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Abstract 

This study analyzes selective exposure  to online news media (i.e., preferential exposure to 

congenial and trusted media) by comparing the behavioral and declarative data of 1,536 

participants. We recorder their Internet activity over a one-month period and then asked them 

about their level of trust in several news media outlets, the frequency with which they had been 

exposed to them, and their political position and orientation along a progressive-conservative 

axis. Results show that 1)  trust in the different news media varies according to 

their political attitudes; 2)  probability of declaring exposure to a specific news 

media is impacted by their trust in this media, as well as by their political attitudes; 3) these 

effects are much weaker  effective exposure to news media. 

Overall, these results indicate that selective exposure to online news media exists, but is 

exaggerated when studied only by means of declarative data. 

Keywords: news media; trust; selective exposure; echo chamber; web tracking; partisanship 

 

Introduction 

 

The fragmentation of the news media landscape caused by the rapid evolution of the Internet 

preferences on their selection of online news content. With the decline of trust in news media 

as an institution (Tsfati & Cappella, 2003; Strömbäck et al., 2020) and the polarization of the 

political environment in both Europe and the United States, a number of observers have 
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expressed concerns that citizens could be turning away from traditional media in favor of 

alternative media that may be less reliable (Karlsson et al., 2017; Steppat et al., 2021). The 

explanations for this hypothetical shift in media preferences can be structured around two 

distinct theories. (1) The rational theory hypothesis, described by Tsfati and Cappella (2003), 

posits that individuals have an incentive to expose themselves to information sources they trust 

and believe to be accurate. This incentive is based on the benefit of being exposed to accurate 

information when optimizing choices in an uncertain environment. (2) The cultural cognition 

thesis (Kahan et al., 2011) assumes that individuals tend to process information in a biased 

manner that favors their opinions. As a result, they evaluate congenial media as more 

trustworthy and accurate than uncongenial media. The loss of trust in traditional media and the 

polarization of the political environment would consequently lead individuals to adopt a 

selective exposure to news media  i.e., they would expose themselves to congenial and 

trustworthy media and avoid uncongenial and untrustworthy media.   

 Despite the volume of work on this topic, few studies have directly challenged these 

assumptions concerning online news media (Strömbäck et al., 2020), and even less so by 

directly collecting web-tracking data. Given the lack of data on this contentious issue, this study 

aims to test whether trust and political attitudes influence media exposure. This was done by 

analyzing the effect of trust and political attitudes of a large sample of French participants (N 

= 1,536) on their declared and effective media exposure to 15 widely used online news media 

outlets. While the results of this study show a clear effect of trust and political attitudes on 

declared media exposure, the impact of these attitudes on effective exposure is rather small. As 

a whole, these results challenge the popular view of selective exposure online. We therefore 

recommend combining survey and digital trace data to identify factors of media consumption 

beyond selective exposure. 
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Evidence for a selective exposure effect  

Empirically, several studies suggest that individuals tend to favor information that stems from 

sources they deem to be trustworthy (Fletcher & Park, 2017; Kiousis, 2001; Schranz et al., 

2018; Tsfati & Cappella, 2003; Williams, 2012). This relationship between trust and exposure 

to news sources can be understood within the framework of rational choice theory. A key 

assumption of this theory is that when faced with a diverse set of sources, individuals will seek 

the most accurate information in order to optimize their choices. Thus, media audiences will try 

to avoid inaccurate information and will instead selectively expose themselves to reliable news 

sources. In this context, trust reflects the supposed reliability of the content published by a given 

media outlet and is therefore crucial, in that it justifies the choice of consulting this media. If 

media audiences lose trust in traditional media sources, they will lose confidence in the news 

published by these media and will therefore seek better information to optimize their choices. 

The asymmetrical relationship between the public and the media makes trust even more 

essential. The public can rarely verify the accuracy of published information and can thus only 

accept or reject this information based on the perceived credibility of the source that published 

it. As such, although there is no academic consensus on what trust in the media actually reflects 

as an important component of that trust (Kohring & Matthes, 2008; Prochazka & Schweiger, 

2019).  

