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Zusammenfassung 

Soziale Netzwerkseiten (SNS) wurden in den vergangenen Jahren zunehmend ‚politisch‘ 

(Newman et al., 2020). Diese Plattformen werden nicht nur dazu verwendet, 

zwischenmenschliche Beziehungen zu pflegen, unterhaltsame Inhalte zu konsumieren und 

‚soziales Kapital‘ anzuhäufen (Ellison et al., 2007), sondern auch, um sich über politische 

Themen zu informieren, diese zu kommentieren und über aktuelle Ereignisse zu diskutieren. 

Eine solche Entwicklung stößt nicht nur auf Begeisterung, sondern zunehmend auch auf 

Kritik. Ein Hauptkritikpunkt gegenüber SNS (und digitalen Kommunikationstechnologien im 

Allgemeinen) bezieht sich darauf, dass diese Nutzer:innen vielfältige Gelegenheiten böten, 

ihre virtuelle Umwelt nach eigenen Vorlieben zu gestalten, wodurch zufällige Begegnungen 

mit gegensätzlichen Standpunkten und Menschen aus gegnerischen politischen Lagern stark 

begrenzt würden (Negroponte, 1996; Sunstein, 2001, 2017). Forschung zur Prävalenz 

politisch homogener Netzwerke ergab jedoch gemischte Ergebnisse und wies wiederholt auf 

die Variabilität der Online-Netzwerkhomogenität zwischen unterschiedlichen Nutzer:innen 

hin (Barberá et al., 2015; Vaccari et al., 2016). Über die Ursachen der Online-

Netzwerkhomogenität und ihrer Variabilität ist jedoch weniger bekannt. Obwohl klassische 

Forschung zu ‚Selective Exposure‘ und interpersonaler Attraktion zeigte, dass Menschen 

einstellungskongruente Informationen und zwischenmenschliche Beziehungen mit 

Gleichgesinnten gegenüber politisch andersdenkenden Personen im Allgemeinen bevorzugen 

(Byrne, 1961; Zillmann & Bryant, 1985), hat bestehende Forschung solche Tendenzen 

weitgehend nur konzeptionell mit der Homogenität von Online-Netzwerken verknüpft. 

Darüber hinaus hat sich diese Forschung nur teilweise mit Selektivität auf der 

zwischenmenschlichen Ebene befasst (z.B. Bode, 2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015). Auf 

SNS wählen Nutzer:innen nicht nur die Informationen aus, an denen sie interessiert sind, 

sondern bauen auch zwischenmenschliche Verbindungen mit anderen Nutzer:innen auf (boyd 

& Ellison, 2008; Rainie & Smith, 2012). Es ist jedoch unklar, inwieweit letztere aufgrund 

übereinstimmender politischer Überzeugungen ausgewählt werden und wie sich eine solche 

interpersonale Selektivität auf die politische Homogenität des Online-Netzwerks auswirken 

würde. In Bezug auf die Folgen politischer Homogenität haben andere Arbeiten die 

polarisierenden Auswirkungen von Interaktionen zwischen Gleichgesinnten betont 

(Heatherly et al., 2017; Sunstein, 2017). Wieder andere haben festgestellt, dass auch das 

Gegenteil, nämlich Polarisierung durch die Auseinandersetzung mit einstellungskonträren 
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Informationen, zutreffen kann (Bail et al., 2018; Huckfeldt et al., 2004) und es ist unklar, 

welche Mechanismen solchen inkonsistenten Befunden zugrunde liegen. 

Den bisherigen Ausführungen entsprechend, verfolgt diese Dissertation drei 

Hauptziele: Nachdem Selektivität als eine Hauptquelle der politischen Homogenisierung in 

Online-Netzwerken identifiziert worden ist, soll einerseits die Rolle von Selective Exposure 

und vorangehenden psychologischen Prozessen als Ursachen von Online-

Netzwerkhomogenität beleuchtet werden. Zweitens soll die Variabilität, die verwandte 

Forschung in der politischen Netzwerkhomogenität fand, durch interindividuelle 

Unterschiede im Ausmaß von Selective Exposure erklärt werden. Zuletzt sollen auch die 

Folgen von Netzwerkhomogenität untersucht werden. Diese Dissertation umfasst fünf 

empirische Studien, in denen diese Aspekte adressiert wurden. 

Bei den Ursachen von Homogenität legt diese Arbeit einen besonderen Schwerpunkt 

auf eine Form von Selektivität, die von anderer Forschung selten beachtet wurde, d.h. 

politisch selektiver Netzwerkaufbau. Dieser beschreibt die Präferenz, sich in Online-

Netzwerken mit Gleichgesinnten zu vernetzen (Studie 1 und Studie 3). Darüber hinaus wird 

die Auflösung zwischenmenschlicher Verbindungen in Online-Netzwerken als Reaktion auf 

politische Meinungsverschiedenheiten untersucht und es werden insbesondere die damit 

verbundenen kognitiven Prozesse beleuchtet. Genauer gesagt wird die Rolle der kognitiven 

Dissonanz (Festinger, 1957) und die Abwägung von Kosten und Nutzen im Zusammenhang 

mit der Bildung, Aufrechterhaltung und Auflösung zwischenmenschlicher Verbindungen in 

Online-Netzwerken untersucht und die Relevanz politischer Gleichgesinnung in solchen 

Prozessen analysiert (Studie 1 und Studie 2). Im Hinblick auf die Variabilität von Selektivität 

und der Homogenität von Online-Netzwerken sollen in dieser Arbeit zudem interindividuelle 

Unterschiede in Bezug auf einstellungsbezogene (Studie 1, Studie 3, Studie 4, Studie 5), 

moralbezogene (Studie 3) und identitätsbezogene Prädiktoren beleuchtet werden (Studie 3, 

Studie 5). Dazu gehören Eigenschaften, die von anderen Studien mit erhöhter Selektivität und 

Netzwerkhomogenität in Verbindung gebracht wurden, wie beispielsweise starke politische 

Überzeugungen (Hart et al., 2009), ‚Moral Foundations‘ (Graham et al., 2009) und politische 

soziale Identifikation (Dvir-Gvirsmann, 2018). In Bezug auf die Folgen von 

Netzwerkhomogenität schlägt diese Arbeit vor, dass Effekte vom Grad der politischen 

Übereinstimmung im eigenen Netzwerk abhängen (d.h., dem Verhältnis von 

einstellungskongruenten zu einstellungskonträren politischen Positionen, die innerhalb des 

eigenen Online-Netzwerks vorkommen, Kaczinski et al., 2019; Karlsen et al., 2017). Es wird 

angenommen, dass politische Meinungen verstärkt und dass die politische Toleranz 
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verringert wird, wenn Menschen in ihren Online-Netzwerken sehr einstellungskongruenten 

oder sehr einstellungskonträren Umgebungen ausgesetzt sind (Studie 5). Basierend auf den 

Annahmen des ‚Reinforcing Spirals Model‘ (Slater, 2007) zielt diese Arbeit darüber hinaus 

darauf ab, potenzielle Auswirkungen der Online-Netzwerkhomogenität auf Selective 

Exposure aufzudecken (Studie 5). Es wird dabei angenommen, dass Selective Exposure 

sowohl eine Ursache als auch eine Folge von Homogenität sein kann. 

In Studie 1 ergab ein präregistriertes Laborexperiment, dass sich Menschen auf SNS 

vorzugsweise mit gleichgesinnten Nutzer:innen verbinden. Darüber hinaus ergab diese 

Studie, dass starke Meinungen die Neigung zu politisch selektivem Netzwerkaufbau erhöhen 

und dass politische Gleichgesinnung Nutzer:innen wichtiger ist als soziale Unterstützung, 

Popularität und karrierebezogene Vorteile, die sich aus einem potenziellen neuen Online-

Kontakt ergeben könnten. In halbstrukturierten qualitativen Interviews fand Studie 2 heraus, 

dass Personen unterschiedliche Strategien verfolgen, wenn sie kognitive Dissonanz erleben, 

die aus Meinungsverschiedenheiten auf SNS resultiert. Es zeigte sich zum Beispiel, dass eine 

Auflösung zwischenmenschlicher Verbindungen auf SNS am wahrscheinlichsten ist, wenn 

Meinungsverschiedenheiten schwerwiegend sind und Nutzer:innen keine besonders enge 

Beziehung verbindet. Darüber hinaus wurde gezeigt, dass Nutzer:innen die Kosten, die mit 

dem Erleben kognitiver Dissonanz verbunden sind, gegen die Vorteile der Aufrechterhaltung 

einer Verbindung abwägen. Im Rahmen einer präregistrierten korrelativen Online-Studie 

stützte Studie 3 die in Studie 1 gewonnenen Erkenntnisse zum politisch selektiven 

Netzwerkaufbau basierend auf dem selbstberichteten vergangenen Verhalten von 

Nutzer:innen. Darüber hinaus ergab diese Studie, dass starke Ideologien und ideologische 

Identifikation in einem positiven Zusammenhang mit Netzwerkhomogenisierung stehen. 

Diese Studie fand auch Verbindungen zwischen politisch selektivem Netzwerkaufbau und der 

von den Nutzer:innen wahrgenommenen Homogenität ihres Online-Netzwerks. Auf 

korrelativen Daten basierend, fand Studie 4 einen negativen Zusammenhang zwischen 

populistischen Einstellungen von Nutzer:innen und der wahrgenommenen Homogenität der 

Informationen, denen sie in ihren Online-Netzwerken ausgesetzt sind. Schließlich fand Studie 

5 in einem präregistrierten Online-Experiment Hinweise dafür, dass ein politisch homogenes 

Online-Netzwerk die Meinungsstärke hinsichtlich kontroverser Themen geringfügig erhöhen 

könnte. Darüber hinaus lieferte diese Studie schwache Belege dafür, dass Selective Exposure 

durch Netzwerkhomogenität über die Zunahme der Meinungsstärke erhöht werden kann, was 

auf die Existenz eines sich wechselseitig verstärkenden Prozesses zwischen 

Netzwerkhomogenität und Selektivität hinweist. 
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Die Ergebnisse der vorliegenden Dissertation haben mehrere theoretische und 

praktische Implikationen. Sie tragen zur Erforschung von Selective Exposure in 

Onlinekontexten und interindividuellen Unterschieden in der politischen 

Netzwerkhomogenisierung bei. Dabei zeigen sie, dass einige Nutzer:innen ihre Netzwerke 

tatsächlich homogenisieren, beispielsweise indem sie gezielt Verbindungen zu 

Gleichgesinnten aufbauen. Die Ergebnisse zeigen jedoch auch, dass Tendenzen zur 

Homogenisierung eher schwach sind, selbst bei Nutzer:innen-Gruppen, die zuvor als 

besonders anfällig für die Bildung homogener sozialer Netzwerke galten. Schließlich tragen 

die Ergebnisse der vorliegenden Arbeit generell zur Erforschung der Online-Deliberation bei, 

indem sie zeigen, dass polarisierende Effekte homogener Online-Netzwerke allenfalls 

geringfügig zu sein scheinen – zumindest was unmittelbare Auswirkungen betrifft und wenn 

Nutzer:innen solchen Umgebungen nur für eine begrenzte Zeit ausgesetzt sind. Basierend auf 

den gesammelten Erkenntnissen und Ergebnissen verwandter Forschung wurde das 

‚Integrative Modell der Selektivität und Homogenisierung‘ aufgestellt. Dieses Modell erklärt 

die Homogenisierung von Online-Netzwerken durch Selektivität und beinhaltet verschiedene 

relevante Einflussfaktoren, die auf den analytischen Ebenen des Netzwerks, des Verhaltens, 

der Kognition und des Kontexts verortet werden können. 
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Abstract 

Social networking sites (SNS) have become increasingly ‘political’ in recent years (Newman 

et al., 2020). These platforms are not only used to maintain interpersonal relationships, 

consume entertaining content, and accumulate ‘social capital’ (Ellison et al., 2007), but also 

to retrieve political information, to comment, and to discuss on recent affairs (Newman et al., 

2020). This development has not only been met with enthusiasm, but also, increasingly, with 

criticism. A major concern raised against SNS (and digital communication technologies in 

general) is that these platforms enable users to manifold occasions to design their virtual 

environments in accord with their preferences, thereby limiting serendipitous encounters with 

counter-attitudinal information and people from opposing political camps (Negroponte, 1996; 

Sunstein, 2001, 2017). However, research on the prevalence of politically homogeneous 

networks yielded mixed findings and repeatedly pointed to the variability in online network 

homogeneity across users (Barberá et al., 2015; Vaccari et al., 2016). Less is known on the 

causes of online network homogeneity and the detected variability. Although classical 

research into selective exposure and interpersonal attraction shows that individuals generally 

prefer pro-attitudinal over counter-attitudinal information and interpersonal relationships with 

like-minded over politically opposing individuals (Byrne, 1961; Zillmann & Bryant, 1985), 

existing research has largely addressed links with online network homogeneity conceptually. 

Furthermore, this research has only partly addressed selectivity on the interpersonal level 

(see, for example, Bode, 2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015). On SNS, users do not only 

select the information they are interested in, but also build interpersonal network ties with 

other users they want to connect to (boyd & Ellison, 2008; Rainie & Smith, 2012). It is 

unclear to what extent they select the latter based on like-mindedness and how such 

selectivity would affect the political homogeneity of users’ networks. When it comes to the 

consequences of being exposed to political homogeneity, other work has emphasized the 

polarizing effects of interactions between like-minded people (Heatherly et al., 2017; 

Sunstein, 2017). Still others have found that the opposite, namely polarization through the 

exposure to counter-attitudinal information, can also apply (Bail et al., 2018; Huckfeldt et al., 

2004) and it is unclear what mechanisms underlay such inconsistent findings. 

Accordingly, this dissertation project has three main goals: Firstly, after locating the 

main source of network online homogeneity within individual users, it intends to shed light 

on the role of selective exposure and foregoing psychological processes as antecedents of 

homogeneity. Secondly, it seeks to explain variation in online network homogeneity by 
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individual differences in the extent of selective exposure. Thirdly, it scrutinizes the 

consequences of online network homogeneity. This dissertation project includes five 

empirical studies in which these goals were addressed. 

When it comes to antecedents of homogeneity, this work puts a particular emphasis on 

a type of selectivity rarely regarded by other research, i.e., selective political tie building 

which describes the preference to build connections with like-minded individuals (Study 1 

and Study 3). Besides this, it studies the dissolution of interpersonal ties in response to 

disagreement and sheds light on the cognitive processes associated with selectivity. More 

precisely, the role of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) and the weighing of costs and 

benefits linked with the formation, maintenance, and dissolution of interpersonal network ties 

is addressed and the relevance of political like-mindedness in such processes is analyzed 

(Study 1 and Study 2). When it comes to variation in selectivity and online network 

homogeneity, this work intends to shed light on individual differences in attitude-related 

(Study 1, Study 3, Study 4, Study 5), morality related (Study 3), and identity-related 

predictors (Study 3, Study 5). These include traits which were priorly associated with 

heightened selectivity and network homogeneity, such as, for instance, strong political 

convictions (Hart et al., 2009), moral foundations (Graham et al., 2009), and political social 

identification (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018). Regarding the consequences of online network 

homogeneity, the work suggests that effects depend on the degree of like-mindedness 

represented within one’s online network (Kaczinski et al., 2019; Karlsen et al., 2017). More 

specifically, it suggests that political opinions are reinforced, and that political tolerance is 

diminished through both the exposure to very like-minded and very opposing environments 

(in terms of the shares of like-minded versus opposing individuals present in the network, 

Study 5). Moreover, based on the assumptions of the reinforcing spirals model (Slater, 2007), 

this work aims to uncover potential effects of online network homogeneity on selective 

exposure (Study 5), therefore suggesting that selective exposure may be both an antecedent 

and a consequence of homogeneity. 

 In Study 1, a pre-registered laboratory experiment found that individuals preferably 

build connections with like-minded users within a mock-up SNS. Furthermore, this study 

found that strong opinions increase the propensity to selective political tie building and that 

like-mindedness is deemed more important than the social support, popularity, and career-

related benefits stemming from a potential new online contact. Within semi-structured 

qualitative interviews, Study 2 found that individuals engage in different strategies when 

exposed to cognitive dissonance originating from disagreements on SNS. For instance, it 
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showed that a dissolution of interpersonal ties is most likely when disagreements are severe 

and when the sources of disagreement are relationally distant. Furthermore, it showed that 

users weigh costs implied in the experience of cognitive dissonance against benefits of a 

maintained connection. In the context of a pre-registered correlational online survey, Study 3 

supported findings on selective political tie building obtained in Study 1, based on users’ self-

reported past behavior. Moreover, this study found that strong ideologies and ideological 

identification are positively associated with network homogenization. This study also found 

links between selective political tie building and the online network homogeneity perceived 

by users. Study 4 found a negative relationship between populist attitudes and the perceived 

homogeneity of information to which users are exposed in their online networks, based on 

correlational survey data. Lastly, within a pre-registered online experiment, Study 5 found 

that the exposure to a homogeneous online network marginally increases the strength of 

opinions towards controversial issues. Furthermore, it provided tentative evidence that 

selective exposure is increased by online network homogeneity through increases in opinion 

strength and therefore points to the existence of mutually reinforcing spirals between 

homogeneity and selectivity. 

 Findings of the present dissertation project have several theoretical and practical 

implications. They contribute to research into selective exposure in online contexts and 

individual differences in network homogenization. They show that some users indeed 

homogenize their networks, for instance, by selectively building ties with like-minded 

individuals. However, findings also show that tendencies toward homogenization are rather 

weak, even for groups of users that are thought to be particularly prone to building like-

minded environments. Lastly, findings of the present work contribute to research into online 

deliberation by showing that the polarizing effects of homogeneous online networks seem, at 

most, marginal – at least when it comes to the immediate effects and a limited time of 

exposure. Based on the collected findings and outcomes of related research, the ‘Integrative 

Model of Selectivity and Homogenization’ is posited. This model explains the 

homogenization of online networks through selectivity and includes different relevant factors 

of influence which can be located on the analytical levels of the network, behavior, cognition, 

and context. 
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1     Introduction 

It is an obvious but nonetheless fundamental insight that a functioning democratic society 

relies on the exchange and negotiation of diverse worldviews between citizens. To guarantee 

fair decision making that accounts for the needs of all and that is based on broad societal 

agreement, people with different opinions need to come together for deliberation (Habermas, 

1996). Consequently, a democracy without the exchange of opposing political views may be 

one whose vitality is at stake. In recent years, the rise of new communication technologies 

such as social networking sites and their increasing ‘political’ uses (e.g., for news 

consumption, campaigning, and discussion) has led to an increased public and academic 

interest in their role within public deliberation and their impact on the relationship between 

citizens and political groups. One claim that has been receiving a lot of attention is that, 

through SNS, users may be exposed to a tailored and politically homogeneous environment 

that prioritizes content congruent with personal preferences, worldviews, and opinions and 

thereby undermines deliberative processes (see debate on so-called ‘echo chambers,’ Bruns, 

2019; Sunstein, 2017).  

Although there has been steadily increasing interest in the issue, the empirical 

evidence on the prevalence of online network homogeneity (referring to the amount of like-

mindedness represented within users’ networks) and its consequences is scarce and, in many 

parts, inconclusive. When it comes to prevalence, it appears that while many online networks 

are homogeneous to a certain degree (in terms of the existence of clusters formed by 

individuals who share political opinions, ideologies, and political party preferences), most 

users are still exposed to opposing political views (Colleoni et al., 2014; Dubois & Blank, 

2018). Accordingly, Dubois and Blank (2018, p. 740) point out: “A high-choice media 

environment does not simply mean that individuals develop strategies to deal with the many 

media options available…People also develop strategies for making use of different media, 

often in complementary ways.”  

But how does network homogeneity emerge in the first place? While some argue in 

favor of the view that technological properties of social networking sites are to be blamed 

(see, for example, Liu et al., 2021; Pariser & Held, 2012), others highlight users’ selectivity 

as the driver of network homogenization (Bakshy et al., 2015; Boutyline & Willer, 2017). 

According to the first view, algorithms that sort information in accord with users’ alleged 

preferences fill newsfeeds on social networking sites with like-minded information. The 

second view builds on the notion that individuals generally prefer like-mindedness over 
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disagreement and therefore also expose themselves to like-minded content in online 

environments. While algorithmic filtering and selectivity are intertwined (for instance, as 

algorithms may use the ‘behavioral blue print’ which informs them on users’ preferences, 

Borgesius et al., 2016), a growing body of research underscores the role of individual users as 

active constructors of their online networks (Bakshy et al., 2015; Neubaum et al., 2021). For 

instance, in their influential network analytic study on exposure to like-mindedness on 

Facebook, Bakshy and colleagues (2015, p. 1131) conclude that “individual choices more 

than algorithms limit exposure to attitude-challenging content in the context of Facebook.” 

Similarly, Neubaum and colleagues (2021, p. 2) point to the fact that users of SNS may act as 

“active homogenizers” of their own networks. 

On a theoretical level, the selective exposure framework (Frey, 1986; Zillmann & 

Bryant, 1985) can be applied to explain network homogenization through behavioral 

selectivity. Selective exposure describes the human tendency to seek and attend to 

information that is congruent with their preferences, while avoiding incongruent information. 

Several studies have shown that people selectively expose themselves to like-minded political 

content on SNS (see, for example, B. K. Johnson et al., 2020; Malinen et al., 2018). However, 

next to informational choices, a growing amount of scholarship on the homogenization of 

online networks has also highlighted the relevance of selective exposure on the interpersonal 

level. 

Work on so-called ‘political unfriending’ found that users sometimes detach from 

those with whom they are connected on SNS in response to political disagreement (Bode, 

2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Neubaum et al., 2021). Such interpersonal selective 

avoidance may contribute to a homogenization of online networks, as the number of 

interactions with individuals who hold diverging opinions decreases. Furthermore, a decrease 

in political diversity on the interpersonal level will likely lead to decreased exposure to 

counter-attitudinal information via SNS, which otherwise would have been shared by one’s 

disagreeing contacts (Bakshy et al., 2015). Although interpersonal selective avoidance can be 

an important driver of online network homogeneity, the selective approach of like-

mindedness may be more common than avoidance (Garrett, 2009). However, when it comes 

to interpersonal choices on SNS, it is unclear, whether and how far users selectively approach 

like-minded individuals, i.e., deliberately form durable virtual connections with them. 

Furthermore, it is unclear how far selective exposure to like-mindedness on SNS contributes 

to a political homogenization of online networks. 
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Importantly, related work was able to identify politically homogeneous clusters in 

online networks at the level of specific communities (for example, those that form around 

some extremist and right-wing ‘key players,’ Boutyline & Willer, 2017), which suggests that 

individuals differ from each other regarding their propensity for having a politically 

homogeneous network and accordingly, regarding their propensity for selecting like-minded 

contacts. Individual differences predicting the propensity toward homogeneous online 

networks may be divided into ‘attitude-related predictors,’ ‘morality-related predictors,’ and 

‘identity-related predictors.’ Accordingly, differences in selective exposure and homogeneity 

on SNS may emerge due to variation in the strength of political convictions (Dvir-Gvirsman, 

2017; Hart et al., 2009), the content of specific attitudes and beliefs (i.e., right-wing political 

orientations, populist attitudes, and conspiratorial beliefs, Jost et al., 2018; Hameleers, 2020) 

and their correlates (i.e., need for cognitive closure and desire for shared reality, Hart et al., 

2009; Webster & Kruglanski, 1994) (attitude-related predictors). Moreover, they may be 

explained by individual differences in people’s moral values (Graham et al., 2009; Neubaum 

et al., 2021) (morality-related predictors) and the strength and salience of identification with 

a political group (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018; Turner, 1988) (identity-related predictors). Lastly, 

the degree of network homogenization may depend on the way individuals internally weigh 

costs and benefits of an interpersonal choice against each other (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). 

The investigation of such predictors is particularly relevant as these may explain why online 

network homogeneity is at most moderate when including all users of SNS, but larger when it 

comes to certain groups of users. Aside from predicting the emergence of homogeneous 

online networks, the scrutiny of consequences of being exposed to like-minded (versus 

disagreeing) environments is highly relevant as online network homogeneity is accused of 

having, inter alia, deleterious effects on deliberation. 

According to pessimistic views, in societies where online networks are becoming the 

main arenas of deliberation, such homogeneity may lead to an increasing segregation of 

different political camps. With a lack of contact between individuals who hold diverse 

political opinions, mutual understanding of each other’s viewpoints may decrease and foster 

attitudinal and affective polarization (i.e., increasing extremity of attitudes within groups and 

negative evaluations of other political groups, respectively), eventually undermining 

democratic deliberation (Hong & Kim, 2016; Iyengar & Westwood, 2015; Sunstein, 2017). 

However, empirical evidence on the consequences of being exposed to predominantly like-

minded and disagreeing environments, respectively, is partly inconclusive. While the 

exposure to like-minded environments was found to increase political polarization 
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(Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2015), exposure to disagreement has been linked to a 

weakening of attitudes and increases in political tolerance (Mutz, 2002). However, in some 

instances, the exposure to disagreement may likewise foster polarization (Yardi & boyd, 

2010) and the effects of being exposed to like-minded versus disagreeing environments 

within one’s online networks may crucially depend on the amounts of agreement and 

disagreement (Bail et al., 2018; Kaczinski et al., 2019). Furthermore, it can be deduced from 

dynamic conceptualizations of media effects like the reinforcing spirals model (Slater, 2007, 

2015) that the political content represented within users’ online networks will not only have 

an effect on convictions and the relationships between political groups but also on the 

selection of further content. More precisely, the degree of like-mindedness may not only 

affect polarization and tolerance, but also selective exposure (which in turn affects the 

homogeneity of users’ online environments). However, prior research has not systematically 

investigated how far the degree to which like-mindedness is represented within users’ online 

networks impacts political attitudes, tolerance, and selective exposure. 

Considering the above, this publication-based dissertation project intends to 

contribute to research into selective exposure in online communication by addressing to what 

extent and how users of SNS actively build encapsulated, politically homogeneous 

environments online. In extension to work on selective exposure to like-minded information 

and on the level of interpersonal contacts in online networks (Bode, 2016; B. K. Johnson et 

al., 2020; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015), this work suggests that selective political tie 

building, i.e., the selective formation of interpersonal ties with like-minded users, is a further 

behavior by which users increase the homogeneity of their online networks. Furthermore, the 

present work addresses cognitive processes involved in interpersonal selectivity by 

addressing the role of cost-benefit trade-offs in the management of cognitive dissonance 

(Festinger, 1957; Metzger et al., 2015; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). A major focus of this work 

is to address, who is particularly prone to such selectivity and thereby to contribute to 

research on the variability of online network homogeneity and its predictors. Within several 

studies, it therefore regards attitude-related, morality-related, and identity-related predictors 

of network homogenization. Lastly, this dissertation project aims on contributing to research 

into online deliberation more generally by scrutinizing consequences of the exposure to 

homogeneous online environments. More precisely, it suggests that both very high and very 

low levels of online network homogeneity can have polarizing effects and that homogeneity 

and selective exposure may mutually reinforce each other (Beam et al., 2018; Slater, 2007). 

This work therefore provides insights on the important question of whether and how far 
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online network homogeneity may be harmful to societal deliberation and relationships 

between different political camps. 

