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Attitudes in a Polarized World
Sociological and Psychological Processes of 
Reinforcement of Social and Political Worldviews

Angelita Repetto and Dolores Albarracín

On March 13, 2022, Google returned 55,900,000 entries associated with po-
litical polarization, and Google Trends showed that, in the United States, 
searches for this term had tripled since the creation of the application in 2004. 
Similarly popular has been the term echo chamber, which had 52,300,000 
Google entries on March 13, 2022, and whose Google Trends index had dou-
bled since 2004. Americans are polarized on such diverse topics as policing of 
African Americans, immigration, abortion, and the COVID- 19 vaccine. For 
example, an analysis of the General Social Survey showed that, in 1985, 34% 
of Democrats and 33% of Republicans supported abortion “for any reason.” 
In contrast, the gap widened in 1998, when 40% of Democrats and 29% of 
Republicans supported abortion “for any reason.” By 2018, the gap had wid-
ened even more, when 62% of Democrats and 29% of Republicans supported 
abortion “for any reason” (see Kane, 2020; for an earlier analysis, see Dimaggio 
et al., 1996).

But what are the sociological and psychological processes that foster po-
litical polarization and the cultural wars that dominate American politics 
and other democracies in the world? This chapter concerns these issues and 
integrates sociological and social psychological perspectives to understand 
the complex interplay of de facto and self- initiated processes that allow indi-
viduals to maintain consistent, and often polarized, worldviews. Segregation 
and attitudinal selectivity provide a framework to consider how people de-
velop social and political attitudes that are maintained by de facto (Sears & 
Freedman, 1967) selective exposure to attitudinally consistent information 
(Festinger, 1954; Hart et al., 2009).

A complete understanding of the processes that maintain attitudinal po-
larization must first address the sociological and structural determinants 
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42 Repetto and Albarracín

of the attitudes and information circulating within a group. In the case of 
political ideology and polarization, over time, segregation by education, so-
cioeconomic status, as well as race and ethnicity separates the views of these 
demographic groups and causes ideological polarization through lifelong 
processes. In the United States, populations are physically segregated by ed-
ucation, socioeconomic status, and race/ ethnicity. Thus, different groups 
interact primarily with others who are like them not only demographically 
but also in beliefs. This societal structure creates a perfect environment 
for psychological processes that further support attitudinal polarization 
in many areas but chiefly on social and political issues. For instance, in 
the United States, higher education is associated with being more liberal, 
higher socioeconomic status with being more conservative, and being a ra-
cial or ethnic minority with a Democratic affiliation and liberal ideology. 
Segregation that produces ideology is then aptly maintained by the media. 
Psychologically, selective exposure, selective attention, selective judgment, 
and selective dissemination are four processes that can help people to main-
tain their worldviews and uphold preestablished attitudes associated with 
segregated groups. Research has documented selective exposure to attitu-
dinally agreeable information, as well as biased judgment and dissemina-
tion of information. These processes, which we review here, are relevant to 
social and political attitudes.

Figure 3.1 presents a theoretical integration of the sociological and psy-
chological factors implicated in the maintenance of polarized attitudes. As 
shown, sociologically (see top part of the model), segregation among social 
groups (i.e., socioeconomic, educational, and racial/ ethnic groups) creates at-
titude polarization. At the psychological level of the individual (see bottom 
part of model), these attitudes are thus maintained through selective expo-
sure, selective judgment, and selective dissemination.