The process of attributing trust to a given media outlet is also influenced by partisan or 

ideological expectations, as shown by the many studies that have examined this issue. Indeed, 

past studies show that individuals tend to place more trust in media outlets that are ideologically 

close to them than in those they suspect of holding views opposed to their own  this is the case 

regardless of the objective reliability of the information published (e.g., Bullock et al., 2015; 

Ditto et al., 2019; Kelly, 2019). This positive predisposition towards media outlets aligned with 
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which further decreases the trust placed in the latter (Arceneaux et al., 2012). 

Aside from its effect on trust, partisan bias also has an impact on the perceived credibility 

of news. For example, Batailler et al. (2022) report in their study that participants were more 

likely to categorize news headlines as fake when they conveyed political views opposed to their 

own. Metzger et al. (2020) found that participants on average rate congenial news as 32% more 

credible than uncongenial news.  

The cultural cognition thesis offers an explanation for this congenial bias. It posits that 

individuals are motivated to defend and promote their social and cultural worldview, as it is a 

fundamental part of their social identity (Kahan et al., 2007). Since news media are one of the 

most important sources for gathering information on social and cultural issues (Shaw & Martin, 

1992), they can give rise to situations that may challenge or validate our sense of identity. 

Therefore, in the process of identity affirmation, media choice would be a fundamental marker 

of an individual's cultural identity.    

It should be noted that this congenial bias does not contradict the rational choice 

hypothesis. If individuals prefer to seek reliable information from trustworthy media, but the 

attribution of their trust depends on the perceived ideological orientation of the outlet, it could 

follow that they will actually prioritize exposure to partisan information on biased outlets. This 

is an example of bounded rationality (Jones, 1999): individuals try to expose themselves to the 

most accurate news media possible, but their judgment tends to be biased towards media that 

confirm their pre-existing opinions and reinforce their cultural identity.  

Thus, from the perspective of both the rational choice hypothesis and cultural cognition 

theory, partisan bias has an impact on selective exposure. In accordance with this prediction, 

Garrett (2009) has shown that when individuals can select the news information they want to 
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read, information perceived to support their views is more likely to be selected and is read for 

longer periods of time. 

 

The limits of using declarative data to study selective exposure 

A shortcoming of the literature on selective exposure is that it is mostly based on surveys and 

declarative data. However, the reliability of declarative data is questionable. With regards to 

Internet consumption, Scharkow (2016) reports that 42% of a representative panel of German 

Internet users overestimated the amount of time they spend online each week. The results of 

this study also show that the less time people spend online, the more they overreport their 

Internet use. Some individual characteristics of panel members were also linked to 

misreporting: overall, males and younger individuals overreported their Internet use. When 

comparing declarative and behavioral data on news exposure, respondents generally tend to 

significantly overestimate their effective media diet. Prior (2009) found that, overall, television 

news audiences overreported their consumption by a factor of 3, with the youngest individuals 

most likely to overreport. Guess (2015) used three different methods for calculating self-

reported online news exposure and also found an overall tendency to overreport. His study 

shows that individuals who are more knowledgeable about politics tend to overreport, though 

predictors of misreporting by exposing participants to a news website for 4 minutes. They found 

that overreporting was correlated with exposure to political topics and political interest. 

Moreover, they also found a correlation with age, as younger participants were less accurate in 

their report. Interestingly, Vraga and Tully argue that relying on self-reported data could lead 

to overestimating the importance of selective exposure. Indeed, while participants with partisan 

preferences reported being exposed to more news than non-partisan participants, the opposite 
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pattern was found when looking at behavioral data: non-partisan participants in fact read more 

news than partisan participants during the experiment.   

 

Contrasting evidence of selective exposure using Internet tracking data 

The few studies based on behavioral data collected in ecological conditions on the Internet 

(browsing behavior, trace data) that analyze selective exposure to news information yield rather 

mixed results. 

For instance, Nelson and Webster (2017) showed that in the United States, Democrats 

and Republicans predominantly consult political information on the same online media  a 

result that calls into question the importance of selective media exposure on the Internet. Their 

data also shows that the US 

media outlets. Furthermore, using both surveys and web-tracking data, Guess (2021) found that 

only a small group of active political partisans appeared to be biased in their media diet. Other 

participants in this study had a more balanced media diet but, more importantly, were overall 

rarely exposed to political news. 