A conceptual model is proposed which integrates the assumptions of the present 

dissertation project (Figure 1). Predictors of online network homogenization may impact the 

degree to which users engage in selective exposure (e.g., the preference for like-minded 

interpersonal online ties, the preference for pro-attitudinal news). Furthermore, cognitive 

dissonance and individuals’ weighing of costs and benefits of tolerating versus avoiding that 

dissonance may affect selectivity. The degree of selective exposure may, in turn, influence 

the homogeneity of interpersonal ties, information, and discussions users are exposed to in 

their online networks. Lasty, the degree of network homogeneity may impact the polarization 

of political camps and their intergroup relationship, which, within a dynamic reinforcing 

process, impact predictors of homogenization or become predictors of homogenization 

themselves. This model serves to guide the following theoretical outline and it will be 

informed by and adapted in accordance with the empirical findings of the present research 

(‘Integrative Model of Selectivity and Network Homogenization,’ Figure 3). 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model guiding the dissertation project. 

This publication-based dissertation project consists of five empirical studies. In a 

laboratory experiment, Study 1 addresses how far users of SNS engage in selective political 

tie building and whether the latter is enhanced by opinion strength, the need for cognitive 

closure, and the desire for shared reality. Study 2 draws on data from qualitative interviews 

and addresses the selective disconnection from politically disagreeing contacts on SNS with a 
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focus on the costs and benefits users consider when dealing with the cognitive dissonance 

elicited by the exposure to political disagreement. Study 3 replicates and extends Study 1, 

drawing on correlational data obtained from a survey study on Facebook users. It addresses 

users’ past selective political tie building and associations with online network homogeneity. 

Furthermore, it addresses whether selective political tie building is increased by strong moral 

convictions and the social identification with an ideological group. Study 4 draws on survey 

data collected in the context of Study 3 and addresses how far populist attitudes and belief in 

conspiracy theories increases online network homogeneity. Lastly, within an online 

experiment, Study 5 focuses on the consequences of being exposed to politically like-minded 

versus opposing online network environments. 

With these studies, this dissertation provides a better understanding of the 

psychological processes involved in political selectivity on SNS, its impacts on online 

network homogeneity, and the consequences of the latter. It thereby adds to the highly 

relevant question of to what extent does the use of online networks pose a risk to deliberative 

processes within society. 
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2     Theoretical Background 

The following section will address theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence that 

represent the foundations of the present dissertation project. Firstly, the role of SNS, their 

uses as platforms for political information and discussion, and potential risks linked to their 

use are addressed. Next, a brief overview on the concept of attitudinal selective exposure and 

cognitive dissonance as antecedents of online network homogeneity will be given. The 

following sections will address users’ management of social relationships on SNS in light of 

the selective exposure and related frameworks and refer to predictors of network 

homogenization. The final section deals with effects of online network homogeneity and 

potential reinforcing spirals between selective exposure and network homogenization. 

2.1     Political Communication on Social Networking Sites 

Over the past decade, platforms like Facebook, Instagram and Twitter have become a 

regular part of people’s everyday lives. In Germany, for example, more than two thirds of the 

population was using at least one SNS by 2018, while it was less than one third in 2014 

(Kaczinski et al., 2019). A similar development can be observed globally, with Facebook 

having more than one billion active users by 2020 with it being estimated that one third of the 

entire global population will be using SNS by 2023 (Tankoversuska, 2021). This emphasizes 

the enormous pervasiveness of these technologies and requires, probably now more than ever, 

research to address the implications that SNS have for both the individual and for society as a 

whole. Social networking sites have been changing the ways individuals inform themselves 

on current affairs, how they discuss politics, and how they form their opinions.  

According to a seminal definition by boyd and Ellison (2008, p. 211), social 

networking sites are: 

 
web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a 

bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and 

traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system. 
 

This definition emphasizes some basic features of SNS which, in the course of the present 

work, will be regarded as crucial in terms of the specific forms of selectivity they may (or 

may not) promote. Besides this, SNS are used not merely for people to connect to others, but 

to build and maintain relationships, to share, create and retrieve information and to share and 

discuss personal opinions (Ellison & Vitak, 2015). In this context, the growing ‘political 
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uses’ of SNS (e.g., the consumption of news and partisan political information, the 

commenting and discussing of political content, and the formation and propagation of 

political campaigns and movements) are particularly important as they are linked to 

fundamental aspects of the nature and functioning of democratic societies, which will be 

regarded in more detail in a later section of this work. Political uses of SNS are becoming 

increasingly common. For instance, while less than 20 percent of Germans used SNS as a 

source of news by 2013, this share has more than doubled since and numbers are even higher 

in other European countries (Newman et al., 2020). Besides the consumption of news through 

SNS, a rich line of research has been investigating the sharing of news on these platforms (for 

a review, see Kümpel et al., 2015). This research has shown, for instance, that those users 

who consume news through SNS are also more likely to share news – thus pointing to a 

general tendency of using SNS politically – and it has provided some indication that not only 

consumed, but also shared news is more often in accord with the sender’s political opinions 

(An et al., 2013; Johnson et al., 2020; Weeks et al., 2017). Furthermore, political uses of SNS 

like the engagement with and the sharing of news is heightened by the perceived information 

value (e.g., controversy and relevance) and a heated political context when it comes to, for 

instance, morally laden societal debates (Kümpel et al., 2015). 

Especially young individuals increasingly rely on SNS when it comes to politics 

(Newman et al., 2020). They are socialized into a world where digital communication 

platforms are increasingly becoming political arenas and therefore engage more often in 

‘new’ forms of political activities (e.g., news consumption and civic engagement through 

social media) than in ‘traditional’ forms like engagement in political parties (Boulianne & 

Teocharis, 2018). Due to these changes, political issues which have traditionally been a 

matter of mass media and private conversation (Geber, 2017; Tucker et al., 2018) are more 

and more entering into the sphere of public interactions between individuals on SNS.  

Several opportunities entailed by this development have been discussed. For instance, 

the increasing pervasiveness of SNS has been linked to a democratization of societal 

discourses as they enable virtually anyone to share political content, to express their personal 

opinions and to engage in discussions with strangers (Halpern & Gibbs, 2013). Indeed, 

empirical evidence suggests that certain uses of SNS can increase political participation not 

only online but also offline, for example, the participation in campaigns and protests (Bode et 

al., 2014; Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012). Research into political participation and civic 

engagement through SNS has yielded a large number of individual and several meta-analytic 

studies (see, for example, Boulianne, 2015; Boulianne & Theocharis, 2020; Skoric et al., 
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2016), which highlight the benefits stemming from social media in their function as 

deliberative environments. Findings include the potential of SNS to stimulate the expression 

of political opinions and the participation in online discussions (Bode et al., 2014; Halpern & 

Gibbs, 2013). Moreover, research has shown that the use of SNS can foster political learning 

(Bode, 2016a; Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2018) through both active and passive forms of information 

exposure. On SNS, users encounter political information in their newsfeeds even if they did 

not actively search for it or enter controversial discussions from which they incidentally learn 

about political affairs and different political views (Lu & Lee, 2018; Weeks et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, users also actively search for political content on SNS. For example, users 

follow news media channels or political interest groups from which they gain information 

that they would not have come across elsewhere (Weeks et al., 2017). 

Besides these opportunities, SNS as political environments are increasingly associated 

with detrimental outcomes (Taylor et al., 2018; Tucker et al., 2018). For instance, the 

uncontrolled spread of information and the scarcity of professional gatekeeping on SNS have 

meant that they have been accused of promoting the dissemination of misinformation and 

extremist propaganda (Marwick & Lewis, 2017). A common claim is that false and extreme 

partisan information is spreading particularly efficiently through segregated and homogenous 

networks of like-minded users (Sunstein, 2017; see also Tucker et al., 2018). Such claims are 

relativized by empirical evidence suggesting that most users scarcely have contact to 

misinformation and so-called ‘fake news’ (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Tucker et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, incivility within political discussions on SNS (e.g., insulting, or discriminatory 

language) has risen doubts on the deliberative potential of platforms like Facebook and 

Twitter (Oz et al., 2018). It has been shown that incivility is a very common part of users’ 

day-to-day social media experiences, with vulgarity being particularly frequent (Kenski et al., 

2017; Wang, 2019). When it comes to the effects of the exposure to incivility it has been 

shown that it especially leads to negative feelings and unfavorable attitudes toward the sender 

of an uncivil message, when the latter defends opposing political views (e.g., Hwang et al., 

2018). Next to the proliferation of extremism and incivility, so-called ‘social bots’ (i.e., 

programs that resemble a user) have been considered a challenge posed by SNS (Ferrara et 

al., 2016). While such artificial entities often serve rather beneficial purposes (e.g., in the 

context of automatized customer services), they are also used to influence politics (for 

instance, ahead of the Brexit referendum in 2016) by manipulating public opinion through the 

spread of radical views and misinformation (Ferrara et al., 2016). While it is hard to provide 
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estimates on the number of ‘malevolent’ social bots, advances in research on their detection 

promises ways to deal better with the threats posed by them in the future (Cresci, 2020). 

Another widely discussed threat of SNS is their alleged proneness to foster the 

development of politically homogeneous digital social environments where individual users 

are mainly surrounded by content that confirms their own attitudes and convictions (Sunstein, 

2017). Politically homogeneous online networks and, in particular, their causes and 

consequences are the focus of the present dissertation project and will therefore be regarded 

in more detail in the following sections. 

2.2     The Case of Online Network Homogeneity: Conceptual Issues 

The internet has long been accused of preventing individuals from exposure to 

counter-attitudinal information and controversial exchanges (Sunstein, 2001, 2017), while the 

idea that online content may be tailored according to users’ preferences traces back to at least 

the mid-90s (Negroponte, 1996). According to this view, the possibility of customizing 

content online in accord with personal preferences leads individuals to build personalized 

virtual environments which do not leave much space for serendipitous encounters and 

therefore decrease the likelihood of becoming exposed to diverse political viewpoints. While 

this idea was applied to the internet as a whole, SNS may in particular foster the formation of 

politically homogeneous environments. In the book #republic Divided Democracy in the Age 

of Social Media, Sunstein (2017, p. 2) suggests that “the power of personalization…can 

diminish individual freedom and endanger self-government itself.” According to this view, 

SNS provide their users with unprecedented opportunities to construe highly personalized 

social and informational environments which prevent them from the exposure to worldviews 

different from their own, eventually leading to so-called ‘echo chambers.’ Moreover, 

algorithms which govern the kinds of information users get exposed to on SNS and adapt to 

users’ individual preferences may further increase the distancing of different political camps 

and therefore the fragmentation society. As the use of the term ‘echo chamber’ to describe 

like-minded environments is considered problematic (Bruns, 2019), the present work builds 

on terminology from network analytical studies (Bello & Rolfe, 2014; Boutyline & Willer, 

2017) and uses the term ‘online network homogeneity’ which describes the degree to which 

political opinions (‘opinion-based homogeneity’) or ideologies (‘ideological homogeneity’) 

represented within a user’s online network (e.g., through expressed opinions in postings, 

comment threads, and the virtual groups and contacts to which users subscribe) are congruent 

with users’ own opinions and ideologies.  
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On the level of interpersonal contacts, research into the structure of social networks 

has described the principle of homophily according to which connections between similar 

individuals in offline and online social networks are more likely than connections between 

dissimilar ones (for instance, when it comes to gender, status, ethnicity, and moral values, 

McPherson et al., 2001). According to the homophily account, politically homogeneous 

interpersonal networks may emerge due to limited choices in the near social environment 

(baseline homophily) and especially due to a biased selectivity toward social relationships 

and other homogenizing factors (as for instance, social influence) stemming from individuals 

and their behavior (inbreeding homophily). The present work refers to the homogeneity of 

interpersonal network ties as ‘tie homogeneity.’ Next to tie homogeneity, networks can vary 

in the degree to which they expose individuals with like-minded information (for instance, 

through political information appearing in the newsfeed). The present work refers to this as 

‘information homogeneity.’ Lastly, users discuss political issues with others on SNS (for 

instance, in comment threads) and these discussions can vary in the degree they happen 

between like-minded or politically opposing individuals (Heatherly et al., 2017). In the 

present work, ‘discussion homogeneity’ describes the degree to which users of SNS are 

involved in discussions with like-minded others in their online networks. 

2.3     On the Prevalence of Online Network Homogeneity 

Several network analytic studies have addressed how far online networks are divided 

into homogeneous and segregated clusters. For instance, a study by Bakshy and colleagues 

(2015) analyzed tie and information homogeneity in Facebook networks and found that, on 

average, only 20 percent of network ties are from an opposing political camp. Homogeneity 

was found to be substantial while it appeared that users are still exposed to some cross-

cutting content. More precisely, a median of more than 60 percent of Facebook friends shares 

users’ ideologies (however, this only included users who indicated their ideological affiliation 

in their profile). Moreover, only between 24 percent and 35 percent of news stories shared by 

like-minded Facebook friends were from the opposing side. Further social network analyses 

obtained similar findings for discussion homogeneity (Barberá et al., 2015) and tie 

homogeneity (Boutyline & Willer, 2017; Colleoni et al., 2014) on the platform Twitter, while 

one study found no evidence for discussion homogeneity on YouTube (Röchert et al., 2020). 

Barberá and colleagues (2015) found that between 50 percent and 80 percent of retweets 

within political discussions were between like-minded people. Colleoni and colleagues 

(2014) addressed connections between Democrat and Republican Twitter users in the US and 
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found that about 90 percent of ties created by Democrats were with other Democrats (while, 

in contrast, Republicans built considerably more connections with Democrats than with 

Republicans). The study by Röchert and colleagues (2020) addressed opinion-based 

homogeneity of discussions on three controversial issues within comment threads and found 

that interactions between users holding opposing opinions were more common (with shares 

above 75 percent) than between like-minded ones. 

Apart from network analyses, online network homogeneity was also addressed with 

regard to users’ personal perceptions of their online networks (Cargnino & Neubaum, 2019; 

Dubois & Blank, 2018; Vaccari et al., 2016). These studies found that users are exposed to 

like-minded content on SNS to some extent, while they emphasize that most users still 

encounter a considerable amount of disagreement in their online networks which appears to 

exceed (Vaccari et al., 2016) or at least to be equal (Cargnino & Neubaum, 2019) to the 

amount of disagreement encountered in the offline world. Asking users for their perceptions 

of tie homogeneity in their online networks, Cargnino and Neubaum (2019) found that about 

30 percent perceive their networks as similar or very similar when it comes to political 

ideologies and opinions. Assessing the self-reported frequency with which users are exposed 

to disagreement on SNS, Dubois and Blank (2018) found that about 60 percent of users at 

least occasionally disagree with political content posted by their contacts (information 

homogeneity). Similarly, Vaccari and colleagues (2016) asked participants about the 

frequency that they agree with political content on SNS in general and found that about 40 

percent are often exposed to agreement, while almost 80 percent are at least sometimes 

exposed to disagreement. Such findings are particularly interesting as individuals tend to 

over-estimate their agreement with others (Goel et al., 2010; Krueger & Clement, 1994) and 

the amount of cross-cutting content individuals encounter on SNS may thus be even larger 

than reported in these studies. 

Findings on the prevalence of online network homogeneity suggest that it varies 

between low and moderate in magnitude. It appears to vary in accord with, inter alia, the 

focused social media platform, used indicators (ideological leaning versus issue opinions), 

applied study design (social networks analysis versus self-report), and the dimension of 

homogeneity (tie homogeneity versus information homogeneity versus discussion 

homogeneity). Interestingly, tie homogeneity (Colleoni et al., 2014) and discussion 

homogeneity (Barberá et al., 2015) seem particularly large in some instances. One 

explanation for this may be grounded in the amount of control users have on the selection of 

their ties and interactions they engage in on SNS (boyd & Ellison, 2008). While users can 
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unexpectedly encounter diverse information, the formation of interpersonal ties and the 

engagement in discussions may be more strongly guided by the wish to confirm own beliefs 

(Taber & Lodge, 2006), which subsequently leads to online networks in which users more 

frequently encounter other users who are like-minded and more often engage in political 

interactions with those who share their views. 

So far, it has been pointed out that social networking sites provide their users with 

functions to connect to each other, retrieve information, share content, and discuss political 

issues. These functions offer the potential to democratize civic deliberation, facilitate the 

formation of political communities, political campaigning, and diverse ways of political 

participation. On the downside, the use of SNS may lead to detrimental outcomes and such as 

the formation of homogeneous, segregated environments which may polarize individuals and 

undermine the functioning of democracy itself. Empirical evidence on the prevalence of 

online network homogeneity provides mixed findings but overall suggest that most users 

rather take advantage of SNS as they get exposed to more diverse worldviews than they 

would have come across elsewhere. The homogeneity of interpersonal tie and discussion 

networks seems particularly substantial in some instances, which may be linked to users’ 

preferences toward like-mindedness. To understand why and under which circumstances 

online networks become homogeneous and when this homogeneity leads to detrimental 

outcomes, one needs to begin with the scrutiny of causes of online network homogeneity. 

Accordingly, the focus of the present dissertation project is on users’ selectivity in their 

dealings with political content on SNS and its role in network homogenization. 

2.4     Explaining Online Network Homogeneity 

 When it comes to the reasons for the formation of politically homogeneous online 

networks, prior research suggested users’ own communication choices to be pivotal (Bakshy 

et al., 2015; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Neubaum et al., 2021; O’Hara & Stevens, 2015; 

Sunstein, 2017). Accordingly, users’ preference for information that is congruent with their 

pre-existing attitudes and beliefs and their avoidance of incongruent information leads them 

to construe online networks in which congruent political views are overrepresented. Further 

causes of online network homogeneity discussed by related research are mainly related to 

processes of social influence (Bello & Rolfe, 2014) and, in particular, the filtering and 

prioritization of content through the technological back end of SNS, i.e., algorithms which 

sort and match content in accordance with the assumed preferences of users. 
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2.4.1     Selectivity versus ‘Algorithms’ 

The assumption that the algorithms of digital technologies filter all content that is 

potentially unwanted and uncongenial has been subsumed under the popular and, similarly to 

the term ‘echo chamber,’ imprecise term ‘filter bubble’ (Pariser & Held, 2012). According to 

this notion, algorithms which select and sort content in search engines and recommendations 

on SNS (e.g., the content of newsfeeds) ‘learn’ from and adapt to the preferences, including 

the political preferences, of their users. In the long run, algorithmic filtering will then lead to 

a political homogenization of users’ online environments (Bruns, 2019a). This ‘filter bubble 

hypothesis’ has not received much support when it comes to its role as a driver of online 

network homogeneity (Bakshy et al., 2015; Borgesius et al., 2016; Bruns, 2019; Bruns, 

2019a; Haim et al., 2018; Möller et al., 2018). For instance, Haim and colleagues (2018) 

addressed the personalization of search results in the news recommender ‘Google News’ by 

creating user accounts representing individuals with different interests and preferences. They 

found that search results scarcely differed between users. Another study found that merely 11 

percent of search results (when using the same search terms) on Google differ between users 

(Hannak et al., 2013). When it comes to SNS, the scarce evidence also points to limited 

effects of personalization algorithms on network homogenization (Bakshy et al., 2015; see 

also Borgesius et al., 2016; Bruns, 2019a). In their analysis which included more than 10 

million Facebook users, Bakshy and colleagues (2015) found that algorithmic filtering of 

content in the newsfeed decreases the exposure to politically opposing content to a little 

extent. However, the rate of active pro-attitudinal choices (i.e., the rate by which users 

clicked on politically congenial content) limited the exposure to counter-attitudinal content to 

a greater extent than algorithmic filtering. While there is little evidence that algorithms are a 

main driver of online network homogeneity, selectivity, and algorithmic filtering (sometimes 

referred to as ‘explicit personalization’ and ‘implicit personalization,’ respectively, Borgesius 

et al., 2016), are intertwined as an algorithm needs a human model to which it can adapt. It is 

hard to fully disentangle their unique contributions to online network homogeneity (Dylko et 

al., 2017). 

In contrast to the ‘filter bubble hypothesis,’ a perspective of individuals who actively 

shape their online networks implies a conception of human beings who are in control rather 

than passively being exposed to the technological and social circumstances they live in (Bail, 

2021). Understanding the role of users’ selectivity in the formation of online network 

homogeneity therefore promises to shed light on the potential need and effectiveness of user-
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directed measures aiming on an improvement of digital deliberation and the establishment of 

‘digital citizenship.’ 

2.4.2     Human Selectivity as Antecedent of Online Network Homogeneity 

 Research on humans’ selectivity toward attitude-congruent information has 

traditionally be addressed under the term of selective exposure (Frey, 1986; Zillmann & 

Bryant, 1985). Selective exposure attributes an active role to users in the explanation of why 

online networks become politically homogeneous. 

2.4.2.1     Selective Exposure: Definition and Measurement 

Selective exposure research builds on the notion that “people are motivated to defend 

their attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors from challenges…by avoiding information likely to 

challenge them and seeking information likely to support them” (Hart et al., 2009, p. 2). 

While some definitions of selective exposure above and beyond the context of media use are 

broader than this (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015), the present work addresses selective 

exposure in terms of biased selection behaviors on SNS in which (political) attitudes that are 

congruent with an individual’s own attitudes are preferred over incongruent ones. In 

accordance with the definition provided above, this includes the selective approach to 

congenial and the selective avoidance of uncongenial information. Empirical studies on SE 

often use the so-called selective exposure paradigm, where individuals are exposed to pieces 

of information (e.g., news headlines) half of which are congruent with personal preferences 

or beliefs (e.g., an opinion towards a political issue) and half incongruent. The degree of 

selective exposure is then measured by subtracting the number of incongruent from congruent 

choices. However, some studies also assess selective exposure by measuring exposure time or 

asking individuals on their information consumption retrospectively (Hart et al., 2009). 

In the context of media use, selective exposure has been addressed regarding different 

topics (e.g., health messages, entertainment, and political communication) and in the context 

of mass and interpersonal communication in offline and online media (Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2015). While overall research into selectivity in the context of media use has 

yielded mixed findings on the prevalence and magnitude of selective exposure effects, they 

are well-documented in the context of the political information (Knobloch-Westerwick, 

2015). Furthermore, effects appear to be stronger in online contexts (Pearson & Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2019). This may not be surprising as the usually high number of possible 
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choices in online environments and the way in which contents are represented online (e.g., as 

a list of postings or headlines) makes some kind of selection rule even more necessary than in 

other contexts (Pearson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2019). 

2.4.2.2     Selective Exposure to Political Information in Online Environments 

In digital environments, selective exposure to political information has been 

addressed, for instance, in the context of the search and consumption of news and partisan 

media (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018; Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Kim, 2015), but also with regard to the 

exposure to partisan information in general (T. J. Johnson & Kaye, 2013). Selective exposure 

to attitude-congruent political information has also been studied within SNS. These studies 

addressed how far users selectively hide information that is contrary to their political views 

(see, for example, Malinen et al., 2018) or attend to attitude congruent and incongruent news 

appearing in their newsfeeds (B. K. Johnson et al., 2020). Furthermore, they addressed how 

contextual information on SNS (e.g., social endorsements of shared news) affects selective 

exposure to like-mindedness (Messing & Westwood, 2014; Winter et al., 2016) and studied 

the role of different motivational states (Winter et al., 2016).  

Overall, studies addressing selective exposure to political information online find that 

users slightly prefer content that is congruent with their political attitudes over incongruent 

content. However, the work reported so far refers to selective exposure as merely the 

preference for like-minded information but neglects the interpersonal level of political 

communication. On SNS, users do not only make informational choices, i.e., choices 

regarding the consumption of political information (as, for instance, shared news articles or 

user-generated content) but also choices regarding other individuals to whom they can 

connect with or whom they can detach from. These individuals can, in turn, be sources of 

political information (Borgesius et al., 2016) which tends to be like-minded when the 

respective users share political convictions (Bakshy et al., 2015). Furthermore, prior research 

has not addressed potential links between selective exposure on the level of users’ behavior 

and its impact on the level of their online networks. 

2.5     Selective Exposure to Like-Minded Network Ties 

As pointed out at the beginning of this work, one of the fundamental characteristics of 

SNS is that they enable users to manage their interpersonal tie network (i.e., to form and 

terminate connections to other individuals) and hence to actively construe their virtual social 
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environments (boyd & Ellison, 2008). Furthermore, contributions made by the individuals 

one is connected to (e.g., shared news articles or comments) appear in users’ newsfeeds. In a 

way, SNS hence appear to represent ‘ideal’ environments for selective exposure, in particular 

on the level of network ties. For instance, when a user gets exposed to a post by their 

Facebook friend expressing an opinion incongruent to their own, they can easily avoid the 

respective content by refraining from the connection and dissolving the tie. Moreover, when 

adding new connections to their networks, users can selectively choose those who share their 

worldviews, provided they are aware of the latter. In fact, different studies show that users 

know, to some extent, the political opinions of others in their network and that there exist 

different ways in which they can get to know the opinions of other users in advance of 

connecting with them (e.g., by information provided in user profiles, Chan et al., 2019; 

Himelboim et al., 2016). As a consequence of such selectivity, interpersonal tie networks 

(i.e., the entirety of all other users to which one is connected on SNS) may become more like-

minded over time. Moreover, as like-minded individuals will likely share like-minded content 

(Bakshy et al., 2015; B. K. Johnson et al., 2020), online network homogeneity on the level of 

interpersonal ties may also increase like-mindedness regarding the informational 

environment. Put differently, besides selectively exposing themselves to like-minded 

information on SNS directly, users may also do so indirectly by being selective regarding 

their interpersonal connections. 

Several studies addressed the selective detachment from users because of opposing 

political leanings (see, for instane, Bode, 2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Neubaum et 

al., 2021). Drawing on samples from different societal and cultural backgrounds, those 

studies found that between 10 and 25 percent of users have at least once detached from a 

disagreeing user by ‘unfriending’ or ‘unfollowing’ them. 

Besides selectively detaching from disagreeing individuals, users may also engage in 

selective political tie building and selectively build new ties with those who share their 

political attitudes. Even though research from the context of informational selectivity 

suggested that individuals are more prone to actively seek reinforcement of their attitudes 

online than to avoid cross-cutting views (Garrett, 2009), studies on selective political tie 

building are scarce. Initial correlational and experimental evidence in the study of ‘assortative 

mating,’ i.e., selection biases in romantic relationships, found that users of online dating 

platforms preferably connect with those who share their political ideologies (Huber & 

Malhotra, 2017; Klofstad et al., 2013). When it comes to selective political tie building, 

representative data suggests that about 16 percent of users already added another user to their 
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networks (e.g., ‘friended’ or ‘followed’ someone) because they shared their political views 

(Rainie & Smith, 2012). 

Initial studies provide a hint on the possibility that users actively homogenize their 

online networks by selectively removing politically disagreeing and adding agreeing 

individuals to their networks. However, these studies also suggest that interpersonal 

selectivity due to congruence in political attitudes is, for most of users, the exception rather 

than the rule. When it comes to selective political tie building out of the domain of online 

dating, it needs to be considered that existing self-report data on selective termination and 

formation of network ties is reliable only to a certain extent as subjects are required to 

retrieve behavior and their underlying motivation across large periods of time. Furthermore, 

these studies presuppose that individuals are aware of their motives when connecting to a 

new user. When it comes to the formation of new ties on SNS other research has suggested 

that the latter can be driven by a number of different motives, such as, for instance, the wish 

to maintain relationships and the expectation of career-related benefits (Ellison et al., 2007; 

Utz & Breuer, 2016). Current evidence on interpersonal selectivity does not provide evidence 

on the relative importance of political like-mindedness among users’ connections on SNS 

when compared to such other factors. 

