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Being selec�vely informed—Selec�ve exposure as 
a threat to democracy in today’s digital world? 

Execu�ve Summary
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A healthy, func�oning society requires ci�zens to be well–informed about current societal and poli�cal events. Recent 
changes in the “poli�cal informa�on environment” (PIE) jeopardize this prerequisite. With the prolifera�on of media chan-
nels and pla�orms, ci�zens can now not only choose from an abundance of news and informa�on; it has also become more 
likely to encounter false or misleading informa�on. Three poten�al threats to democracy arise from this development: 

• Citizens might be selectively informed when they only choose news in line with their political views.
• Citizens might be uninformed about what is happening in the societal and political world when they decide to avoid 

news completely. 
• Citizens might be misinformed when they build their beliefs about the societal and political world on false information.  

The consequences of these developments can be significant: ci�zens who are selec�vely informed, uninformed, and/or mis-
informed tend to be less trus�ng in the news media and poli�cal ins�tu�ons; they also tend to be less civilly engaged. More-
over, social cohesion tends to decrease while polariza�on between different groups in society increases. THREATPIE inves�-
gated the causes, consequences, and remedies to these threats. 

In the current high–choice poli�cal informa�on 
environment, ci�zens can increasingly opt for 
informa�on that aligns with their exis�ng be-
liefs. THREATPIE has delved into this phenome-
non known as selec�ve exposure and studied its 
prevalence, causes, and consequences:  

K�� ��������: 

• Ci�zens showed moderate levels of both us-
ing only news in line with their poli�cal 
views and discussing topics only with indi-
viduals who shared their views. 

• Selec�ve exposure was recognized as a 
moderate threat to democra�c socie�es. 
Yet, ci�zens, educators, poli�cians, and 
journalists acknowledged poten�al chal-
lenges that may arise. 

• Reasons for selec�ve exposure include indi-
vidual characteris�cs and features of the 
poli�cal informa�on environment, notably 
algorithmic informa�on cura�on on social 
media. 

• Selec�ve news consump�on was empiri-
cally not related to misbeliefs. Yet, par�ci-
pants associated selec�ve exposure with 
the development of echo chambers and po-
lariza�on between societal groups.
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With the change from a low–choice to a high–
choice poli�cal informa�on environment, the 
number of outlets and pla�orms ci�zens can 
choose from increased ad infinitum. Given this 
development, ci�zens can now ever more select 
only informa�on, which is in line with their prior 
interests, a�tudes, or poli�cal views—a phe-
nomenon called selec�ve exposure. A dreaded 
consequence of selec�ve exposure is that ci�-
zens might be only selec�vely informed about 
societal and poli�cal events which could hinder 
poli�cal decision–making that builds on a broad 
knowledge base. In that sense, being selec�vely 
informed is different from being uninformed de-
fined as ci�zens lacking knowledge and being 
misinformed understood as possessing knowl-
edge that is based on falsehoods.

Long–term consequences of selec�vely using 
news and poli�cal informa�on include reinforc-
ing pre–exis�ng beliefs and a�tudes, leading to 
individuals accep�ng only confirming informa-
�on while ignoring conflic�ng evidence. This 
can hinder understanding and empathy for al-
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terna�ve perspec�ves, contribu�ng to in-
creased polariza�on and hos�lity between 
different groups.

To be�er understand the phenomenon of selec-
�ve exposure to news and poli�cal informa�on, 
THREATPIE studies examined the following main 
ques�ons: 1) How common is it that ci�zens se-
lect poli�cal informa�on in line with their 
views? 2) Which concerns do ci�zens associate 
with selec�ve exposure? 3) Which causes of se-
lec�ve exposure are men�oned? And 4) What 
are the perceived and observed consequences 
of it? 

Figure 1: Selec�ve news use and discussions

Note: “How o�en a) do you follow poli�cal news in line with your 
own view and b) prefer talking about poli�cal issues with family 
and friends with similar views?” (0 ”never” to 4 ”very o�en”).
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How common is selec�ve exposure?

As the first step, THREATPIE used a survey of 
ci�zens in 18 countries to gain insight into how 
prevalent the selec�ve use of poli�cal informa-
�on is—both in terms of selec�ng news in line 
with one’s views and talking to others with sim-
ilar opinions. The data reveal nuanced pa�erns 
of news consump�on and social interac�on: 
While overall selec�ve exposure to poli�cal 
news and discussion was on a moderate level, 
some differences between the analyzed coun-
tries could be observed. 