Interestingly, Peterson et al. (2021) used a similar method as Guess (2021) but obtained 

different results. Their study targeted the period of the 2016 U.S. presidential election in order 

to analyze the pervasiveness of selective online media exposure. They found that most of the 

Fox News and Drudge Report audience was Republican. In contrast, the Huffington Post, the 

Washington Post, and the New York Times were primarily consulted by Democrats. In 

comparison with data from 2009 and 2013, audiences in 2016 showed greater selective media 

exposure, reflecting the increased polarization of the political environment in the United States.  

By examining different political indicators, Stier et al. (2020b) observed, in a study 

conducted 
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corresponds to greater online exposure to these media, whereas a pro-populist inclination is 

associated with a lower level of effective exposure to these media. However, the effects 

observed in this study remain moderate in magnitude. 

Thus, while studies on selective online media exposure based on behavioral data in 

ecological conditions remain scarce, they are nevertheless of primary importance, as their 

results provide a more nuanced picture of the extent of selective online media exposure. It is 

therefore valuable to conduct further studies of this type, and to compare their results to those 

obtained from declarative data. 

The main objective of this study is therefore to combine survey and digital trace data to 

determine whether trust and political attitudes do in fact affect online selective exposure, as is 

often claimed. 

 

Research overview 

As noted by Stier et al. (2020a), only a handful of studies combine both digital trace data and 

survey research in order to understand online behavior. Indeed, the acquisition of digital trace 

data is quite expensive and requires data processing that may be difficult for researchers to 

perform. However, despite these constraints, these hybrid approaches are valuable in that they 

their actual behavior. In the present study, we assessed the role of political attitudes and trust in 

media sources on selective online media exposure in France. 

We recorded for 30 consecutive days the Internet activity of a panel of individuals 

representative of the French population (N = 2,372). We then analyzed the exposure of 

participants to 15 of the most consulted online news sources in France (behavioral data). At the 

end of the 30-day period, we sent participants a questionnaire asking them about their level of 
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trust in each of the 15 news sources, about the frequency with which they believe they had been 

exposed to them during the study period (declarative data), and about their political preferences. 

Note that the French political environment has recently evolved from a system dominated by 

two central parties (the PS on the left and LR on the right) to a multi-party system. So as to 

account for this rapid evolution, we applied two measures of political attitude. First, we used a 

traditional left-right axis to measure political position (Vasilopoulos & Jost, 2020). Second, to 

measure political orientation, we used a measure proposed by Tiberj (2012) that accounts for 

cleavages on cultural issues (immigration, death penalty, homosexuality, and religion) that are 

not necessarily reflected by partisan affiliations, but nevertheless structure political attitudes in 

France (Stimson et al., 2012).  

Due to budget constraints, and in order to compare self-reported and effective online 

media exposure, we decided to send out a unique survey after data collection. We address this 

point in more detail in the discussion.   

 

Research questions  

From the data collected, we sought to examine the following research questions: 

RQ1: Does trust in the 15 news sources vary according to (A) political position 

and (B) political orientation? 

RQ2: Do participants declare consulting news sources they trust? 

RQ3: Does declared exposure to the 15 news sources vary according to (A) 

political position and (B) political orientation? 

RQ4: Is effective exposure to the 15 news sources affected by level of trust in these 

news sources? 
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RQ5: Does effective exposure to the 15 news sources vary according to (A) 

political position and (B) political orientation? 

RQ6: Is there a relationship between declared exposure and effective exposure to the 15 news 

sources? 

 

Materials and Method 

 

Participants and procedure 

The entire Internet activity of a panel of 2,372 adults living in France was recorded for 30 

consecutive days, from September 20 to October 19, 2020. This panel, representative of the 

French population, was assembled by the ISO-certified company Respondi 

(www.respondi.com). Respondi continuously records, with their consent, the online behavior 

of the panel members on their various personal connected devices (computers, cell phones, 

tablets). For this study, we analyze their exposure to 15 French news sources (see Variables of 

interest section below). For a general description of the online information behavior of the 

members of this panel during the study period, see Cordonier and Brest (2021).  

