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Abstract

This study examines whether exposure to political disagreement through the media

makes citizens more or less likely to vote. Previous research provides mixed and

inconclusive results on the mobilizing effects of exposure to cross-cutting, or non-

like-minded, viewpoints. Relying on both 2009 European Election Studies (EES)

media content analysis and voter survey covering 27 European Union countries, we

construct two measures of cross-cutting news media exposure. We find that the re-

lationship between exposure to cross-cutting information and turnout is nonlinear.

While extreme levels of cross-cutting news exposure are negatively associated with

turnout, exposure to a moderate degree of non-like-minded news increases the like-

lihood of voting.

At the heart of most theories of democracy is the idea that we base our

decisions by weighing pro and con arguments. Recent scholarly debate has

raised concerns that citizens, however, increasingly select news media that are

biased toward their own political preferences. By doing this, they avoid ex-

posure to arguments with which they disagree. On the demand side, the

explosion of media outlets available to citizens today has made it easier than

ever before to choose news content that is congruent with one’s own ideolo-

gical preferences. On the supply side, increasing competition in media markets
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makes partisanship an important strategy of product differentiation (Hallin,

2006).

This new media environment has triggered an important scholarly debate

on the consequences of current media-consumption patterns (Bennett &

Iyengar, 2008, 2010). Numerous empirical studies have investigated partisan

selectivity in news exposure and discussed its link to political knowledge gaps

(Prior, 2007), trust in government (Ceron & Memoli, 2015), alienation from

politics (Nir, 2012), and electoral participation (Brynin & Newton, 2003).

Overall, these studies indicate that exposure to like-minded news may, as

one would expect, reinforce previous political predispositions and encourage

participation, especially among more strongly partisan citizens (see also

Stroud, 2011).

Do these findings, in reverse, imply a lower turnout as one encounters

more non-like-minded news? Surprisingly, to date, only a few empirical stu-

dies have dealt with the impact of exposure to conflicting views in the media on

political engagement (Barker, 1998; Dilliplane, 2011; Wojcieszak, Bimber,

Feldman, & Stroud, 2016). The reported results have been mixed and incon-

clusive. In this article, we argue that evidence is limited because assumptions

of a linear relationship between exposure to cross-cutting news and turnout

are too simplistic. We argue that media exposure to moderate levels of cross-

cutting information may increase voter turnout, while exposure to extreme

levels of non-like-minded information is negatively linked to turnout.

From previous studies on interpersonal communication, we know that

exposure to outright oppositional views can trigger political ambivalence

(Mutz, 2006), difficulties in processing information (Walton, 1968), and de-

mobilization (Klofstad, Sokhey, & McClurg, 2012). However, exposure to

moderate disagreement, that is, to viewpoints not extremely distant from

one’s own, can enhance political participation. Moderate cross-cutting expos-

ure has been shown to trigger political learning in anticipation of future social

interactions (Eveland, 2004), which, in turn, reinforces certainty that one’s

political views are solid and well-founded (Festinger, 1954), and encourages

political action (Nir, 2012).

In this study, we build on quantitative data from 2009 European Election

Studies (EES) media content and voter-survey studies covering 48,983 news

stories, as well as information on political attitudes and the media-usage

patterns of 27,079 individuals in 28 European Union (EU) media systems.1

By doing this, we go beyond previous single-country studies that focus on the

United States. We assess the potential impact of alternative measures of cross-

1The following European media systems were considered: Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark,
Cyprus, Estonia, Finland, Flanders, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania,
Luxembourg, Malta, The Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden,
United Kingdom, and Wallonia.
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cutting news media exposure on turnout. Mixed-effects logistic regression

models are built to analyze the extent to which non-like-minded news expos-

ure and turnout are associated and whether variation across countries affects

such a correlation. Our results confirm the assumption that this relationship is

nonlinear. While exposure to moderate disagreement through the media is

positively associated with turnout, outright opposition is negatively correlated

with electoral participation. In addition to showing that exposure to media

content that is moderately distant from one’s own political viewpoints in-

creases the likelihood of voting, we also show that the negative relationship

between extreme cross-cutting news exposure and turnout can be counter-

balanced by frequent use of news media closer to one’s own political views.