Sociological and Structural Processes

People are born into different zip codes and demographic groups that then 
instill core values aligned with ideology. They then espouse attitudes that are 
consistent with those values, which are also maintained through exposure to 
media after individuals are socialized. We begin with the processes by which 
segregation influences ideology and then continue with a brief analysis of the 
effects of the media.
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Attitudes in a Polarized World 43

Segregation by Socioeconomic Status, Education, 
and Race/ Ethnicity

The people with whom you interact influence your attitudes and life outcomes, 
but in the United States, these interactions are not random (Baldassarri & 
Bearman, 2007). Spatial segregation by income, social class, and race/ ethnicity 
influences with whom a person interacts and has been on the rise for decades 
(Massey & Denton, 1989). This increasing spatial segregation provides the so-
ciological foundation for people interacting with similar others, even more 
now than in the past. In this section, we analyze how socioeconomic status 
and education as well as race/ ethnicity drive polarization within a structural 
context of segregation.

Socioeconomic Status and Education
As mentioned, socioeconomic status is a demographic characteristic associ-
ated with political ideology (Argyle, 1994). Generally speaking, people with 
higher socioeconomic status are more likely to vote conservative (Gelman 
et al., 2005), to align with right- wing ideology, and to vote against programs 
that would increase their taxes (Barreto & Pedraza, 2009; Gelman et al., 2005). 

Segregation

Polarization Across Socioeconomic
Statuses, Education, Race/Ethnicity

Attitude Polarization

Selective
Exposure

Selective
Judgment

Maintenance of Attitude Polarization

Selective
Dissemination

Figure 3.1 Chart visualizing the sociological and psychological processes that create 
attitude polarization.
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This phenomenon is typically explained with self- interest theory, according to 
which people with a higher socioeconomic standing have conservative views 
to preserve their own economic interests (Dunn, 2011).

The general consensus about the United States is that education pushes 
individuals toward the liberal side of the ideological continuum (Dunn, 2011). 
There are two leading theories that can explain this phenomenon. According 
to the first, developmental thesis, education strengthens liberal attitudes by 
expanding students’ frames of reference and stimulating their cognitive and 
personality growth (Phelan et al., 1995). However, increases in cognitive 
ability do not always mediate the link between education and liberal ideology 
(Kingston et al., 2003), implying that intellectual sophistication plays a role 
for some attitudes but not others.

The developmental thesis, however, has been criticized for emphasizing 
personality and cognitive abilities while ignoring attitudes and values. In 
response, the socialization thesis purports that education liberalizes polit-
ical ideology not through cognitive development and personality growth 
but through modeling and reinforcement of ideologically relevant attitudes 
(Phelan et al., 1995). Ultimately, this theory assumes a more iterative pro-
cess in which, if a society’s values lean right, then education moves students 
toward the ideological right. In contrast, if a society’s values lean left, then 
education moves students toward the ideological left. That is, education 
transmits political attitudes through the transmission of core values (Phelan 
et al., 1995). Even though, in theory, education instills values, not political 
identification, value priorities in the United States are such that a person’s 
value priorities are associated with their liberal– conservative identification 
(Jacoby, 2006). According to Dunn (2011), core values of a country affect 
the direction of education’s influence on political ideology. Moreover, ed-
ucation increases openness and cognitive flexibility, which in turn creates 
fertile ground for students to learn the core values instilled by the educa-
tional system (Dunn, 2011).

Regardless of the emphasis of each school of thought, it is clear that ed-
ucational attainment influences political ideology. Considering the extreme 
educational inequality present in the United States, education is thus critical 
to American political polarization. In fact, according to an analysis of many 
nationally representative samples of American residents born between 1908 
and 1995, educational inequality has increased largely as some populations 
continue to accumulate graduate degrees while many others cannot finish 
high school. These increasing educational inequalities are a potentially crit-
ical determinant of ideological polarization in the United States.
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Attitudes in a Polarized World 45