2.6     Costs and Benefits of Interpersonal Selectivity in Online Networks 

 On SNS, individuals can consider several criteria when deciding in favor or against an 

option (e.g., building ties with someone). In this regard, theoretical models of rational choice 

assume that individuals weigh costs against benefits when deciding in favor or against an 

option and choose the option with maximum net benefit (see Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015). 

For instance, when evaluating a political posting appearing in their newsfeed, individuals 

may weigh its degree of like-mindedness (and the implied cognitive dissonance) against its 

informational utility (and the implied learning opportunities). Indeed, Knobloch-Westerwick 

and Kleinman (2012) have shown that individuals expose themselves to counter-attitudinal 

information under certain circumstances when they deem the information useful in the future 

(e.g., when they expect an opposing political party to win upcoming elections). In 

consequence, users might decide to expose themselves to a counter-attitudinal posting when 

the perceived benefits of exposure outweigh the perceived costs. Past research has shown that 

individuals engage in a more systematic process of selecting alternatives, especially when 

potential costs are perceived as high (Hart et al., 2009; Quandt & Ohr, 2004). In this regard, 

individuals may particularly weigh cost against benefits in interpersonal choices, where 
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potential costs can be assumed as high compared to contexts which are not or only indirectly 

linked to social relationships (Krämer et al., 2014). 

Rational choice regarding the formation and maintenance of social relationships has 

been proposed by social exchange theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) which assumes that 

individuals weigh rewarding aspects of a relationship (e.g., social support) against costly 

aspects (e.g., time consumption). On SNS, users may seek connections to like-minded 

individuals and avoid connections to politically opposed individuals after having undergone 

such a deliberate cost-benefit calculus. Relationships between like-minded individuals are 

more rewarding as they serve hedonic needs through self-enhancement (Byrne, 1961; Yeong 

Tan & Singh, 1995). At the same time, opposing attitudes are more likely perceived as costly 

in a relationship as they can involve cognitive dissonance and pose threats to the self. 

However, forming and maintaining network ties implies several potential costs and benefits 

besides the congruence and incongruence of two users’ attitudes. For instance, interpersonal 

network ties represent social capital which can provide valuable resources (e.g., useful 

information and job opportunities) and social support (Chen & Li, 2017; Ellison et al., 2007; 

Krämer et al., 2014). It is yet largely unclear, what role such factors play when users decide 

about the formation and dissolution of ties in their online networks. Furthermore, it is unclear 

whether and how they weigh benefits stemming from interpersonal connections against the 

costs linked to the exposure to political disagreement. One aspect which appears to outweigh 

political disagreements in the context of tie dissolution on SNS is the emotional support 

received through relationally close individuals, i.e., users appear to rather endure the 

exposure to political messages they disapprove of and maintain interpersonal ties to the 

messages’ source when the latter provides support in emotionally challenging situations 

(Neubaum et al., 2021).  

Understanding the cost-benefit calculus in the management of relationships and 

network ties may provide insights into the preconditions and the variability of online network 

homogeneity. For example, individuals who are aware of the social support by an 

acquaintance, who strive for a maximization of their social capital or put other benefits on the 

scales (e.g., opportunities for downward social comparisons, ‘hate following,’ and ‘mediated 

voyeurism,’ Ouwerkerk & Johnson, 2016), might be less prone to build politically 

homogeneous tie networks. In turn, individuals who consider like-mindedness in social 

relationships particularly important, might be more prone to online network homogeneity as 

like-mindedness will have a higher weight in their cost-benefit calculus. However, to better 
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understand the role of such processes in the formation of online network homogeneity, it is 

necessary to consider further psychological processes which underlie selective exposure. 

2.7     Accounts on the Preference for Like-Mindedness 

There are different accounts which explain why individuals prefer relationships with 

politically like-minded people over politically opposed others and why they prefer congenial 

information over uncongenial information. These include research into interpersonal 

similarity (Byrne, 1961; Hampton et al., 2018; Singh et al., 2015), the biased assessment of 

credibility regarding like-minded and counter-attitudinal information and its sources (Fischer 

et al., 2005; Metzger et al., 2015), and cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957). 

2.7.1     Like-Mindedness and Interpersonal Attraction: The Similarity-Liking 

Effect 

Classical psychological research into interpersonal attraction explained the heightened 

attractivity of like-minded individuals compared to uncongenial ones with the rewards that 

stem from interactions with those who share our own attitudes (Byrne, 1961). According to 

this ‘attitudinal similarity-attraction’ or ‘similarity-liking effect,’ interactions with like-

minded others are more likely to lead to self-affirmation (or ‘consensual validation,’ 

Hampton et al., 2018) and therefore are perceived as rewarding, while interactions with 

disagreeing others lead to more frustrations which, through processes of instrumental 

conditioning, makes individuals seek for rewarding relationships with those who share their 

attitudes. Later research expanded the list of explanations for the similarity-liking effect and 

explained the preference toward relationships with similar others with, for instance, a 

positivity bias in self-evaluations that is applied to those who are deemed similar to oneself 

(‘I like myself and therefore I like those who are similar to me’), the belief to be liked by 

those who share their goals and attitudes, and expectations of self-improvement through 

relationships with similar others (Hampton et al., 2018). While interpersonal attraction seems 

to be influenced most by the perceived similarity (versus the actual similarity) with another 

individual, actual similarity appears to be predictive of interpersonal liking especially when it 

comes to encounters between strangers (see Hampton et al., 2018). 

Addressing the link between actual attitude similarity and interpersonal attraction, 

Singh and Ho (2000) conducted an experiment in which they exposed subjects to responses 

on various political and non-political attitude scales allegedly provided by other previously 
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unknown individuals. These responses were either similar or dissimilar to subjects’ personal 

attitudes. They found that like-minded individuals were judged more favorably when it 

comes to ascribed competencies, interpersonal emotions, and willingness to interact. In a 

more recent study, Singh and colleagues (2015) corroborated the link between actual 

similarity in political attitudes and the willingness to interact in a row of experiments and 

moreover found that interpersonal trust and respect can partly explain the link between 

attitude similarity and attraction. 

On SNS, users may therefore homogenize their interpersonal tie networks as they 

deem those who share their attitudes more likable. This may, inter alia, be grounded in 

expectations of rewarding future interactions, positive affect, self-validation, interpersonal 

trust, and respect. 

2.7.2     Like-Mindedness and Information: Biased Evaluation of Information 

When it comes to selective exposure to information, explanations include the basic 

human striving for uncertainty reduction, a heightened defense (versus accuracy) motivation 

and cognitive biases in the assessment of source and information credibility (Frey, 1986; Hart 

et al., 2009; Metzger et al., 2015; Taber & Lodge, 2006). For instance, experimental evidence 

shows that like-minded user-generated comments in online contexts are perceived as more 

credible than counter-attitudinal ones (Thorson et al., 2010). Within a qualitative focus-group 

study, Metzger and colleagues (2010) asked users on their strategies of assessing 

informational credibility online and found that, due to limited time resources, users tend to 

use like-mindedness as a heuristic when assessing informational credibility rather than 

engaging in systematic information processing. Next to research into source credibility, 

informational credibility has been identified as an important predictor of selective exposure to 

political media content (Metzger et al., 2015). Accordingly, when selecting a piece of 

political information (e.g., news articles), individuals test belief-consistent information less 

critically than belief-inconsistent information which leads to the biased informational 

credibility judgements and subsequently to selective exposure (see also Fischer et al., 2005).  

However, the most influential account to explain selective exposure is the theory of 

cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957; Metzger et al., 2015; Zhu & Skoric, 2017). Cognitive 

dissonance theory may not only explain why individuals attend to pro-attitudinal information 

and avoid counter-attitudinal information but also why they selectively form and refrain from 

connections with politically like-minded and opposing individuals, respectively. 
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2.7.3     Cognitive Dissonance as Response to Interpersonal Disagreement 

 The theory of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) proposes that an individual who 

experiences a cognition which is perceived as incompatible with the own behavior (e.g., a 

smoker who learns about the negative side-effects of smoking) or with another cognition 

(e.g., a user of a SNS who is exposed to an argument on a political issue which opposes their 

personal opinion) will experience a state of cognitive-affective strain, i.e., cognitive 

dissonance. The theory assumes that individuals seek to diminish and avoid cognitive 

dissonance and that they make use of different strategies to accomplish these goals (see also 

McGrath, 2017). To decrease dissonance, individuals change the conflicting cognitive or 

behavioral element (e.g., change their opinion) or add a supportive cognitive element (e.g., 

search for information that supports their opinion). Furthermore, individuals change their 

environment to reduce dissonance and, for instance, seek the company of politically like-

minded others.  

 In accord with the assumptions of the theory, users experience cognitive dissonance 

when they are exposed to political disagreement in their online networks and will 

consequently be motivated to decrease and avoid that dissonance. For instance, users might 

adjust their personal opinions in the direction of the dissonant opinion which they came 

across (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2018) and selectively attend to and overvalue information that 

supports their opinions (Taber & Lodge, 2006). However, to avoid dissonance, users might 

also actively change their environments. As outlined before, they may selectively follow like-

minded media, selectively connect to like-minded users, and detach from users which oppose 

their political views. SNS provide several opportunities for users to change their virtual 

environments and engage in interpersonal selectivity. Selective political tie building and the 

selective detachment from disagreeing users may thus be common strategies by which users 

decrease and avoid the experience of dissonance on SNS. While cognitive dissonance theory 

is the most cited account to explain selective exposure (Metzger et al., 2015), it is rarely 

addressed directly and has so far been linked to interpersonal selectivity on SNS only at the 

conceptual level (see, for example, Zhu & Skoric, 2017). Exploring the role of cognitive 

dissonance in disagreements on SNS and especially the strategies users employ to deal with 

it, might enhance the understanding of processes forgoing the homogenization of online 

networks. 

Furthermore, not all individuals experience the same amount of dissonance in 

response to disagreement. For instance, individuals who hold strong opinions on an issue will 
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experience more cognitive dissonance when they are exposed to disagreement, will be more 

likely to maintain their pre-existing opinion, and engage in selective exposure (Festinger, 

1957; Howe & Krosnick, 2017). Moreover, and as outlined before, dissonance reduction may 

only be one motive among others guiding selectivity on SNS. For example, when building 

new ties with other users, users may prefer like-minded users (thus avoiding dissonance), but 

simultaneously seek to increase their social capital (Ellison et al., 2007; Krämer et al., 2014). 

This variability and the motivational complexity linked to selective exposure and its 

antecedents needs to be addressed to understand the homogenization of online networks. 

2.8     Variability in Selective Exposure on SNS 

 One of the purposes of the present dissertation project is to investigate why 

individuals vary in their proneness to selective exposure toward like-mindedness and whether 

this variation can account for the different levels of online network homogeneity found in 

different groups of users. For instance, while most studies found overall relatively low levels 

of both selective exposure to like-mindedness and online network homogeneity, individual 

differences in specific user traits (e.g., ideological leaning) appear to moderate selective 

exposure and homogeneity (Bakshy et al., 2015; Boutyline & Willer, 2017; Colleoni et al., 

2014; Hart et al., 2009). Based on previous research on individual differences in selective 

exposure and online network homogeneity, the present work addresses the role of attitude-

related predictors (i.e., the strength of political convictions, right-wing political orientations, 

and populist attitudes) and correlates (i.e., need for cognitive closure and desire for shared 

reality), which modulate the degree of selectivity and online network homogeneity on SNS. 

Furthermore, it addresses morality-related predictors (i.e., the type and strength of moral 

foundations) and identity-related predictors (i.e., the salience and strength of political social 

identities). 

2.8.1     Attitude-Related Predictors 

While it appears consequential to assume that individuals with certain political 

attitudes and who score high on traits associated with them might be more selective and more 

prone to network homogenization, direct empirical evidence on such links is largely missing. 

Nevertheless, it is important to address them as homogeneity can contribute to radicalization 

within political fringe groups. Such groups may develop their own ‘truth’ regarding political 

and societal events and hence drift toward radical misbeliefs that can pose particular threats 
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to democratic societies (Bergmann, 2018). As an example, in the aftermath of the 2020 US 

presidential election, right-wing networks fueled by Twitter posts of the former president 

Donald Trump, started to embrace claims on election manipulation, which ultimately led to 

the infamous ‘capitol riots,’ where a group of right-wing citizens attempted to occupy the 

capitol building in Washington D.C. (Hitkul et al., 2021). 

When it comes to informational selectivity within fringe groups, previous research 

provided evidence that selective exposure is increased in individuals who have strong 

political ideologies (i.e., assess themselves as very left-leaning or right-leaning) and strong 

opinions toward political issues (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Hart et 

al., 2009). Moreover, it suggests that those who have a rather right-wing political orientation, 

populist attitudes, and who believe in conspiracy theories have a stronger preference for like-

mindedness (Boutyline & Willer, 2017; Jost et al., 2003; Jost et al., 2018). Lastly, traits as the 

need for cognitive closure and the desire for shared realty may predict users’ propensity to 

build politically homogeneous networks (Echterhoff et al., 2009; Hart et al., 2009; Kruglanski 

et al., 2002).  

2.8.1.1     Strength of Political Opinions and Ideologies 

Several studies have shown that strong attitudes are linked to increased selective 

exposure (for a meta-analysis, see Hart et al., 2009). Individuals who have strong convictions 

and feel very certain about the accuracy and appropriateness of their attitudes may be more 

selective toward like-mindedness than those with moderate convictions as they experience 

more cognitive dissonance in response to disagreement and are more motivated to defend 

their pre-existing views (Festinger, 1957; Howe & Krosnick, 2017; Kunda, 1990). 

Consequently, when users of SNS have strong political convictions, they may more strongly 

prefer like-minded environments and hence be more selective regarding political information 

and interpersonal network ties. 

Prior research employing correlational and web-tracking designs has shown that those 

with strong political attitudes engage in selective exposure to like-minded online content 

more pronouncedly (Bode, 2016; Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; but 

see Neubaum et al., 2021). These studies have found that individuals with extreme political 

ideologies prefer like-minded online media and audiences to a larger extent than those with 

moderate ideologies and that they more readily detach from interpersonal network ties they 

disagree with. Furthermore, network analytical work suggests that individuals with stronger 
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attitudes tend to have politically more homogeneous online networks (Boutyline & Willer, 

2017), although such studies can only indirectly infer the attitudes of users. 

Altogether, there is little research on the role of strong political attitudes in selective 

exposure to like-mindedness on SNS. While the link between attitude strength and selective 

exposure implies that those with strong attitudes will be more selective regarding the 

formation of ties to like-minded users, the exposure to like-minded information, and might 

therefore have more homogeneous networks, empirical evidence on such links is largely 

missing. It has not so far been addressed whether those with strong attitudes not only detach 

from disagreeing users at higher rates and are more selective when it comes to political 

information, but whether they also engage in selective political tie building more frequently. 

Among others, the study by Boutyline and Willer (2017) suggests not only that the 

strength of political convictions is linked to online network homogeneity but also the content 

of these convictions in terms of specific political ideologies (see also Barberá et al., 2015; 

Törnberg & Wahlström, 2018). Such findings point to links between selective exposure, 

certain political orientations, and their psychological correlates (Jost et al., 2003, 2018). 

2.8.1.2     Right-Leaning Political Orientations and Correlates 

Some studies suggest that online network homogeneity varies as a function of the 

political orientations to which users subscribe and that certain orientations are linked to a 

heightened preference for politically like-minded over heterogeneous environments. For 

instance, network analytical studies suggest that those with right-wing ideologies have more 

homogeneous online networks (Barberá et al., 2015; Boutyline & Willer, 2017; but see 

Bakshy et al., 2015; Colleoni et al., 2014). In an experimental study, Garrett & Stroud (2014) 

found that participants with a right-leaning political party identification (i.e., who support the 

US republican party) more pronouncedly than left-leaning participants avoid ideologically 

incongruent news stories within a selective exposure task. While empirical findings on links 

between online network homogeneity, selective exposure, and political ideology can only 

describe variation, there are also theoretical arguments for why selective exposure and 

homogeneity might be more pronounced for individuals who subscribe to right-wing 

ideologies (Jost et al., 2003, 2018). 

According to this research, individuals with right-wing ideologies have a higher need 

for cognitive closure (Webster & Kruglanski, 1994) and a stronger desire for shared reality 

(Echterhoff et al., 2009; Jost et al., 2008), i.e., the need for socially shared perceptions and 

evaluations of the world. Need for cognitive closure is a multi-faceted construct which 
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describes “individual differences related to persons' motivation with respect to information 

processing and judgement” (Webster & Kruglanski, 1994, p. 1049). It comprises differences 

in the preference for order (i.e., preference for clear rules and structures in the environment) 

and predictability (i.e., preference for predictable future situations and interaction partners), 

decisiveness (i.e., preference for quick decision-making), closed-mindedness (i.e., avoidance 

of disconfirming information and opinions), and discomfort with ambiguity (i.e., dislike of 

open-ended, unclear situations). Similar to the need for cognitive closure, the desire for 

shared reality describes the wish to “receive social verification for their believes and develop 

a shared understanding of the world” (Stern et al., 2014, p. 1163). It therefore relates to the 

need of receiving social feedback consistent with the own political views (Jost et al., 2008). 

Need for cognitive closure relates to, for instance, an increased reliance on first impressions 

and a resistance to persuasion (Webster & Kruglanski, 1994).  

Across several studies, it has been found to be positively associated with selective 

exposure and the preference for homogeneous groups (Hart et al., 2009; Hart et al., 2012; 

Kruglanski et al., 2002). Hart and colleagues (2012) performed three correlational studies on 

samples of graduate students in which they assessed the impact of the need for cognitive 

closure on selective exposure. They found that individuals with a high need of cognitive 

closure regard information supportive with their view (e.g., on the introduction of a ‘anti hate 

speech policy’ on campus) to a larger extent than individuals with a low need of cognitive 

closure. In a row of experimental and correlational studies on multinational samples, 

Kruglanski and colleagues (2002) addressed the impact of need for cognitive closure on the 

preference for homogeneous groups (i.e., groups whose members are similar to each other). 

They found that higher levels of need for cognitive closure were related to increased 

favorability toward groups (based on the identification with a geographical origin, a 

university, and a soccer team) who are more homogeneous. Addressing the perceived like-

mindedness of individuals’ social networks, Cargnino and Neubaum (2019) found positive 

relationships between the need for cognitive closure and the political homogeneity among 

interpersonal ties offline. 

To conclude, there is evidence that selective exposure and online network 

homogeneity vary as a function of individuals’ right-leaning ideology and related 

psychological constructs. So far, it remains unclear how far leftist ideologies may likewise 

promote homogeneity (see Bakshy et al., 2015; Colleoni et al., 2014) and whether ideological 

leanings and traits related to closed-mindedness not only predict informational but also 

interpersonal selectivity within online networks. Furthermore, existing research has scarcely 
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addressed network homogenization within a specific ideological group that has been gaining 

increased public attention in recent times: populism and attitudes related to it. 

2.8.1.3     Populist Attitudes 

The rise of populism and the spread of populist narratives via virtual communication 

platforms has been subject to growing academic and public debates (Taylor et al., 2018). 

Populism has been described as a ‘thin ideology’ which divides society into ‘the (pure) 

people’ and ‘the (corrupt) elite’ (Schulz et al., 2020). The term ‘thin ideology’ describes the 

circumstance that populism can originate from both left-leaning and right-leaning political 

groups and rather relates to specific ways of interpreting the world and the relationships 

within and between different players within society. Accordingly, Schulz and colleagues 

(2020) populist attitudes consist of three dimensions: ‘anti-elitism,’ the idea of a 

‘homogeneous people,’ and the people’s alleged ‘demand for sovereignty.’ More precisely, 

those with strong populist attitudes perceive established elites (for instance, the political 

establishment, scientists, and mainstream media) as acting against the will of the people 

whose will and needs are, at the same time, perceived to be homogeneous. Furthermore, the 

people are thought to strive after a restauration of their rights. In corroboration of these 

dimensions, Törnberg and Wahlström (2018, p. 278) content-analyzed posts and comments 

from a Swedish right-wing populist Facebook group and found that discussions revolve 

around perceptions of threat to the Swedish people and the deprivation of their rights through 

the distrusted “politically correct elite.” Furthermore, the authors conclude that 

communication happens within an environment where individuals heavily engage in the 

construction of a shared social identity and the selective confirmation of like-minded and 

disconfirmation of politically opposing attitudes. 

If populist ideas spread through homogeneous networks online (see also Engesser et 

al., 2016), the question arises how far the propensity to subscribe to populist attitudes is 

linked to selectivity and the homogenization of online networks. Indeed, populist attitudes 

entail skepticism toward others, in particular toward those who are categorized as members of 

distrusted outgroups (Hameleers, 2020; Marchlewska et al., 2018; Schulz et al., 2020). In 

left-wing populism, these ingroup – outgroup antagonisms are mostly ‘vertical’ (i.e., the 

outgroup are elites who have more power than the rest of people), while right-wing populism 

also entails ‘horizontal’ antagonisms oftentimes manifested in anti-immigration discourses 

(Hameleers et al., 2018). This could make individuals with right-wing populist attitudes more 

selective regarding their social and informational environments and hence lead them to 
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homogenize their networks. Furthermore, these individuals might be particularly prone to the 

consumption of partisan fringe media that propel populist narratives (Bessi et al., 2015). The 

divisive and identity-focused narratives of populist players (‘us’ against ‘them’) could then 

foster further increases in selectivity and network homogenization. 

While some research suggests that online networks around populist players and 

interest groups are homogeneous and that populist attitudes are linked to selective exposure 

(Müller & Schulz, 2021; Törnberg & Wahlström, 2018), there is so far no evidence on 

whether populist attitudes are related to perceptions of political homogeneity within users’ 

online networks. Furthermore, it is unclear whether perceptions of network homogeneity vary 

between right-wing and left-wing populism. Other research suggests that populism is closely 

linked to the adoption of falsehoods and conspiratorial beliefs (Bergmann, 2018; Hameleers, 

2020). Conspiratorial beliefs could, in turn, be linked to online network homogeneity. 

2.8.1.4     Conspiratorial Beliefs 

 Phenomena related to the spread of so-called ‘fake news’ and misinformation 

propelled by right-wing groups have been catching the attention of scholars in recent years 

(Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Tucker et al., 2018). According to Bergmann (2018, p. 169), the 

world is currently “living the times of the conspiratorial right-wing populists.” In the present 

work, conspiratorial beliefs describe an individual’s general propensity to adopt and believe 

in conspiracy theories. The latter have been described as “an effort to explain some event or 

practice by reference to the machinations of powerful people, who attempt to conceal their 

role” (Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009, p. 205). Conspiracy theories cover a wide range of issues, 

including conspiracies on historical events (e.g., the 9/11 terrorist attacks), the current social 

order (e.g., conspiracies on world domination by influential Jewish families), or the effects of 

vaccines (Bergmann, 2018). One recent example is the idea that covid-19 vaccines were 

developed to implant microchips in people to surveil the population (Most, 2021). 

The propensity to believe in conspiracies is linked to, for instance, an external locus of 

control (i.e., the perception that events in one’s life are beyond personal control) and low 

levels of self-esteem (Abalakina‐Paap et al., 1999). In line with this, an experimental study 

showed that individuals are more likely believe in a conspiracy when they are subjected to 

cognitive-affective states of uncertainty (van Prooijen & Jostmann, 2013). Hence, attempting 

to restore needs of consistency and control, individuals who believe in conspiracies may 

systematically prefer information that supports a conspiracy over information that aims on 

debunking it. Furthermore, similar to populist attitudes, conspiratorial beliefs are linked to a 



 

 

 

29 

dualist worldview, where conspirators (who often belong to societal elites) conspire against 

the rest of the population (Bergmann, 2018). Like anti-elitist attitudes, this simplistic division 

of society into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ may, jointly with a heightened aversion against uncertainty, 

make individuals more selective regarding the kinds of information they expose themselves 

to. More precisely, it may make them more susceptible to selectively expose themselves to 

like-minded information. 

At least since the 2016 US election campaign and the proliferation of conspiracy 

theories from the pro-Trump camp, the spread of conspiracy theories via SNS has become 

one focus of research activities (Tucker et al., 2018). A common claim is that conspiracy 

theories are rapidly spread within homogeneous online networks of individuals who believe 

in them (Smith & Graham, 2019; Sunstein, 2017; Tucker et al., 2018). In their network-

analytical study, Smith and Graham (2019) analyzed anti-vaccination groups on Facebook. 

Besides showing that a large part of content revolved around conspiratorial ideas on vaccines, 

they provided evidence that anti-vaccine movement on Facebook may represent a ‘small 

world’ network in which conspiratorial information can spread rapidly through like-minded 

connections. While such findings point to the homogeneity of networks in which conspiracy 

theories are shared, to date, no study has addressed the extent to which the propensity to 

adopt conspiratorial beliefs is linked to online network homogeneity. Furthermore, the inter-

relatedness of populism and conspiratorial beliefs (Bergmann, 2018; Hameleers, 2020) and 

its role in the homogenization of online networks has been neglected by researchers. 

Next to political ideologies and conspiratorial beliefs which are more directly linked 

to political attitudes, moral values are an important base of many political opinions and 

ideologies. From research into so-called moral foundations (Graham et al., 2009; Sinn & 

Hayes, 2017) it can be derived that morality-related predictors may play a part in online 

network homogenization. 

2.8.2     Morality-Related Predictors: Moral Foundations and Political 

Selectivity 

Moral psychology found that political ideologies can stem from basic moral values 

which sort behaviors and attitudes into right and wrong. In this regard, moral foundations 

theory identified five distinct dimensions of morality on which individuals intuitively base 

their moral judgements (Graham et al., 2009; Graham et al., 2012; see also Haidt & Joseph, 

2004). On the one side, ‘individualizing moral intuitions’ entail concerns about the care for 
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others, the prevention from harm to others and fairness. They appear to be somewhat 

distinctive for individuals from the political left. On the other side, binding intuitions entail 

respect for authorities, ingroup loyalty and purity and they are more commonly held by 

individuals from the political right. Against this background, political disagreements on 

morally charged issues (i.e., issues which are intertwined with moral values) may be 

grounded on individual differences in the importance ascribed to certain moral values. As an 

example, different opinions on the question of whether a country should accept refugees 

despite national health issues (e.g., during the COVID-19 pandemic) might be determined by 

a trade-off between concerns on prevention of individual harm on the one side and loyalty-

based prioritization of the national ingroup on the other side. 

The extent to which someone subscribes to a specific moral foundation increases the 

degree to which a violation of that domain (manifesting itself, for instance, in political 

disagreement) is perceived as reprehensible (Neubaum et al., 2021) and may thereby 

determine the degree to which individuals are selective with regard to political contents in 

their online networks. The violation of moral foundations was indeed found to be linked to 

the likelihood of detaching from another user on SNS (Neubaum et al., 2021). Furthermore, 

congruence in moral foundations was found to lead to more positive interpersonal evaluations 

on SNS (Bruchmann et al., 2018), which may in turn influence the willingness to interact 

with someone. When connecting to others, highly ‘moralized’ users may more strongly prefer 

those who match their attitudes, because they presumably match their moral values. 