At the end of the 30 days of the study, participants were sent a questionnaire asking them 

about their political attitudes and their level of trust in each of the 15 selected sources, as well 

as the frequency with which they believed they had been exposed to them during the study 

period. Of the 2,372 participants whose online behavior was recorded, 1,614 (68%) agreed to 

complete and return the questionnaire. 78 of these respondents indicated that they did not know 

how much trust they placed in each of the 15 news sources selected. They were therefore 

excluded from the analyses, which ultimately included 1,536 participants. Among these 1,536 

participants, 762 are women (49.6%). The average age of these participants is 46.2 years (SD = 
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13.2) and 790 of them are in or have completed higher education (51.4%). Additional 

descriptive statistics for the panel are available in the Supplementary Material (Tables S1-4).   

 

Variables of interest 

Selected news sources 

The following method was used to establish the list of online news sources for which the 

declarative and effective exposure of participants, as well as their level of trust, was measured. 

We started by selecting the 12 media outlets that the French population as a whole consult the 

most on the Internet, according to the results of the Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2020 

(Newman et al., 2020). We then used a database provided by Storyzy, a company specializing 

in web page classification, to extract a list of 5,715 news source domains in French. We cross-

referenced this list with the online news sources most consulted by our study participants during 

the 30-day study period. Three of the news sources most consulted by participants were not 

included in the initial list of 12 online media. They were therefore added to the list. 

The 15 online news sources ultimately selected are those of the following media outlets 

and news aggregators: 20 Minutes, BFMTV, BRUT, France Info, the Huffington Post, Le 

Figaro, Le Monde, le Parisien, M6, Mediapart, MSN Actu, Ouest France, TF1, Voici and 

Yahoo! News. The exposure of the 1,536 participants to these 15 information sources, on which 

the following analyses are based, accounted for approximately 25% of the exposure time to all 

online media listed by Storyzy during the 30-day study. 

Measure of effective exposure to the selected sources 

To measure the effective exposure of each participant to these 15 online news sources, we used 

passive data measures provided by Respondi. This data allows us to identify each URL accessed 



 

 

12 

by each participant as well as the exact date and duration of each visit. Data from the mobile 

applications of these news sources was also recorded and included in our analyses. It should be 

noted that for the exposure data of the online sources of TF1, M6, MSN, and Yahoo!, a filter 

was applied in order to retain only URLs related to news information, since the websites in 

question also provide other services, such as access to entertainment programs. Thus, for the 

websites of TF1 and M6 information société

were retained. For the websites of MSN and Yahoo!

were retained. 

The analysis of effective exposure to the 15 online news sources reveals that, on average, 

participants (n = 1,536) consulted less than 2 of them (M = 1.8, SD = 2.1) during the 30 days 

of the study and that 550 participants did not consult any of them during this period (see Table 

S7 of Supplementary Material for a breakdown of effective exposure per news source)  the 

French indeed inform themselves little on the Internet (Stier et al., 2020b; Cordonier & Brest, 

2021). 

The effective exposure data is thus highly right-skewed, which poses difficulties for 

statistical analysis. This can lead to a non-convergence of the mixed models used in this 

research (Allison, 2008; see Statistical Analyses section below). To avoid this problem, we 

coded the effective exposure of each participant to each of the 15 news sources in a binary way: 

0 = no exposure to a given source during the 30 days of the study, 1 = at least one exposure to 

a given source during the 30 days of the study.

Measure of declared exposure to the selected sources 

To measure their exposure to each of the 15 selected news sources, participants were asked to 

indicate the frequency with which they had been exposed to 

 which corresponds to the period during which their effective exposure to these 
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sources was recorded. The question that participants were asked emphasized that their 

responses should only include their exposure to 

accentuate this point, this question was directly preceded by a similar question asking them 

about their exposure to 

not analyzed in this study). 

Participants gave their response for each news source on the following 4-point scale: (1) 

never; (2) at least once during the month; (3) at least once a week; (4) more or less every day. 

Of all the declarative exposure data collected in this way, 67% corresponds to the answer 

Table S6 of Supplementary Material for a 

breakdown of declared exposure per news source). To account for this high concentration of 

responses and to avoid the non-convergence of the mixed models used to analyze them, we 

recoded the data in a binary way: 0 = no exposure declared (corresponds to response (1)), 1 = 

at least one exposure declared (aggregation of responses (2), (3) and (4)). 