Cross-Cutting Exposure and Electoral Participation

Recent studies on media effects have revealed mixed or inconclusive evidence

of the impact of exposure to non-like-minded, or cross-cutting, news on pol-

itical participation and some of its antecedents. Dilliplane (2011) has shown

that cross-cutting news exposure delays time of vote decision and reduces

campaign activity, but has no impact on change in turnout from one election

to the next. Ceron and Memoli (2015) have found that exposure to non-like-

minded information does not play any role on trust in government or hostile

media perceptions. Wojcieszak et al. (2016) showed that cross-cutting exposure

has, nevertheless, a marginal indirect impact on intended political participation

by triggering anger aimed at contentious political issues, but found no direct

impact on participation. Barker (1998) has found some indications of a nega-

tive effect from listening to Rush Limbaugh’s conservative talk radio show on

political participation among liberals in the United States, although the effect

is nonsignificant. Conversely, DellaVigna and Kaplan (2007) show that the

introduction of Fox News on local cable markets in the United States

increased voter turnout, especially in Democratic areas. However, this effect

may, in part, be explained by exposure to like-minded news, since, as the

authors acknowledge, ‘‘the impact of Fox News on voting appears to be due,

at least in part, to the mobilization of voters and particularly conservative

voters in Democratic-leaning districts’’ (p. 1189).

How can we explain the mixed findings from previous research? Such

results could stem from divergent methods used to measure cross-cutting

news media exposure. Whereas Dilliplane (2011) relied on self-reported par-

tisan preferences and compared them with audience perception on media

outlets’ partisanship, DellaVigna and Kaplan (2007) used political organiza-

tions’ visibility on Fox News as a proxy of its political stance, and tested its

effects among viewers in Republican and Democratic districts. Barker (1998)

also compared the impact of Limbaugh’s show among Republicans and
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Democrats separately, and assigned a conservative slant to the program fol-

lowing previous literature. Wojcieszak et al. (2016) relied on a survey-based

experimental design that considered media outlets and their users’ supportive/

oppositional stance toward a range of particular political issues.

The aforementioned studies leave room for proposing measures on cross-

cutting media exposure based on continuous dimensions of political competi-

tion other than dichotomous variables on U.S. partisan preferences (i.e.,

Republican vs. Democrat) or support/opposition toward specific issues, for

example, left–right self-placement. Measures of news media’s political leanings

also can be operationalized by drawing on the actual tone of media content and

the partisanship of news outlets’ audiences (Ceron & Memoli, 2015; De Vreese

& Tobiasen, 2007; Van Kempen, 2007). We address such methodological

challenges by relying on alternative data sources that can account for different

scales and political dimensions across different EU countries. Most import-

antly, we propose two different measures that, unlike previous approaches,

allow for gauging how different levels of cross-cutting media exposure have

different impacts on electoral participation.

In this article, we argue that there is an association between exposure to

cross-cutting news and turnout, but it is nonlinear. Moderate disagreement

when exposed to the news may be beneficial for turnout until disagreement

reaches a critical threshold, a point at which this positive association becomes

negative. Inspired by and departing from Nir’s work on social networks

(2011), we base the expectation that there is a nonlinear relationship on

extant research on interpersonal political communication, political reasoning,

social psychology, conflict management, and voting behavior.

Nir (2011) studied the effects of competition among divergent points of

view—which implies having some support from others in political discussions—

against the impact of opposition between one’s political preferences and the

others’—entailing ideological isolation and no support at all. Her results showed

that while being exposed to a mix of oppositional and more congenial opinions

is beneficial for participation, outright opposition is indeed detrimental to par-

ticipation. Guidetti, Cavazza, & Graziani (2015) found that perceiving disagree-

ment between others’ and one’s views in political discussions depresses political

interest, time taken to make vote decisions, and political participation (political

discussion, turnout), while heterogeneity of political views in one’s networks can

enhance political engagement. Klofstad et al. (2012) similarly reported that

general disagreement causes negative effects on political participation and

strength-of-preference measures more often than partisan disagreement.

According to their reasoning, general disagreement should be seen as more

intense disagreement than ‘‘only’’ partisan disagreement. Overall, these studies

lend support to the argument that negative effects from exposure to disagree-

ment surface at extreme, not moderate, levels.
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There are numerous reasons why exposure to moderate disagreement can

be engaging, while exposure to extreme disagreement can have demobilizing

effects. First, comparing diverse viewpoints may trigger information process-

ing and learning. Experiments in the field of political reasoning have shown

that being located in heterogeneous social networks makes one more likely to

seek out new information with the prospect of future interactions (Eveland,

2004). Furthermore, whereas those in more homogeneous environments en-

counter congruent messages that easily come to mind (Taber & Lodge, 2006),

those in more noncongenial social networks need to process more challenging

information. Accordingly, people who encounter some political disagreement

become more able to understand opposing views (Price, Cappella, & Nir,

2002), differentiate argument quality, pick up relevant information (Levitan

& Visser, 2008), and learn about politics (Guidetti et al., 2015; Klofstad et al.