However, so far it has not been addressed, whether the extent to which one subscribes to 

moral foundations is not just linked to the detachment from politically disagreeing 

interpersonal ties but also linked to selective political tie building.  

A further way by which moral foundations may influence selectivity is based on the 

intergroup dimension of morality. As proposed by Sinn and Hayes (2017), human evolution 

may have led to a rather ingroup favoring morality (analogous to binding moral foundations) 

and a rather universalist morality (analogous to individualizing foundations). Those who 

endorse an ingroup-centered morality may be less willing to connect to outgroup members, 

for example, political opponents. Furthermore, moral values can by themselves be distinctive 

aspects of social identities and serve to categorize others into ingroup and outgroup (Graham 

et al., 2012). When encountering a user who shares one’s attitude on a morally relevant issue 

or who is part of the same political organization, this might activate beliefs on ascribed moral 

values, which consequently guide selection behaviors when it comes to connecting to or 
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detaching from someone. Above and beyond morality, processes of political social 

identification play an important role in selectivity. 

2.8.3     Identity-Related Predictors: Ideological Identities and Political 

Selectivity 

 Humans can perceive themselves as members of different social groups, for instance, 

the group of people sharing the same nationality, a shared interest group (e.g., supporters of a 

political movement), or those who subscribe to the same political ideology (e.g., left-leaning 

or right-leaning ideology). The social identity theory and its developments (Turner, 1988; 

Turner & Reynolds, 2012) suggest that individuals can have multiple social identities next to 

their personal identities. More precisely, social categories (e.g., the group of individuals 

subscribing to right-wing ideologies) can be part of an individual’s self-concept, influence the 

way individuals think about themselves and others and hence shape a social identity. When a 

meaningful social identity becomes salient (e.g., by getting exposed to stimuli triggering 

cognitions on group membership), it can have a crucial impact on an individual’s thoughts 

and actions. These will tend to represent perceived norms of the group which, depending on 

the degree of social identification, can turn interpersonal interactions into intergroup 

interactions. Among the detrimental consequences of intergroup cognition and interaction are 

the devaluation and stereotyping of outgroup members and favoritism toward the ingroup and 

its members (Iyengar & Westwood, 2015). 

In politics, processes of social identification might therefore explain increasing 

cleavages between supporters of different political parties (Hutchens et al., 2019) and account 

for informational and interpersonal selectivity (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018; Zhu et al., 2017). 

Research identified the relevance of social identification in media use decades ago (Postmes 

et al., 1998; Price, 1989). When it comes to political social identification (based on, for 

instance, political party preference or ideology) in online media, it was found that it can in 

part account for the selective use of like-minded news sources (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018) and the 

termination of network ties due to disagreement along with the implied threat to the own 

social identity (Zhu et al., 2017). Furthermore, considering the significance of the selective 

approach to like-mindedness in media use (Garrett, 2009), individuals who identify with a 

political group may be more inclined to engage in selective political tie building, which 

however has not been addressed empirically so far. Due to an increased selective exposure to 

like-minded information and interpersonal network ties, the degree of political social 
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identification could, in consequence, partly account for online network homogeneity and its 

variability. 

Thus far, the present work has elaborated on human selectivity toward like-

mindedness as an antecedent of online network homogeneity. It has furthermore shed light on 

psychological processes linked to selective exposure and predictors of the active 

homogenization of networks through users. However, one important aspect has been 

neglected so far: The consequences that the exposure to politically homogeneous online 

networks entail on the individual and societal level. 

2.9     Consequences of Online Network Homogeneity 

When it comes to online network homogeneity, there appears to be more consensus 

regarding its potential negative consequences than regarding empirical evidence on its 

prevalence. Sunstein (2017, p. 10) considers the exposure to uncongenial views “important to 

ensure against fragmentation, polarization, and extremism” and the absence of such views 

“predictable outcomes of any situation in which like-minded people speak only with 

themselves.” However, prior studies suggest that exposure to political diversity may also 

yield detrimental effects. 

2.9.1     Ideals of Deliberative Democracies 

The idea that political diversity is a central element to functional democracies can be 

found in philosophical and political science work on deliberative democracy (Bächtiger & 

Wyss, 2013; Habermas, 1996). When it comes to the preconditions of a deliberative 

democracy, any state of strong dividedness and lack of communication between different 

stakeholders within society is thought to counteract consensus-building and the political 

representation of the ‘will of the People’ (Habermas, 1996). In an ideal deliberative process, 

those who defend different political views engage in a respectful and empathetic exchange of 

rational arguments that considers the perspective of anyone who is potentially affected by a 

specific decision and that aims at a collectively shared consensus (Bächtiger & Wyss, 2013). 

Consequently, if an increasing number of people rely on SNS to inform themselves about and 

to discuss political issues and if, at the same time, these technologies prevent people from 

being exposed to disagreement and an empathetic exchange of arguments, then the basic 

principles of deliberative democracy may be at stake.  
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However, political homogeneity may not be detrimental in many cases, but instead 

adaptive. According to Bruns (2019a, p. 5) 

 

there are a great many contexts where (…) homophily can be understood as beneficial: for instance, it 

allows communities of interest to connect online in spite of considerable geographical distance, (…) 

enables groups of participants with special interests to share relevant information with each other (…) 

[and] enables the members of vulnerable minorities in society to provide mutual support to one another. 

 

The difference between adaptive and maladaptive homogeneous environments may be 

grounded in the strength of dividedness, i.e., the adaptivity of homogeneous networks may be 

contingent on the degree of like-mindedness individuals are exposed to, with more negative 

outcomes under the (unlikely) condition that contact between different political camps is 

entirely missing (Bruns, 2019a; Sunstein, 2017). Apart from notions on functional 

deliberative democracies, the exposure to diversity has been deemed adaptive by other 

theoretical and empirical scholarship. 

2.9.2     Psychological Findings on Effects of Political Homogeneity 

Psychological work ranging from research on intergroup contact to group polarization 

(Allport, 1954; Hogg et al., 1990; Moscovici & Zavalloni, 1969; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008) 

suggests that the lack of exposure to challenging viewpoints can foster attitude reinforcement 

and social divides. Research into the attitudinal polarization of groups suggests that 

discussions between like-minded individuals can lead to more extreme attitudes among the 

discussion participants (Hogg et al., 1990; Moscovici & Zavalloni, 1969). Such polarization 

can be explained by individuals’ alignment with a perceived group norm (i.e., an attitude that 

is considered adequate and typical for the own group) which often is more extreme than the 

average of the group members’ individual attitudes (Hogg et al., 1990). Work on the ‘contact 

hypothesis’ (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008) shows that prejudice between social 

groups can be effectively diminished through contact of members from these groups. 

Interacting with individuals from another group (e.g., individuals who adhere to a different 

political ideology) provides opportunities to learn about its members, create an understanding 

of their perspectives, and decrease perceptions of threat, which eventually leads to the 

formation of more favorable attitudes and higher levels of tolerance towards the group and its 

members (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). 

Several studies provide evidence for the negative consequences of political 

homogeneity and the positive impact of cross-cutting exposure (i.e., the exposure to attitudes 
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different from the own). For instance, politically homogeneous environments were found to 

reinforce political views, the attachment to one’s ingroup, and negative feelings on political 

outgroups (i.e., ‘affective polarization,’ Heatherly et al., 2017; Yardi & boyd, 2010), while 

exposure to dissimilar attitudes was found to lead to attitude depolarization, increase political 

learning, and improve political intergroup relationships as manifested in affective responses 

toward outgroup members and political tolerance (i.e., the conviction that members of 

opposing political groups are entitled to the same rights as members of the political ingroup; 

Mutz, 2002; Parsons, 2010; Price et al., 2002; Siegel et al., 2018). For instance, Siegel and 

colleagues (2018) content-analyzed about 30 million Tweets regarding their political 

diversity and expressions of intolerance for one year. They found that, over time, expressions 

of intolerance decrease within politically heterogeneous networks. However, exposure to 

different views does not always yield such ‘desirable’ outcomes. 

2.9.3     Non-Linear Effects of Political Homogeneity 

Contesting the notion that polarization is a linear function of the exposure to online 

network homogeneity (i.e., increases in polarization lead to increasing levels of online 

network homogeneity), some studies suggest that polarization may result from both exposure 

to politically very homogeneous and very heterogeneous environments (Bail et al., 2018; 

Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Kaczinski et al., 2019; Kim, 2015; Yardi & boyd, 2010). In this 

regard, the motivated reasoning account (Taber & Lodge, 2006) suggests that individuals 

reinforce their attitudes not only by selectively confirming them through attitude-congruent 

information, but also by disconfirming counter-attitudinal information. Hence, when exposed 

to counter-attitudinal information in their online networks, users may try to ‘debunk’ the 

other side’s arguments and assess these more critically than supporting arguments, thereby 

increasing the stability of their own attitudes. Furthermore, affective responses and their 

effects on information processing may explain why individuals might more strongly rely on 

their pre-existing opinions after being exposed to high amounts of politically like-minded or 

high amounts of politically opposing information (Marcus et al., 2000; 2019). More precisely, 

individuals might be more likely to experience enthusiasm when exposed to a confirming 

environment and anger when exposed to a disconfirming environment (Bakker et al., 2020) 

both of which foster the reliance on exisiting dispositions (Marcus et al., 2019).  

Buder and colleagues (2020) analyzed Twitter data (more than 4 million Tweets) and 

found evidence that both communication within like-minded and within politically diverse 

online network environments may be linked to the experience and expression of negative 
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affect which subsequently leads to attitude polarization. In a field experimental study, Bail 

and others (2018) found that Twitter users who followed a bot that frequently exposed them 

to counter-attitudinal messages became more extreme in their political ideologies afterwards. 

Furthermore, experimental work showed that individuals are less likely to seek compromise 

(but instead try to dominate) in political discussions with high levels of disagreement 

(Hopmann et al., 2019). Similarly, Karlsen and colleagues (2017) found that within social 

media comments, both, the exposure to one-sided, confirming arguments and the exposure to 

one-sided, disconfirming arguments can lead to higher confidence in the own opinion, while 

a balanced mix of arguments can foster the formation of a more moderate opinion.  

These findings contest the notion that cross-cutting exposure has necessarily 

depolarizing effects and that it improves the quality of relationships between political groups. 

They rather suggest that both high levels of confirmation and high levels of disconfirmation 

within users’ online networks may foster attitude polarization and decrease political 

tolerance, while a more balanced mix of pro and counter-attitudinal information could have 

mitigating effects. While there is some evidence in favor of this assumption, studies testing it 

are scarce. Moreover, besides affecting the strength of political views, the degree of like-

mindedness in online networks might also have effects on selective exposure. Selective 

exposure could therefore be not just an antecedent of online network homogeneity, but also a 

consequence of it. Theoretical models that propose reciprocal relationships between media 

use (e.g., selectivity) and its effects (e.g., homogeneity) can account for such dynamics. 

2.9.4     A Link Between Causes and Effects of Homogeneity 

Research into media selectivity has been dealing with the effects of selective exposure 

since its early days and it has assumed that selective exposure to political information can in 

turn trigger dispositions (e.g., interest or attitude strength) which then increase selective 

exposure (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015; Lazarsfeld et al., 1968). The modeling of such 

reciprocal effects between selection and effects has been refined in later years and led to the 

formulation of dynamic models taking a number of situational, dispositional and media 

variables into account (Früh & Schönbach, 1984; Klapper, 1960; Knobloch-Westerwick, 

2015). More recently, such dynamics were posited in the reinforcing spirals model (Slater, 

2007, 2015). 

The reinforcing spirals model intends to “explain the influence of mediated 

communication on socialization and, more speculatively, on development and maintenance of 

political, religious, and lifestyle subcultures in contemporary societies” (Slater, 2007, p. 282). 
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According to the propositions of the model, media use is often a mediating variable between 

individual dispositions and further outcomes. However, causality can be bidirectional, i.e., 

media selectivity (and its predictors) can at the same time be an antecedent and a 

consequence of media effects (e.g., attitude reinforcement). According to the reinforcing 

spirals model, this process of mutual reinforcement leads to cumulative effects over time, 

e.g., the polarization of political camps because of mutual reinforcement between selective 

exposure and online network homogeneity. Moreover, the model assumes that reinforcing 

processes are stronger in ‘closed systems’ (manifested, for example, in homogeneous online 

environments) as the impact of external influences is thought to be smaller in closed 

environments. Moreover, effects are not necessarily linear and may vary in their durability. 

Reinforcing spirals may ultimately lead to a state of ‘homeostasis,’ where no further 

reinforcement takes place. 

Another important aspect of the model includes processes of social identification and 

the relationship between social groups. Accordingly, media use may be governed by social 

identities (e.g., ideological identities) which determine the selective exposure to in-group 

members and the mediated content stemming from them. Through processes of group 

polarization, social identification is assumed to be strengthened and socially shared attitudes 

reinforced in turn. Particularly in closed groups, such processes of in-group polarization are 

thought to increase hostility toward out-groups (e.g., opposing ideological camps) which will 

in turn increase selective exposure and so forth. The assumptions of the reinforcing spirals 

model were confirmed by several studies (see, for example, Dahlgren et al., 2019; Hutchens 

et al., 2019; for an overview, see Slater, 2015), while there have also been doubts on its 

tenability (Beam et al., 2018; Scharkow & Bachl, 2018). 

The reinforcing spirals model has important implications for the study of online 

network homogeneity. Firstly, selective exposure may not only be a cause but also a 

consequence of political homogenization. Secondly, links between selective exposure and 

homogenization may be reciprocal, i.e., represent a reinforcing spiral. Thirdly, the 

devaluation of out-groups and attitude polarization may not only explain why individuals 

engage in selective exposure but also be outcomes of online network homogeneity. Fourthly, 

reinforcing effects may be more pronounced in rather homogeneous (‘closed’) online 

networks. Finally, effects of online network homogeneity may not necessarily be linear, but 

instead be described by other functions (e.g., curvilinear), be delayed and not continuous. 

Besides concerns on the attitude polarizing and group divisive effects of online network 

homogeneity, the latter have rarely been addressed in empirical research. 
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In line with dynamic conceptualizations of media effects selective exposure, 

polarization, and intergroup variables may not only impact online network homogeneity but 

also in turn be influenced by it. However, in support for nonlinear effects and as suggested by 

prior research, online network homogeneity may increase polarization not only when it is 

high, but also when it is very low. Instead of promoting unidirectional causal explanations of 

processes involved in online network homogenization, the present work thus intends to tackle 

the “chicken or the egg problem” (Bail, 2021, p. 15) of social media echo chambers by taking 

a more dynamic perspective. 
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3     Goals of the Dissertation Project 

 The following section regards the major goals and the potential contributions of the 

present dissertation project. It begins with a brief summary on the background of the project 

and then refers to objectives and contributions. On these grounds, overarching research 

questions (ORQ) of this dissertation will be derived. 

In course of the last decade, initial optimism regarding political uses of SNS have 

been put into perspective by rather pessimist views which link the use of SNS with, for 

instance, the spread of disinformation, populist ideologies and information manipulation 

(Sunstein, 2017; Taylor et al., 2018). A central concern has been that, affording a range of 

possibilities for personalization of social and informational environments, SNS foster 

political homogenization (Sunstein, 2017). Considering the circumstance that political 

diversity is a necessary precondition for deliberation, online network homogeneity may pose 

a risk for democratic participation and societal unity, particularly in a world where SNS are 

gaining importance when it comes to political uses (Newman et al., 2020). In a nutshell, 

research on the prevalence of online network homogeneity has yielded mixed results 

attributing minor to moderate importance to the issue (Bruns, 2019; Bruns, 2019a; Cargnino 

& Neubaum, 2019; Dubois & Blank, 2018; Röchert et al., 2020). Overall, most users appear 

to still get exposed to considerable amounts of diversity in their online networks. However, 

some findings suggest that there may be specific groups of users who are more susceptible to 

having a homogeneous network than others (Bakshy et al., 2015; Bode, 2016; Boutyline & 

Willer, 2017; Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017). Online network homogeneity and its variability may be 

explained by users’ selective exposure to like-minded information and interpersonal network 

ties as well as the underlying motivational and cognitive processes (e.g., avoidance of 

cognitive dissonance, Festinger, 1957). To understand the formation of politically 

homogeneous online networks and its variability, such processes need to be regarded in the 

first place. The present dissertation project therefore aims to shed light on the role of 

selectivity, its preconditions, and consequences to understand processes of political 

homogenization in online networks and the consequences it entails. 

3.1     Objectives and Potential Contributions 

Users’ selectivity toward political content has been discussed as a main driver of 

online network homogeneity (Bakshy et al., 2015; Sunstein, 2001; Sunstein, 2017). While 
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there are several studies on selective avoidance (particularly in the context of tie dissolution 

or ‘political unfriending,’ Bode, 2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Neubaum et al., 2021) 

and selective exposure to like-minded information on SNS (B. K. Johnson et al., 2020), with 

both phenomena apparently being rather seldom, less attention was given to selective 

political tie building, i.e., the tendency to build new interpersonal network ties with like-

minded individuals. Furthermore, little is known about the relative importance of political 

like-mindedness in tie formation considering that the selection of online contacts can be 

driven by a range of concurrent motives (Ellison et al., 2007; Ouwerkerk & B. K. Johnson, 

2016). For the first time, the present work addresses selective political tie building and 

thoroughly compares like-mindedness to other reasons for selection, thereby intending to do 

justice to the motivational complexity of interpersonal choices in online networks. 

Moreover, little is known on the psychological mechanisms foregoing the 

homogenization of online networks. Research into attitudinal selective exposure suggests that 

individuals prefer like-minded information as they strive after decreasing and avoiding 

cognitive dissonance that would result from cognitively engaging with uncongenial attitudes 

(Festinger, 1957; Metzger et al., 2015; Zhu & Skoric, 2017). However, individuals can 

employ different strategies to reduce and avoid dissonance (e.g., change their priorly held 

attitudes, Festinger, 1957; McGrath, 2017). Prior research has so far not scrutinized the 

circumstances under which cognitive dissonance originating from the encounter of 

uncongenial attitudes on SNS leads to selective exposure on the interpersonal level. In this 

regard, the selective dissolution of ties and therefore the refraining from virtual social 

relationships to political ‘opponents’ has been regarded a means of political network 

homogenization (Neubaum et al., 2021; Zhu et al., 2017). Building on this research, a further 

goal of the present dissertation is to explore the ways that individuals respond to cognitive 

dissonance stemming from political disagreement on SNS and, in particular, when such 

dissonance leads to network homogenization.  

Furthermore, the present dissertation project not only addresses selective exposure on 

SNS as antecedent of online network homogeneity, but also antecedents of selective exposure 

in online networks to account for the variability in online network homogeneity found by 

related work (see, for example, Bakshy et al., 2015; Barberá et al., 2015; Boutyline & Willer, 

2017). More precisely, it addresses individual differences regarding attitude-related 

predictors (when it comes to the strength of political convictions, specific ideologies, and 

their correlates), morality-related predictors (concerning the type and strength of an 

individual’s moral foundations), and identity-related predictors (regarding the salience and 
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strength of an individual’s political social identity) when it comes to varying levels of 

selective exposure on SNS. Moreover, it regards specific cognitive processes foregoing 

selectivity, i.e., the role of an individual’s cost-benefit calculus in the management of 

relationships on SNS and the cognitive dissonance stemming from them. 

When it comes to attitude-related predictors, related research suggests that those who 

hold strong attitudes and ideologies engage in selective exposure more pronouncedly (e.g., as 

they experience high levels of cognitive dissonance and as they are more confident in the 

appropriateness of their stances; Hart et al., 2009; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Prior research has 

confirmed this effect regarding the strength of political convictions in the context of selective 

detachment from politically opposing contacts (Bode, 2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015). 

To extend this finding, the present dissertation project addresses the impact that the strength 

of political opinions and ideologies has when it comes to selective political tie building and 

selective exposure to information in online networks. Furthermore, the present work builds 

on findings that drew links between certain ideologies and related individual differences 

(Bergmann, 2018; Kruglanski et al., 2002; Jost et al., 2003; Jost et al., 2018; Schulz et al., 

2020) and assesses the impact of these on selective political tie building and online network 

homogeneity. When it comes to morality-related predictors of selectivity, prior research has 

highlighted the role of individuals’ moral values when it comes to political disagreements the 

detachment from interpersonal ties that one disagrees with (Neubaum et al., 2021). Extending 

these findings, the present work addresses, whether moral values also predict selective 

political tie building within online networks. Regarding identity-related predictors of online 

network homogenization, prior research suggests that political social identification (e.g., with 

an ideological camp or a political party) predicts selective exposure to like-minded online 

content (i.e., news stemming from a perceived political in-group, Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018; 

Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018). Aside from replicating these findings, this dissertation project 

taps on the role of political social identification in selective political tie building and the 

homogenization of online networks.  

Lastly, classical research into the management of social relationships highlighted that 

individuals engage in a rational cost-benefit calculus when deciding about the formation and 

maintenance of their (offline) relationships (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). In the present 

dissertation project, users’ cost-benefit calculus is addressed in the context of the 

maintenance and termination of relationships with politically like-minded and politically 

opposing individuals on SNS. 
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Besides addressing processes related to the homogenization of online networks, the 

present dissertation project also explores the consequences of online network homogeneity. 

While the exposure to diverse political views is usually linked to political depolarization and 

increases in political tolerance (Mutz, 2002; Siegel et al., 2018; Sunstein, 2017), some 

findings suggest that both the exposure to like-minded and opposing attitudes may have 

polarizing effects (Kaczinski et al., 2019; Karlsen et al., 2017; see also Taber & Lodge, 

2006). The present work therefore suggests that online networks in which users are exposed 

to a mix of pro and counter-attitudinal information will lead to lower levels of attitude 

strength and higher levels of political tolerance compared to one-sided (very like-minded or 

very opposing) environments. Furthermore, the present work takes a wider perspective on 

political selectivity in online networks than did prior research and addresses selectivity not 

only as an antecedent but also as a potential consequence of online network homogeneity. 

Drawing on the reinforcing spirals model (Slater, 2007, 2015), it is addressed how far the 

exposure to political homogeneity on SNS is linked not only to political polarization and 

tolerance, but also to selective exposure. 

With the outlined goals, the present dissertation project can contribute to: 

1. theorizing linked to selective exposure by extending attitudinal selective approach 

tendencies regarding interpersonal connections in online networks, 

2. findings on strong political opinions and ideologies in the context of selective 

exposure and, specifically, selective political tie building and network 

homogenization, 

3. understanding the role of political ideologies (e.g., right-wing ideologies, populist 

attitudes) and associated psychological traits (e.g., need for cognitive closure, desire 

for shared reality, and conspiratorial beliefs) in selective political tie building and 

online network homogeneity, 

4. scholarship on moral foundations and moral aspects of political convictions in the 

management of and the selectivity towards like-minded interpersonal network ties, 

5. social identity research and in particular the understanding of social identification 

with ideological groups, its implications for informational and interpersonal 

selectivity in online networks and network homogenization, 

6. research into the regulation of virtual relationships, particularly in the presence of 

cognitive dissonance, and underlying psychological processes when it comes to the 

management of online network ties with whom one disagrees politically, 

7. research into effects of online network homogeneity, and 
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8. dynamic and more complex conceptualizations of media use effects by addressing 

selective exposure not only as an antecedent of online network homogeneity but also 

as a potential consequence of it and thereby shedding light on potential reinforcing 

spirals of selectivity and online network homogenization. 

3.2     Overarching Research Questions 

Against the background of the outlined research objectives, the following overarching 

research questions were posited. Studies where the regarding ORQ were addressed are 

parenthesized. 

ORQ1: To what extent do users of SNS select their network ties based on political like-

mindedness? (Study 1, Study 3) 

ORQ2: What is the importance of political like-mindedness compared to other characteristics 

of a user when building new interpersonal ties on SNS? (Study 1, Study 3) 

ORQ3: To what extent does selective political tie building increase the political homogeneity 

of users’ online networks? (Study 3) 

ORQ4: How do users of SNS reduce and avoid cognitive dissonance stemming from political 

disagreements in their online networks? (Study 2) 

ORQ5: Which cost-benefit calculation do users of SNS make when deciding about dissolving 

an interpersonal online tie they disagree with politically? (Study 2) 

ORQ6: To what extent does selectivity in online networks and online network homogeneity 

differ between individuals? 

 ORQ6.1: What is the role of strength of opinions and ideologies in selectivity and 

homogeneity on SNS? (Study 1, Study 3, Study 4, Study 5) 

 ORQ6.2: What is the role of moral values in selectivity and homogeneity on SNS? 

(Study 3) 

 ORQ6.3: What is the role of political social identification in selectivity and 

homogeneity on SNS? (Study 3, Study 5) 

 ORQ6.4: What is the role of political ideologies and their correlates in selectivity and 

homogeneity on SNS? (Study 1, Study 4) 

ORQ7: How does online network homogeneity affect users? (Study 5) 

ORQ7.1: To what extent does the amount of agreement and disagreement represented 

in an online network affect the strength of political attitudes? 

ORQ7.2: To what extent does the amount of agreement and disagreement represented 

in an online network affect political tolerance? 
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ORQ7.3: To what extent does the amount of agreement and disagreement represented 

in an online network affect selective exposure? 
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4     Summary of Findings 

 To answer the overarching research questions, five studies were conducted. These 

studies can be categorized in accordance with their main foci (antecedents and consequences 

of network homogeneity). Moreover, studies which focused on antecedents of 

homogenization can be further divided into those that focused on selective approach and 

those that focused on selective avoidance behaviors (Garrett, 2009; Malinen et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, studies can be categorized regarding the kind of predictors of homogenization 

that were addressed in them (i.e., attitude-related, morality-related, identity-related predictors 

and predictors related to cognitive processes). Figure 2 shows a visualization of the included 

studies and their main foci.  

 

 

Figure 2. Visualization of studies and their foci. 

A laboratory experiment (Study 1) addressed selective political tie building as an 

antecedent of network homogenization, compared the relevance it has for users to other 

reasons underlying the formation of new ties on SNS, and scrutinized attitude-related 

predictors (i.e., opinion strength, need for cognitive closure, and desire for shared reality). A 

qualitative interview study (Study 2) addressed SNS users’ selective detachment from 
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uncongenial network ties and particularly focused on cognitive processes which forego 

detachment. In a correlational survey (Study 3), it was addressed whether selective political 

tie building leads to a more homogeneous online tie network and consequently to an 

increased exposure to like-minded information and to discussions between like-minded 

individuals. Furthermore, it addressed morality-related (i.e., moral foundations) and identity-

related (i.e., strength of political social identification) predictors of homogenization. Focusing 

on attitude-related predictors of online network homogeneity (i.e., in particular, information 

homogeneity) without distinguishing between selective approach and selective avoidance, a 

correlational study (Study 4) investigated links between populist attitudes, conspiratorial 

beliefs, and homogeneity. Finally, an online experiment (Study 5) addressed consequences of 

homogeneous online networks on opinion strength, political tolerance, and selective 

exposure. Including selective exposure as a consequence of homogeneity, this study 

additionally accounted for potential reciprocal effects between homogeneity and selectivity 

and therefore also relates to antecedents of homogeneity. Furthermore, this study scrutinized 

the role of an identity-related predictor (i.e., salience of an ideological identity) in online 

network homogenization. In the following, a synopsis of these studies will be presented. 

