knowledge -.08 (.03)** 
News Interest -.29 (.07)*** 
Strength of Political Leanings .01 (.04) 

Issue-Specific Orientations  
Perceived Issue Understanding -.21 (.04)*** 
Issue Importance -.11 (.04)** 
Attitude Strength -.52 (.07)*** 

-2LL 2452.13 
Model Χ2 (df = 13) 368.02*** 
Nagelkerke R2 .21 
N 2,232 
AAbortion is the reference category. 
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05. 
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Table 4. Multinomial Logistic Regression Predicting Partisan-based Selectivity 
 Pro 

vs. Counter 
Pro 

vs. Balanced 
Counter 

vs. Balanced 
 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 
Issue Condition A    

Healthcare Reform .14 (.27) .35 (.16)* .21 (.28) 
Teacher Funding .20 (.27) -.06 (.15) -.26 (.27) 
Gun Control -.45 (.24) .06 (.15) .52 (.25)* 

Demographics    
Age .005 (.006) .03 (.004)*** .02 (.006)*** 
Gender (female) .12 (.18) -.39 (.11)*** -.51 (.18)** 
Race (white) .15 (.18) -.13 (.12) -.28 (.19) 
Education -.009 (.06) -.07 (.04) -.06 (.07) 

Preference for Entertainment vs. 
Politics 

-.10 (.18) -.0028 (.12) .09 (.19) 

General Political Orientations    
Political Knowledge .15 (.05)** -.16 (.03)*** -.31 (.05)*** 
News Interest -.04 (.11) -.05 (.08) -.01 (.11) 
Strength of Political Leanings .16 (.07)* .21 (.04)*** .05 (.07) 

Issue-Specific Orientations    
Perceived Issue Understanding  .24 (.07)*** .06 (.04) -.18 (.07)** 
Issue Importance .06 (.06) -.005 (.04) -.07 (.06) 
Attitude Strength .40 (.12)** .36 (.09)*** -.04 (.13) 

Constant -2.36 (.62)*** -1.70 (.41)*** .66 (.64) 
-2LL 3286.83 
Model Χ2 (df = 28) 287.39*** 
Nagelkerke R2 .16 
N 1,927 
AAbortion is the reference category. 
***p<.001, **p<.01, *p<.05. 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 