2012; Nir, 2011), making them more politically engaged (Delli Carpini &

Keeter, 1996; McLeod et al., 1999).

Festinger (1954) also showed that people tend to evaluate the validity of

their opinions by comparing them with others’ opinions. When these other

viewpoints are somewhat distant from their own, but nevertheless close enough

to sense that some kind of compromise can be reached, individuals feel

‘‘a sense of urgency’’ to take action and consider alternatives to reduce dis-

crepancies and achieve solid decisions within a group (Walton, 1968, p. 111).

As a consequence, it makes sense that those involved in moderate social dis-

agreements feel more satisfied and informed after a discussion (Esterling,

Fung, & Lee, 2015) than those experiencing extreme ideological differences.

Indeed, individuals exposed to medium levels of disagreement tend to

thoroughly examine problems and generate new ideas to overcome conflict,

but the relationship between conflict and information processing, as De Dreu

& Beersma (2005) put it, ‘‘is curvilinear, so that performance benefits from

moderate levels of conflict, but not from either low or high levels of conflict’’

(p. 108). A high level of disagreement makes a ‘‘person’s ability to process

information and perceive alternatives’’ decrease (Walton, 1968, pp. 111–113)

because the overwhelming perception that one is dealing with overly complex

matters hinders one’s ability to understand the other side and, in turn,

depresses willingness to engage in political actions (Wojcieszak et al., 2016).

Whenever conflicting interests are too distant, individuals are also less

willing to accept ongoing bargaining or problem-solving processes, explore

and negotiate differences in a flexible way, and reach durable compromises

(Brown, 1983). Experimental research in social psychology showed that people

tend to avoid comparing their own opinions with individuals whose viewpoints

are too divergent from their own. Extreme disagreement is unpleasant and,

consequently, bypassed, as it raises the possibility that one might have it all

wrong (Festinger, 1954, p. 128).
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Finally, feelings of distress and uncertainty are pervasive when disagree-

ment is obtrusive, especially among those belonging to groups whose political

views find less societal support, such as minorities (McClurg, 2006b).

Research on interpersonal communication attests to increasing levels of in-

ternal ambivalence, and decreasing political interest and participation, the

more disagreement and isolation one encounters (Funk, 2001; Mutz, 2002).

In short, research from various social domains—including interpersonal com-

munication, political reasoning, and conflict management—indicates that some

exposure to cross-cutting information may have a beneficial impact on political

engagement by triggering political information seeking and processing, enhancing

a desire to influence others and take action to reduce conflict, and increasing

satisfaction with one’s viewpoints, which are finally perceived as solid and well-

founded. Therefore, based on the discussion above, we expect to find the fol-

lowing relationships between cross-cutting news media exposure and voting:

H1: Moderate levels of cross-cutting news exposure are positively associated with voter

turnout.
H2: Extreme levels of cross-cutting news exposure are negatively associated with turnout.

Data and Methods

To investigate how levels of exposure to cross-cutting news are related to turn-

out, we relied on data from the voter survey and the media study of the EES

2009. The EES voter survey includes information on political attitudes, voting

behavior, and media use by 27,079 EU citizens2 from 27 member states collected

during the 3 weeks following the June 2009 European Parliament Elections. The

EES team interviewed adults 18þ years old either by phone or face-to-face with

a standardized questionnaire.3 The average response rate across modes was

28.4% American Association for Public Opinion Research Response Rate 1
(AAPOR RR1).4 The EES media study contains information on media outlets’

coverage from 48,983 news stories on TV channels and in newspapers from 27
member states collected during the June 2009 EES. In our analyses, we con-

sidered the three leading newspapers and two major TV news programs in each

media system.5 We drew on a series of multilevel logistic regression models,

which allow for and explore between-country variability, with individual turnout

2The sample per country gathers �1,000 cases (with a minimum of 1,000 cases and a maximum of 1,020
per country). For Belgium, we distinguished between Flanders (N ¼ 529) and Wallonia (N ¼ 473).

3Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) phone interviews were conducted except for nine
countries (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and Slovakia),
where 70% of interviews were face-to-face and 30% by phone.

4The response rates vary from 10.9% (The Netherlands) to 60.3% (Bulgaria).
5Except for Germany (where we had available information on four main TV channels) and Spain (three

TV channels).
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as the dependent variable and cross-cutting news media exposure as the main

independent variable of theoretical interest.

