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Summary 

Media users exercise control over their information and entertainment environments. 

Selective exposure to media allows individual to choose channels and messages that satisfy 

their interests and motivations. A variety of selective exposure studies have assessed selective 

exposure to messages about ingroup versus outgroup members. Relevant theoretical 

perspectives include information seeking, confirmation bias, informational utility, self and 

affect management, reinforcing spirals, boundary expansion, exemplification, and social 

comparison. Each of these theories of selective exposure identifies an attitudinal or self-

conceptual basis for media use, yet also allows for the role of social identity or beliefs about 

intergroup members and interactions. In addition, the distinction between selective exposure 

and selective avoidance is critical for understanding intergroup media contact, as is the 

distinction between positive and negative portrayals of relevant social groups. Applicable 

findings from survey and experimental studies illustrate that age identity, sex and gender 

identity, and race and ethnicity all produce patterns of selective exposure in which ingroups 

are generally favored. Information about outgroups is more likely to be selected if it suits the 

situational or dispositional needs of the individual. Partisan selective exposure is also 

examined from an intergroup perspective, as is selective exposure to information about 

aspirational future selves and self-expansion. Depictions of persons that exemplify social 

groups or allow for social comparison are also discussed, yet little direct evidence exists 

about exposure to outgroup members in these processes. Finally, interpersonal new media are 

considered with regard to intergroup contact. Immersive media such as virtual reality provide 

interactive contact with outgroups, and social identity plays an important role in the 

distribution of user-generated content, the cultivation of online social networks, and the 

ongoing convergence between mass and social media. Selective exposure researchers are 

increasingly considering intergroup contact as an important type of media content relevant to 
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their theories, and intergroup contact researchers are increasingly accounting for the 

selectivity factor in media processing and effects. Integrating key findings and building a 

more programmatic approach to this topic will enhance the understanding of individuals’ 

self-selected exposure to media about, and produced by, outgroups. Indeed, for intergroup 

media contact to be successful in producing less stereotyping, more positive attitudes, and 

more intergroup harmony, media users must first choose to come into contact with messages 

about outgroup members, specifically messages that can convey and produce beneficial 

effects for intergroup relations.  

 

Keywords: media choice, selective exposure, intergroup contact, mediated contact, 

information seeking, intergroup communication 

 
 
The Role of Selectivity in Mediated Intergroup Contact 

Mediated communication has long facilitated contact with, and observation of, 

peoples and social groups that are distant from the individual. Indirect contact with physically 

or psychological distant social groups via media exposure has been shown to impact beliefs 

and feelings about these others (Harwood, Hewstone, Amichai-Hamburger, & Tausch, 2013; 

Schiappa, Gregg, & Hewes, 2005; mass media and new media chapters, this volume).  

However, a necessary condition for any media effect is exposure to the relevant 

messages (McGuire, 1989). A first challenge is the availability of information about, and 

depictions of, outgroups. There may be systematic biases in available media, due to distorted 

representations through stereotyping (Dixon, 2008, in press) and erasure (Hess, 2016; Sims, 

2017). But beyond the lack of accurate representations, the individual media user is likely to 

introduce their own biases into the selection and use of intergroup media. Humans exercise 

several protective filters to screen out information perceived to be less preferable or relevant 
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for the self or situation. Individuals are selective in their search for, choice of, interpretations 

of, and encoding of, information (Klapper, 1960). Selective exposure in particular provides 

an important perceptual screen in a media environment that contains an overwhelmingly 

extensive number of channel and messages choices and that also affords the individual great 

autonomy in what media content they ultimately consume (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a).  

For media users to receive information about social groups, they must first allow 

themselves to come into contact with the messages in question, via selective exposure. 

Exposure is selective when an individual chooses media messages in a systemically biased or 

disproportionate pattern (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a). So, for example, although mediated 

intergroup contact, such as parasocial contact with positive depictions of LGBTQ characters 

in television series such as Will and Grace, Modern Family, or Glee can reduce prejudice 

(Schiappa, Gregg, & Hewes, 2006), people with negative dispositions toward the LGBTQ 

community are less likely to watch programs with these depictions in the first place (Hibberd, 

2011, 2014; Rogers, 2016). 

The present chapter begins with an overview of theories of selective exposure, 

especially as they relate to the seeking and avoiding of messages about other social groups. 

The distinction between selective exposure and avoidance, and its relevance for theory and 

methodology, is then considered, and an overview is presented of the existing evidence for 

selectivity of intergroup media. Key gaps in the empirical record and promising directions for 

future investigations are then considered.  