For example, ci�zens in Poland were most in-
clined to select news based on their poli�cal 
views. In contrast, ci�zens in the Czech Republic 
were the least inclined. In the context of like-
minded discussions, Romanian par�cipants re-
ported the highest degree of preferring discus-
sion partners with similar poli�cal opinions, 
while ci�zens from the Netherlands were the 
least inclined (see Figure 1). That ci�zens 
showed only a moderate level of selec�ve news 
use was also confirmed when zooming into five 
countries (Germany, France, Spain, the UK, and 
the US). Here, THREATPIE researchers compared 

ci�zens’ news consump�on to the poli�cal lean-
ing of the used outlets. The analysis confirmed 
that most ci�zens had balanced media diets—
because they consumed mainstream and cen-
trist outlets or because they frequently crossed 
ideological lines when consuming media with 
clear le�–leaning or right–leaning.

Is selec�ve exposure a threat?

Given the moderate prevalence of selec�ve 
news use, it comes as no surprise that THREAT-
PIE par�cipants stated to be moderately con-
cerned about the phenomenon of selec�ve ex-
posure. Comparing selec�ve exposure to the 
other threats in the focus of the project—being 
uninformed and being misinformed—being se-
lec�vely informed fell in the middle of the three 
concerns (see Figure 2).

This finding was also mirrored in what ci�zens 
discussed in focus groups and educators, 
poli�cians, as well as journalists, confirmed in 
individual interviews. While some par�cipants 
argued that individuals had always consumed 
informa�on from preferred outlets, there was a 
recogni�on that contemporary technologies 
might exacerbate this problem. The use of social 
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”

Social media pla�orms pick in-
forma�on for us. That is the 
threat. We are in informa�on 
bubbles. That way, we cannot 
hear what the other side is 
saying. ¹

”

media and algorithmically curated feeds on 
these pla�orms were associated with the fear of 
filter bubbles and echo chambers. 

Among the interviewed groups within the 
THREATPIE studies, poli�cians, specifically, ac-
knowledged poten�al threats due to selec�ve 
exposure. Associa�ng selec�ve news use with 
ideological biases, they feared that ci�zens 
could s�ck to news that would increasingly rein-
forced opinions and poli�cal views.

1) Citizen from Poland 

What are the reasons for selec�ve exposure?

Various reasons were put forward for selec�ve 
exposure to poli�cal informa�on and news. On 
the one hand, individual characteris�cs were 
men�oned. One example of these characteris-
�cs was age: younger ci�zens (18–25 years old) 
noted that selec�ve exposure was mostly a phe-
nomenon they observed among older genera-
�ons (above 55 years old). 

Another example of an individual reason to use 
the news selec�vely was the wish to avoid views 
that one was opposed to or not comfortable 
with. This reason was men�oned by ci�zens 
across genera�ons and countries. On the other 
hand, also characteris�cs of the poli�cal infor-
ma�on environments were discussed as poten-
�al drivers for selec�ve exposure by the 

Figure 2: Threat percep�ons

Note: “When it comes to poli�cal informa�on, to what extent is our democracy threatened by 1) people being exposed to in-
forma�on that is false; 2) people avoiding news content that is not in line with their views; 3) people avoiding news content in 
general (0 ”not at all threatened” to 4 ”severely threatened”).
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views that align with their pre–exis�ng beliefs. 
As a result, public dialogue across poli�cal di-
vides could become more challenging. Social 
media, so the fear among the THREATPIE par�c-
ipants, could intensify this phenomenon.

On the other hand, polariza�on between differ-
ent societal groups was men�oned frequently— 
by ci�zens, journalists, and poli�cians alike: As 
selec�ve exposure is associated with ideologi-
cally driven consump�on of news, individuals 
might s�ck to news that reinforces their opin-
ions. This, in turn, could deepen polariza�on in 
society with people trus�ng only their “own” 
sources and distrus�ng “others”. 

Next to get detailed insight into ci�zens’, educa-
tors’, journalists’, and poli�cians’ views on and 
fears about the selec�ve use of poli�cal infor-
ma�on, THREATPIE focused on two addi�onal 
concerns—online incivility and misbeliefs. In the 
context of incivility, one study found that po-
li�cal online discussions were perceived as 
more uncivil compared to poli�cal discussions 
outside the Internet in the vast majority of the 
studied countries.