Measures

Dependent variable. Turnout was constructed as a binary variable, in which

1 means voted and 0 means did not vote. Levels of turnout vary, from 16.63%

in Slovakia to 91% in Luxembourg.6

Independent variables. A first measure of cross-cutting news media

exposure (CMEa) was built by calculating the distance between one’s political

preferences and the average preferences of news media to which an individual

is exposed. As a measure of the political stance of individuals, we constructed

a variable accounting for the extent to which an individual approves (1) or

disapproves (�1) of the national government’s record. As a measure of a

media outlet’s political stance, we used the mean of the national government’s

positive (1), balanced/mixed (0), or negative (�1) evaluations found in the

outlet’s news stories (question wording and descriptive statistics of the vari-

ables used can be found in Supplementary Appendix A).7 Then, the measure

of exposure to cross-cutting news was calculated for each individual as the

absolute difference between the level of the government’s approval and the

average evaluation of the government by each media outlet that this individual

uses at least once a week, averaged by the number of news media outlets he or

she follows (see Supplementary Appendix B for a detailed description of the

formula). This measure ranges from 0 to 2 (M¼0.77, SD¼0.67), in which 0
stands for no exposure to cross-cutting viewpoints, 1 for moderate levels, and

2 for the highest level of cross-cutting news media exposure.8

This operationalization is not without its shortcomings. First, a two-point

scale variable is used to account for citizens’ evaluations of the government’s

record (approve/disapprove). This entails that only more partisan citizens,

that is, those who either support or reject governmental actions, could be

6In election surveys, overreporting of turnout is a common problem (Granberg & Holmberg, 1991).
In the EES 2009 voter survey, the question on turnout was introduced by highlighting the fact that ‘‘A
lot of people abstained in the European Parliament elections.’’ While such introductions do not entirely
alleviate the problem, previous research has shown that providing respondents with an excuse reduces
overreporting (Duff, Hanmer, Park, & White, 2007).

7In total, 3,390 governmental evaluations were coded in all 27 EU member states. We relied on data from
the EES 2009 overall sample of TV news media and newspapers in all the countries examined except
Wallonia (where evaluations of only one of its newspapers were available), Denmark (evaluations in one
newspaper were missing), The Netherlands (one TV news channel could not be considered), and Slovenia
(where data for one TV channel were missing). This, however, entailed a minimum loss of information.
Citizens who only read or watched those few media outlets that had no evaluations on the government’s
record were dismissed, reducing the sample (N ¼ 18,842) by 5 cases in Slovenia, 42 cases in The
Netherlands, 7 cases in Denmark, and 15 cases in Wallonia.

8Our methodological approach is grounded on the theoretical assumption that the lowest expression of
cross-cutting, or non-like-minded news exposure, is the absence of disagreement, that is, the presence of full
agreement, or no experience of disagreement (for similar approaches, see Huckfeldt, Johnson & Sprague,
2004; Torcal & Maldonado, 2014).

I N T E R N A T I O N A L J O U R N A L O F P U B L I C O P I N I O N R E S E A R C H524

https://academic.oup.com/ijpor/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ijpor/edx015#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ijpor/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ijpor/edx015#supplementary-data


considered, whereas an average of 9.4% of cases per country had to be

dropped from the sample in the models with CMEa as the main independent

variable. Second, evaluations of the governmental record in the EES 2009

content data vary from 16 observations in Luxembourg to 535 observations

in news media outlets in Malta. This means that the analysis of the political

slant in media outlets was based on varying numbers of evaluations.

To corroborate the findings based on the media-content data, we analyzed

exposure to cross-cutting news using an additional measure of cross-cutting

exposure based on media consumers’ political preferences. This second meas-

ure (CMEb) is inspired by previous approaches that used media consumers’

partisan preferences to estimate the degree of agreement between political

parties and media outlets (Seymour-Ure, 1974; Van Kempen, 2007). Similar

to CMEa, CMEb was constructed by calculating the distance between one’s

political preferences and the average political views of the news media to

which an individual is exposed. However, instead of evaluations of the gov-

ernment’s performance, we used the average left–right self-placement of the

viewers of each given media outlet as a proxy for its political stance (11-point

scale). Then, our measure of exposure to cross-cutting news was calculated for

every individual as the absolute difference between the individual’s left–right

self-placement and the mean of the left–right placement of the viewers of each

media outlet that the individual uses at least once a week, averaged by the

number of news media outlets he or she follows (see Supplementary Appendix

B for a detailed description of the formula).9 This measure ranges from 0 to

6.36 (M¼1.87, SD ¼1.68).

Overall, moderate levels of CMEa and CMEb correspond to a mix of

exposure to extreme cross-cutting and like-minded views, and also to ex-

posure to media moderately distant to one’s viewpoint. The highest values

of CMEa and CMEb stand for those individuals exposed to only outright

opposition or extreme cross-cutting exposure through news media.