 

Theories of Media Selection 

Social scientists have been interested in how audiences choose and make use of 

mediated messages since the pioneering work of Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet (1944). 

The greater proliferation of media choice in the internet age, coupled with improved methods 
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for observing and measuring media exposure, has brought heightened interest and theorizing 

regarding how people choose what messages to consume (Hayes, 2013; Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2015a).  

 

Information seeking and scanning  

Within the research paradigms of information behavior (Case & Given, 2016) and 

health communication (Niederdeppe et al., 2007), the term information seeking is often used 

to denote active pursuit of relevant or desired information. Seeking refers to either the 

motivational state that drives and precedes access to information, or refers to the behavior of 

searching for possible sources of the desired information. Seeking is purposive, although it 

may be characterized by biases or the use of heuristic strategies. A distinction is also made 

between seeking and scanning, i.e., intentional versus inadvertent contact with a type of 

message or information (Niederdeppe et al., 2007). Generally speaking, information seeking 

and scanning are causally antecedent to the act of choosing, or selecting, messages.  

 

Confirmation bias 

The classic formulation of selective exposure proposes that people will choose 

messages that correspond with their preexisting beliefs, especially their attitudes. This 

perspective, that the choice of media messages reflects a confirmation bias, has been 

explained by both cognitive dissonance theory (Donsbach, 2009), in which humans avoid 

uncomfortably conflicting thoughts, and motivated reasoning (Taber & Lodge, 2006), in 

which information is processed in order to conform to predetermined conclusions. Surveys, 

experiments, and observational studies document that political partisans disproportionally 

select news articles that match their ideology or issue positions (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; 

Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2011; Stroud, 2010). Attitudes toward issues such as health 
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and science have also been shown to produce confirmation bias in message choice 

(Knobloch-Westerwick, Johnson, Silver, & Westerwick, 2015). Accordingly, attitudes 

toward social groups can be expected to predict exposure to what information is consumed 

about those groups. However, the defensive bias to protect preexisting beliefs is not the sole 

attitudinal basis for motivated selective exposure. The motivation to make a positive 

impression on others influences news use (Winter, Metzger, & Flanagin, 2016), as does the 

motivation to hold accurate opinions (Freedman, 1965). 

 

Informational utility 

The accuracy motivation is an important parallel to the defensive motivation, where it 

can drive individuals to consume counter-attitudinal information (Hart et al., 2009). This 

pattern of selective exposure is often referred to as informational utility (Atkin, 1973). 

Information about issues that are highly relevant, novel, or uncertain is highly useful to 

individuals, and therefore likely to be selected. Information about social groups that provides 

surveillance, performance, or guidance regarding these groups should be of special interest to 

media users. News articles high on informational utility, whether negatively or positively 

valenced, are targets of more selective exposure (Knobloch-Westerwick, Dillman Carpentier, 

Blumhoff, & Nickel, 2005). 

 

Reinforcing spirals 

Selective exposure to media content, especially when it entails confirmation bias, is 

not only related to attitudes and their maintenance. Issues may also connect more or less to an 

individual’s social identity, and the consumption of confirmatory media is often driven by, 

and subsequently strengthens, the individual’s social identity, i.e., group membership and 

sense of belonging (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Trepte, 2006). Slater (2007) has articulated the 
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dynamic relationship between selective media use and attitudes over time, in a reinforcing 

spirals model (RSM) in which selectivity and effects reciprocally produce polarization and 

even extremism. In particular, the RSM specifies threats to social identity as a driving force 

in selective exposure (Slater, 2015). In return, this selectivity strengthens, and can play a role 

in developing, social identities and ideology. Moreover, attitudes that are closely linked to 

ingroup identity are predicted to be especially vulnerable to defensive selectivity and 

reinforcement (Slater, 2015).  In this way, selective exposure to information about the 

ingroup, outgroups, and relevant issues can heighten adherence to social categories and group 

norms, producing polarization and greater certainty about social identity.  