Race and Ethnicity
In the United States, the feeling of a shared fate associated with racial minor-
ities is often stronger than party affiliation or political ideology (Kinder & 
Sanders, 1996). Accordingly, race and ethnicity directly influence political 
ideology, with members of particular racial and ethnic groups leaning to-
ward political parties in ways that cannot be fully explained by other dem-
ographic characteristics such as education (Wolfinger, 1965). Lewis- Beck 
and colleagues (2008) studied ingroup identity and partisanship, verifying 
that African Americans vote for Democratic candidates. Nonetheless, racial 
and ethnic groups alone do not necessarily affect vote choice unless group 
membership is internalized as a collective identity (Barreto & Pedraza, 
2009). Apart from members of racial and ethnic groups having similar 
disadvantages that influence voting interests, campaign messaging often 
targets voters by race and ethnicity. For example, campaign materials often 
appear in English and Spanish, with important Latinx officials promoting 
candidates and immigrant themes being present in campaign materials 
directed at Latinx households (De la Garza et al., 2010). Thus, campaigns re-
mind Latinx voters of their ethnic identity in ways that strategically connect 
this identity to political attitudes (De la Garza et al., 2010).

The polarization associated with race appears in not only partisanship but 
also ideologically driven beliefs. For example, racial and ethnic identity can 
shape attitudes toward climate change in ways not accounted for by political 
ideology (Schuldt & Pearson, 2016). In a survey of US adults conducted by 
Schuldt and Pearson (2016), political ideology influenced White respondents’ 
support for federal regulation of greenhouse gas emissions independently of 
whether or not they believed that climate change was real. In contrast, the 
climate change attitudes among non- White respondents were relatively un-
affected by political ideology (Schuldt & Pearson, 2016). Beyond climate 
change, racial and ethnic identities predict support for a wide range of policy 
issues like education and unemployment spending (Chong & Rogers, 2005; 
Kinder & Winter, 2001). For example, a racial divide demarcates attitudes to-
ward racial inequality and social services, as shown by the 1992 American 
National Election Study (Kinder & Winter, 2001). Furthermore, racial iden-
tification and racial consciousness affect political participation in the form 
of campaign activities, petitioning government officials, and participating in 
protests and boycotts more than they do turnout (Chong & Rogers, 2005), 
suggesting that specific issues energize activism among American racial and 
ethnic minorities.
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46 Repetto and Albarracín

Media Influences Once Ideology Is Established

The effects of demographic segregation on ideology go beyond socializa-
tion. In fact, in the United States, much of the news media are also separated 
by ideology, and partisan sites are disproportionally populated by partisan 
audiences (Shore et al., 2018). For example, liberals and conservatives overlap 
in only 51% of the accounts they follow (Eady et al., 2019). Interestingly, data 
collected by the Pew Research Center suggest that conservatives more fre-
quently follow left- leaning accounts than liberals follow conservative- leaning 
accounts (Eady et al., 2019; Jurkowitz et al., 2020).

Online and offline media integrate a large media ecosystem (Benkler et al., 
2018). Media ecosystems can maintain segregated attitudes through sev-
eral mechanisms such as persuasion, cultivation, and familiarity. Persuasion 
entails internalization of media advocacies due to arguments that are per-
ceived as convincing or originating from a trustworthy communicator 
(Albarracín, 2002, 2021; Albarracín & Shavitt, 2018; Albarracín & Vargas, 
2010; Chaiken, 1980; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Cultivation entails the nat-
ural inclination to take an event’s frequency in the media as evidence that 
the event is common in real life (Morgan & Shanahan, 1997; Wyer & Adaval, 
2004; Wyer & Shrum, 2015). Cultivation also entails repeated presentation of 
an issue or statement in the media, creating perceptions that an issue is real or 
that a statement is accurate (De Keersmaecker et al., 2020; Hasher et al., 1977; 
Prentice & Miller, 1993). Thus, exposure to homogeneous realities or claims 
within one’s segregated media can maintain social and political attitudes that 
were initially based on demographic segregation.