Trust in the selected sources 

 in each of the 15 selected news sources was assessed using the following 4-

point scale: (1) completely untrustworthy, (2) somewhat untrustworthy, (3) somewhat 

trustworthy, (4) completely trustworthy. For each of the 15 news sources, participants were also 

given the option to indicate that they had no opinion on their level of trust in that source. This 

option was given to participants so as not to force responses on sources they may not know 

about, which would have introduced noise into the data (see Supplementary Material Table 5 

for descriptive statistics). 

analysis, as were participants (n = 78 out 

trust in all 15 selected news sources. To facilitate the convergence of the mixed models used in 
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the analyses, we followed  (2008) recommendations declared 

trust in each of the 15 news sources in a binary way. When trust is treated as the dependent 

variable, we recoded it as follows: 0 = no trust (aggregation of responses (1) and (2)); 1 = trust 

(aggregation of responses (3) and (4)). When it is treated as the independent variable, we 

centered it using an effect coding: -0.5 = no trust (aggregation of responses (1) and (2)); 0.5 = 

trust (aggregation of responses (3) and (4)). 

Political position and political orientation of participants 

To evaluate the political attitudes of participants, we adopted the following two measurements. 

Political position on the left-right axis. The political self-positioning of participants on 

the left-right axis was recorded using the following 5-point scale: (1) far left, (2) left, (3) center, 

(4) right, (5) far right (see Supplementary Material Table 4 for descriptive statistics). Since 

(Bauer et al., 2017) and that there sometimes exists a disconnect among the French population 

between political self-positioning on this axis and political affiliation (Tiberj, 2012), we 

indicated as follows an example of a corresponding political party for each proposed position: 

To help you orient yourself, it is generally considered 

is at far left, that the  at left [etc. for the other positions]  

Political orientation on the progressive-conservative cultural axis. We also sought to 

approach proposed for France by Tiberj (2012). The cultural axis measures the political 

- migration, multiculturalism, authority. 

This axis is interpreted as reflecting the orientation of individuals on a progressive-conservative 

continuum. The economic axis determines the position of participants on an interventionist-

liberal continuum.   This measure was excluded from the present study because it does not have 
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n = 1,536 participants (See 

Supplementary Material section A). 

 

Statistical analyses 

Analyses of all data collected for this study were performed using generalized linear mixed 

effect models (BLMM, Bolker et al., 2009). This type of model was used to account for the 

non-independence of the data  trust in news sources, declared exposure, and effective exposure 

to these sources being grouped by participant. Each model therefore incorporates the 

participants (n = 1,536) as a random intercept. The Ime4 (Bates et al., 2007) and glmmTMB 

(Magnusson et al., 2020) R packages were used to conduct the analyses. All models built in this 

study, as presented in the Results section of this article, converged. The emmeans and ggeffects 

packages (Lüdecke, 2018) were used to interpret the marginal effects. The results are presented 

as Odd Ratios (OR). The analysis plan that we used is as follows: 

Trust 

political position on the left-right axis, we defined trust as a dependent variable (0 = no trust, 1 

= trust). The independent variables used are: 1)  on the left-right axis (data 

centered on the mean of means using a simple contrast), 2) the list of 15 news sources (data 

centered on the mean of means using a simple contrast), 3) the interaction between these two 

variables. 

The same procedure was applied 

in the selected news sources and their orientation on the progressive-conservative axis (mean-

centered data). 
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Declared exposure 

declared exposure to the 15 selected news 

sources, their trust in these sources, and their political position on the left-right axis, we defined 

declared exposure as a dependent variable (0 = no exposure declared, 1 = at least one exposure 

declared). The independent variables used are: 1) trust in each source (-0.5: no trust, 0.5: trust), 

-right axis (data centered on the mean of means using a 

simple contrast), 3) the list of 15 news sources (data centered on the mean of means using a 

simple contrast). The interaction between trust and political position was not significant and 

was therefore not included in the analysis. All other interactions were included. 

The same procedure was applied to measure the relationship between declared exposure, 

trust, and orientation on the progressive-conservative axis (mean-centered data). 

Note that these two models yield very similar results with respect to the relationship 

between trust and declared exposure. Therefore, we will only present in this article the results 

from the second model to describe this relationship. 