 

Self and affect management  

The self-concept, the individual’s interconnected beliefs about their own person, is 

proposed to dynamically relate to media use in the selective exposure self- and affect-

management (SESAM) model (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015b). The SESAM integrates mood 

management theory (Zillmann, 1988), which states that media are selected for their ability to 

regulate affective states and guide affect toward homeostasis, with self-regulatory models 

such as that of Higgins (1987) that propose self-discrepancies as key motivators. When 

people fall short of the goals that they or others set for themselves, they will experience affect 

that can be alleviated though self-control and self-improvement. In short, the SESAM model 

proposes that media messages will be chosen that lead to desired changes in the self. This 

connects to intergroup media in that both ingroup and outgroup members may be role models 

for change, and the self-discrepancies at work often relate to group affiliations or social 

pressures. Indeed, self-concept involvement and cognitive overlap with outgroup members 

heightens the potential of outgroup contact for effects on intergroup perceptions (Harwood, 

2010).  
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Boundary expansion 

The self-concept is also implicated in the temporarily expanded boundary of the self 

(TEBOTS) model (Slater, Johnson, Cohen, Comello, & Ewoldsen, 2014). This theoretical 

framework proposes that shortcomings in the self, especially to the extent that the individual 

is unable to satisfy intrinsic motivations, account for the fundamental human need for 

narratives. A model of media selection, use, and effects, TEBOTS proposes that situational, 

developmental, and social strains on the self will drive a need for self-expansion through the 

vicarious experiences that narratives provide. For example, individuals facing daily stressors 

are more responsive to narrative stories than individuals that have had the integrity and value 

of their self affirmed (Johnson, Slater, Silver, & Ewoldsen, 2016). Importantly for intergroup 

contact, the model proposes that a greater need for boundary expansion will predict selective 

exposure to (and stronger response to) narratives with characters further removed from the 

individual’s own personal experiences (e.g., outgroup members). For example, perspective-

taking with stigmatized characters in fiction can lead to social acceptance of these individuals 

(Chung & Slater, 2013), an effect that may be heightened given situational or dispositional 

differences in the self-concept and its shortcomings. TEBOTS thus emphasizes the 

importance of enriching narratives and characters in the selection of media messages. 

Characters, whether fictional or non-fictional, may also serve as representative exemplars of 

social groups. 

 

Exemplification  

The theory of exemplification articulates the nature and benefits of presenting 

individuals that represent, or exemplify, a larger social group or phenomenon (Zillmann, 

1999). Exemplars are processed differently than abstract or aggregate information about news 
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topics or relevant social groups, and produce different effects on memory, attitudes, and 

behavioral intentions. In addition, the correspondence between the exemplar and the larger 

group they characterize is important for the accuracy or bias of perceptions that media 

messages inform. Compared to abstract or statistical information, exemplars can improve 

attitudes toward outgroups, especially when empathy is primed (Wojcieszak & Kim, 2016). 

Exemplars, as a vivid and appealing form of communication that is readily processed, are 

often selected at higher rates than other presentation forms. Additionally, the model of 

intuitive morality and exemplars (MIME; Tamborini, 2011) proposes that moral intuitions 

and appraisals of social groups will lead to selective exposure to media exemplars that are 

consistent with the individual’s perceptions of those groups and their values. 

 

Social comparison 

Finally, social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954) documents the psychological 

process by which humans make use of social information to evaluate their own performance, 

or to enhance their self-concept by juxtaposition (Wills, 1981). Social comparison targets are 

chosen on characteristics that allow for the desired comparison goal (Wood, 1989). Although 

targets more similar to the self are typically preferred, outgroup members may be desirable 

targets for downward social comparison, as they provide contrast (Blanton, Crock, & Miller, 

2000). Likewise, upward comparisons with an ingroup member provide assimilation and 

identification. Upward identification and downward contrast tend to produce positive affect 

and self-evaluation, whereas downward identification and upward contrast produce negative 

affect and self-evaluation (Buunk & Ybema, 1997). Media characters, whether fictional 

personae or people in the news, are also potential social comparison targets, as are mediated 

peers in social media (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017). 
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Selective Approach and Avoidance 

The recent resurgence of interest in selective exposure, especially partisan selective 

exposure on the internet, has drawn attention to the distinction between selective approach 

and selective avoidance. While individuals do exhibit a persistent, if modestly-sized, bias 

toward messages they agree with, there is less compelling evidence that individuals make the 

same level of effort to avoid messages they disagree with (Garrett, 2009). However, this 

distinction is easily obscured if attitude-consistent and attitude-discrepant options are 

presented as mutually exclusive options in a survey or experimental design (Clay, Barber, & 

Shook, 2013).  

Therefore, in the context of intergroup media exposure, it is important to distinguish 

between a preference for ingroup media and an aversion to outgroup media. Moreover, a 

further distinction can be made on the basis of the valence of the depictions (Park, 2012). 