This finding was more pronounced in online in-
forma�on environments with poli�cal views op-
posing one’s own and in socie�es in which ci�-
zens relied heavily on social media. This study 
suggests that mere exposure to online users 
with opposing views on social media might not 
be a solu�on for polariza�on. The nature of po-
li�cal discourse seems to ma�er: the benefits of 
being exposed to opposing views might be 
greater in offline contexts since face–to–face 
communica�on comes with greater empathy 
and diminished aggressiveness compared to the 
online environment. 

Consuming predominately news that is in line 
with one’s poli�cal views is feared to increase 

THREATPIE par�cipants. As for threats associ-
ated with selec�ve exposure, algorithms em-
ployed by social media pla�orms were again 
men�oned as poten�al causes for the phenom-

enon. These algorithms could select informa-
�on for users based on interests and prefer-
ences, so the expressed concerns. 

Interes�ngly, older par�cipants in the THREAT-
PIE studies, especially from Poland, Romania, 
and the UK, shed a more posi�ve light on using 
the news in line with one’s views. These ci�zens 
stated that selec�vity in news consump�on was 
essen�al for consuming the news in a healthy, 
beneficial way, and by doing so, avoiding harm-
ful news. At the same �me, selec�ve exposure 
was seen as a common human behavior that 
was not caused by recent changes in the poli�-
cal informa�on environment but that had al-
ways been part of news consump�on. 

What are the consequences of selec�ve 
exposure?

Even if selec�ve exposure was only described as 
a moderate threat to democracies, THREATPIE 
par�cipants addressed several nega�ve conse-
quences arising from this phenomenon. Two 
main concerns intensively were discussed: echo 
chambers and polariza�on. On the one hand, 
the par�cipants noted that selec�ve exposure 
could lead to the emergence of echo chambers 
where individuals would only be exposed to 

You’re not necessarily wan�ng 
to take it from the other side, 
because that doesn’t fit in 
with your narra�ve and you 
don’t necessarily want to 
know that.²

”

”

2) Citizen from UK
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THERATPIE stands for “The Threats and Poten�als of a 
Changing Poli�cal Informa�on Environment”. The project 
studied how current changes in poli�cal informa�on 
environments influenced the condi�ons required for 
healthy democracies. Over 30 researchers addressed this 
ques�on through a mix of innova�vely designed studies. 
This included in-depth interviews and focus group 
interviews with ci�zens, educators, journalists, and 
poli�cians, web–tracking of online news use, panel 
surveys, as well as experiments. 

the belief in false and misleading beliefs. How-
ever, findings from a THREATPIE analysis that 
combined survey data with digital trace data in-
dicated that, in general, selec�ve exposure did 
not influence misbeliefs in the studied countries 
(Germany, Spain, France, UK, and US). Yet one 
excep�on to this pa�ern was found: in the con-
text of the US, individuals, who iden�fied as 
conserva�ves, selec�ve use of the news in-
creased beliefs in falsehoods.

W��� ��� �� ���� ����� ��������� 
��������?

To foster a more informed ci�zenry and to pro-
mote a healthier democra�c discourse, the 
problem of selec�ve exposure can be addressed 
from various angles: 

Promo�ng civil discourse:

Online exposure to opinions opposing one’s 
view is o�en perceived as hos�le and toxic. 
Hence, more offline discussions could help to be 
exposed to a broad range of opinions—without 
percep�ons of being in an uncivil environment. 
Specifically, poli�cians could help to achieve this 
goal by engaging in ac�ve dialogue with ci�zens. 
Social media networks could encourage more 
civil discourse and dialogue between individuals 
with differing perspec�ves on their pla�orms— 
or penalize uncivil online behavior. 

Empowering ci�zens as competent media 
users:

Another key to comba�ng selec�ve news con-
sump�on is the news users themselves. Threat 
percep�ons of selec�ve news consump�on 
were associated with algorithmically curated 
feeds on social media. Ci�zens should, thus, be 
made aware of the role of algorithms in their 
poli�cal informa�on environment to empower 
them to cri�cally evaluate the informa�on they 
encounter. 

Fostering individual responsibility:

At the same �me, ci�zens can also individually 
contribute to a healthy media diet. Acknowledg-
ing the importance of personal efforts, ci�zens 
can and should access informa�on from outside 
their preferred poli�cal informa�on environ-
ments. Especially for younger genera�ons, 
teachers could here serve as role models who 
guide students and teach them how to cri�cally 
evaluate different sources of informa�on. 
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