A series of studies on partisan beliefs and conspiracy beliefs analyzed asso-
ciations with social influence in the United States (Albarracín et al., 2022). 
Media use influenced beliefs in political facts such as Obama’s inaction con-
tributing to the Syrian crisis during his presidency. For this belief, exposure 
to conservative media correlated with stronger endorsement of these beliefs, 
whereas exposure to both liberal and mainstream media correlated with 
weaker belief in these facts (Albarracín et al., 2022). In contrast, conspiracy 
beliefs were associated almost exclusively with conservative media exposure 
(Albarracín et al., 2022). This association was present for the belief that Obama 
faked his birth certificate to become president, the belief that the measles– 
mumps– rubella vaccine causes autism, and the belief that immigrants voting 
illegally swayed the 2016 popular vote from Donald J. Trump to Hillary 
Clinton. Informal social influence can also help to maintain attitudinal ho-
mogeneity within segregated demographic groups. For example, discussing 
a vaccination conspiracy theory with acquaintances and people online is 
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correlated with these conspiracy beliefs (Albarracín et al., 2022), supporting 
the notion that weak ties are key sources of information (Granovetter, 1983).

Psychological Processes

Groups and their segregation within society create and maintain our social 
and political attitudes. But these attitudes are also sustained through so-
cial information processing mechanisms that start with the information we 
choose to consume and end with the information we disseminate to others. 
According to Albarracín (2021), having a prior attitude is among the most 
consequential factors in determining how external information is processed. 
To begin, people who have a prior attitude toward an issue have already made 
up their minds and may thus dismiss information that may seem redundant. 
Furthermore, even if they do seek out further information, the decision of 
what to seek and the processing of that information are largely driven by a 
person’s attitudes. In the end, selective exposure, selective judgment, and 
selective dissemination can each reinforce prior attitudes, strengthening 
commitment to segregated worldviews and maintaining informational ho-
mogeneity within demographic groups.

Selective Exposure

Hart et al. (2009) meta- analyzed the experimental literature on selective ex-
posure to determine the effects of preexisting attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors 
in a variety of contexts. The meta- analysis revealed a moderate to large and 
robust effect by which people chose more agreeable than disagreeable infor-
mation, particularly for political and religious attitudes. Evidence regarding 
selective exposure is quite extensive. Therefore, we concentrate on social 
and political attitudes, presenting evidence about intergroup and political 
attitudes in turn.

Intergroup Attitudes
Intergroup attitudes and exposure to prejudice in informal and formal com-
munication with others are intimately connected. The United States has seen a 
considerable shift in terms of legal equality for minority groups, and open big-
otry against them has subsided. However, economic, educational, and health 
inequalities persist (Melican & Dixon, 2008). To begin, White Americans gen-
erally do not support public policies that would close racial gaps and continue 
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to endorse racial stereotypes and negative intergroup attitudes (Entman & 
Rojecki, 2001; Sniderman & Piazza, 1993). These racial stereotypes include 
Whites’ perception that Black people have a poor work ethic, low self- reliance, 
inadequate impulse control, and low levels of obedience to authority (Melican 
& Dixon, 2008).

Prejudice against out- groups is not due solely to race but also to immi-
grant status. Anti- immigrant attitudes are typically aimed at groups with high 
visibility as a result of dense settlements in major cities, distinct patterns of 
dress and religious/ cultural patterns, and/ or darker skin tone (Timberlake & 
Williams, 2012). According to Timberlake and Williams (2012), stereotyping 
and perceptions that immigrants pose a threat are partially derived from 
framing by news media. Also, political rhetoric and image- making activities 
of anti- immigration groups that target Mexican and other Latin American 
immigrants as a “problem” have effectively influenced popular opinion 
(Timberlake & Williams, 2012). Media focus on immigration is higher in 
states on the US– Mexican border, and this heightened media coverage leads 
residents in border states to label immigration as a “highly important” issue 
(Dunaway et al., 2010).

Not surprisingly, the contents of American media reflect prejudices and 
stereotypes in the American population (Monk- Turner et al., 2010). More 
or less subtle portrayals of ethnic and racial minorities and relevant policies 
often reinforce prejudice and stereotypes (Sears et al., 2000). Media coverage 
and population prejudice are an iterative process. The media increase preju-
dice in the population, and then members of that population seek media that 
confirm their media- based attitudes (Melican & Dixon, 2008).