Choosing positive ingroup messages is different from choosing negative outgroup messages, 

both of which are distinct from avoiding negative ingroup messages and avoiding positive 

outgroup messages. Indeed, there may be a stronger tendency to favor the ingroup on positive 

rather than negative dimensions of intergroup comparison (Mummendey, 1995; Reynolds, 

Turner, & Haslam, 2000). So, individuals might engage in approach/avoidance of intergroup 

media, as well as approach/avoidance based on the valence of ingroup and outgroup 

depictions. Ideally, studies that examine intergroup messages should account for approach, 

avoidance, ingroup depiction, outgroup depiction, positive depiction, and negative depiction 

as orthogonal factors, in order to prevent confounds that might hide meaningful patterns of 

selective exposure and avoidance.  

 

Self-Selected Intergroup Contact Through Media 
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The following review of research will take a broad view of intergroup difference, 

ranging from small group to cross-cultural differences (Baldwin & Hunt, 2002). With the 

understanding that groups vary in size, clarity of definition, and their centrality to self-

concept, as well as the understanding that identity is intersectional and any given individual is 

likely to hold multiple group memberships, the review highlights differences and similarities 

in the evidence the exists regarding self-selected exposure to mediated contact with various 

types of outgroups. The sequence of theoretical perspectives summarized above will be used 

to generally organize the extant evidence, and this section will also move from more 

traditional mass media and their depictions of the other, to newer media and the interactions 

with the other that they make possible. 

 

Mass media and social identity 

While intergroup contact through mediated depictions can reduce stereotyping and 

improve attitudes (Hoffner & Cohen, 2012; Schiappa et al., 2006), how likely is that 

intergroup contact will occur via mass media (mass media chapters, this volume) in the first 

place, and what biases encourage or discourage it?  

First of all, data show that people gravitate toward depictions of their own ingroup. 

Favorite film and television characters who are same-sex and hold similar attitudes as the 

viewer produce more wishful identification, in which the viewer aspires to be more like the 

character (Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005). Characters who are perceived as similar to the viewer 

in personality or demographics also appear to yield more parasocial interaction and 

identification with the character (Eyal & Rubin, 2003). This homophily effect extends over 

many domains. 

 Viewers across the lifespan gravitate toward programs with characters similar to their 

own age identity (Harwood, 1997, 1999). Mares and Sun (2010) illustrated this preference for 
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programs with age-consistent characters by revisiting television ratings data. Furthermore, 

survey respondents also indicate a preference for television characters that match not only 

viewers’ chronological ages, but also their subjective, or felt, ages (Mares & Sun, 2010). 

Experimental data show that sex and gender schemata are predictive of selecting news 

topics consistent with sex stereotyping, such that women read more news about social and 

interpersonal topics, both in the U.S. (Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter, 2007) and Germany 

(Knobloch-Westerwick, Brück, & Hastall, 2006). The same preference was evident in an 

experiment that assessed male and female browsing of gender-typed (versus general interest) 

magazines; each sex gravitated toward magazines targeted toward them, and which featured 

more depictions of same-sex individual (Knobloch-Westerwick & Hoplamazian, 2012). This 

produced a reinforcement of one’s gendered self-concept after reading. And, in the context of 

children’s literature, same-sex story preferences were evident for American, Chinese, and 

German children aged 4 to 6 year (Knobloch-Westerwick, Callison, Chen, Fritzsche, & 

Zillmann, 2005). Moreover, girls preferred stories with peaceful plots, whereas boys 

preferred aggressive stories.  

With regard to race, a survey of American middle school students by Brown and 

Pardun (2004) indicated that Black and White teens viewed distinctive clusters of television 

programs with limited overlap. More recent data also illustrate these tendencies; Black teens 

view more racially diverse television programs, and girls view more gender diverse 

programs, compared to White male teens who tend to consume television program lacking in 

diversity (Ellithorpe & Bleakley, 2016).  