Therefore, the measures allow us to analyze the potential impact of funda-

mentally different types of moderate cross-cutting exposure in news media.

They also enable us to gauge different intensities on a continuum (either on

an 11-point scale or a 3-point ordinal scale) and different political dimen-

sions (either one issue—attitudes toward national government—or a

multidimensional scale—left–right continuum) to account for cross-cutting

news in frequent media exposure.

9As noted by Klofstad et al. (2012), there are several different empirical approaches to operationalizing
exposure to non-like-minded views. Most of these approaches differ from each other in their emphasis on
either the intensity of disagreement or on the frequency with which one is exposed to opposing viewpoints.
In this article, as we are first and foremost interested in the distance between one’s own political views and
those that one is exposed to through news media, we give equal weight to all media that are being followed
at least once a week. This way, we prevent our measure from equating being exposed to extreme ideological
disagreement on a weekly basis with more frequent exposure to moderate levels of disagreement.
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In our models, we also accounted for left–right self-placement as a control

variable, as citizens may be more or less likely to be exposed to cross-cutting

news, depending on which side of the political spectrum they are placed.

Previous research showed asymmetry in selective exposure, or exposure to

consonant bias, between (the United States) conservative and liberal partisans

(Iyengar, Hahn, Krosnick, & Walker, 2008).

Year of birth, level of education, and gender also were included as

sociodemographic control variables in our models. Attitudinal variables posi-

tively linked to electoral participation, such as political interest (Brady, Verba,

& Schlozman, 1995), political knowledge (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996),

closeness to a party (Bartels, 2000), and external political efficacy (Ginsberg

& Weissberg, 1978), that is, EU efficacy, were considered as control variables.

To account for the amount of news media content that one is exposed to

(unlike the slant of the news media, which is the main independent variable of

interest), frequency of news media exposure (Norris, 2000) also was included

in our regression models as a control.

At the contextual level, we controlled for whether voting is compulsory in

a given political system (we built on a dummy variable, in which respondents

from countries with compulsory voting are assigned ‘‘1’’ and those without it

‘‘0’’). We also controlled for whether concurrent elections were held (Franklin,

2001). Simultaneous elections were coded as a dummy variable, in which ‘‘1’’

represents those countries having either local, regional, or national elections at

the same time the EU Parliament elections took place (for a similar approach,

see Schuck, Vliegenthart, & De Vreese, 2016).

Results

In a first descriptive step, Figure 1 depicts the average degree of cross-cutting

news exposure in each of the 28 media systems (from 27 countries) considered

in this study using the two measures of exposure to cross-cutting news media,

namely, CMEa and CMEb. The figure shows that some extent of cross-

cutting exposure is present everywhere. It also reveals that CMEa—the meas-

ure resulting from analyses of governmental evaluations in news content—is

hardly correlated with CMEb—the measure relying on audiences’ left–right

self-placement (Pearson r¼ .17, p< .001). Regardless of the indicator, though,

we find that Cyprus (for CMEa M¼0.96, SD¼ 0.38; CMEb M¼2.60,

SD¼ 1.92) and Slovenia (for CMEa M¼1.13, SD¼0.73; for CMEb

M¼2.40, SD¼1.89) score high, while our measures yield the lowest scores

in Estonia (for CMEa M¼0.43, SD¼0.82; for CMEb M¼1.41, SD¼1.39)

and the United Kingdom (for CMEa M¼0.40, SD¼0.78; for CMEb

M¼1.42, SD¼1.55).
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What is the relationship between exposure to cross-cutting news and turn-

out across countries? We disentangle such association by means of several

multilevel logistic regression models as depicted in Table 1.

Model 1a in Table 1 is a null model without predictors, and its compari-

son with the following models allows us to confirm that including our main

independent variable (CME), together with the rest of the predictors, reduces

the amount of unexplained variation in our dependent variable (turnout) re-

maining at the country level, and improves the models’ reproduction of the

data.10 Model 2a—a random intercept model—shows that exposure to cross-

cutting news is positively correlated to turnout. A nonlinear relationship be-

tween exposure to cross-cutting news and turnout is further explored in

Model 3a by adding a quadratic term of the main independent variable.