Race has a nuanced effect on selective media exposure. Although White 
audiences do not necessarily avoid movies with largely Black casts, those who 
identify as “color- blind” are more interested in watching movies with White 
casts (Weaver, 2011). Because group membership and race play critical roles in 
a person’s self- concept, social identity theory can explain these patterns of ex-
posure (Archer et al., 2021; Hewstone et al., 1991; Tajfel, 1978; Weaver, 2011). 
First, because people strive to maintain a positive self- concept (Tajfel, 1978), 
they seek out media that paint their in- group in a positive light (Harwood, 
1997; Mastro, 2003). Second, because people prefer their own groups and dis-
criminate against out- groups, individuals are drawn to media that elevate the 
position of their in- group (Weaver, 2011).

Audiences can be divided into one group that intentionally seeks media be-
cause they support their discriminatory views and another that intentionally 
avoids the same media because they perpetuate racial and ethnic prejudices. 
Accordingly, the racial/ ethnic group to which the audience belongs is an 
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important predictor of media viewing (Archer et al., 2021; Rubin, 1982, 2002). 
Specifically, ethnic identity predicts both selection and avoidance of television 
for ethnic identity reasons (Abrams & Giles, 2009). Some of these choices, 
however, can be detrimental when the media present negative views about 
their social group. For example, Latinx and Black adults who are exposed to 
negative or oversexualized depictions of their racial group have less positive 
feelings toward their group (Tukachinsky et al., 2017).

Bandura’s (2001) social cognitive theory has been used to suggest that 
people are drawn to media featuring their in- group because they seek sim-
ilar behavioral models, rather than due to the need to elevate their in- group 
(see also Knobloch et al., 2005). Accordingly, audiences are motivated to seek 
contents featuring people of their same race because those models are useful 
for intergroup comparisons (Trepte, 2006; Weaver, 2011). Also, people are 
driven to create a positive social identity and elevate their in- groups. As such, 
they are partial to content that both references their in- group and depicts their 
in- group in a positive light (Trepte, 2006). Thus, the race of the actors impacts 
media choices among White audience members. The higher the percentage 
of Black actors in a film, the less likely White audiences are to be interested in 
watching the movie (Weaver, 2011).

Political Attitudes
Much of the work regarding political attitudes, selective exposure, and polit-
ical polarization comes from survey research that assesses media exposure, 
political partisanship, and attitude polarization. Using methods designed to 
reduce self- report bias, survey research supports the idea that exposure to 
congenial political information increases political polarization. In a study of 
Israeli elections conducted by Tsfati and Chotiner (2016), three measures of 
media exposure, including direct report of the political leaning of the con-
tent participants encountered, showed that attitudes influenced exposure 
decisions. Specifically, exposure to agreeable media created the perception 
that more Israelis supported building new settlements in the West Bank 
among conservatives but did the opposite among liberals. That is, people 
chose attitude- consistent media and then derived social norms based on the 
contents of that media, which further increased the polarization of Israelis’ 
attitudes.

Longitudinal approaches remain the strongest method when it comes to 
surveys because they can examine both the influence of ideology on media 
choices and the reciprocal influence of media on ideology. A panel study 
of Swedish elections conducted by Dahlgren et al. (2019) found reciprocal 
associations between media choices and ideology. The effect of attitudes on 
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selection of ideologically consistent materials was more prevalent for online 
media than for other media. However, the degree of selective exposure was 
very low. Generally, people receive a variety of media, both in line with and 
opposite to their points of view.