In an experimental context, Black readers exhibited a strong tendency toward 

selecting and reading news articles about Black individuals, whereas White readers showed a 

trivial preference for articles about White individuals (Knobloch-Westerwick, Appiah, & 

Alter, 2008). This pattern was attributed to higher salience of ethnicity and group 
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distinctiveness for African-Americans. Likewise, Black respondents spent more time 

browsing a news website when it was targeted toward and featured African-Americans 

(Appiah, 2003), whereas Whites did not exhibit a significant difference. Experimental data 

from Weaver (2011) found that White moviegoers in the USA to be equally interested in 

selecting films with no, few, many, or all Black actors. However, this was moderated by 

racial attitudes such that those with prejudicial tendencies were less likely to select films with 

more Black actors. Additionally, participants were less interested in selecting romantic films 

with Black leads (Weaver, 2011). Appiah, Knobloch-Westerwick, and Alter (2013) extended 

these findings by also manipulating the valence of depictions. They found that Black readers 

selected stories featuring an ingroup member, regardless of valence, whereas Whites were 

balanced in their selection of negative and positive stories about both races (Appiah et al., 

2013). Intergroup depictions were also reflected in selective exposure to Fox News Channel 

by conservatives, which was associated with strengthening of negative attitudes toward 

Mexican immigration during a several week period in 2008-2009 (Gil de Zúñiga, Correa, & 

Valenzuela, 2012). The link between political ideology and intergroup differences is evident 

in many studies examining partisan selective exposure. 

 

Conflict, politics, and stereotyping 

Negative or stereotypical depictions of the ingroup may also be preferred and selected 

when the program is humorous or created by ingroup members; Cooks and Orbe (1993) 

documented African-Americans’ selective exposure to the satirical skit program In Living 

Color, in light of criticism that the program reinforced harmful stereotypes. Intragroup 

tensions and self-critique may also produce intergroup media exposure. Americans opposed 

to the 2003 invasion of Iraq were highly likely to consume foreign news channels at the time 

(Best, Chmielewski, & Krueger, 2005). Dissatisfaction or polarization within the (quite large) 
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ingroup of Americans contributed to selective exposure to news media from other countries. 

Foreign media may also be selected for its criticism of outgroups. Huang and Yeh (in press) 

found that Chinese citizens’ selective exposure to foreign news media contributes to negative 

evaluations of those other countries, because of the detailed criticism of foreign regimes by 

their own media (e.g., BBC coverage of the sitting UK Prime Minster). On the other hand, 

domestic media’s news emphasis on foreign countries has high correspondence with viewer 

interest in that coverage, across a variety of countries (F. Lee, De Swert, & Cohen, in press). 

News consumers are interested in foreign news, at least to the extent that it is covered by 

their domestic media channels.  

Negative depictions of an outgroup would also appear to appeal to those with a 

negative attitude toward a given outgroup. In the USA, those scoring higher on the modern 

racism scale report higher perceived credibility of online blogs and other nontraditional news 

sources on the Internet (Melican & Dixon, 2008), as these types of sources are more likely to 

present ethnocentric views beyond the mainstream with regard to race and ethnicity. 

Moreover, bias and reliance on stereotypes still persist in mainstream news depictions of 

minority groups, such that exposure to media about outgroups can heighten negative 

perceptions (Dixon, 2008) and may lead to further selection by those who hold negative 

beliefs or feelings toward those marginalized or denigrated groups.  

Given the opportunity to be selective in an information-seeking task about stereotyped 

groups (e.g., medical doctors, or people with schizophrenia), experimental participants sought 

out stereotype-reinforcing information (Johnston, 1996). This pattern held true even when 

participants were given ample time to search, suggesting it was not driven by peripheral 

information processing, and the effect was evident regardless of whether the stereotyping was 

negative or positive. Only when an accuracy motivation was induced was the tendency 
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toward stereotype reinforcement diminished, and participants sought out balanced 

information (Johnston, 1996).  

Political polarization, e.g., in the USA, has contributed to strong perceptions of 

opposing partisans as outgroup members; social distance and negative affect between 

supporters of the Republican and Democratic parties has intensified in recent decades 

(Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012). These feelings can produce (and are produced by) selective 

exposure (Garrett et al., 2014; Lelkes, Sood, & Iyengar, 2015; Stroud, 2010), in a reinforcing 

spiral. Moreover, Garrett et al. (2014) observed an interaction between selective exposure to 

ingroup partisan media and selective exposure to outgroup partisan media, which together 

contributed to higher levels of polarization. Motivated partisans may turn to outgroup media 

in order to derogate or confirm prejudices about outgroup members or outgroup discourse.  