Model 3a reveals a significant curvilinear relationship between the two vari-

ables. Compared with Model 2a, the log odds of going to the ballot box and

cross-cutting news exposure increase significantly. Moreover, the sign of the

coefficient associated with the quadratic term of CMEa (CMEa2) is negative,

implying that turnout, as a function of CME, is concave, that is, while some

points of the variable may be positively related to turnout, we eventually find

a negative correlation for higher scores of cross-cutting news exposure on

turnout, as our hypotheses predicted. As a robustness check, Model 4a in

Figure 1
Average levels of cross-cutting news exposure in 28 EU media systems. Calculations based
on data from the EES 2009

10The improvement in the goodness of fit of our models is confirmed by the log likelihood (which
decreases across models). The Akaike Information Criterion index, which further corrects for the inclusion
of predictors in our models, also tends to decrease across the null and the last models, showing that the
models fit the data better when further independent variables are included (results not shown here).
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Table 1 is a multilevel random slope model that allows the nonlinear effects of

cross-cutting news exposure to vary across media systems. The results of this

model corroborate the findings in Model 3a. When we let the relationship

between cross-cutting news and turnout vary across countries, the nonlinear

relationship between CME and electoral participation remains significant.

The replication of the abovementioned models using an additional measure

of cross-cutting media exposure—CMEb—as the main independent variable

in Table 2 shows a similar trend. Turnout appears to be maximized when the

ideological difference between one’s left–right self-placement and the left–

right positions of the news media outlets that the individual is exposed to

are moderate.11 Models b in Table 2 confirm that the linkage between cross-

cutting exposure—now operationalized using left–right self-placement—and

electoral participation follows a non-monotonic pattern, that is, turnout is a

concave function of CMEb.12

Additionally, the models in Tables 1 and 2 show that older and more

educated citizens are more likely to vote. Positive relationships are also

found for those who are more knowledgeable, politically interested, closer to

a party, and consume news. In addition, citizens living in countries where

voting is compulsory and where elections other than elections for the

European Parliament were held at the same time are more likely to vote, as

one would expect.

To assess the magnitude of the potential effects of exposure to cross-

cutting news on turnout, the two plots in Figure 2 depict the probability of

turning out for different values of cross-cutting news exposure ceteris paribus,
that is, holding the other variables in our models constant at their means. We

clearly can see that the plots depict a parabola, revealing that the probability of

voting increases up to a certain level of cross-cutting news exposure

(CMEa¼ 1.14; CMEb¼ 3.47),13 but then starts to decrease. Exposure to mod-

erate disagreement in the media increases the probability of voting by roughly

5% (for CMEa) and 4% (for CMEb), compared with low cross-cutting ex-

posure, and extremely disagreeing news content is associated with an average

drop of 3% (for CMEa) and 2.5% (for CMEb), compared with moderate

11Given that in Models a, we could only rely on more partisan citizens (those who either approve or
disapprove of governmental actions), and in Models b, our sample includes cases for which information on
CMEb could be collected (N ¼ 20,040).

12When excluding nonmedia users from our sample, the nonlinear pattern remained (unstandardized beta
coefficients for the quadratic term b¼�0.14 for models with CMEa, b¼�0.02 for models with CMEb),
but the significance levels decreased for one of the models (p ¼.26 for CMEa2), but not for the other
(p ¼.04 for CMEa2). We interpret the decrease in significance, compared with the models including
nonmedia users, as an indication that like-minded news exposure triggers some mobilizing mechanisms
(e.g., reinforcement of previous political predispositions), as extensive research shows (Bennett & Iyengar,
2008; Brynin & Newton, 2003; Stroud, 2011), contributing to an attenuation of the curvilinear relationship.

13For CMEa, 11,952 cases are below this point, with 6,890 above; for CMEb, the cases are 14,760 and
4,082, respectively.
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levels of cross-cutting exposure. The magnitude of such predicted probabilities

is comparable with that found in former literature for media and interpersonal

communication effects on turnout (Huckfeldt, Mendez, & Osborn, 2004,

Kruikemeier, van Noort, Vliegenthart, & de Vreese, 2014).

Overall, Figure 2 speaks to two phenomena. First, moderate levels of

cross-cutting news media exposure increase the likelihood of voting. Second,

such degrees of CME can be reached both by using media moderately distant

to one’s views and also through exposure to a mixture of pro- and counter-

attitudinal media outlets. Therefore, as shown in Figure 2, the negative rela-

tionship of extreme cross-cutting exposure and electoral participation can be

compensated through frequent use of other media outlets closer to one’s

viewpoints.14

Similar trends arise when we let the impact of cross-cutting news exposure

vary across media markets. A nonmonotonic pattern between cross-cutting

Figure 2
Predicted probability of turnout against cross-cutting news media exposure (based on Models
4a and 4b in Tables 1 and 2)