4.1      Study 1: Selective Political Friending on Social Networking Sites 

Study 1 investigated whether users of SNS choose their online ties based on opinion 

congruence regarding a controversial issue. Based on selective exposure research, homophily 

theory and work on attitudinal similarity-liking, all of which would suggest selective tie 

building between like-minded users, this study hypothesized that SNS users will be more 

likely to form new network ties with those who share their opinions on controversial issues. 

While a range of user behaviors may promote political homogenization of online networks 

(e.g., selective detachment from uncongenial users and selective exposure to congenial mass 

media channels), this study was the first to systematically address selective tie building as a 

further potential driver of homogeneity. When forming new interpersonal ties, users might 

anticipate political disagreements and avoid them by adding users with similar political views 

to their network. However, apart from the political opinion of another user, other factors may 

motivate the formation of ties on SNS and ‘compete’ with political congruence and be 

weighed against each other. In particular, another user’s sociometric popularity 

(operationalized as the number and attractiveness of others’ interpersonal ties, Tong et al., 

2008), the anticipated social support by another user, and the career-related benefits provided 
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by another user (Utz & Breuer, 2016) may outweigh political like-mindedness when forming 

new ties.  

While the debate on echo chambers remains quite vivid (Bail, 2021; Taylor et al., 

2018), most studies on political selectivity on SNS found rather small effects (see, for 

example, Bode, 2016; Yang et al., 2017). This raises the question whether political 

congruence is more important to some individuals than it is for others when forming new 

network ties. For instance, politically motivated detachment from uncongenial contacts has 

proven to be more common in users with strong political convictions (John & Dvir-

Gvirsman, 2015). Furthermore, some studies found that conservatives have more 

homogeneous networks than liberals (for instance, Boutyline & Willer, 2017), which raises 

the question whether psychological constructs known to vary between members of different 

political camps may account for such differences. Theoretical work on political conservatism 

suggests that higher levels of need for cognitive closure (Webster & Kruglanski, 1994) and 

individuals’ desire for shared reality (Hardin & Higgins, 1996) are linked to increased 

selective exposure (see also Hart et al., 2009). In sum, individual differences in specific 

psychological traits appear to make selective exposure to like-minded information and 

interpersonal network ties more likely and may hence account for variation in the political 

homogeneity of online networks. Based on these considerations, the following hypotheses 

and research question were proposed: 

H1: Social media users are more likely to friend someone whose political opinion 

matches their own opinion compared to someone whose political opinion does 

not match their own opinion. 

H2a: The more extreme users’ opinion toward a controversial issue is, the more likely 

they are to send friend requests to other users who share their opinion on that 

issue. 

H2b: The more certain users are about their opinion toward a controversial issue, the 

more likely they are to send friend requests to other users who share their 

opinion on that issue. 

H3: The higher users’ need for cognitive closure, the more likely they are to send 

friend requests to other users who share their opinion on a controversial issue. 

H4: The higher users’ desire for shared reality, the more likely they are to send friend 

requests to other users who share their opinion on a controversial issue. 

H5: Social media users are more likely to friend another user whose sociometric 

popularity is high compared to another user whose sociometric popularity is low. 
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H6: Social media users are more likely to friend another user whose career utility is 

high compared to another user whose career utility is low. 

RQ1: Which of the focused features, sociometric popularity, career utility, and 

opinion congruence, is the leading criterion to friend someone on social 

networking platforms? 

To test the hypotheses and research question, a pre-registered laboratory experiment 

with a 2 (opinion congruence: congruent versus incongruent) x 2 (sociometric popularity: 

high versus low) x 2 (career utility: high versus low) within-subjects design was conducted 

(N = 199 users of SNS; 40.7 percent female; age: M = 29.48, SD = 11.83). To increase 

sample heterogeneity, one part of the sample was recruited on a university campus (n = 84) 

and another part in an inner-city area (n = 115). Subjects were presented a cover story in 

which they were asked to test the (alleged) newly developed social networking site ‘Social 

Connect.’ Participants were shown screenshots of the SNS and they were asked to create their 

own profile. Subsequently, participants were asked to send friendship requests to any number 

of users from an overview of 16 alleged Social Connect users (these were displayed as brief 

user profiles). The number of users chosen served as dependent variable (M = 4.68, SD = 

2.91). The profiles contained the within-subjects manipulation of the independent variables. 

To manipulate opinion congruence, profiles contained a stance on one of two controversial 

issues (‘family reunification of refugees’ or ‘surveillance of telecommunications for defense 

against terrorism’). Need for cognitive closure and desire for shared reality were assessed 

with 18 and two items, respectively (need for cognitive closure: M = 3.63, SD = 0.68, 

Cronbach's α = .80, desire for shared reality: M = 3.21, SD = 1.20, rSB = .60; 1 = ‘strongly 

disagree,’ 6 = ‘strongly agree’). To determine opinion congruence and opinion strength, 

subjects were asked on their personal opinions toward the two issues used in the profiles. 

Control variables included the frequency of SNS use, political interest, and demographic 

variables. 

H1 was confirmed by the data, i.e., subjects sent more friendship requests to users 

with congruent opinions than to users with incongruent opinions. This effect was stronger for 

the issue of family reunification (ηp2 = .39) than for the issue of surveillance (ηp2 = .22). H2a 

was only confirmed for the issue of surveillance (i.e., more extreme opinions increase 

selective political tie building), while H2b was only confirmed for the issue of family 

reunification (i.e., opinions held with greater certainty increase political tie building). H3 and 

H4 were not confirmed indicating that neither need for cognitive closure nor desire for shared 

reality increase political tie building. Furthermore, H5 and H6 were confirmed indicating that 
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users of SNS are more likely to build ties with popular and professionally useful individuals, 

respectively. Regarding RQ1 it was found that opinion congruence appears to be more 

important to users than popularity (d = 0.31) and career utility (d = 0.33) when building new 

online ties. 

Study 1 supports the notion of selective exposure not only at the level of information 

selection, but also in the selection of online ties, i.e., the sources of a large share of 

information to which users of SNS are exposed to. Thus, it can be assumed that – if users are 

aware of the opinions represented in their online environment – users tend to selective 

political tie building, which is particularly high when users have a strong opinion on an issue. 

The respective political issue also appears to play a part. Facing that incongruence on the 

issue of refugee family reunification yielded a particularly strong effect, one may argue that 

this is due to an increased issue salience or due to a more explicit link to moral values. Hence, 

users may to some extent surround themselves with ‘moral allies’ while they also value the 

benefits that online relationships to politically disagreeing users entail, provided that 

disagreement remains on a rather superficial level. Study 1 lent no support to accounts which 

explain varying online network homogeneity between ideological camps by psychological 

factors linked to political conservatism (i.e., need for cognitive closure and desire for shared 

reality). 

Study 1 undertook a systematic scrutiny of selective tie building and made use of 

experimental methodology. While this helped to boost the internal validity of findings, it did 

not allow for addressing the cognitive trade-offs which users undergo when being exposed to 

disagreement online in depth. Furthermore, it did not consider a further way by which users 

can homogenize their interpersonal tie networks online: Selective detachment from 

disagreeing users. 

4.2     Study 2: How Facebook Users Experience Political Disagreements 

and Make Decisions About the Political Homogenization of Their Online 

Network 

 Study 2 scrutinized the psychological trade-offs that users undertake when deciding 

about the maintenance or dissolution of a tie with whom they disagree politically. Based on 

the assumptions of cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957) and social exchange theory 

(Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), it was explored, how users respond to political disagreement which 

they encounter on SNS (in this study: Facebook) and under which conditions they detach 
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from a network tie (i.e., ‘unfriend’ someone). Cognitive dissonance theory posits that 

individuals experience a psychological state of discomfort when they hold incompatible 

cognitions on one and the same attitude object (e.g., a political issue) and strive after 

reduction or avoidance of such states. Among the strategies of dissonance reduction proposed 

by cognitive dissonance theory are the addition of a cognitive element (e.g., attending to 

arguments in support of one side), the transformation of a cognitive element (e.g., 

devaluating the credibility of one side) and the change of the environment (e.g., changing 

social interaction partners). Social exchange theory explains the formation and maintenance 

of social relationships in terms of cost-reward trade-offs. Hence, relationships in which the 

benefits outweigh the costs are more attractive to individuals. Against this background, Study 

2 aimed to explore the complexity of cognitive processes which precede users’ decisions on 

the dissolution and maintenance of online ties and in particular to those with whom they 

disagree politically. Accordingly, the following research questions were addressed: 

RQ1: How do users respond to political disagreements in online networks? 

RQ2: What encourages users to unfriend someone in their online networks? 

RQ3: What keeps users from unfriending someone in their online networks? 

These questions were addressed performing a secondary analysis on data collected 

within a qualitative interview study with 20 users of Facebook (12 females, 8 males between 

21 and 42 years, predominantly students). Within semi-structured interviews, subjects were 

asked questions on their use of Facebook, reactions to (real and hypothetical) disagreement 

encountered on Facebook and detachment from Facebook contacts. To analyze the interview 

transcripts and to build semantic categories, summarizing content analysis was performed.  

Analyses revealed that some individuals respond to disagreement encountered on 

Facebook with internal rejection of the encountered attitudes and its source (i.e., the other 

user), while others respond with acceptance of the opposing stances. It appeared that next to 

individual traits such as political tolerance and conflict avoidance, the level of disagreement 

(e.g., encountering an extremist opposing stance versus a moderately opposing stance) and 

the relationship between users (e.g., distant versus close) crucially determine whether 

individuals respond cognitively with rejection or acceptance. High disagreement on morally 

laden issues with relationally distant users apparently leads to most internal rejection and this 

rejection is often driven by strong negative affects toward the source of disagreement. On a 

behavioral level, users tend to avoid the exposure with uncongenial users, for instance, by 

removing the respective users from their networks (RQ1). It became evident that some users 

deliberately weigh benefits (e.g., such that originate from important social resources) against 
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costs (i.e., those that result from the exposure to uncongenial political views and the implied 

cognitive dissonance) when deciding about the dissolution of a network tie (RQ2/RQ3). 

Again, it seems crucial to users to have ‘common grounds’ (e.g., shared moral values) with 

someone to maintain a virtual tie despite of political disagreement (RQ2/RQ3). 

Findings of Study 2 underscored the idea that the exposure to disagreement leads to 

cognitive dissonance in users of SNS and that these make use of different dissonance 

reduction strategies in response. The qualitative approach allowed for an in-depth 

understanding of these strategies and showed that users are, under certain circumstances, 

inclined to change their virtual environment by unfriending sources of disagreement. Thus, in 

analogy to the selective exposure to like-minded interpersonal network ties (Study 1) and 

confirming quantitative research on ‘political unfriending,’ users selectively detach from 

those with whom they disagree and thereby may homogenize their online networks. 

Furthermore, Study 2 provided evidence that users weigh costs against benefits when 

deciding about the structure of their online networks and that selective exposure to like-

minded ties becomes more likely when costs outweigh benefits. Confirming findings by 

Study 1, costs appear to be linked to the amount of disagreement (and therefore dissonance) 

caused by the exposure to uncongenial political stances. Extending findings from Study 1, 

Study 2 showed that benefits of an uncongenial virtual tie are not limited to potential benefits 

stemming from the latter (e.g., social support and career-related benefits) but also include the 

possibility to avoid conflict and negative long-term consequences for intimate social 

relationships. Study 1 and Study 2 focused on two different ways in which users selectively 

expose themselves to like-minded connections within their online networks and shed light on 

psychological processes and trade-offs involved. However, these studies did not sufficiently 

clarify, 1) how important political like-mindedness is to users when forming ties on SNS, 2) 

why some individuals are more inclined to build congenial ties than others, and importantly, 

3) whether selective exposure to like-minded interpersonal ties increases the political 

homogeneity of users’ online networks. 

4.3      Study 3: An Investigation on Political Tie Building on Facebook 

 The major goals of Study 3 were to further corroborate the notion of selective political 

tie building (Study 1) and to draw links between the latter and online network homogeneity. 

Furthermore, Study 3 scrutinized individual differences in moral foundations and political 

social identity as predictors of selective political tie building, and ideological extremity as 

moderator of the link between selective political tie building and online network 
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homogeneity. While Study 1 compared the relevance of like-mindedness in tie building on 

SNS to other users’ popularity, supportiveness and career utility, Study 2 included a range of 

further criteria along which users select their connections in online networks (e.g., relational 

closeness and physical attractiveness). This allowed for obtaining a more accurate impression 

on the role of political like-mindedness in the formation of the interpersonal tie network. 

Moral foundations theory proposes that individuals rely on different sets of stable moral 

standards (so-called ‘individualizing foundations,’ e.g., preventing others of harm, and 

‘binding foundations,’ e.g., showing respect to authorities) which influence, how individuals 

evaluate political issues (Graham et al., 2009). It was assumed that those who adhere to moral 

foundations more strongly will be more likely to refrain from interactions with those who 

have diverging opinions. 

Besides adhering to moral values, individuals identify with political (e.g., ideological) 

groups. Those who do so will be more likely to seek the company of their like-minded 

ingroup members and avoid contact to outgroups, as for example, politically opposing 

individuals (Turner & Reynolds, 2012; Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018). SNS afford multiple 

opportunities for individuals to infer other’s political stances (e.g., by their public postings 

and profile information, Chan et al., 2019) and therefore their moral values and ideological 

group membership. 

It was assumed that selective political tie building, fueled by the strength of moral 

foundations, political social identification, and ideological extremity, increases the 

homogeneity of users’ interpersonal tie networks (tie homogeneity) which subsequently 

increases the frequency of interactions with congenial users (discussion homogeneity) and the 

share of congenial information users are exposed to in their networks (information 

homogeneity). Consequently, the following research questions and hypotheses were 

addressed within Study 3: 

RQ1: How important is political congruence to users compared to other characteristics 

of another user when it comes to the selection of virtual ties? 

H1a: Individualizing moral intuitions are positively associated to political tie 

building. 

H1b: Binding moral intuitions are positively associated to political tie building. 

RQ2: Are individualizing moral intuitions more strongly associated to political tie 

building than binding intuitions? 

H2: Strength of political social identification is positively associated to political tie 

building. 
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H3a: The effect of individualizing moral intuitions on political tie building is partly 

mediated by political social identification. 

H3b: The effect of binding moral intuitions on political tie building is partly mediated 

by political social identification. 

H4: Political tie building is positively associated to tie homogeneity. 

H5a: Tie homogeneity is positively associated to discussion homogeneity. 

H5b: Tie homogeneity is positively associated to information homogeneity. 

H6a: The association between political tie building and tie homogeneity is stronger 

for ideologically more extreme individuals. 

H6b: Ideological extremity is positively associated to discussion homogeneity. 

H6c: Ideological extremity is positively associated to information homogeneity. 

The research questions and hypotheses were addressed in a pre-registered 

correlational survey on users of Facebook (N = 469; 64.2 percent female; age: M = 41.26, SD 

= 14.57). Subjects were asked on their past tie building on Facebook and underlying reasons 

(e.g., political like-mindedness, social support by another other user, relational closeness, and 

physical attractiveness). For each subject, a score for selective political tie building was 

calculated by summing different indicators of politically like-minded tie building (1 = yes, 0 

= no, e.g., ideological like-mindedness, opinion-based like-mindedness, party-based like-

mindedness; M = 1.22, SD = 1.99). For instance, participants were asked whether they have 

ever added someone as a friend or followed someone on Facebook because of similar 

opinions on a political issue. Furthermore, individualizing (M = 4.20, SD = 0.63, Cronbach’s 

α =.83) and binding moral intuitions (M = 3.10, SD = 0.67, Cronbach’s α = .77) were 

assessed by eight items each (0 = ‘not important at all,’ 5 = ‘extremely important’). Political 

social identification with regard to ideological camps (left-leaning, centered, or right-leaning) 

was measured by six items (1 = ‘I totally disagree,’ 7 = ‘I totally agree;’ M = 2.97, SD = 1.12, 

Cronbach’s α = .83). Perceived homogeneity of the own Facebook network, i.e., like-

mindedness of ties (M = 4.53, SD = 1.01, rSB = .89), information (M = 4.24, SD = 1.43, rSB = 

.96) and discussions (M = 2.19, SD = 1.56, rSB = .97) were assessed by two items each (all 7-

point rating scales). Ideological extremity was assessed through participants’ ideological self-

assessment (i.e., left-right scale; 1 = ‘left,’ 11 = ‘right’). The more ratings deviate from the 

scale-midpoint, the higher ideological extremity (M = 1.63, SD = 1.43). 

Regarding RQ1, analyses revealed that for subjects, political like-mindedness was a 

moderately important criterion when including someone in their Facebook network, yet far 

less important than prior personal contact and general sympathy. In accordance with the 
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experimental findings from Study 1, political like-mindedness was rated more important than 

the potential social support and career-related benefits that one may receive from a network 

tie. Different from what was expected, the strength of individualizing and binding moral 

intuitions did not predict selective political tie building (H1a, H1b, RQ2), while political 

social identification positively predicted selective political tie building (H2) albeit with a 

small effect (β = .24, p < .001). However, there was no mediated effect of moral intuitions on 

selective political tie building through political social identification (H3a, H3b). As predicted 

(H4), selective political tie building was positively and weakly associated with the perceived 

homogeneity of network ties (β = .15, p = .005) which, in turn, was positively associated with 

the perceived homogeneity of discussions (H5a, β = .26, p < .001) and information exposure 

on Facebook (H5b, β = .25, p < .001). While ideological extremity did not moderate the 

association between selective political tie building and tie homogeneity and did not predict 

homogeneity of discussions (thus lending no support to H6a and H6b), it expectedly 

predicted homogeneity of information exposure (H6c). 

Overall, Study 3 provided a more comprehensive view on the relevance that political 

like-mindedness plays for users of SNS when they build new ties in their online networks. 

Drawing on self-reported use of SNS, findings complement those from Study 1 and suggest 

that users actively homogenize their interpersonal tie network not only through the selective 

avoidance of uncongenial ties (Study 2) but also through the selective approach to congenial 

ties. Adding to findings from Study 1 and Study 2, this study addressed a wider range of 

criteria that users might weigh against each other when shaping their online networks. 

Extending findings from Study 1 and Study 2, Study 3 addressed, for the first time, links 

between the selective preference for like-minded interpersonal ties on the behavioral level 

and political homogeneity on the network level. Moreover, it shed light on the impact of 

homogeneous tie networks on the homogeneity of political discussions and the homogeneity 

of information exposure on SNS. 

Findings from Study 1, 2 and 3 imply that not all users respond equally to political 

agreement and disagreement in their networks, which becomes evident in the variability of 

their politically motivated selectivity. Findings show, in particular, that strong attitudes, 

social identification with an ideological camp, and characteristics of the interpersonal 

relationship contribute to increases in selectivity and network homogeneity. This is in line 

with related research which emphasizes that while online network homogeneity is low to 

moderate for most users it can vary significantly between certain groups of individuals. The 

identification of such groups was the primary goal of Study 4. It focused on two fringe 
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groups frequently discussed nowadays: Those who adopt populist attitudes and conspiratorial 

beliefs. 

4.4     Study 4: The Interplay of Online Network Homogeneity, Populist 

Attitudes, and Conspiratorial Beliefs 

 Populist movements have been receiving growing support within populations 

worldwide (Bergmann, 2018) and prior research has identified the propensity of populist 

players to spread their messages via SNS (Ernst et al., 2019). Populist attitudes can be 

characterized by a worldview that makes a clear distinction between the righteous in-group 

(‘the people’) and immoral and corrupt out-groups (which often can be summarized as ‘the 

elite’ and include, for instance, the political establishment, scientists, and mainstream media). 

Conceivably, the focus on differences between social groups may counteract interactions 

between those who hold populist attitudes and those who are deemed out-group members by 

them. Furthermore, right-wing populist players oftentimes convey their ideology by the 

propagation of conspiracy theories (Bergmann, 2018). In fact, conspiratorial beliefs and 

populist attitudes share at least one important element: A dualist worldview which divides 

society into good (the people or the population who is conspired against) and bad, i.e., the 

elites or the powerful conspirators (see Hameleers, 2020). Thus, besides implying a link 

between populist attitudes and conspiratorial beliefs on a psychological level, those who 

become target of populist messages may likewise become target of conspiracy theories. Both, 

holding dualist worldviews and becoming target of populist and conspiratorial messages may 

make users more prone to attitudinal selective exposure and therefore online network 

homogeneity. Alongside attitudinal extremity and ideological social identification (Study 1, 

Study 3), individual differences in users’ propensity to adopt populist attitudes and 

conspiratorial beliefs could thus explain why some users have more homogeneous online 

networks than others. Accordingly, Study 4 addressed the following hypotheses and research 

question: 

H1: The belief in conspiracy theories is positively associated with populist attitudes. 

H2: Populist attitudes are positively associated with the perceived homogeneity of 

political information exposure on Facebook. 

H3: The belief in conspiracy theories is positively associated with the perceived 

homogeneity of political information exposure on Facebook. 
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H4: The association between populist attitudes and political homogeneity is 

moderated by the belief in conspiracy theories. The stronger the belief in 

conspiracy theories the stronger the association between populist attitudes and 

political homogeneity. 

H5: The association between populist attitudes and political homogeneity is 

moderated by ideological extremity. The more extreme the political ideology of a 

user, the stronger the association between populist attitudes and political 

homogeneity. 

RQ1: Is the association between populist attitudes and political homogeneity 

moderated by political orientation? 

 In Study 4, correlational survey data on users of Facebook collected in the context of 

Study 3 was used (N = 469; 64.2 percent female; age: M = 41.26, SD = 14.57). Homogeneity 

of information exposure (and, for exploratory purpose, homogeneity of discussions) via 

Facebook served as dependent variable and was assessed by two items (see above). Populist 

attitudes and conspiratorial beliefs were the main independent variables. Populist attitudes 

were assessed by a total of six items and on three dimensions, i.e., anti-elitism, people’s 

demand for sovereignty, and belief in a homogeneous and virtuous people (1 = ‘completely 

disagree,’ 5 = ‘completely agree’). Responses were collapsed into a single score (M = 2.80, 

SD = 0.75, Cronbach’s α = .77). Conspiratorial beliefs were assessed by the extent to which 

participants believe in nine different conspiracy theories (1 = ‘surely wrong,’ 7 = ‘surely true’) 

and summarized within a single score (M = 2.06, SD = 0.95, Cronbach’s α = .88). Furthermore, 

political orientation, political extremity (see Study 3) and control variables were assessed. 

 As predicted by H1, populist attitudes were moderately associated with conspiratorial 

beliefs (r = .49, p < .001). Contrary to what was predicted, populist attitudes (β = -.19, p < 

.001) and conspiratorial beliefs (β = -.16, p = .001) were negatively and weakly associated 

with homogeneity of information exposure on Facebook, thus lending no support for H2 and 

H3. Furthermore, conspiratorial beliefs did not moderate the association between populist 

attitudes and information homogeneity, while political extremity did moderate it, but not in 

the expected way (lending no support for H4 and H5, respectively). Addressing RQ1, it was 

found that the association between populist attitudes and information homogeneity did not 

differ between individuals with rather left-leaning and rather right-leaning political 

orientations. However, it was observed that a more left-leaning political orientation is 

associated to moderately higher levels of information homogeneity in general (β = -.25, p = 

.001). 
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 Study 4 aimed at the identification of users’ predispositions which can explain why 

online network homogeneity differs between users. Based on the observation that networks in 

which populist and conspiratorial ideas are shared tend to be more homogeneous, Study 4 

intended to explain these with similarities between populist attitudes and conspiratorial 

beliefs on a psychological level. Two main insights can be derived from the findings: 

Populist attitudes and conspiratorial beliefs appear to be firmly related in users of Facebook, 

which may be explained by similarities in the underlying psychological processes (e.g., a 

dualist worldview) and which could serve as an explanation for the successful spread of 

conspiratorial contents by populist players. Importantly, Study 4 did not corroborate the idea 

that the same processes make individuals get exposed to like-minded information on SNS 

more frequently. 

 So far, Study 1 to 4 provided insights into the ways users selectively expose 

themselves to like-mindedness to shape their political environments online. They scrutinized 

motivations and dispositions that lead users to and prevent them from political 

homogenization of their online networks and they shed light on the psychological trade-offs 

undertaken by individuals when deciding to include or exclude a disagreeing contact from 

their networks. These studies focused on antecedents of online network homogeneity and put 

less emphasis on consequences of the latter. In Study 5, it was intended to bridge this gap. 

4.5     Study 5: How Exposure to Congruent and Incongruent Opinion 

Climates on Social Networking Sites Impacts Users’ Processing and 

Selection of Information 

So far, this dissertation project has scrutinized antecedents of online network 

homogeneity to understand the conditions under which homogenization occurs. This was 

motivated by the assumption that online network homogeneity might pose a threat to the 

controversial exchange of opinions, the relationship between different political camps and 

thus deliberative democracy itself. However, whether and what consequences online network 

homogeneity has, has not been addressed in this work so far. Consequently, the purpose of 

Study 5 was to address effects of online network homogeneity. This study adopted a dynamic 

perspective on the effects and the selection of media content (Slater, 2007) and proposed that 

strong attitudes (see Study 1 and Study 3) and selective exposure (see Study 1, Study 2, and, 

Study 3) may not only be causes of online network homogeneity but also consequences of it. 

Furthermore, Study 5 addressed, whether the exposure to homogeneous opinion climates via 
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SNS decreases the tolerance towards opposing political groups. Related work suggests not 

only that exposure to opinion climates in which congruent (i.e., like-minded) opinions are 

overrepresented can lead to a reinforcement of pre-existing attitudes and selective exposure, 

but also those in which they are underrepresented. This may be rooted in the specific ways in 

which individuals respond to the perception of uniform disagreement (e.g., reactance and 

anger) and agreement (e.g., confidence and enthusiasm) in their social environments (Bakker 

et al., 2021; Hopmann et al., 2019; Mackie & Smith, 2015; Marcus et al., 2000). Therefore, it 

was suggested in Study 5 that the degree of congruence between a user’s opinion on an issue 

and the opinions represented in their social media environments are linked to selective 

exposure, attitude strength, and tolerance not in a linear but in a curvilinear way (with 

moderate levels of congruence leading to the least extend of selective exposure and attitude 

strength and the highest extent of tolerance). Additionally, replicating and extending findings 

on the effects of political social identities on homogeneity (Study 3), Study 5 addressed 

effects of political social identity salience on selective exposure, attitude strength, and 

political tolerance. The following hypotheses and research questions were scrutinized: 

H1: The effect of the degree of political congruence with opinion climates on SNS on 

users’ opinion strength manifests itself in a curvilinear U-shaped form: A 

relatively high and a relatively low level of political congruence increase opinion 

strength compared to moderate levels of political congruence. 

H2: The effect of the degree of political congruence with opinion climates on SNS on 

users’ political tolerance manifests itself in a curvilinear inverted U-shaped form: 

A relatively high and a relatively low level of political congruence decrease 

political tolerance relative to moderate levels of political congruence. 

H3: The effect of the degree of political congruence with opinion climates on SNS on 

selective exposure manifests itself in a curvilinear U-shaped form: A relatively 

high and a relatively low level of political congruence increase selective exposure 

relative to moderate levels of political congruence. 

RQ1: Is the effect of the degree of political congruence on selective exposure 

mediated by opinion strength? 