Although much of the work on political selective exposure is nominally focused on 

exposure to issue-focused content, a recent review of how slant and issue stance are 

operationalized in selective exposure research acknowledged partisan identities and partisan 

sources as the most common technique for manipulating or measuring the stance of political 

communications (Westerwick, Johnson, & Knobloch-Westerwick, in press). Rather than 

testing differences in content, researchers frequently rely on appraisals of political actors and 

news sources as partisan ingroups and outgroups to signal attitude-consistent and attitude-

discrepant content. In this way, much of the existing selective exposure research taps into the 

willingness to approach or avoid political ingroups and outgroups. Meffert, Chung, Joiner, 

Waks, and Garst (2006) tested negativity, issue congruency, and candidate preference as 

independent factors and found that negative information was selected more frequently, as was 

information about one’s preferred candidate (ingroup). Negative information about the 

reader’s own affiliation is valuable for defense and counterarguing, as it has high 

informational utility.  
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Situational factors may play a role in whether confirmation bias or informational 

utility drive selective exposure. Interacting with an outgroup, especially for the first time, can 

activate a need to search for reliable information about the outgroup (Vorauer, 2006). 

Individuals who feel anxiety (compared to anger or positive emotion) are more likely to 

select information about opposing partisan candidates (Valentino, Banks, Hutchings, & 

Davis, 2009). If social groups are perceived as external threats or rivals for limited resources, 

informational utility should be heightened (Krohne & Hock, 2011) and there may also be a 

preference for negative information about rival outgroups (Reid, Giles, Abrams, 2004). In 

addition to feelings of relative deprivation, more generalized threats (e.g., mortality salience) 

may activate confirmation bias in selective exposure to news, at least among individuals 

scoring high on defensive traits such as authoritarianism (Lavine, Lodge, & Freitas, 2005). 

 

The self, ideals, and aspiration 

Men and women were shown to exhibit selective exposure to sex stereotypical news 

topics (interpersonal topics for women, achievement topics for men), especially for 

individuals with high gender role conformity (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2006). In this 

way, underlying conceptualizations of the self and social identity can produce exposure 

biased toward depictions of ingroup members and their interests.  

In keeping with theories of the self-concept and media exposure (SESAM, Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2015b; TEBOTS, Slater et al., 2014), low-esteem individuals report that their 

most important parasocial relationships are with celebrities and characters that correspond to 

their ideal self (Derrick, Gabriel, & Tippin, 2008). Across a one-week, multi-session 

experiment, young adult women selected magazine news stories that depicted women who 

corresponded to the participants’ ideal selves, reinforcing their self-concepts as professionals 

or romantic partners (Knobloch-Westerwick, Robinson, Willis, & Luong, in press).  
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With regard to the presentation of exemplars that act as representative anecdotes for 

news issues and social groups, experimental work has shown that exemplar articles are read 

more than news stories with statistical information, especially when the exemplar conveys 

efficacy for responding to the new issue at hand (e.g., a health risk; Hastall & Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2013; Knobloch-Westerwick & Sarge, 2015). Similarly, news articles making 

use of visual exemplars (e.g., a crime victim) elicit greater selective exposure (Zillmann, 

Knobloch, & Yu, 2001).  

In contrast, other experimental data have shown that messages featuring exemplars 

are selected at a lower rate for news about climate change and health insurance (Brenes 

Peralta, Wojcieszak, Lelkes, & de Vreese, in press). This was regardless of the reader’s issue 

involvement or position, which provides indirect assessment of the notion that outgroup 

exemplars may be as appealing as ingroup exemplars. Another experiment showed that 

exemplar-oriented articles about science topics are selected more often by high-empathy 

individuals and less often by high-numeracy individuals (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2015). 

However, there is still no published direct test of selective exposure to ingroup versus 

outgroup exemplars, but only tests of their effects (Brosius, 1999; Mastro & Tukachinsky, 

2011; Ramasubramanian, 2011; Wojcieszak & Kim, 2016). 

An early investigation of mediated social comparison found that lonely senior citizens 

preferred to view a negative depiction of an elderly man who was more isolated than they 

were (downward comparison), while non-lonely seniors preferred to view a positive 

depiction of an elderly man (Mares & Cantor, 1992). News readers in a study by Knobloch-

Westerwick and Hastall (2006) tended to select stories about their own sex and own age 

group. However, when considering story valence, older readers were interested in making 

downward comparisons with young people (e.g., negative news about young adults), whereas 

younger readers were generally interested in news about their age group (Knobloch-
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Westerwick & Hastall, 2010). Distinctiveness and the salience of age identity may be higher 

for older adults.  