One question is whether Democrats and Republicans show similar levels 
of selective exposure. Using an induced compliance paradigm, Vraga (2015) 
asked a sample of college students to write a counter- attitudinal essay and to 
then report their intentions to seek information about their own (vs. other) 
party and to discuss issues with people from their own (vs. other) party. 
Writing a counter- attitudinal essay should produce dissonance, but this hypo-
thesis received no support. More generally, Republicans who wrote a counter- 
attitudinal essay selected more agreeable political information, suggesting 
that they were prone to selectively approach pro- attitudinal information. 
Democrats did not show this bias.

Selective exposure to partisan information does not always occur. For ex-
ample, using an experimental design, Johnson et al. (2020) found selective 
exposure for only one issue. The phenomenon is also moderated by the prob-
ability that one’s political party will win or lose. For example, in one experi-
ment, participants made choices of articles that were presented in either print 
or online form (Pearson & Knobloch- Westerwick, 2019). Liberals, who were 
expected to win the election, chose liberal- leaning articles but only when the 
information appeared online rather than in print. Furthermore, conservatives, 
who were expected to lose the election, showed no bias in information expo-
sure for either the online or print presentation.

Wojcieszak (2021) examined exposure to political information as a func-
tion of the ideological slant of the information, as well as the race and ex-
pertise of the source. Supporting the selective exposure notion, participants 
chose to read congenial information. They also chose to read information os-
tensibly coming from experts on gun control. However, race of the source was 
inconsequential. In fact, participants were as likely to seek information from 
same- race sources as they were to seek information from other- race sources.

Selective Judgment

Selective judgment occurs when messages aligned with people’s beliefs and 
attitudes are easily accepted and contradictory messages are scrutinized and 
critiqued (Lord et al., 1979; Stroud, 2017). For example, people who believe 
that climate change is due to humans read congenial research less critically 
than they do research arguing that climate change is due to natural climatic 
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patterns (Stroud, 2017). That is, judgments about information are biased by 
perceivers’ attitudes (Lord et al., 1979). In fact, people often dismiss empirical 
evidence if it contradicts their previously held attitudes but readily accept ev-
idence of the same quality if it supports their worldviews (Dursun & Tumer 
Kabadayi, 2013; Lord et al., 1979; Owenby, 2014).

An excellent illustration of the impact of prior beliefs and attitudes on 
intergroup judgments is the impact of the activation and application of a ster-
eotype, which comprises the knowledge about a social group a person has 
stored in memory (Dijksterhuis et al., 2000; Krieglmeyer & Sherman, 2012; 
Kunda & Spencer, 2003). Stereotyping members of a social group can have 
extremely harmful effects, especially when the group is oppressed. For in-
stance, evidence abounds that young Black men are stereotyped as aggres-
sive, violent, dangerous, and likely to commit crimes (Trawalter et al., 2008), 
leading to implicit and explicit associations with threat (Cottrell & Neuberg, 
2005; Payne, 2001). Due to being stereotyped as threatening, Black men have 
a higher likelihood of being wrongfully shot when holding regular objects 
than when holding weapons (Correll et al., 2006) and are often misperceived 
and misremembered as the aggressor in an interaction (Eberhardt et al., 2004; 
Essien et al., 2017).

One curious case of congenial judgment occurs when people hold con-
spiracy theories. People justify these beliefs due to the processes of (a) historic 
similarity, (b) psychological similarity (i.e., the audience’s ability to under-
stand the motives of others), and (c) normative plausibility (i.e., the audience’s 
knowledge that others hold these beliefs) (Albarracín et al., 2022). According 
to Albarracín and colleagues (2022), people who believe that history has 
many examples of people falsifying documents to achieve power (i.e., histor-
ical plausibility) are more likely to also believe that Obama faked his birth cer-
tificate to become president. People who believe that people like them think 
that people fake documents to achieve power (i.e., normative plausibility) are 
also more likely to endorse the belief in Obama’s cover- up. In fact, this form of 
normative plausibility correlated with conspiracy beliefs more strongly than 
it did with partisan but accurate beliefs, such as the belief that Obama’s inac-
tion caused the Syrian crisis or that the Tuskegee study occurred. Therefore, 
norms, inferred from discussions with others, are a key source of segregated 
information that maintains and even strengthens people’s attitudes.