RQ2: Is the effect of the degree of political congruence on selective exposure 

mediated by political tolerance? 

H4: A salient political social identity leads to higher levels of selective exposure 

compared to a non-salient political social identity. 
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H5: A salient political social identity leads to higher levels of opinion strength 

compared to a non-salient political social identity.  

H6: A salient political social identity leads to lower levels of political tolerance 

compared to a non-salient political social identity.  

RQ3: Is the effect of political social identity on selective exposure mediated by 

opinion strength?  

RQ4: Is the effect of political social identity on selective exposure mediated by 

political tolerance?  

RQ5: Is there an interaction effect of the degree of political congruence and political 

social identity on selective exposure? 

 A pre-registered online experiment with a 5(congruence: completely congruent versus 

rather congruent versus balanced versus rather incongruent versus completely incongruent) x 

2(political social identity: salient versus non-salient) x 2 (issue: deportation of criminal 

refugees versus adoption rights for homosexual couples) between-subjects design was 

conducted. A representative sample of users of SNS (N = 704; 47.3 percent female; age: M = 

43.42, SD = 12.90) was drawn. Participants were invited to a study on the ‘perception of 

opinions’ on SNS. To manipulate the degree of opinion congruence, participants were 

exposed to a fictitious Twitter comment thread which displayed six user comments. 

Depending on the experimental condition, comment threads featured four comments 

expressing an opinion against or in favor of a controversial issue. Political social identity was 

manipulated by letting participants write a short text on their ideological ingroup (salient 

identity) or a text in which they described, what they did the day before (non-salient identity). 

Manipulation checks indicated that the experimental manipulation of political social identity 

was successful, while the manipulation of congruence was largely successful (see full 

manuscript for further details). Opinion strength was assessed by seven items per 

controversial issue (7-point rating scale; M = 6.90, SD = 1.54, Cronbach’s α = .92) and 

political tolerance towards individuals with opposing opinions by six items per issue (7-point 

rating scale; M = 4.87, SD = 1.26, Cronbach’s α = .81). Selective exposure was assessed by a 

task in which participants were instructed to select from a total number of 16 news 

summaries which expressed favorable and unfavorable opinions toward the two controversial 

issues. Selective exposure scores were determined by subtracting the number of incongruent 

summaries chosen from the number of congruent summaries chosen (M = 1.19, SD = 2.08). 

 Different from what was expected, neither opinion strength (p = .073, ηp2 = .01), nor 

tolerance (p = .609, ηp2 = .00) or selective exposure (p = .932, ηp2 = .00) were different 
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across the political congruence conditions (thus lending no support for H1, H2 and H3). 

However, when trichotomizing the experimental political congruence variable (turning it into 

the conditions ‘congruent’ versus ‘balanced’ versus ‘incongruent’), a small effect was 

observed. This indicated that individuals who were exposed to congruent opinion climates 

had somewhat stronger opinions afterwards compared to individuals who were exposed to 

incongruent opinion climates (p = .023, ηp2 = .01). At the same time, opinion strength was 

positively associated with selective exposure (r = .19, p < .001), thus providing some hint on 

a reinforcing dynamic between the exposure to congruent opinion climates and attitudinal 

polarization. However, political tolerance was unrelated to selective exposure and there were 

no mediated effects of congruence on selective exposure through opinion strength and 

tolerance either (RQ1 and RQ2). Furthermore, different from what was expected in H4, a 

salient political identity did not lead to higher selective exposure (p = .929, ηp2 = .00). 

Contrary to H5, opinion strength was somewhat lower in participants whose political 

identities were salient (p = .022, ηp2 = .01). Political tolerance towards individuals with an 

opposing opinion on the deportation of criminal refugees was somewhat lower in participants 

with salient political identities compare to participants with non-salient identities (p = .055, 

ηp2 = .01). However, this effect was small and only marginally significant, thus providing 

little support for H6. There were no mediated effects of political social identity on selective 

exposure via opinion strength and tolerance (RQ3 and RQ4) and there was no interaction 

effect of congruence and social identity on selective exposure (RQ5). 

 Study 5 found very scarce evidence that the degree of like-mindedness within social 

media environments affects users’ personal opinions, political tolerance, and information 

selection. There was some evidence for a reinforcing process between the exposure to 

homogeneously like-minded opinions, opinion strength, and selective exposure. Considering 

that participants were exposed to congruent opinions only once and only for a short time 

during the experimental procedure, it is plausible that repeated exposure to homogeneous 

virtual environments could lead to a reinforcing spiral of attitudinal polarization (through 

selective exposure and the resulting network homogenization, see Dahlgren et al., 2019). 

However, as most users are often exposed to disagreement on SNS, the preconditions for 

such a reinforcing process may be rarely met in practice. Furthermore, Study 5 was not able 

to corroborate the idea that users whose ideological identity is salient are more inclined to 

prefer information that is in accord with their pre-existing opinions. This could imply that, 

while political identities make users more likely to seek out like-minded network ties (i.e., 

ingroup members, see Study 3), they do not necessarily make them more likely to seek out 
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like-minded information. Most importantly, Study 5 adds to research into the effects of online 

network homogeneity by showing that both, beneficial effects of networks that uniformly 

expose users to disagreement as well as those exposing them to high degrees of like-

mindedness may be quite limited after all. 
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5     Discussion 

 This dissertation project addressed the role of users’ selectivity in the political 

homogenization of online networks, its antecedents, and consequences. To this end, five 

empirical studies employing experimental, correlational, and qualitative methodology were 

conducted. In this final section, results of this work will be discussed. Firstly, findings will be 

discussed in light of the overarching research questions posited above. Secondly, based on 

this, a theoretical model termed the ‘Integrative Model of Selectivity and Homogenization,’ 

will be presented. Finally, general theoretical and practical implications will be outlined and 

general conclusions of this dissertation project will be drawn. 

5.1     Selection of Network Ties Based on Political Like-Mindedness 

 The first overarching research question was addressed within Study 1 and Study 3 and 

asked whether users of SNS selectively build ties with those who match their political 

convictions. In accord with the arguments outlined before, the present work has shown that 

users indeed connect with others on SNS because of congruencies in political issue opinions 

and ideologies. Applying experimental and correlational methodology in two pre-registered 

studies, it was shown that users are inclined to use political like-mindedness as a criterion for 

tie building and that they prefer connections with politically like-minded over politically 

opposing individuals. Effects varied between d = 0.43 and d = 1.48 depending on the issue 

and the stance taken on the issue (with the weakest effect for those holding an opinion against 

the issue ‘family reunification of refugees’ and the strongest effect for those holding a 

favorable opinion on the same issue). So far, selective exposure research in the context of 

media use mostly regarded selectivity to like-minded information and the avoidance or 

reduction of cognitive dissonance stemming from it (Messing & Westwood, 2014; Metzger et 

al., 2015; Winter et al., 2016). Only recently, the notion appeared that interpersonal online 

ties can also be targets of selective exposure (Bode, 2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; 

Neubaum et al., 2021). Different from other media contexts, SNS offer individuals selection 

opportunities on the interpersonal level and these like-minded interpersonal contacts are 

important sources of pro-attitudinal information (Bakshy et al., 2015; Borgesius et al., 2016) 

and consequently, as shown in the present work, information homogeneity on the network 

level.  
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Findings of the present work corroborate that individuals do not only selectively avoid 

exposure to those who have different political attitudes and who are part of different political 

camps (e.g., by removing someone from the own network), but also selectively approach 

those who think alike and build network ties with them (e.g., by preferentially ‘friending’ 

supporters of the same political party). This is in line with what could be expected based on 

research on attitudinal similarity-liking and assortative mating (Byrne, 1961; Huber & 

Malhotra, 2017) but extends this research to the level of virtual connections with individuals 

who may range from close acquaintances to strangers. Connections to like-minded 

individuals who share congenial content are likely to be experienced as rewarding as they 

contribute to a consonant and therefore cognitively and affectively pleasing virtual 

environment with a lower likelihood of interpersonal conflicts to occur. Furthermore, 

considering that like-minded information is also perceived as more credible in many 

instances, connections with like-minded others may serve individuals’ need for accurate 

information (T. J. Johnson & Kaye, 2013; Metzger et al., 2015). Findings of the present work 

suggest that selective approach to like-minded others may be somewhat more common than 

selective avoidance of opposing users with more than one third of subjects (Study 3) having 

already built ties with someone because of political like-mindedness. This is in line with 

findings from selective exposure to information in online contexts that points to the role of 

selective approach compared to selective avoidance (Garrett, 2009). An interesting and 

unexpected finding is that selective political tie building appears to strongly vary between 

political issues and the particular stance taken on them, i.e., agreement leads to more 

selectivity in some issues than in others (see above). While these differences cannot be 

explained by varying interestingness of issues (see Study 1’s pilot survey), they might be 

contingent on the general and issue-specific societal polarization (Zhu et al., 2017). For 

instance, while debates on refugees are marked by heated and emotional discourses, 

government surveillance in comparison may be a topic of rather ‘cold’ and more rational 

disputes (Landmann et al., 2019; Schulze, 2015). An important prerequisite for selective 

approach on the interpersonal level, however, is that the political stances of another user 

become salient in advance to building a connection (Chan et al., 2019). 

The present work highlights the active role of users in building their online networks. 

However, findings of the present work suggest mostly small to moderate effects when it 

comes to anything related with selective political tie building. This means that most users still 

appear to expose themselves to politically opposing individuals and their stances, which is in 
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line with work pointing to the potential of SNS to incidentally expose individuals to cross-

cutting information (Lu & Lee, 2018; Weeks et al., 2017). 

5.2     The Relevance of Political Like-Mindedness in Interpersonal Tie 

Building 

ORQ2 (addressed in Study 1 and Study 3) asked, how relevant political like-

mindedness is to users compared to other characteristics of another user when building new 

ties in their online networks. Overall, findings suggest that congruency of political opinions 

and ideologies are moderately important to users when compared to other characteristics. The 

present work provided evidence for selective political tie building on the level of concrete 

behavior (selective exposure paradigm, Study 1) and retrospective self-report (Study 3). Like-

mindedness regarding personally important and controversial issues appears to clearly 

outweigh career-related, instrumental, informational, and emotional benefits potentially 

gained from a connection. These aspects have previously been studied in research that 

conceived of SNS as platforms, where users accumulate so-called bridging social capital and 

sources of social support (Ellison et al., 2007; Krämer et al., 2014; Trepte et al., 2015). At the 

same time, findings underscore that increasing one’s social capital and social support as well 

are important reasons for affiliation on SNS. However, different from prior research which 

found that social support stemming from another user may prevent an individual from 

detaching from a contact (Krämer et al., 2014; Neubaum et al., 2021), findings of the present 

work suggest that social support does not outweigh like-mindedness when it comes to 

building new interpersonal ties. This may be rooted in the circumstance that detachment from 

an existing contact is associated with a factual loss of social resources (Krämer et al., 2014), 

while not connecting with someone only means to refrain from social resources one may 

potentially gain in the future. In other words, when an interpersonal decision is linked to a 

loss, costs of refraining from a contact may be perceived as higher than benefits, while it may 

be vice versa when the decision is linked to potential gains (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; 

Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). 

Those findings, however, are put into perspective by the relevance of further user 

characteristics in tie building: These point out very clearly that for users it is most important 

that they already know their potential future online connections from offline contexts, that 

they find them likable, and that they rate them as relationally close (for instance, a friend or a 

relative). This complements research which found that relational closeness is also important 
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in preventing users from detaching from ties (Neubaum et al., 2021). However, these findings 

may at least partly be explained by the circumstance that the self-reports collected in the 

present work referred to the use of Facebook which many use for the maintenance of offline 

relationships (Reich et al., 2012). Furthermore, ‘likability’ is, in comparison to for instance, 

‘congruence in political opinions,’ an unspecific characteristic that leaves the actual causes of 

the likability (which may include political like-mindedness) blurred. When it comes to the 

consequences of interpersonal tie formation for network homogeneity, it furthermore needs to 

be regarded that it is more likely for a relationally close individual to be like-minded than for 

a more distant one (Jost et al., 2009). Connecting primarily with close acquaintances and with 

those who are deemed likable could therefore entail network homogenization to a similar 

extent as the deliberate formation of connections to politically like-minded others. In other 

words, selective political tie building and the like-mindedness already represented in users’ 

close-tie networks might render online networks politically more homogeneous than offline 

environments. However, this stands against findings from a study that compared like-

mindedness in online and offline networks among Facebook users and found no differences 

(Cargnino & Neubaum, 2019). In sum, findings of the present work suggest that political 

like-mindedness is only one and only a moderately important criterion underlaying the 

selection of new interpersonal ties on SNS. 

5.3     Selective Political Tie Building as a Driver of Political Homogeneity 

The third overarching research question (addressed in Study 3) asked whether users 

actively homogenize their networks politically by selectively building ties with like-minded 

users. Overall, the effects that were found are rather small. Only a small share of variation in 

individuals’ perceptions of tie homogeneity can be accounted for by selective political tie 

building and tie homogeneity can explain only some variation in informational and discussion 

homogeneity. Moreover, while selective political tie building was reported by about 36 

percent of the respective sample in the present work (i.e., the share of participants who 

reported to have connected to any like-minded user in the past), about 52 percent perceived 

their online tie networks as at least somewhat similar to themselves in terms of political 

attitudes, which is somewhat more than was found in other work (Cargnino & Neubaum, 

2019). Consequently, there still appear to be plenty of opportunities for users to get exposed 

to political views that challenge their own (Lu & Lee, 2018). 

Having said this, findings provide initial evidence for the idea that individuals actively 

homogenize their online networks by showing that selective political tie building is weakly (β 
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= .15) linked to higher levels of like-mindedness within the perceived interpersonal tie 

network on SNS. This finding is in accord with research into political homophily and online 

network homogeneity which suggests that a considerable share of the like-mindedness that 

user encounter in their networks may be due to their selection of relationships with 

individuals similar to themselves (Bakshy et al., 2015; McPherson et al., 2001). Yet, the 

present findings extend research into online network homogeneity by showing that a very 

specific kind of selectivity, i.e., selective political tie building, can in part account for online 

network homogeneity. Rather than only asking individuals about their perceptions of network 

homogeneity (Dubois & Blank, 2018), the present work showed that those who report higher 

levels of selective political tie building also tend to perceive their interpersonal tie networks 

as more like-minded. 

Furthermore, previous research has either conceived of network homogeneity as the 

homogeneity of social ties, the informational environment, or discussions (Dubois & Blank, 

2018; Scheufele et al., 2006). Findings of the present research suggest that increased 

homogeneity of the tie network, in turn, is linked to moderately higher levels of homogeneity 

of the information users are exposed to (β = .25) and the discussions they are involved in (β = 

.26) on SNS. Thus, in contrast to earlier research, the present work provides an empirically 

founded model which links selective political tie building (and its antecedents) with different 

dimensions of online network homogeneity.  

Moreover, findings of this work can add to the debate on the role of algorithm-driven 

‘filter bubbles’ and user-driven ‘echo chambers’ in the homogenization of online networks. 

The present work suggests that up to 10 percent of the variance in the homogeneity of 

information users are exposed to in their online networks may be explained by selectivity 

toward interpersonal ties alone, i.e., without regarding other forms of selectivity (as for 

instance, selective exposure to news sources), while Bakshy and colleagues (2015) presented 

evidence suggesting that only between 5 and 8 percent of information homogeneity occurs 

due to automatized ranking in news feeds on Facebook. While the role of algorithms in 

shaping users’ virtual environments was not explicitly addressed here, it was already deemed 

less relevant by further related research (see, for example, Haim et al., 2018; Hannak et al., 

2015). In summary, the present work provides supporting evidence for the idea that 

selectivity regarding the interpersonal ties users build with others might explain online 

network homogenization – at least to some extent and, certainly, only for the rather small 

share of users who actually engages in selective political tie building. 



 

 

 

66 

5.4     Cognitive Dissonance Stemming from Political Disagreements in 

Online Networks 

 Within qualitative interviews, the present dissertation project addressed how users of 

SNS respond to political disagreement and the cognitive dissonance resulting from it (ORQ 4, 

addressed in Study 2). Building on the theory of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957), 

Study 2 revealed that users employ a range of strategies to reduce and avoid dissonance 

stemming from exposure to disagreement within their online networks. To begin with, it was 

shown that users experience different forms and varying levels of negative affect, particularly 

resentment and anger, when getting exposed to disagreement, which points to the experience 

of dissonance stemming from the incongruence between own attitudes and opposing ones. 

This notion was additionally supported by participants’ accounts of cognitive involvement 

and thoughtfulness when getting exposed to disagreement (in fact, barely any participant 

reported that disagreement on SNS leaves them unaffected). Besides underscoring the 

significance of political interactions in online networks and the role of SNS for deliberation, 

findings show that users engage in strategies of dissonance reduction and avoidance that 

could be expected on the grounds of research on the cognitive dissonance theory (McGrath, 

2017; Metzger et al., 2015; Zhu & Skoric, 2017). 

For example, disagreement appears to make users reconsider their personal opinions 

in some instances, which resembles the dissonance reduction strategy of changing a pre-

existing cognitive element and which could result in more ambivalent attitudes or persuasion 

(Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2018; Huckfeldt et al., 2004). In line with this, research into the 

exposure to cross-cutting political attitudes has long since pointed to the notion that the 

exposure to diverse political views can mitigate attitudes and increase political tolerance 

(Mutz, 2002). In other instances, users appear to internally devaluate and delegitimize 

opposing views that they come across and question the credibility of the respective source, 

which is in line with research into motivated reasoning in the processing of political 

information (Metzger et al., 2015; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Delegitimizing opposing views and 

questioning the credibility of the respective sources was identified to be an important 

antecedent of detachment and thus might be a further important mechanism to explain the 

political homogenization of online networks. 

Importantly, findings suggest that users attempt to change their virtual social 

environments to reduce and avoid cognitive dissonance. For example, users express their 

opinions or politically participate otherwise on SNS after becoming exposed to content they 
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disagree with. Thereby, besides regulating their negative, they may try to persuade others to 

avoid future dissonance. These findings put earlier research on political participation in 

online networks (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012) in a new light as they suggest a functional 

perspective on participation which might be a means to deal with and manage the exposure to 

dissonant political attitudes. More important to the present research, changing one’s virtual 

environment in such ways may foster political homogenization of the online network. 

Especially when disagreement is severe, users reduce dissonance by disconnecting from 

politically disagreeing individuals. This is in accordance with prior findings from quantitative 

survey and experimental studies (see, for example, John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Neubaum 

et al., 2021). Adding to this research, the present work sheds light on the cognitive processes 

which precede the decision to disconnect from network ties with which one disagrees. It 

underscores the role of cognitive dissonance and dissonance reduction aiming towards a 

change of the environment in processes of attitudinal selective exposure in online networks. 

5.5     Cost-Benefit Calculations in the Dissolution of Ties with Disagreeing 

Individuals 

 It was the purpose of ORQ5 (scrutinized within Study 2) to address the psychological 

processes in the weighing of costs and benefits involved in and preceding users’ decisions to 

disconnect from someone because of political disagreement. As outlined in the last section, 

findings suggest that the dissolution of network ties may be understood in terms of an attempt 

to decrease current and avoid future cognitive dissonance stemming from the exposure to 

attitudes incongruent with one’s own, thereby increasing the political homogeneity of online 

networks. In accord with social exchange theory (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) findings of the 

present research underscore that individuals weigh costs against benefits of keeping a 

connection to a disagreeing user versus dissolving it. On the side of costs, severity of 

disagreement and aggressive or uncivil types expression of others appear crucial factors. As 

prior research suggests, severe disagreement which touches important moral values leads to 

the most dissonance and consequently defense motivation and selective exposure (Festinger, 

1957; Gervais, 2015; Hart et al., 2009). In line with related work (Neubaum et al., 2021), the 

present research underscores that severe disagreements in which fundamental moral values 

are violated more likely lead to a dissolution of online ties.  

On the side of benefits, findings suggests that rewards gained from a relationship to a 

user with whom one disagrees appear often to be non-political. More precisely, users take 
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into consideration the value of maintained harmonic relationships and other interpersonal 

rewards (e.g., receiving social support), which makes them reluctant to disconnect from 

other, mostly relationally close, individuals (Ellison et al., 2007; Krämer et al., 2014). In 

accord with other research, relational closeness (for instance, in family relationships and 

close friends) and the benefits derived from them appear to be a crucial determinant of 

sustained connections despite of disagreement (Neubaum et al., 2021). 

In summary, these findings contribute to research into the management of 

relationships online by providing initial evidence for cost-reward calculations on the level of 

political communication in online networks and by drawing links to research on cognitive 

dissonance and selective exposure. Essentially, findings suggests that individuals ‘endure’ 

dissonance under many circumstances as benefits of maintaining a connection often outweigh 

costs. However, severe disagreements with relationally distant individuals appear to lead to 

disconnection and selective avoidance in some instances. 

5.6      Individual Differences in Online Network Homogenization 

 Besides yielding findings on interpersonal selectivity on SNS, its links with online 

network homogeneity, and cognitive processes involved in it, the present work thoroughly 

scrutinized the role of individual differences when it comes to network homogenization. 

More specifically, it yielded findings on the role of attitude-related predictors (strength of 

political opinions and ideologies, right-leaning political ideology, correlates of the latter, 

populist attitudes, and conspiratorial beliefs), identity-related predictors (in particular the 

strength of ideological social identification), and morality-related predictors (i.e., the moral 

foundations users adhere to and the extent to which they do so). 

5.6.1     Strength of Political Convictions as Enhancer of Selectivity and 

Homogeneity 

 Based on findings of related research which has consistently shown that strong 

political opinions and ideologies increase selective exposure (Hart et al., 2009; John & Dvir-

Gvirsman, 2015; Stroud, 2010), the present research addressed strength of political 

convictions in the context of political selectivity and homogeneity in online networks 

(ORQ6.1, addressed in Study 1, Study 3, and Study 5). Findings of the present research have 

provided evidence that both strong political opinions and ideologies increase selectivity in 

terms of selective political tie building and selective exposure to information, and thereby 
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contribute to network homogenization. For instance, individuals with strong opinions toward 

political issues and those who strongly adhere to a certain political ideology appear to engage 

in selective political tie building more frequently. When it comes to the distinction of 

political opinions and ideologies, effect sizes appear to be similar (and small). However, it 

seems that effects vary regarding specific aspects of opinion strength and the specific 

political issue at hand. More precisely, the certainty and the extremity (in terms of a deviation 

from a ‘neutral’ opinion) with which an opinion is held appear to predict selective political tie 

building differently, depending on the political issue at hand. This unexpected finding points 

to the need to look at different aspects of strong political attitudes separately and warrants the 

need to address selectivity and online network homogeneity on the level of specific political 

issues (B. K. Johnson et al., 2020; Röchert et al., 2020). 

Findings of the present research are in line with related research that found links 

between the strength of political attitudes and increased selective avoidance on SNS (Bode, 

2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015). However, besides replicating such findings, the present 

work shows that the strength of political convictions may play a crucial role not only in the 

selective avoidance of disagreeing individuals and the selective approach to like-minded 

information, but also through selective political tie building, in the selective approach to like-

minded individuals. Therefore, the present work extends previous research and strengthens 

the notion that, while online network homogeneity may not be high for most users, it might 

be more pronounced in users who are more extreme when it comes to their political stances 

and affiliations (Boutyline & Willer, 2017). The present findings are also in line with 

assumptions from cognitive dissonance theory, research into the similarity-liking effect, and 

the management of interpersonal relationships (Byrne, 1961; Festinger, 1957; Howe & 

Krosnick, 2017; Metzger et al., 2015; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). Accordingly, due to their 

heightened defense motivation, those with strong and stable pre-existing attitudes will 

perceive more cognitive dissonance and will be more prone to avoid it by changing their 

social environment. Furthermore, they will appraise interactions with like-minded individuals 

as more rewarding and those with opposing individuals as more costly and therefore 

approach the former. 

5.6.2     Moral Foundations and Selectivity 

Building on research on moral foundations and their connection with political 

attitudes (Graham et al., 2009) it was investigated how far moral foundations predict selective 

political tie building in online networks (ORQ6.2, addressed within Study 3). Unexpectedly, 
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the present work found no links between moral foundations and selective political tie 

building. Related work has shown that the extent to which an individual subscribes to certain 

moral foundations can be linked to interpersonal evaluations and avoidance of interaction in 

the context of political attitudes (Bruchmann et al., 2018; Neubaum et al., 2021). More 

precisely, this work showed that the extent and type of moral foundations predict the 

evaluation of other individuals, with evaluations being more positive when moral foundations 

are perceived as congruent and pointed to avoidance on SNS (through tie dissolution) in 

response to violations of moral values. However, according to the present findings, moral 

foundations may not impact interpersonal evaluations of politically like-minded people to a 

degree that impacts selective approach in terms of selective political tie building. This implies 

a more nuanced view on the role of moral values in political disagreements and their impact 

on selectivity: While the extent to which one adheres to a certain moral value can impact 

selectivity when there is a mismatch between one’s own moral values and those of others 

(manifested, for instance, in different political opinions), a match of moral values will not 

necessarily lead to biased interpersonal selection.  

The absence of the link between moral foundations and selective political tie building 

could imply that users may not be driven by the wish to connect with their ‘moral tribes’ 

(Greene, 2013) when they build like-minded connections on SNS. Furthermore, not only 

morality itself but also its effects on human behavior might largely vary between different 

societies and cultural contexts (Graham et al., 2012; Graham et al., 2013). Political camps are 

significantly less polarized in Germany when compared to the United States (Munzert & 

Bauer, 2013), where most studies on moral foundations were conducted. An individual’s 

moral values may therefore affect the likability of politically like-minded others not 

everywhere to the same extent. Therefore, the present findings point to boundaries of effects 

of moral cognition in the context of political interactions. Even though morality can be 

politically divisive and may, under some circumstances, make individuals refrain from 

relationships, it appears to not necessarily unite like-minded individuals in online networks. 

5.6.3     The Unclear Role of Social Identification in Selectivity 

 The present work furthermore addressed relationships between users’ political social 

identification (in terms of their attachment to groups defined by political ideology) and 

selective exposure and assumed that political social identification increases attitudinal 

selective exposure (ORQ6.3, addressed within Study 3 and Study 5). Findings obtained in the 

present study appear to be inconclusive insofar as they indicate that the degree to which 
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individuals identify with an ideological group on the one hand leads to higher levels of 

interpersonal selectivity (Study 3), while on the other hand the mere salience of an 

ideological identity appears to have no effect on selective exposure to like-minded 

information (Study 5). The present work was therefore not able to replicate findings of 

related work which found links between political social identification and selective exposure 

(Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018; Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018), but instead revealed effects on users’ 

tendency to connect with like-minded others. However, two important aspects need to be 

noted in this regard: Firstly, the study by Dvir-Gvirsman (2018) found that strength of 

ideological identification is positively associated to selective exposure to congenial news but 

focused on the group membership of the news articles’ authors. More precisely, selective 

exposure to information resulted from the perception of common group membership between 

study participants and the authors of news articles presented within the selective exposure 

task, while the present work addressed the effect of mere salience of ideological identities on 

selective exposure to information without providing study participants with details on the 

information source. Moreover, the present study focused on ideological identity and referred 

to issue stances within the selective exposure task, while Wojcieszak and Garrett (2018) used 

national identity and the stimuli in their selective exposure task referred to issues that were 

directly related to participants’ national identity. National identity may have predicted 

selectivity as nationality became directly evident in the selection task, while in the present 

work, the ideological leaning of an article needed to be inferred indirectly through the issue 

stances expressed within the selection task. These methodological aspects need to be 

considered as they might have had an impact on the outcomes of the present work.  