Effective exposure 

The same procedure as described above (Declared exposure section) was used to measure the 

in these sources, and their political position on the left-right axis. 

We proceeded in the same way to measure the relationship between effective exposure, 

trust, and orientation on the progressive-conservative axis. 

Here again, these two models yield very similar results with respect to the relationship 

between trust and effective exposure. Therefore, we will only present in this article the results 

from the second model to describe this relationship. The interaction between trust and political 
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position and between trust and orientation on the progressive-conservative axis were not 

significant and were therefore not included in the analysis. All other interactions were included. 

Declared vs. effective exposure 

To measure the relationship between declared exposure and effective exposure to 

the 15 news sources, we conducted two analyses. In both cases, effective exposure to each of 

the 15 news sources was defined as the dependent variable (0 = no exposure measured, 1 = at 

least one exposure measured). The independent variable used is declared exposure, recoded 

differently depending on the analysis. In the first analysis, declared exposure was recoded in a 

binary manner (0 = no exposure declared, 1 = at least one exposure declared). In the second 

analysis, the 4-point scale of declared exposure 

declared  

Analyses with covariates 

We replicated all analyses by including education level, age, and gender as covariates. Overall, 

these additional analyses did not change the main results presented below. The analyses are 

available in Supplementary Material (Figures S1-4, Tables S25-32). 

 

Results 

 

RQ1 - Relationship between trust in the news sources and political position and political 

orientation 

Political position on the left-right axis 
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Our analyses show that the position of participants on the left-right political axis is related to 

2 (56, N = 1536) = 299.87, p < .001 (Figure 

1, see Supplementary Material Table 12 for further details). 

Unsurprisingly, this effect of political position is not linear: participants located to the 

right of this axis declare placing more trust in certain news sources than participants located 

more to the left, and vice versa. 

For example, participants who identify themselves as right-wing are more likely than 

participants who identify themselves as far left to declare trusting the online source of Le 

Figaro, a newspaper generally perceived as having a right-wing conservative editorial line. We 

observe the symmetrically opposite situation with respect to the online source of Le Monde, a 

newspaper generally perceived as having a center-left editorial line. 

 

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Political orientation on the progressive-conservative cultural axis 

The orientation of participants on the progressive-conservative cultural axis has no overall 

effect on their trust in the 15 online news sources selected: OR = 1.04, p = .69 (Figure 2, see 

Supplementary Material Table 13 for further details). This lack of overall effect can be 

explained by the fact that out of the 15 sources, 5 are considered to be more trustworthy by 

of Médiapart, Le Monde, Huffington Post, France Info, Brut) and 5 are considered to be more 

online sources of M6, TF1, MSN actu, Le Figaro, BFMTV). There is no significant effect of 
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political orientation on the level of trust in the remaining 5 news sources (namely, the online 

sources of 20 Minutes, Le Parisien, Ouest France, Voici, Yahoo! News). 

 

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Declared exposure 

RQ2 - Relationship between declared exposure and trust in the sources 

Our analyses show that declared exposure (n = 1,536) to the 15 online news 

sources selected is influenced by their declared level of trust in these sources: OR = 6.94, SE = 

0.48, p < .001 (Figure 3, see Supplementary Material Table 14 for further details). For each 

source, we observe that the probability of declaring exposure to it at least once over the 30 days 

of the study is higher among participants who declare trusting it. 

 

[FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

 

RQ3 - Relationship between declared exposure and political position and political orientation 

Political position on the left-right axis. declared exposure 

to the 15 online news sources selected is related to their position on the political left-right axis: 

2 (56, N = 1536) = 96.55, p < .001 (Figure 4; see Supplementary Material Table 15 for further 

details). Unsurprisingly, this effect of political position is not linear: participants located to the 

right of this axis declare more exposure to certain online news sources than participants located 

more to the left, and vice versa. For example, participants who identify themselves as right-

wing are more likely than participants who identify themselves as far left to declare exposure 
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to the online source of the newspaper Le Figaro. We observe the symmetrically opposite 

situation with respect to the online source of the newspaper Le Monde (Figure 4 and 

Supplementary Material Table S8). 