14Further analyses with a third additional measure of cross-cutting exposure confirm such trends. This
third measure was constructed by subtracting the score of the ideologically most-distant media outlet an
individual regularly uses from his or her own left–right placement. The measure was highly correlated with
CMEb (Pearson r ¼ .98, p < .001). As with CMEb, the ideology of an outlet was calculated as the average
ideology of those citizens who regularly use it. Unlike CMEb, though, the additional measure scored high in
the event of exposure to blatant opposition, regardless of the extent to which one counterbalances such
exposure with more like-minded information. By comparing turnout probability plots for different levels of
CMEb and for different levels of this new measure, we were able to discriminate the voting likelihood of
those individuals who used media moderately distant from their viewpoints, from that of individuals whose
extreme levels of cross-cutting exposure were compensated by like-minded news consumption through other
media outlets.The results (not shown) revealed that those using media moderately distant from their views
were more likely to vote than those exposed to extreme counter-attitudinal views, even if compensated with
closer media. This suggests that whenever one encounters blatantly opposing views, underlying mechanisms
conducive to depressing turnout may come into play. With moderation through a combination of extreme
and more-like-minded news outlets, the role of extreme cross-cutting exposure in enhancing political un-
certainty (Klofstad et al. 2012) may still be in play and partly inhibit more mobilizing mechanisms (e.g., pol-
itical learning) triggered by exposure to moderate levels of disagreement.
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exposure and voting is found across virtually all media markets we used in this

study.15 For example, an individual living in the United Kingdom exposed to

medium levels of CMEa (e.g., holding a negative view of the government and

frequently reading information with balanced or mixed evaluations on its

record) has, on average, 4% more probability of casting a vote than an indi-

vidual exposed to extreme disagreement, compared with a 3.5% increase for

an average citizen living in France. Similarly, a UK citizen exposed to mod-

erate CMEb (i.e., 3.18 points away from her own position on the left–right

scale) has, on average, a 4% higher probability of voting than an individual

exposed to extreme disagreement, compared with an increase of 2% for an

average individual in France.

Conclusions

The present study has investigated the effect of cross-cutting news exposure

on electoral participation across several political systems, in casu 27 EU coun-

tries with 28 media systems. Our findings show evidence of a nonlinear rela-

tionship between exposure to political dissonance through media and voting.

As our first hypothesis predicted, moderate levels of cross-cutting news ex-

posure are positively associated with electoral participation. Extreme levels of

cross-cutting news exposure, however, are negatively related to electoral par-

ticipation. Therefore, our second hypothesis also finds support.

Overall, this study makes four important contributions to research on

partisan selectivity. First, it provides cross-national evidence that in today’s

Western news media environments, citizens frequently encounter not only

like-minded views but also dissonant political viewpoints through the media.

Several studies have documented growing levels of like-minded news exposure

and partisan polarization among media audiences (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009;

Stroud, 2011). In a similar vein, some others have argued that current news

media environments (Goldman & Mutz, 2011) and news media consumption

patterns (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008) contribute to reinforcing people’s political

predispositions. A major area of such studies focuses on the U.S. context (see

also Mutz, 2006), in which the presence of partisan cable news outlets (Prior,

2007), the absence of a strong public service broadcaster with adhered values

of representativeness and political balance (McQuail, 1992), and a two-party

system make it easier for citizens to access information in line with their

political views (Wessler & Rinke, 2014). Our study complements U.S. research

by investigating cross-cutting exposure in 28 European media markets, where

power-concentrating systems are rare exceptions and the presence of public-

service TV is more salient, with a spillover effect on commercial channels

15For CMEa, Estonia turned out to be an outlier, in which the relationship between exposure to political
dissonance and turnout is invariably positive.
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(Reinemann, Stanyer, & Scherr, 2017). Overall, we show that Europeans fre-

quently encounter at least some cross-cutting news. Second, our analyses also

reveal that being exposed to dissonant views through the media significantly

predicts voter turnout. Unlike previous studies (Barker, 1998; Dilliplane,

2011), our findings show that exposure to political dissonance may have a

positive effect on electoral participation. This divergence can be explained

because of the nonlinear nature of such an association, that is, the relationship

between exposure to cross-cutting information and turnout describes a parab-

ola, in which, at one point, exposure to disagreement becomes too much for

those who experience it. Third, our study shows that partisan media exposure

does not necessarily entail trading deliberation for participation. It is not only

people who engage in like-minded news exposure who are more likely to vote

but also citizens who frequently expose themselves to viewpoints different

from their own. Fourth, we find that the potential negative impact of extreme

cross-cutting exposure on turnout can be diminished by frequent use of less-

divergent news media.

These findings are in line with results by previous experimental and

survey research on social disagreement in political discussions (Nir, 2011).

As with interpersonal communication, citizens appear to be better served by

the media when either their frequently used media outlet or their media diet

provides them with an ensemble of pro and con arguments, instead of one-

sided depictions of political issues.