 Next to direct links between political identification and selective exposure, the present 

work addressed how far selective exposure is indirectly enhanced by political social identity 

through a reinforcement of opinions and a decrease in political tolerance. While it has 

previously been suggested that political polarization can be enhanced by the activation of 

relevant social identities (Hogg, 1990; Tucker et al., 2018; Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018), the 

present work did not find evidence for such links. On the contrary, it was found that the 

salience of an ideological identity may even decrease the strength with which an opinion is 

held, at least when it comes to opinions towards certain issues. More precisely, opinions on 

the issue ‘adoption rights for homosexual couples’ were mitigated in participants whose 

ideological identity was salient. In the case of this issue, thinking about one’s political group 

membership may have led to a more critical evaluation of own opinions. In fact, individuals 

invest more time and effort in evaluating arguments towards an issue when the latter is 
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perceived as personally relevant (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Once again, this finding points to 

the need to take the particularities of specific issues into account (B. K. Johnson et al., 2020). 

However, the very small effect size found also warrants a cautious interpretation of findings. 

Besides effects on opinion strength, the salience of an ideological identity did not impact 

political tolerance. While social identification is linked to outgroup devaluation (see, for 

example, Turner & Reynolds, 2012; Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018; Yardi & boyd, 2010), it 

does not necessarily lead to decreases in tolerance (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017). 

Taken together, political social identification might particularly reinforce selective 

exposure when selectivity takes place on an interpersonal level and, in case that a political 

identity is merely salient, when identities closely match the informational context in which 

selectivity takes place (e.g., national identity and information on immigration). The present 

work therefore points to boundaries of effects of political social identities on selective 

exposure, while it simultaneously informs social identity research by supporting earlier 

findings within the context of political interactions on SNS. However, this support is only 

partial considering the finding that social identities may not necessarily lead to a preference 

for attitudes held by the ingroup. They might only do so when specific attitudes are part of a 

group’s norms (see Hogg, 1990). Even when users’ political identities are salient, they may 

still be curious about the information and stances shared by opposing groups. Yet in this case, 

exposure to opposing stances may also serve also serve to strengthen existent opinions (see 

Taber & Lodge, 2007).  

Although online network homogeneity can be increased by ideological identification 

through selective political tie building to some extent, it seems that the effect is small, which 

makes political identities per se appear all but a very important enhancer of homogeneity. 

Instead, a certain degree of political identification may be even beneficial as it can motivate 

users to connect with their allies and pursue collective goals within online environments 

(Rice et al., 2013; Spears & Postmes, 2015). Such beneficial effects may outweigh negative 

effects particularly in less polarized societies like Germany, where levels of political 

identification and hostility towards outgroups are rather low (Munzert & Bauer, 2013). 

5.6.4     The Role of Political Ideologies and Their Correlates 

 Another focus of this work was the role of specific political ideologies and their 

correlates in the political homogenization of online networks (ORQ6.4, accounted for in 

Study 1 and Study 4). Based on prior findings which drew links between specific types of 

information processing common among proponents of certain political ideologies, online 
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network homogeneity, and selective exposure (Boutyline & Willer, 2017; Hart et al., 2009; 

Jost et al., 2018), this work addressed individual differences in users’ need for cognitive 

closure, desire for shared reality, populist attitudes, and conspiratorial beliefs as enhancers of 

selective political tie building and online network homogeneity. 

5.6.4.1     No Effects of Needs for Closure on Homogenization 

Unlike what had been expected, the present research found no evidence for higher 

levels of interpersonal selectivity among individuals with a rather high need for cognitive 

closure or desire for shared reality. This is contrary to related research that provided evidence 

for links between needs for closure and selective exposure to information (Hart et al., 2009, 

2012). However, while this research focused on selectivity towards pro-attitudinal 

information, the present work addressed effects on the formation of interpersonal ties with 

like-minded individuals in online networks. This suggests that, even though the need for 

cognitive closure and the desire for shared reality entail a general preference for predictable 

social interactions, this may not translate into stronger tendencies towards the 

homogenization of interpersonal tie networks. One explanation for this might be that 

individuals do not have to deal with the consequences of connecting with someone who holds 

different political views immediately, i.e., their habitual needs for closure are not instantly 

violated through such connections. Instead, such traits may only come into effect when 

individuals get exposed to uncongenial information or are involved in controversial 

discussions. Selective exposure might then come into effect in the form of informational 

selectivity and by disconnecting from the regarding person. 

Moreover, the present work found no link between increased selectivity and right-

wing political ideologies (which have been frequently linked with heightened needs for 

closure and homogenization before, Jost et al., 2003, 2009). On the contrary, it was found 

that rather right-wing stances on controversial issues (e.g., skepticism on liberal refugee 

politics) were associated with a lower proneness to selective political tie building. This is in 

line with a growing number of studies suggesting links between rather leftist ideologies, 

heightened levels of political selectivity, and online network homogeneity (Bakshy et al., 

2015; Bode, 2016; Cargnino & Neubaum, 2019; Colleoni et al., 2014; Neubaum et al., 2021). 

There are several potential explanations for why individuals with rather leftist stances might 

be more selective regarding political attitudes of their interpersonal online ties. For instance, 

polarization in the debate on refugees (which was among the leading publicly debated issues 

when the studies of the present work were conducted) and the proliferation of anti-refugee 
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stances by far-right parties might have led to an increased aversion within the pro-refugee and 

rather leftist camp to interact with opponents (see Schmitt et al., 2017). Furthermore, the rise 

of online political and citizens’ movements (e.g., ‘#wirsindhier,’ ‘#wirsindmehr’) in the 

political left might have contributed to increased intentions to connect with like-minded 

others on SNS (see Penney, 2015). 

5.6.4.2     Populist Attitudes and Perceived Online Network Homogeneity 

 Against expectations, populist attitudes were associated with lower levels of perceived 

online network homogeneity. This is contrary to research which associated populism with 

heightened closed-mindedness and increased intergroup bias (Hameleers, 2020; Schulz et al., 

2020). It suggests that those who hold populist attitudes might deliberately expose themselves 

to environments which are politically more diverse. However, this does not necessarily mean 

that proponents of populism are open-minded. For instance, research into motivated 

reasoning and so-called ‘corrective participation’ suggests that individuals sometimes expose 

themselves deliberately to opposing views with the goal of confirming their own attitudes 

instead of learning about the others’ (Rojas, 2010; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Consequently, 

exposure to cross-cutting views would then rather lead to a strengthening of pre-existing 

attitudes and an increase of cleavages between political camps (see also Bail et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, perceptions of the opinions represented in one’s environment are subject 

to biases (for example, the perception of a ‘false consensus,’ Krueger & Clement, 1994). The 

false consensus effect was priorly found to be positively related to populist attitudes and there 

also appears to be a positive relationship between the populist attitudes and hostile media 

perceptions (i.e., the perception that mainstream media are biased toward favoring the 

opposing political side, Schulz et al., 2020; Vallone et al., 1985). Consequently, while those 

who hold populist attitudes perceive the general population ‘on their side,’ they might still 

perceive their online networks as oppositional. This perception is not even necessarily a 

biased one: In the German media landscape and among members of society, populist 

narratives are still part of small fringe communities (Ernst et al., 2019). Importantly, these 

considerations imply that perceptions of network heterogeneity among proponents of 

populism do neither necessarily represent actual network heterogeneity nor lower levels of 

selective exposure or motivated reasoning among them. 
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5.6.4.3     Effects of Conspiratorial Beliefs on Perceived Homogeneity 

Furthermore, the extent to which individuals hold conspiratorial beliefs was unrelated 

to perceived homogeneity of the own online networks. Although prior work suggests that the 

belief in conspiracies is linked to the general experience of uncertainty, an external locus of 

control and, accordingly, increased needs for certainty and control (Abalakina-Paap et al., 

1999; van Prooijen & Jostmann, 2013), the present work found no evidence that this makes 

proponents of conspiracy theories more susceptible to build homogeneous online networks. 

Moreover, findings of other research according to which conspiratorial ideas are 

promoted and spread within homogeneous networks of like-minded (Smith & Graham, 2019) 

appear (according to findings of the present work) not to indicate that proponents of 

conspiracy theories are generally more prone to expose themselves to those who think alike. 

Individuals who hold conspiratorial beliefs might only be selective when it comes to specific 

conspiratorial issues and communities (Smith & Graham, 2019; Yiannakoulias et al., 2019). 

Within these communities, they defend their fringe beliefs to find “order and agency in a 

world which is becoming more and more like a leaf in the wind of social processes that are 

emergent and intangible, contingent and plural” (Törnberg & Wahlström, 2018, p. 17). 

Beyond such issue-specific communities, however, ‘conspiratorial citizens’ may not be more 

selective than others. However, in accordance with what was proposed by other work 

(Bergmann, 2018; Hameleers, 2020), the present work showed that the belief in conspiracies 

is linked to populist attitudes and a right-wing political ideology. Above and beyond online 

network homogeneity, the combination of convictions that both promote a dualist division of 

society (into ‘good’ and ‘bad’) and offer alleged certainties among those who search for them 

might promote a distancing from what is widely acknowledged as ‘truth’ and from the 

societal majority that does not promote conspiracies and populism. 

In summary, when it comes to the role of political ideologies and their correlates, 

merely looking at associations with selectivity and network homogeneity falls short in 

explaining the specific motives at work when users expose themselves to political diversity 

and the effects such exposure. The present findings point to a need to rethink commonly held 

assumptions on the role of political ideologies and their correlates in selective exposure and 

the political homogenization of online networks. While accounts on political conservatism, 

cognitive closure, populism, and conspiratorial thinking would suggest heightened levels of 

selectivity and homogeneity among those who score high on respective constructs, the 

present work rather found evidence for the opposite. However, the present work cannot 
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provide conclusive explanations for all of the unexpected findings. Further investigations are 

warranted to unravel the complex links between political ideologies, their correlates, and 

selectivity by taking motives and effects of the exposure to counter-attitudinal political 

information and its human sources into account. 

5.7     Limited Effects of Online Network Homogeneity 

 Shifting the perspective from antecedents and individual differences in attitudinal 

selective exposure and online network homogeneity to their consequences, the last 

overarching research question (addressed within Study 5) asked about the effects of 

homogeneity. Moreover, it intended to shed light on potential non-linear associations and 

reinforcing mechanisms between online network homogeneity, selective exposure, and 

antecedents of the latter. Unlike what had been expected, the present work found little 

indication of any effect of opinion climates conveyed by user-generated comments on SNS 

on selective exposure to like-minded information. However, there was tentative evidence for 

an indirect effect of the exposure to politically homogeneous opinion climates on SNS on 

selective exposure through increases in opinion strength. More specifically, steady exposure 

to like-mindedness on SNS could lead to a certain, yet limited reinforcement of opinions and 

therefore to increases in selective exposure. Selective exposure in turn increases the like-

mindedness of the online network, which overall suggests reinforcing effects as they are 

conceptualized in the reinforcing spirals model (Slater, 2007, 2015). However, the present 

findings rather suggest that such a mechanism, if in place at all, is at best weak and might 

require high levels of continued exposure to come into effect. Mixed findings of related 

research on the effects of congruent and incongruent opinion climates on attitude 

polarization, with some studies finding mitigating (see, for example, Knobloch-Westerwick 

et al., 2015), others reinforcing effects (see, for example, Bail et al., 2018), may not be 

explained by a non-linear effect of the degree of like-mindedness as it was suggested based 

on findings from other research (Hopmann et al., 2019; Kaczinski et al., 2019). It appears that 

regarding mechanisms would at least be more complex and contingent on further side 

conditions. For instance, exposure may need to evoke a sufficient level of affective responses 

to have an effect (Buder et al., 2020; Heatherly et al., 2017; Marcus et al., 2000; Parsons, 

2010). When it comes to selectivity, the importance of affective responses also became 

evident within Study 2 of the present work which found that cognitive dissonance and strong 

responses of anger in the exposure to disagreement often forego the selective detachment 

from politically disagreeing users. 
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A particular strength of the present findings on the effects of homogeneity is that they 

are founded on experimental methodology and a large and representative sample. While 

findings that are based on other methods such as web-tracking (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 

2015) have a higher external validity, they are less able to provide compelling hints on 

causality. The present work finds little to no evidence that the like-mindedness of opinion 

climates on SNS causes increases in the strength of political convictions and selective 

exposure. Furthermore, this study found neither evidence for the idea that the devaluation of a 

politically opposing group (in terms of low levels of political tolerance) increases selective 

exposure to like-minded information, nor that the exposure to a very like-minded or a very 

opposing online environment has by itself an impact on the evaluation of political opponents. 

The exposure to cross-cutting views is usually associated with increases in attitudinal 

ambivalence and increases in political tolerance (Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Mutz, 2002; Siegel et 

al., 2018). Again, it appears that the effects depend on further side conditions (e.g., 

perspective taking ability, Mutz, 2002). 

Taken together, the present work can advance the understanding of effects of online 

network homogeneity in some important ways. Most importantly, findings suggest that any 

unconditional causal link between the exposure to opinion climates in online networks, 

political polarization, and selective exposure appears to be unlikely. This implies that it 

would be worthwhile to invest further research efforts into the identification of conditional 

effects regarding, for instance, the communicative context (e.g., societal polarization, 

communication channel, and issue salience) and individual differences (e.g., regarding 

affective responses). While the exposure to like-mindedness on SNS may lead to some 

attitude reinforcement and consequently increase selectivity at small rates, evaluations of 

politically opposing groups appear to remain unaffected by online network homogeneity. 

5.8     Synthesizing the Empirical Output: The ‘Integrative Model of 

Selectivity and Network Homogenization’ 

 Based on the findings of the present dissertation project and the initial conceptual 

model (see Figure 1), an integrative model was posited in which findings are summarized and 

linked to each other to emphasize associations between different mechanisms relevant in the 

homogenization of online networks. This ‘Integrative Model of Selectivity and Network 

Homogenization’ (IMSH, Figure 3) not only includes findings that were expected a-priori, 

but also includes unexpected findings which were discussed above. The latter mainly refer to 
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the role of populist attitudes and effects of political homogeneity and they need to be 

interpreted with caution as they did not result from confirmatory research. Furthermore, the 

IMSH regards technological and social contexts as important factors of influence which, 

although not addressed prospectively, were repeatedly mentioned throughout this work. 

 

Figure 3. The ‘Integrative Model of Selectivity and Network Homogenization.’ 

The IMSH highlights variables and psychological mechanisms at work in 

relationships between selective exposure to information and online contacts on SNS, 

antecedents thereof and, importantly, associations between selective exposure and the 

political homogenization of online networks. The model integrates a range of single findings 

and assigns them to different levels of analysis, thereby emphasizing potential dynamics on a 

larger scale. More precisely, the model distinguishes the levels of network, behavior, 

cognition, and context. 

5.8.1     Network 

 Founded on empirical findings of the present work (see Study 3), the IMSH draws 

links between users’ behavior (i.e., selective exposure) and network structure (i.e., online 

network homogeneity). More precisely, the more users engage in selective exposure to like-

mindedness, the more homogeneous their networks become. The IMSH therefore conceives 

of online network homogeneity as result of users’ active informational and interpersonal 

choices including the selective approach to like-mindedness and the selective avoidance of 

uncongenial convictions. 
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Although the present work only provides empirical evidence for the link between 

selective political tie building and online network homogeneity, selective exposure to 

information and selective avoidance will likely increase online network homogeneity, too. 

For instance, following like-minded news media on SNS will increase the share of like-

minded information within the newsfeed in a similar way as it is increased through postings 

made by like-minded contacts. Furthermore, the IMSH distinguishes and interrelates different 

forms of network homogeneity that were addressed by related research, i.e., homogeneity of 

network ties, of discussions, and of information (see, for example, Boutyline & Willer, 2017; 

Dubois & Blank, 2018; Scheufele et al., 2006). While selective political tie building leads to 

an increase in tie homogeneity (see Study 3), selective exposure to information may lead to 

an increase in the homogeneity of the information one comes across and the interactions (e.g., 

discussions) one engages in on SNS. However, information and discussion homogeneity can 

also be indirectly affected by tie homogeneity: As the individuals to whom one is connected 

can be sources of information and discussion partners, increases in tie homogeneity lead to 

increases in both, information and discussion homogeneity (see Study 3). 

While the model posits that other forms of selective approach (e.g., selective news 

use, selective exposure to user-generated comments) and selective avoidance (e.g., selective 

detachment from disagreeing individuals) can exert direct influences on homogeneity, the 

present work did not empirically address such links but instead only addressed links between 

political tie building and homogeneity. Furthermore, links between selectivity and 

homogeneity as well as links between different forms of network homogeneity were only 

addressed based on self-reports within the present work. Related to this, the model presumes 

that individuals can provide accurate information on the homogeneity of their networks 

despite the fact that other research has shown that perceptions of opinions within one’s 

environment can be biased (Krueger & Clement, 1994). Accordingly, future research should 

address, whether and to what extent different forms of selective exposure contribute to 

network homogenization. Furthermore, more studies should analyze data from social 

networking sites (e.g., trace data collected from users) combined with network analytical 

methods (see Bakshy et al., 2015). Such work could shed light on the tenability of 

assumptions on effects of users’ behavior on the structure of their networks. 

5.8.2     Behavior 

The central part of the model includes the level of users’ behavior and represents the 

‘relay’ between the levels of context and cognition on the one side and the level of the 
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network on the other side. The focus of the present work was on attitudinal selective exposure 

as behavioral antecedent of online network homogeneity and as outcome of a range of 

variables relating to cognitive processes and individual differences therein. The model takes 

into account that on SNS, attitudinal selective exposure can refer to information in general 

(i.e., users can selectively attend to information congruent with their attitudes and avoid 

incongruent information, inter alia, through following partisan news media, following 

partisan interest groups, attending to congenial user-generated comments, participating in 

discussions among like-minded) and interpersonal network ties (i.e., users can selectively 

form ties with those who are like-minded, avoid or dissolve ties with those who think 

differently, follow and unfollow likeable and unlikable information sources). The present 

work mainly addressed selective approach to like-minded network ties (Study 1, Study 3) and 

avoidance (i.e., termination) of ties with politically opposing users (Study 2), but also 

addressed selective exposure to information (Study 5). In any case, findings of the present 

work suggest that users engage in selective exposure on SNS only to a small extent and only 

under specific circumstances. When it comes to the level of behavior, it appears that some 

people manage their ‘list of contacts’ (boyd & Ellison, 2008) in a way that enables them to 

control the degree to which they get exposed to pro-attitudinal and counter-attitudinal 

information. 

As already mentioned, the IMSH refers to selective exposure in more general terms 

and includes a variety of different ways by which users can selectively expose themselves to 

like-mindedness on SNS. However, the present work did not account for all facets of 

selectivity and did not compare their relevance. Therefore, more research is needed to test 

which facets of selectivity (e.g., selective detachment from contacts one disagrees with, 

selective political tie building, and selective exposure to like-minded information sources) are 

most common on SNS and more importantly, which of them contributes most to network 

homogeneity. While other research highlights the role of selective approach in selectivity 

(Garrett, 2009) and while the present research found some indication that selective political 

tie building may be more common than selective detachment (see Study 3, see also Bode, 

2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015), further research should more thoroughly address 

similarities and differences between the different ways by which users filter what political 

opinions they see and with whom they discuss online. Future studies should employ 

longitudinal research designs and track individuals’ use of online networks. This work should 

discern different forms of selective exposure and scrutinize their impact on online network 

homogeneity (e.g., through content and network analyses). This approach could be 
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complemented with concurrent survey studies which take users perceptions of homogeneity 

and self-reported selective exposure into account (see, for example, Dvir-Gvirsmann, 2017). 

5.8.3     Cognition 

On the level of cognition, the IMSH includes antecedents of selective exposure to 

like-mindedness on SNS that relate to cognitive processes and individual differences in 

specific user traits. Applying assumptions of cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), it 

was shown that cognitive dissonance appears to be a crucial cognitive antecedent of selective 

exposure in social media environments, at least when it comes to the avoidance of and 

disconnection from politically disagreeing individuals (see Study 2). Types of selective 

exposure which are rather specific to online networks (in particular changing one’s social 

environment through detachment from politically opposing contacts) appear to be used as 

dissonance reduction strategies after getting exposed to disagreement. The higher the amount 

of experienced dissonance, the more likely selective exposure appears to become (see also 

Hart et al., 2009; Metzger et al., 2015). Some users appear to engage in a rational calculus 

where they weigh the costs of maintaining an interpersonal network tie against benefits. For 

instance, relational closeness and the entailed social support stemming from an online contact 

(Neubaum et al., 2021) may outweigh the costs associated with getting exposed to dissonant 

political opinions stemming from the same contact and lead users to maintain the 

interpersonal tie. The IMSH therefore regards and extends research on the management of 

interpersonal relationships (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) and applies it to the context of cognitive 

dissonance experienced in relationships on SNS. 

 A further variable within the IMSH pertaining to the level of cognition is political 

social identification. The degree to which users identify with a political group (in the present 

work relating to a political ideology) increases the amount of selective exposure in terms of 

selective political tie building (see Study 3). In contrast, effects on other types of selective 

exposure and of mere identity salience remain unclear and seem to depend on further side 

conditions (see Study 5). The specific content of a social identity (e.g., ideology, nationality) 

as well as the match between identity and object of selectivity may be such conditions (see 

Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018; Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018). Extending related work, the IMSH 

conceives of political social identification and therefore the intergroup dimension of political 

attitudes as a relevant factor of influence when it comes to the homogenization of online 

networks. 
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 As a result of the unexpected finding that populist attitudes are negatively associated 

with perceived online network homogeneity (Study 4), the IMSH includes populist attitudes 

as a negative predictor of selective exposure. However, this may not necessarily be a result of 

increased open-mindedness among those holding populist views. Individuals who have rather 

hostile beliefs to society and its institutions may deliberately seek out opposing stances to 

debunk or contest them, thus reinforcing their attitudes (see Bergmann, 2018; Taber & 

Lodge, 2006). 

 Lastly, the IMSH includes individual differences in the strength of political 

convictions as a predictor of selective exposure. Strength of political issue opinions and 

ideology prove positive predictors of selective political tie building and selective exposure to 

information in several studies of the present work (Study 1, Study 2, Study 5), which is in 

line with findings from previous work (Bode, 2016; Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017; John & Dvir-

Gvirsman, 2015). Besides reinforcing selective exposure, the present work found tentative 

evidence that the exposure to political homogeneity in online networks in turn reinforces 

opinions (Study 5). This might point to processes of attitudinal polarization through online 

network homogeneity as found in work on the reinforcing spirals model and group 

polarization (see, for example, Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017; Hogg et al., 1990; Hutchens et al., 

2019; Slater, 2007, 2015). The IMSH draws on related research on relationships between 

attitude strength and selective exposure and extends these on the level of online networks. It 

does so in particular by pointing to the reinforcement of selective political tie building 

through strong attitudes. It furthermore models potential reinforcing spirals between attitude 

strength, selective exposure, and online network homogeneity. 

It is important to note that the antecedents of selective exposure addressed here are 

likely not independent from each other. Most importantly, cognitive dissonance might also be 

conceived of as a mediating variable which more generally forgoes selective exposure. 

Political social identification, strength of political convictions, and populist attitudes may 

hence indirectly affect selective exposure through the amount of cognitive dissonance 

experienced in response to actual or anticipated disagreement. Furthermore, there are further 

cognitive antecedents of selective exposure which are not regarded in IMSH but which may 

nonetheless be important (e.g., disconfirmation bias, biased assessment of information and 

source credibility, see Metzger et al., 2015; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Besides this, populist 

attitudes and political social identification may be intertwined. The distinction between 

ingroup and outgroup is an inherent part of populist attitudes and ‘identity politics’ (i.e., the 

accentuation and strategic forging of intergroup conflicts) are an inherent part of populist 
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strategies (see, for example, Schulz et al., 2020). Lasty, the present work only briefly 

considered aspects linked to costs and benefits of exposing oneself to versus avoiding 

disagreement. Research into selective exposure suggests that perceived costs of engaging in 

the processing of counter-attitudinal information can increase, for instance, through limited 

cognitive or time resources and the amount of accessible information (Fischer et al., 2005; 

Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015). As predictors in the IMSH were partly addressed only within 

exploratory research (cognitive dissonance and cost-benefit calculus) or emerged as 

unexpected finding in the present work (negative effect of populist attitudes), more 

confirmatory research is needed to address the proposed and further antecedents of network 

homogenization. This work should furthermore take the complex associations between 

predictors into account and more thoroughly address the role of affective-motivational 

processes and biases in information processing (e.g., motivated reasoning).  

5.8.4     Context 

In the IMSH, the level of context refers to aspects of the technological and social 

context in which homogenization takes place. Contextual variables like characteristics of the 

communication technology and the controversy of political issues can have a distinctive 

impact on selectivity and its effects (Halpern & Gibbs, 2013; B. K. Johnson et al., 2020).  

5.8.4.1     Technological Context 

Selective exposure is likely dependent on and influenced by the characteristics of 

social networking sites. These characteristics can relate to, inter alia, social cues, the 

existence and accessibility of technological functions that enable selection, and the 

algorithmic backend of communication platforms.  

When it comes to social cues, one aspect that may influence network homogenization 

is the lack of such and the entailed anonymity of users (Postmes et al., 1998; Suler, 2004). On 

platforms where users are identifiable to one another, individuals are more aware of 

themselves and reflect more thoroughly on their behavior. Consequently, users may be more 

hesitant to express and share political content, in particular such content that entails a clear 

political stance (see also Neubaum & Krämer, 2016). As a consequence, low anonymity of a 

platform may hinder the distribution of political information and therefore provide less 

opportunities for selective exposure compared to a platform providing higher levels of 

anonymity. Furthermore, not only can high levels of anonymity shift the focus away from the 
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self, but they can also shift the focus towards one’s social identities (Postmes et al., 1998). 

When a political identity becomes salient under conditions of anonymity, selective exposure 

effects may likewise become stronger (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018). Above and beyond general 

social cues, the visibility of political opinions (e.g., cues pointing to the political opinions of 

other users) likely affects selectivity. To be selective, users need to be exposed to (and aware 

of) political information in the first place. Platforms that mainly serve for entertainment (e.g., 

‘TikTok’) may not provide as many opportunities for selectivity compared to platforms that 

are more used to retrieve news and to comment on political issues (e.g., Facebook and 

Twitter). Furthermore, SNS can vary regarding the extent to which shared information is 

visible on the platform at all (Neubaum, 2021). Such ‘persistence’ can be implemented by 

default, i.e., content disappears after a fixed amount of time or it can be variable, for instance, 

through the extent to which platforms are moderated and certain content is removed (e.g., 

extremist propaganda). The extent to which information is visible might have a direct and 

plausible impact on selectivity: The lower the amount of available content, the lower the 

number of options from which one can select.  