 

[FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Political orientation on the progressive-conservative cultural axis. Our analyses show 

declared exposure 

to the selected news sources: OR = 0.71, SE = 0.08, p < .001 (Figure 5; see Supplementary 

Material Table S16 for further details

side of the cultural axis have a significantly higher probability than others of declaring exposure 

to the following 7 online news sources: Brut, France Info, Huffington Post, Le Monde, Le 

Parisien, Mediapart, and Ouest France. The opposite is true for none of the 15 online news 

sources selected. 

 

[FIGURE 5 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Effective exposure 

RQ4 - Relationship between effective exposure and trust in the sources 

Our analyses show that, overall, 

is influenced by their declared level of trust in these sources: OR = 1.55, p < .001. However, 

this is an overall effect, which is only found for 6 sources taken individually (Huffington Post, 

le Parisien, MSN Actu, Ouest France, Voici, Yahoo! News; see Figure 6 and Supplementary 
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Material Table S17). We estimated the Average Marginal Effect (AME) of trust on declared 

and effective exposures with the Margins package (Leeper, 2018) to allow a more direct 

comparison of these effects (Norton & Dowd, 2018). The effect of trust on declared exposure 

(AME = 0.24) is larger than for effective exposure (AME = 0.03) (see, for comparison, Figure 

3). 

 

[FIGURE 6 ABOUT HERE] 

 

RQ5 - Relationship between effective exposure, political position, and political orientation 

Political position on the left-right axis. O

15 news sources according to their political position on the left-right axis are made difficult by 

a data separation problem affecting 4 sources (Brut, Mediapart, TF1, and M6). Despite this, the 

predictive model converges satisfactorily (diagnostic of the model residuals conducted using 

the DHARMa package, Hartig, 2021). We therefore present the results of the model that 

includes all 15 news sources (Allison, 2008). Note that we tested this model by excluding the 4 

sources with complete or near-complete data separation. This alternative model yields similar 

results to those obtained with the model that includes all 15 sources (see Supplementary 

Material, Tables S19-24). 

The results of the predictive model showed 

2 (4, N = 1536) = 

17.69, p = .001. This effect of political position is not linear and is significant for only three 

news sources (see Figure 7 and Supplementary Material Table S23). 
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[FIGURE 7 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Political orientation on the progressive-conservative cultural axis. Our analyses did not 

exposure to the selected news sources: OR = -0.05, p = .46. However, we observed a significant 

on the cultural axis and the news sources 

2 (14, N = 1536) = 34.29, p = .002. This effect concerns the Huffington Post 

(OR = -0.46, SE = 0.17, p = .005), Mediapart (OR = -0.60, SE = 0.24, p = .01) and Le Monde 

(OR = -0.34, SE = 0.12, p = .006), which are more likely to have been consulted by more 

 (Figure 8). 

 

[FIGURE 8 ABOUT HERE] 

 

RQ6 - Relationship between declared exposure and effective exposure 

Overall, the fact of declaring exposure to an online news source during the 30 days of the study 

is generally associated with a higher probability of having effectively been exposed to it during 

this period: OR = 3.15, p < .001. However, it should be noted that, in their declarations, 

participants tended to significantly overestimate their effective exposure to the selected news 

sources. Thus, for each of these 15 sources, there is less than a 50% chance that participants 

who declared exposure to a given source had effectively been exposed to it during this period 

(see Figure 9). 

 

[FIGURE 9 ABOUT HERE] 
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To further describe the relationship between declared exposure and effective exposure to 

the 15 news sources selected, we conducted a similar analysis, this time using the four responses 

provided to participants to estimate their exposure to each source during the 30 days of the 

study  i.e., (1) never, (2) at least once during the month, (3) at least once a week, (4) more or 

less every day. The results show that, overall, the fact of declaring exposure to a news source 

probability of having effectively been exposed to it during the 30 days of the study: OR = 6.64, 

SE = 0.717, p < .001 (Figure 10).  

Here again, however, we observe that participants generally tended to overestimate their 

effective exposure to the selected news sources. Overall, only 36% of participants who declared 

were effectively exposed to 

them at least once a day over the 30 days of the study. Conversely, in 85% of the cases where 

participants said that they were never exposed to the selected sources, they effectively were not 

exposed to them during the 30 days of the study. Underestimating 

Internet therefore seems much rarer than overestimating it. 