Our study is not without its shortcomings. First, our dependent variable

(turnout) relies on data from European Parliament (EP) elections. Although

this enables equivalence in analyzing electoral participation across countries,

EP elections have been considered by an extensive strand of literature as

second-order national elections (Marsh, 1998; Reif & Schmitt, 1980). Some

of the central implications of EP elections being less important than national

elections are that people tend to vote in smaller numbers in the former than in

the latter, and that they do so on the basis of their national political prefer-

ences and government performance. This does not necessarily add a limitation

to our study, but makes our results potentially more significant. As one of our

indicators of CME is based on individuals’ evaluations of national government

(CMEa), we would expect cross-cutting exposure to have even greater effects

on turnout in national than in EP elections. In this context, one may discuss

how warranted it is to use evaluations of national government in the context of

EP elections. While a recent strand of literature has shown that EU issues

influence voting in European elections, this research still showed that voting

behavior in EP elections is heavily influenced by national political consider-

ations (De Vries, Van der Brug, Van Egmond, & Van der Eijk, 2011; Hobolt

& Wittrock, 2011). Furthermore, our study also relied on further CME meas-

ures that stem from a powerful predictor of EU vote choice: self-placement on
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the left–right spectrum (Hobolt & Wittrock, 2011), which is considered a

control variable in our models and contributes to correcting for potential

distortions because of extreme ideologies overlapping with attitudes against

the European project (e.g., an extreme leftist individual exposed to anti-EU

viewpoints from his or her extreme-rightist media diet).

Second, although EES 2009 considers values of the left–right scale as

equivalent indicators of ideological differences across EU countries, the left–

right scale may convey different meanings in different countries (Huber,

1989). Also, some newer democracies in Central and Eastern Europe have

high levels of electoral volatility and party system instability—which may

render self-placement on the classic left–right scale more challenging.

Nevertheless, we argue that as we can distinguish between parties using the

average left–right self-placement of their voters in such countries, our scale is

a useful measure to assess differences between media outlets’ ideological lean-

ings in any given system. Furthermore, the two measures of CME, although

significantly different, show similar trends when associated with turnout.

Third, none of the models analyzed in the article can resolve the direction

of causality, as they rely on cross-sectional data. We cannot determine empir-

ically whether cross-cutting news exposure triggers turnout, or if it is citizens’

willingness to participate that leads to them seeking other viewpoints. Panel

survey data or experimental evidence could help identify causality and confirm

the trend found in this study. That said, our results hold true using two

distinct measures of cross-cutting exposure and relying on two different meth-

ods of data collection—content and survey data—across 27 EU countries.

Therefore, we go beyond previous case studies and gain analytical insight

into the nonlinear relationship of media exposure and turnout, which remains

significant after controlling for both country-level idiosyncratic factors and

individual variables.

Fourth, by relying on self-reported cross-cutting exposure, we are only

accounting for those who willingly self-selected news information that conflicts

with their political views. Though this paints a more reliable picture of the

effects that CME may have on actual media users, our study does not account

for the role of motivation, ability, and opportunity that may lie behind ex-

posure to politically dissimilar views (for an overview of the impact of such

triads on political sophistication and media exposure, see Cooper & Tang,

2009; Luskin, 1990). That said, recent experimental research finds no differ-

ence in the impact of like-minded news media exposure on intended voter

participation and polarization between self-selected and experimentally as-

signed news users (Trilling, Van Klingeren, & Tsfati, 2016; Wojcieszak

et al., 2016).

Further research should empirically address the underlying mechanisms that

may mediate the relationship between cross-cutting exposure and turnout. For
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instance, we learned from previous literature that the need to seek new infor-

mation can be triggered by cross-cutting media exposure and can be conducive

to political mobilization. Likewise, exploring mechanisms such as ambivalence

(Mutz, 2002) or delayed decisions on whom to vote for (Dilliplane, 2011) may

help explain the eventually negative effect on turnout from extreme levels of

exposure to cross-cutting news through media. Another research avenue worth

exploring is investigating the extent to which certain individual characteristics—

such as opinion extremity, attitude strength, or holding minority views—can

moderate the relationship between exposure to hostile or uncongenial news in-

formation and participation (Wojcieszak, 2011, 2015).

In sum, the ability of cross-cutting exposure to mobilize citizens to vote is

contingent on the extent to which media provide us with a balanced diet of

pros and cons. By showing that moderate political disagreement is consistently

and positively associated with turnout, we make a novel contribution to the

debate on the impact of partisan news exposure on political behavior and shed

light on the effects that different levels and types of cross-cutting news media

exposure may have on electoral participation.
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