Among American university students, low life satisfaction was connected to upward 

social comparison regarding personally relevant news topics, whereas poor romantic 

satisfaction (for those in a relationship) was linked to avoidance of news on relationship 

topics (Knobloch-Westerwick, Hastall, & Rossmann, 2009). University students in the USA 

and Germany preferred love songs that corresponded to their own sex and romantic situation: 

the romantically unhappy preferred laments, while the romantically satisfied spend more time 

listening to songs celebrating love (Knobloch & Zillmann, 2003; Knobloch, Weisbach, & 

Zillmann, 2004). One key factor in whether individuals might seek upward comparison to an 

aspirational social group or social situation is the presence of attainability; in contrast, low 

attainability is connected to avoidance of upward social comparison (Knobloch-Westerwick 

& Romero, 2011).  

 In the social network site context, social comparisons are also very frequent. Most 

studies to date focus on the emotional effects of social media social comparison, but self and 

affect management appears to play a role (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017). 

Moreover, members who identify highly with their ingroup consistently sought out upward 

comparisons, whereas low to moderate group identifiers sought out upward assimilation with 

the relevant social group and avoided downward comparisons only when their mood is 

threatened (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017).  

 

New media and immersion with the other 

Changes to media technology have brought a greater number of channel and content 

choices, even more user autonomy over when, where, and how to make those choices, and 

has blurred the lines between mass media and interpersonal media (Knobloch-Westerwick, 
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Westerwick, & Johnson, 2015). The particular features of newer media, as well as the 

changes they have ushered in for selectivity, have their own particular implications for 

intergroup contact (new media chapters, this volume).  

Cutting-edge technologies such as virtual reality (VR) allow for immersive 

experiences that can heighten effects such as those that come from social contact. In an 

avatar-based virtual world used by young Polish adults, users exhibited selective patterns of 

friendship formation with other users: More friendships were initiated with high-ranking 

users, users that used similar types of avatars (e.g., a fellow human, or a fellow animal), and 

users of similar age (Utz & Jankowski, 2016). However, opposite sex users were befriended 

at a higher rate, and users with very similar avatar designs were avoided. Utz and Jankowski 

(2016) concluded that homophily effects were evident in selective friending, as players with 

similar offline and online characteristics were sought out, but that this trend was qualified by 

romantic interests, a desire for high-status friends, and the need for unique self-presentation. 

Avatar appearance, including ethnicity, has been shown to impact perceptions of others. For 

example, White university students who completed either cooperative or collaborative tasks 

with Black avatars reported enhanced positive evaluations of the Black avatar versus a White 

avatar (Vang & Fox, 2014). Virtual reality users who embodied a dark-skinned virtual body 

showed less implicit racial bias afterward (Peck, Seinfeld, Aglioti, & Slater, 2013), and 

Israelis who interacted with Palestinians in an in-depth VR conversation reported positively 

changed evaluations of Palestinians (Hasler, Hirschberger, Shani-Sherman, & Friedman, 

2014). However, information about seeking and selecting contact with outgroups in virtual 

worlds is generally lacking, and users may hide or obscure their group affiliations with 

avatars (R. Lee, 2014).  

In online collaborative spaces that produce user-generated content, social identity also 

appears to play a role. Information shared by those perceived to be ingroup members is seen 
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as more credible and worthier of action (Flanagin, Hocevar, & Samahito, 2014). Furthermore, 

a perception of shared identity fosters more motivation to contribute to peer production in 

these online environments (Flanagin et al., 2014). While shared purpose may drive online 

collaboration, it does restrain contact with and dialogue with outgroup members.  

 

Diverse online networks?  

The proliferation of social networking sites and related social media has allowed 

online networks of friendships and acquaintances to greatly exceed the size, scope, and 

persistence of offline networks of personal connections (Ellison, Steinfeld, & Lampe, 2011). 

This expansion of personal networks in the online environment holds potential for more 

intergroup contact, including the cultivation and maintenance of more friendships across all 

types of social cleavages (Kim, Hsu, & Gil de Zúñiga, 2011). Moreover, computer-mediated 

communication, which can foster the development of strong, idealized, and meaningful 

relationships and evaluations across (physical and psychological) distances, sometimes by 

stripping away visual or emotional cues, has great potential to facilitate positive contact 

between groups (Alvídrez, Piñeiro-Naval, Marcos-Ramos, & Rojas-Solís, 2015; Walther, 

Hoter, Ganayem, & Shonfeld, 2015).  