Apart from the accessibility of social cues, functions implemented on a platform and 

their accessibility may facilitate or impede selectivity. For instance, the degrees of freedom in 

shaping one’s own interpersonal tie network might crucially determine the amount of 

selective political tie building (see Study 1). For instance, the possibility to form 

unidirectional ties (for example, by ‘following’ the content of another user account without 

needing permission from the latter) may facilitate selective exposure as selection is subject to 

few obstacles. 

Lastly, and as mentioned in an earlier section of this work, network homogenization 

can be influenced by the platforms’ algorithms that affect which content is accessible and 

how salient that content becomes. On SNS, information is not displayed to users at random, 

but instead in accordance with the implemented algorithmic logics. If a platform ‘learns’ that 

a user is more likely to click on specific content (e.g., links to partisan news articles), this 

content may be displayed more frequently and more prominently to users who in turn become 

more likely to select it (Bakshy et al., 2015). Behavior (i.e., selection) and context would 

influence each other mutually in this case, as an algorithm prioritizes like-minded content that 

was priorly selected by a user and consequently becomes more likely to be selected again 

(see Borgesius et al., 2016).  
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5.8.4.2     Social Context 

Aside from technological aspects, the wider social context of selectivity is likewise 

important when it comes to network homogenization. For instance, attitudinal selective 

exposure varies in accord with the general polarization of a debate, with stronger effects on 

rather polarized issues (B. K. Johnson et al., 2020). In fact, the present work provided some 

evidence that selectivity can largely vary between political issues and the specific stances 

taken on them (see Study 1). Next to the polarization of an issue, other aspects of 

controversial issues may impact selectivity as, for instance, the varying moral context of 

political issues (Neubaum et al., 2021) and differences based on the prevalence of incivility in 

the public discourse of an issue (Oz et al., 2018). Issues that more closely relate to central 

moral domains may lead to stronger selective exposure effects (see Study 2) than those that 

have no or little connection to moral values. Moreover, debates that are characterized by an 

uncivil tone, such as the use of disrespectful language, are more likely to entail the avoidance 

of opposing political camps (Gervais, 2015; Hwang et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, online network homogeneity appears to be larger along political party 

lines in the US than in discussion networks in Germany (Boutyline & Willer, 2017; Röchert 

et al., 2020) which points to contextual influences on selectivity stemming from divides 

between political camps that can vary between countries. Polarization has indeed been 

relatively low in Germany compared to other countries (Munzert & Bauer, 2013; Tucker et 

al., 2018), which might be one explanation for small or missing effects within the present 

work. 

Overall, related research and findings of the present work provide hints about the 

significance of contextual factors in selectivity and the homogenization of online networks. 

Future work should address these more systematically and discern the technological and 

general social circumstances that make individuals more (and less) selective. This would 

include studying the impact of characteristics of specific communication technologies (e.g., 

those that increase the visibility of opinion cues) as well as a systematic analysis of 

differences in specific political issues and differences between specific stances taken on 

these. 

5.8.5     The IMSH: Concluding Remarks 

The IMSH can offer explanations for the homogenization of online networks and 

users’ selectivity toward political like-mindedness on SNS. It furthermore accounts for 
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variation in online network homogeneity by explaining it with variation in selective exposure 

and its predictors. Besides that, the model includes effects of homogeneity and reciprocal 

relationships between homogeneity, selectivity, and the strength of political convictions. 

Thereby it offers a potential explanation for why online network homogeneity might lead to 

increasing polarization (Beam et al., 2018; Dahlgren et al., 2019) and puts it in the context of 

other variables. The IMSH summarizes different aspects related to political selectivity in 

online networks by integrating existing theoretical work with findings of the present research. 

It furthermore integrates different levels of analysis by distinguishing between network-

related, behavioral, cognitive, and contextual aspects of online network homogenization. 

Moreover, it points to potential avenues for future research efforts and may serve as a 

heuristic to further theoretical developments.  

Importantly, the model intends to highlight mechanisms in network homogenization 

that stem from selectivity. This does not mean that the postulated effects are large or that they 

apply for any given person or in any given context to the same extent (see level of context in 

the IMSH). As suggested throughout this work, single effects are mostly small and the 

inclusion of further contextual, individual, and network features is necessary to understand 

why and when users engage in behaviors that lead to a homogenization of their online 

networks. The IMSH follows an inductive logic and was postulated based on findings of the 

present work and existing research. Confirmatory research will be necessary to test its 

validity. 

5.9     General Discussion: Overarching Implications, Limitations, and 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The findings of the present dissertation project have implications for different fields of 

study and particularly for work that relates to selectivity based on like-mindedness, but also 

its antecedents, and its effects. This work also has practical implications when it comes to the 

use of contemporary communication technologies and related policy making. However, as 

with any research project, the findings and their interpretation are subject to limitations that 

need to be addressed by future research. While specific contributions have been mentioned 

throughout the discussion of this work, the following section will provide overarching 

implications of findings gathered in this dissertation. Furthermore, the general limitations of 

this work are highlighted. Based on this, further recommendations for future work will be 

suggested. 
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5.9.1     Theoretical Implications 

 Findings of the present work generally contribute to research into attitudinal selective 

exposure and related phenomena such as the similarity-liking effect, cognitive dissonance, 

and the management of interpersonal relationships online. Furthermore, this work makes 

specific contributions to research that was addressed in the context of antecedents of and 

individual differences in network homogenization, i.e., research relating to political attitudes 

and ideologies, morality, and social identity. It also contributes more generally to research 

into online deliberation, specifically when it comes to the consequences of engaging with 

political like-mindedness. These contributions and their implications are outlined in the 

following. 

5.9.1.1     Implications for Research into Selective Exposure 

Findings of the present work extend work on selective exposure in online 

environments by pointing to different ways in which individuals can expose themselves to 

like-minded information, above and beyond the selective exposure to information. In 

particular, the present work extends knowledge on selective approach to like-minded 

interpersonal ties on SNS – a phenomenon largely neglected by existing research. With this, 

the present work draws links between research into interpersonal attraction (in particular the 

similarity-liking hypothesis, Bruchmann et al., 2018; Byrne, 1961; Hampton et al., 2018) and 

selective exposure by providing further evidence for the idea that on SNS, selectively 

connecting with like-minded persons is linked with selective exposure to pro-attitudinal 

information (as the interpersonal ties one is connected with on SNS take influence on the 

information one is exposed to and the discussions on is involved in, see Study 3, see also 

Bakshy et al., 2015; Borgesius et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, this work contributes to research on the antecedents of selective 

exposure in showing that the avoidance and the reduction of cognitive dissonance not only 

motivates selective exposure to information (Festinger, 1957; McGrath, 2017; Metzger et al., 

2015), but also the management of interpersonal connections on SNS (Study 2). Importantly, 

it links assumptions of cognitive dissonance theory with research into the management of 

interpersonal relationships (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) and shows that some individuals may 

engage in rational cost-benefit calculations in which they consider the affective-motivational 

consequences of dissonance experienced by the exposure to political disagreement. 

Therefore, this work connects processes of affective and rational reasoning in explaining 
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network homogenization. Related to this, findings of the present work inform research into 

the management of social capital on SNS (see Study 1, Study 2, and Study 3; see also Chen & 

Li, 2017; Ellison et al., 2007) by showing how individuals hierarchize different benefits 

potentially gained from a connection before forming a new interpersonal tie. Furthermore, 

related research suggests that on SNS individuals are to greater extent connected to ‘weak 

ties’ (i.e., relationally distant individuals) than elsewhere and that these connections are more 

likely to be sources of new and diverse information (Ellison et al., 2007; Krämer et al., 2014). 

In line with findings from other work (see, for example, Krämer et al., 2014; Neubaum et al., 

2021), the present work found that relational closeness prevents users from the dissolution of 

online ties. The present work explains this with differences in the perceived costs and 

benefits posed by weak and strong ties. However, findings of the present work refine this 

perspective and show that severe disagreements in close relationships are sometimes 

perceived as even more costly than in distant ones. On the one side, this finding strengthens 

the notion that SNS expose individuals with information on close acquaintances they would 

not have come across offline (boyd & Ellison, 2008). On the other side, it shows that 

consequences are not limited to the homogeneity of individuals’ online networks, but also for 

their close interpersonal relationships in the offline world. 

Lastly, in the present work, processes on the level of users’ behavior (i.e., selective 

exposure) are linked with processes on the network level (i.e., homogenization). It implies 

that, within highly customizable online environments, selectivity is directly linked with 

qualities of the virtual environment. This can inform research into political homophily (see 

Boutyline & Willer, 2017; McPherson et al., 2001) by providing support for the assumption 

that proactive selection processes can explain the formation of homogeneous online networks 

above and beyond other factors, such as algorithmic filtering, coincidental like-mindedness 

among accessible social contacts (i.e., ‘baseline homophily’), or processes of mutual social 

influence and conformity (Bello & Rolfe, 2014). The finding that selectivity leads to network 

homogeneity also contributes to dynamic conceptualizations of media use and effects like the 

Reinforcing Spirals Model (Slater, 2007, 2015). It suggests that reciprocal effects between 

selectivity and user traits, especially the strength of political convictions, are a result of the 

exposure to increasingly like-minded networks (see Study 5, see also Dahlgren et al., 2019; 

Hutchens et al., 2019). 

Research into selective exposure on SNS should not only regard selectivity when it 

comes to the approach of pro-attitudinal and the avoidance of counter-attitudinal information 

but should consider that in online networks individuals can regulate their information 
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exposure indirectly through the management of interpersonal ties. The present work suggests 

that, apart from avoidance (see Bode, 2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Neubaum et al., 

2021), the active approach to like-minded others may be at least as relevant when it comes to 

both the general prevalence of the phenomena and their implications for network 

homogenization. Along with the indirect regulation of information exposure, research into the 

cognitive-motivational antecedents of selective exposure should take into consideration that 

on SNS, individuals reduce and avoid cognitive dissonance in similar ways they do elsewhere 

and additionally by making use of technological features that allow for the avoidance of the 

‘human sources’ of dissonant cognition. 

5.9.1.2     Implications for the Study of Individual Differences in Online 

Network Homogenization 

 The present work contributes to different fields that are linked to individual 

differences in the propensity to form politically homogeneous online environments. Findings 

are in line with several previous studies attesting that the online communication of politically 

extreme groups is characterized by higher levels of like-mindedness (see, for example, 

Boutyline & Willer, 2017; Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017) while still stressing that this is not always 

the case and that effects are overall rather moderate. 

Contributing to research into the effects of strong political convictions, findings of 

this work confirm that selective exposure is more pronounced when individuals have extreme 

and entrenched opinions and ideologies (Hart et al., 2009). Adding to findings showing that 

strong political convictions increase tendencies toward the detachment from interpersonal ties 

one disagrees with on SNS (Bode, 2016; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015), the present work 

suggests that they also increase the likelihood of deliberately forming ties with those who are 

like-minded. Moreover, findings show that, across different conceptualizations (i.e., 

extremity and certainty towards issue opinions, extremity of political ideologies) selective 

exposure and network homogeneity are only weakly to moderately enhanced. This is an 

important finding, as online network homogeneity is often deemed relevant only in extreme 

groups (Bruns, 2019a; Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017). The present work suggests that even strong 

partisans may not greatly differ from moderates when it comes to their selectivity and 

network homogeneity.  

Furthermore, collected findings counter assumptions on links between right-wing 

populist ideologies and homogeneity (Boutyline & Willer, 2017; Bruns, 2019a; Jost et al., 
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2018) and show that these groups may even expose themselves to more diversity than others 

(see also Bakshy et al., 2015; Colleoni et al., 2014). Besides that, the finding that 

conspiratorial beliefs are linked with populist attitudes (as suggested by other work, 

Bergmann, 2018; Hameleers, 2020) but not with network homogeneity shows that even a 

combination of different societally divisive fringe beliefs may not represent a sufficient 

condition for network homogenization. 

Moreover, the present work informs research into moral foundations and their role in 

the perception and evaluation of political groups (Graham et al., 2009; Neubaum et al., 2021). 

Related research linked the violation of central moral values by one’s interpersonal network 

ties with the dissolution of these (Neubaum et al., 2021) and found that political similarity-

liking may be explained by perceived similarities in moral beliefs (Bruchmann et al., 2018). 

The present work advances these research efforts by showing that links between shared moral 

values and attraction do not necessarily translate into the proactive formation of interpersonal 

ties with politically like-minded persons. One reason for this might be that when violating 

fundamental standards of what is deemed right and wrong, individuals pose a potential threat 

to the self and the community (Haidt & Joseph, 2004; see also Study 2), while sticking to 

such standards has less immediate positive consequences. Individual differences in morality 

and moral indignation over political adversaries may thus only predict the dissolution of 

interpersonal network ties but not selective political tie building. Consequently, they may 

contribute to network homogeneity only to a bounded extent. 

Lastly, contributing to research into the role of political social identities in the 

selection of political information and the formation of interpersonal connections on SNS 

(Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018; Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018; see also Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017; Slater, 

2007), it was shown that the social identification with an ideological group can predict the 

homogenization of interpersonal tie networks (Study 3). At the same time, findings suggest 

that political identities do not necessarily fuel the preference for pro-attitudinal information 

(Study 5). Therefore, the present work offers a more fine-grained perspective when it comes 

to effects of social identities on how users build their online networks. Variability in social 

identification appear to only moderately account for differences in selectivity and network 

homogenization. After all, it seems to be the joint impact of various factors, including 

individual differences in social identification and strength of political convictions, that 

explain differences in users’ selectivity and network homogeneity (see IMSH). Nevertheless, 

findings on individual differences in network homogenization highlight the potential of SNS 

to expose their users with diverse views (Lu & Lee, 2018; Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2018; Weeks et 
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al., 2017) rather than like-mindedness. They provide the interesting insight that even when 

accounting for several factors priorly associated with the formation of so-called ‘echo 

chambers’ on SNS, network homogeneity and behaviors that contribute to it largely remain at 

moderate levels. 

Further research efforts should be invested in addressing the joint impact of individual 

differences in selectivity and network homogenization. Moreover, research dealing with the 

effects of political ideologies and the belief in misinformation should scrutinize the processes 

that underlie the unexpected findings on right-leaning, populist, and conspiratorial 

convictions. For instance, this research could further scrutinize the role of differences 

between perceived and actual homogeneity (see Schulz et al., 2020), but also motives of the 

exposure to pro-attitudinal and counter-attitudinal information within these groups (Jost et al., 

2003; Rojas, 2010; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Furthermore, this work should include factors 

other than selectivity (e.g., contextual influences, see IMSH) that may account for increased 

levels of homogeneity among certain groups priorly found as, for instance, the social 

influence stemming from influential public players, Hameleers, 2020). 

5.9.1.3     Implications for the Study of Online Deliberation 

 Research into deliberation within online environments oftentimes argues that the latter 

(need to) expose their users with diverse opinions and enable them to enter in contact with 

individuals who defend political positions that challenge their own (Heatherly et al., 2017; Lu 

& Lee, 2018; Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2018). Otherwise, they would foster a fortification of political 

convictions and of affective cleavages between political camps (Hutchens et al., 2019; 

Sunstein, 2017). The present work adds to this research by providing evidence that polarizing 

effects of the exposure to like-mindedness should not be overestimated. The experimental 

evidence of this work (Study 5) showed that exposure to pro-attitudinal political information 

typically encountered on SNS (i.e., user-generated comments) may not directly impact the 

relationship between political groups (in the present work, political tolerance remained 

unchanged after exposure) and at most reinforce political opinions weakly. Findings are 

therefore supportive of the notion that political convictions can become stronger, when 

individuals get exposed to a homogeneous environment on SNS. However, adding to existing 

research, findings provide a notion of the magnitude of effects that can be expected from a 

one-time exposure. Furthermore, they suggest that while opinions may be strengthened by the 

exposure to like-minded information, they may not be as easily mitigated by the exposure to 

opposing information. This is an important finding for research into deliberation and cross-
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cutting exposure through online communication, as it implies that polarization could be hard 

to ‘reverse.’  

Considering the small effects found in the context of network homogenization, 

findings generally suggest that individuals expose themselves to diverse political views and 

to those who hold them. This is in line with existing work on incidental exposure to counter-

attitudinal information on SNS (see, for example, Lu & Lee, 2018; Weeks et al., 2017) and 

confirms work that raises doubts on whether ‘echo chambers’ pose a risk for a significant 

number of users (Bruns, 2019, 2019a; Dubois & Blank, 2018; Röchert et al., 2020). These 

findings indicate that SNS are indeed rather facilitators of societal deliberation than inhibitors 

(Halpern & Gibbs, 2013). 

 Findings of this work suggest that research into online deliberation might not focus 

solely on the exposure to like-minded or cross-cutting information when addressing 

polarization, but instead include further characteristics of political information and 

interactions on SNS and assess their joint impact on political convictions and intergroup 

relationships (e.g., respectful versus uncivil communication about opposing groups and their 

views, the consumption of false versus truthful information, see Gervais, 2015; Tucker et al., 

2018). Moreover, and as pointed out before, users’ motivation of exposing themselves to like-

minded and opposing views should be accounted for when addressing deliberation on SNS 

(see Study 2, see also Garrett, 2009; Kunda, 1990; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Although 

individuals indeed make use of the possibilities provided by SNS to get in touch with 

political diversity and although these platforms incidentally expose their users with 

uncongenial content, it is important to address, how such content is cognitively processed, 

what conclusions are derived from it, and how this affects cognition and behavior. The 

potential of SNS to facilitate deliberation would be undermined if the access to diversity was 

largely used to cement pre-existing stances. 

5.9.2     Practical Implications 

 The findings of this dissertation project also have practical implications. These relate 

to users’ behavior on SNS, the way these platforms are (or: should be) designed, and 

potential regulatory actions that can be undertaken by policymakers. 

In consideration of the largely small to moderate effects found in the present work, 

there is overall little justification for any strong recommendation when it comes to 

interventions that target users’ behavior. Nevertheless, findings suggest that individuals, at 

least to a certain extent, actively shape their virtual environments and they should be aware 
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that their selections can have consequences for the structure of their networks and the content 

they will be exposed to in the future. However, when it comes to selectivity on the 

interpersonal level, an important prerequisite is that the political stances of other users 

become salient in the first place (see Chan et al., 2019). While for some users, selectivity can 

lead to a homogenization of networks and polarization of attitudes, it also points to the 

potential for users to actively change their behaviors. For instance, they could be made aware 

of the potential negative consequences of exposing themselves to overtly like-minded 

environments and the advantages of being exposed to challenging information and 

connecting with individuals who oppose their attitudes, and increase their political knowledge 

(Lu & Lee, 2018). However, it is important to note that related research (in contrast to the 

present work) suggests that exposing users to oppositional viewpoints may also evoke 

psychological reactance and subsequently, a fortification of pre-existing attitudes instead of 

promoting mutual understanding (Bail et al., 2018; O’Hara & Stevens, 2015). Selectivity may 

only be detrimental when it is combined with pre-existing political intolerance or extremism 

(O’Hara & Stevens, 2015; Tausch et al., 2011). Consequently, users should not necessarily be 

prevented from using SNS to connect with their political allies and for exposing themselves 

to congenial information. They may, in some instances, even be encouraged to do so as 

exposure to like-mindedness can serve individual and societal ends, for instance, fostering 

positive affect, political efficacy, and participation (Byrne, 1961; B. K. Johnson et al., 2020; 

Tausch et al., 2011). Having said this, fostering the development of a mindful digital 

citizenship that is aware of the risks and benefits of the selection opportunities provided by 

digital communication environments and the psychological processes entailed in political 

social media use (for instance, cognitive dissonance, social identification, and motivated 

reasoning) is highly recommendable. 

 Besides users’ behavior, the findings of the present work have implications for the 

design of digital communication platforms. For example, platforms could support users in 

making informed choices. As the present work shows, some users tend to weigh costs against 

benefits when deciding about the dissolution of an interpersonal tie. This cost-benefit 

calculus could be actively supported by making users reaffirm their decisions. For instance, 

when deciding to detach from a network contact, a short notice might appear that reminds 

users of the potential consequences of their choice. Moreover, social networking platforms 

could implement functions that detect when a user’s network becomes highly homogeneous, 

for example, by developing a score of overall like-mindedness in the newsfeed that is shown 

to users. Once this score reaches a critical threshold, users might be automatically alerted and 
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informed on the ways by which they can actively make their digital environments more 

diverse and the benefits that such diversity can have. 

 Lastly, the present findings have implications for policy makers and legal regulations 

of online communication. As the exchange between political camps is a cornerstone of vital 

democracies, communication platforms could, in principle, be targets of regulatory actions 

undertaken to preserve common interests related to deliberation and consensus building. For 

example, digital communication platforms might be demanded to detect homogeneous 

networks and take actions that promote diversity (see above). In fact, social media platforms 

have been subject to legal regulation in other contexts (e.g., the removal of illegal content, 

Tucker et al., 2018). However, interventions of this kind need sufficient justification and such 

should be mainly based on findings from empirical research. At least when it comes to 

findings of the present work, there seems little justification for regulatory actions, as there is 

neither evidence for strong tendencies of homogenization among most users, nor for strong 

detrimental consequences of homogeneity in online networks.  

Importantly, the findings of the present study are based on German samples, and they 

are not necessarily generalizable to other societal contexts. Both the relevance of specific 

antecedents and consequences of network homogenization may differ in other parts of the 

world (particular in those with high levels of political polarization, see Bruns, 2019; Tucker 

et al., 2018) along with practical implications that relate to users’ behavior, the design of 

platforms, and legal regulations. 

5.10     Overarching Limitations 

Besides the specific limitations pointed out in different parts of this work, this 

dissertation project has several overarching shortcomings that affect the interpretability and 

generalizability of findings and their implications. These are outlined in the following jointly 

with further recommendations for research. 

Firstly, when addressing online network homogenization, this work put a special 

emphasis on factors on the levels of behavior (e.g., selective political tie building) and 

cognition (e.g., strength of political convictions) and focused less on contextual influences 

(see IMSH). When such contextual influences were regarded, they mostly emerged as 

unexpected findings as, for instance, issue differences and differences based on specific 

stances taken on these issues. Future research should include contextual factors in processes 

of online network homogenization and, for instance, account for characteristics of political 

issues. Furthermore, the findings of the present work (Study 2) and related research (see, for 
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example, Neubaum et al., 2021) point to the significance of the relational context when it 

comes to the management of interpersonal ties on SNS. Future work needs to regard the 

specific mixture of different interpersonal relationships present in online networks (boyd & 

Ellison, 2008) when addressing online network homogenization. In more general terms, the 

present work did not systematically address characteristics of the information source when 

addressing selective exposure. As such characteristics are relevant in the choice of political 

information (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018; T. J. Johnson & Kaye, 2013), their impact on selectivity 

should be addressed in future research efforts. Moreover, the present work did not address 

potential differences regarding antecedents and effects of homogeneity on different social 

networking platforms. Future work should account for different affordances of online 

communication technologies (for instance, how far these promote anonymous 

communication) and scrutinize, how these play out in selectivity and its effects. 

Further limitations relate to the consideration of psychological processes at work 

when users expose themselves to like-mindedness on SNS and when they become affected by 

it. This work addressed how far users reduce the cognitive dissonance experienced through 

political disagreements by the dissolution of interpersonal ties. It left open whether other 

forms of selectivity (e.g., selective political tie building) are likewise motivated by the 

avoidance of dissonant cognition. Other research suggests further cognitive processes to 

precede selective exposure as, for example, a biased assessment of informational credibility 

(Fischer et al., 2005; Metzger et al., 2015). The present work also assumed that selectivity 

can be based on a deliberate weighing of cost and benefits. While this may apply for some 

individuals and in some situations, selective exposure is often described in the context of 

rather intuitive and spontaneous decisions (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015) and future research 

should address such processes. 

Moreover, limitations are posed by decisions that were made regarding the 

methodology of the included studies. Although a mixture of qualitative, correlational, and 

experimental methods was applied, all studies were cross-sectional. This is especially 

problematic when it comes to the study of effects of online network homogeneity, which may 

build up over time and may be hard to observe after a single exposure (see Hutchens et al., 

2019; Slater, 2007, 2015). Furthermore, correlational evidence on links between selectivity 

and different aspects of online network homogeneity (i.e., tie, information, and discussion 

homogeneity) raises questions regarding the direction of causality. Although the present work 

explicitly assumes that causes and effects of online network homogeneity can mutually 

influence each other, it can only draw limited conclusions on the existence and the extent of 



 

 

 

96 

such. Future work should therefore apply longitudinal designs to uncover long-term effects of 

online network homogeneity and to provide insights into causal paths between selectivity and 

network homogeneity. Furthermore, when it comes to the operationalization of selective 

exposure and network homogeneity, the present work included a diverse but limited set of 

indicators. Future research should include further indicators (e.g., the selective exposure to 

partisan news sources and influential public players) and address potentially emerging 

differences in effects on network homogenization. Online network homogeneity should also 

be operationalized in different ways and, for instance, curb weaknesses of self-reported 

homogeneity by using more objective measures (e.g., by combining self-report and web-

tracking data). Lastly, although it was tried to maximize the diversity of samples within the 

included studies, this work mostly included convenience samples which were at best partly 

representative for the populations under study. To increase the external validity of the 

collected findings, future work should draw on representative samples and include, for 

instance, more individuals who pertain to political fringe groups. 
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6     Conclusion 

 This dissertation project started off by arguing that politically homogeneous online 

networks may pose a challenge to deliberation within democratic societies and discussed the 

role of users’ selectivity in actively promoting network homogenization. Within five 

empirical studies, this work consequently addressed the role of selective exposure to like-

mindedness in the homogenization of online networks as well as its antecedents and 

consequences. Besides selective exposure to information and the selective detachment from 

politically disagreeing contacts within the own network, the present work put emphasis on a 

further way by which users homogenize their networks – the selective formation of 

interpersonal network ties with like-minded individuals.  

Accordingly, this work mainly explains online network homogeneity and its 

variability by users’ selectivity. It therefore also highlights the malleability of detrimental 

uses of digital communication technologies instead of promoting a deterministic and 

technology-centered narrative (see also Bail, 2021; Bruns, 2019). However, considering the 

finding that homogeneity and its effects are rather limited, even among individuals priorly 

suspected to be particularly ‘vulnerable’ to them, this work suggests that the opportunities for 

selectivity provided by social networking sites might be a chance rather than a risk. As 

O’Hara and Stevens (2015, p. 412) argue: “Even if the Internet does create echo chambers, it 

also creates opportunities to evaluate their output, and the latter effect will in many cases 

outweigh the former.” This calls assumptions on so-called ‘echo chambers’ into question 

(Sunstein, 2001, 2017) according to which virtual communication technologies promote a 

polarized and fragmented society. The present work advocates for a more nuanced and cool-

headed perspective on the use of SNS for deliberation (see also Bruns, 2019, 2019a), 

especially when it comes to individual users and their propensity to homogenize their online 

networks. Such a perspective should focus on the interplay of factors on different levels of 

analysis. The proposed ‘Integrative Model of Selectivity and Network Homogenization’ does 

justice to this and distinguishes between the levels of network, behavior, cognition, and 

context in explaining network homogenization through selectivity. It can guide further 

research efforts into the individual and societal implications of deliberation through digital 

communication technologies. It offers psychological explanations for online network 

homogeneity and its variability and therefore contributes to research into political uses of 

digital communication technologies. It can also serve as a leverage point for interventions 
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aiming at an improvement of online deliberation. Future research should continue to test the 

mechanisms proposed within the IMSH, extend, and refine it. 
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