Another example of congenial judgment is unfalsifiability, the defining fea-
ture of conspiracy theories. Albarracín et al. (2022) measured perceived fal-
sifiability by asking people to report whether, for example, any information 
could be used to determine if a belief was true or false. In the case of con-
spiracy beliefs, unfalsifiability was either uncorrelated or positively correlated 
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with stronger endorsement of the beliefs. In contrast, beliefs in accurate events 
such the existence of the Tuskegee study were positively correlated with the 
possibility of falsifying the belief.

Selective Sharing

While biases in exposure and judgment can perpetuate the attitudes of an 
individual, selective information- sharing and activism can also promote at-
titude homogeneity within a group (see Figure 3.1). Of course, people who 
share an article on social media must first receive that article. For this reason, 
Weeks et al. (2017) studied incidental exposure, intentional exposure, and se-
lective sharing in a longitudinal study. They found that incidental exposure 
drives partisans to seek more partisan information and to then share it with 
others. Thus, exposure and sharing are clearly related to each other.

Experimental research has also been able to compare patterns of informa-
tion exposure with patterns of information- sharing. A study conducted in 
Norway (Johannesson & Knudsen, 2021) showed that, although participants 
were unbiased in their choices of reading materials, sharing was determined 
by their attitudes. The probability of sharing agreeable materials was 13% 
higher than the probability of reading the same material. Clearly then, se-
lective sharing can be a vehicle to ensure agreement within one’s social 
network.

The likelihood of both reading and sharing information was also higher 
when the source of the information was knowledgeable but was unaffected by 
the source’s gender, religion, or popularity on social media (Johannesson & 
Knudsen, 2021). With respect to partisanship, participants are more likely to 
read news with which they agree and from sources within their own political 
party. For sharing, the political party of the source matters considerably but 
only when people have no knowledge of the direction of the advocacy. When 
the partisan position of the materials is known, it is the position of the news 
story, and not the source, that matters.

It is, however, reassuring that the patterns of political information- sharing 
do not always produce homogeneity. A study by Liang (2018) found that po-
litical messages are likely to travel across the ideological spectrum. That is, 
political messages can simply become viral and are widely shared regardless 
of ideology instead of being broadcasted in a top- down fashion. This diversity 
is likely to reduce the probability that networks will encounter congenial in-
formation just by virtue of homophily, which is the tendency to affiliate with 
like- minded others.
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Closing Note

A combination of sociological and psychological processes appears to rein-
force attitudes and maintain social and political polarization. For starters, 
social segregation creates intergroup boundaries across socioeconomic 
status, education, and race or ethnicity. The effects of segregation are then 
maintained through exposure to different media enclaves that support dif-
ferent worldviews in accordance with political ideology. The greater the seg-
regation among groups, the greater the attitudinal polarization one observes; 
but these segregated attitudes are also maintained through the psychological 
processes of selective exposure, selective judgment, and selective dissemina-
tion of information.

One contribution of this chapter has been to integrate sociological and psy-
chological determinants. This fruitful integration, however, should continue. 
For example, the links between physical segregation and the tendency to en-
gage in selective information- processing has not been investigated. However, 
physical segregation may limit our capacity to reconcile conflicting informa-
tion about the world, and this limitation may preclude some of the sociali-
zation benefits of education. Also, demographic variables interact to create 
intersectionality (Acker, 2006; Cole, 2009; McCall, 2005). In some cases, those 
intersectional identities dominate over and above race and ethnicity. For ex-
ample, the ideological pathway for White gay men from religiously conserva-
tive families is not a straight line, and the impact of their different identities 
and the dynamic activation of these identities are yet to be ascertained.
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