However, online social networks also allow for self-selection by interests, so that 

individuals’ social networks may remain homogenous (Mazur & Richards, 2011; Wimmer & 

Lewis, 2010) or become even more homogenous, rather than heterogeneous and rich with 

intergroup contact (Bakshy, Messing, & Adamic, 2015; Himelboim, McCreery, & Smith, 

2013). And, contentious disagreements with outgroups, e.g., partisan opponents, can lead to 

online relationship dissolution or filtering out (John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Zhu, Skoric, & 

Shen, 2017). However, the evidence is mixed about the extent of this type of avoidance 

(Yang, Barnidge, & Rojas, 2017), and social media users perceive more online than offline 
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political disagreement, perhaps due to the norms and practices of partisan engagement on 

social network sites (Barnridge, in press). In keeping with the reinforcing spirals model 

(Slater, 2007), people with the strongest sense of group identity and collective self-esteem 

have been shown to be most focused on ingroup communication and gratifying their social 

identity, producing entrenched patterns of reinforcement among those individuals (Barker, 

2012). Social media users may also intentionally cultivate relationships with individuals and 

groups they dislike, in order to derogate or insult (Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 2016).  

Finally, the convergence of traditional mass media and new interactive media forms 

creates additional contexts in which intergroup contact may impact selectivity (Jang, 2014). 

For example, the presence of user comments on a news article can shape how news about 

outgroup members affects prejudice toward the group (E. Lee, Kim, & Cho, 2017). Similarly, 

social endorsements and user-generated commentary can impact exposure to messages 

(Winter et al., 2016), so that user comments specifically about outgroups (or from outgroups) 

may moderate exposure, too.  

 

Discussion and Future Directions 

This review of intergroup media seeking and avoidance illustrates that there are 

systematic patterns of selectivity in the use of media that depicts or engages with outgroups. 

Although relevant evidence exists across a variety of domains and methods, only recently has 

selective exposure research begun to more fully account for the role of group relations and 

the “social self” (Gabriel, Valenti, & Young, 2016) in media choices.  

A variety of selective exposure research programs have hit upon intergroup media as 

an important channel and content characteristic that is selectively consumed; however, the 

research into these processes and topics is not yet programmatic and comprehensive. Study 

replications and the continued testing and development of theories grounded in the social self 
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(e.g., SESAM and TEBOTS) will begin to address this shortcoming. Likewise, the growing 

lines of inquiry into mediated intergroup contact have begun to account for the selectivity 

that precedes and shapes any media exposure and subsequent effects, and should continue to 

more fully account for selective exposure in research measurement and design.  

Across these domains and the available evidence, important moderators are the status 

and distinctiveness of ingroup and outgroup, situational demands, personality traits, and the 

nature of the available depictions. Future research should investigate the impact of 

information availability. Social groups vary in the amount and detail of information that is 

accessible about them, which may not always correspond to their actual social prevalence or 

presence. Selectivity in media use can further worsen, or instead alleviate, these problems. 

Mediating variables in need of further treatment as mechanisms are individual 

motivations and goals, schematic and evaluative perceptions of self and other, and 

perceptions of intergroup conflict. Additionally, selective exposure itself can be modeled as a 

mediator of effects (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015b; Slater, 2007).  

Additional lines of inquiry should also consider when and how individuals turn to 

entertainment versus informational content when they wish to learn about social groups (cf. 

Arceneaux, Johnson, & Cryderman, 2013; Holbert, Shah, & Kwak, 2003). And, although 

selectivity is stressed in the current chapter, unexpected and incidental media exposure does 

occur and should be account for (Kim, Chen, & Gil de Zúñiga, 2013). Selective and 

incidental exposure may yield different rates of contact with outgroup members.  

While there is considerable evidence that individuals systemically favor media that 

focus on their own social identity, and portrays other social groups in ways that are 

maximally beneficial to them personally, these effects are modest in size. While biased 

patterns of media exposure do contribute to media processing and effects over time, it is not 

typically the case that individuals are highly motivated or efficacious at avoiding intergroup 
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media that is undesired. Media users will come into contact with unexpected and incidental 

depictions of and exchanges with outgroup members that provide challenging or novel 

information.  

However, building a fuller picture of when, why, and how media users tend to come 

into contact with a variety of social groups in varied context and media channels will improve 

our understanding of the benefits of intergroup media contact. Knowing when particular 

media exposure is likely, and when it is unlikely to occur without intervention, gives message 

producers insight into how to produce desired intergroup contact via media. 
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