 

[FIGURE 10 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Discussion 

 

To what extent do trust and political attitudes influence exposure to online news media? Had 

we relied solely on declarative data, we would have concluded that trust and political attitudes 

are important factors in shaping selective exposure. Indeed, participants who declare trusting a 
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news media are, on average, seven times more likely to report having consulted it during the 

study period than those who declare not trusting it. The effect of political attitudes is weaker, 

particularly because it varies depending on the news media in question. But despite these 

variations, on average, participants with a conservative worldview reported being exposed to 

fewer news sources than progressive participants. And, while the effect of political positioning 

s 

audiences based on public notoriety. 

In comparison, it appears that trust, and even more so political attitudes, have very little 

effect on effective exposure to news media (note however that we did not 

statistically compare the effects between declared and effective exposure; Gelman & Stern, 

2006). Trust only predicts effective exposure to 6 news sources, and the overall effects of 

political orientation observed in the declarative data are not replicated in the behavioral data. 

Regarding political position, the large disparities found in declared exposure to online news 

media are not observed in effective exposure. This may be due in part to the low average media 

exposure recorded in this study. For example, far-left partisanship is not strongly associated 

with preferential effective exposure to Mediapart and France Info because very few far-left 

participants did actually consult these news sources during the study period. Overall, the role 

of trust and political attitudes on media selection expected by the rational choice and cultural 

cognition hypotheses appears to be overstated when examining the actual behavior of 

individuals in the online media environment.  

Why, regarding online media, is declared selective exposure much more pronounced than 

effective selective exposure? One possible explanation is that individuals have a biased 

representation of their online media exposure. Indeed, our analyses show that, on average, 

participants tend to greatly overestimate their effective exposure to the online news sources 

selected. For each of the 15 sources, there is less than a 50% chance that participants who 
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declared being exposed to them online during the 30 days of the study were effectively exposed 

to them at least once during this period. 

This biased representation of online media exposure could be a consequence of the 

browsing behavior adopted by Internet users. Unlike reading a newspaper or watching news on 

TV, which is often part of a daily routine, exposure to news online could be more incidental 

(Möller et al., 2020). When exposed online to a news article without having actively searched 

for it, Internet users may not always pay attention to the name of the source and memorize it, 

as this would require a significant effort without any real interest. This could help to explain 

why Internet users have a rather blurry representation of their online media diet, and why their 

effective media exposure does not reflect their own political or ideological position. When we 

subsequently ask online users to describe their media diet, it is possible that they reconstruct it 

by emphasizing the news media that they feel closest to and that they trust the most, rather than 

by trying to recall with precision those that they have effectively been exposed to. Interestingly, 

Kalogeropoulos and Newman (2017) found that individuals were better able to remember a 

news media outlet encountered on social media when the outlet in question was their main 

source of news. In this context, partisanship and trust may function more as an heuristic for 

recall memory than for selective exposure to online media. 

It is also possible that individuals use news media preferences as a marker of political 

identity, and therefore tend to under or overestimate their exposure to certain media outlets in 

order to assert their political orientation. This could explain, for instance, why far-left 

participants overestimate their exposure to Mediapart, a media outlet that they trust and which 

is commonly associated with this political affiliation, and why they underestimate their 

exposure to le Figaro, a more right-wing newspaper that they tend to distrust. The effect of 

political identity on the misreporting of media exposure may be even greater if we account for 

the fact that individuals tend to remember the source of information better when they consult 
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political news rather than soft news (Kalogeropoulos & Newman, 2017). Consequently, when 

asked about their news media diet, individuals might focus on political news because it is easier 

to remember and more socially rewarding than soft news (Bourdieu, 2016), which will in turn 

increase the likelihood of overreporting exposure to familiar political media outlets. 

One major flaw of the literature on selective exposure is its tendency to overestimate the 

importance of accuracy motivation and political interest in news media consumption. With 

respect to political interest, as Wojcieszak et al. (2021) note, political information is only a 

small part of what individuals read online (see also Guess, 2021). Moreover, the majority of 

citizens rarely read the news (Kümpel, 2020). And when individuals do consult a news source, 

it is typically one from a small group of highly popular media outlets, as reported in the majority 

of studies based on web-tracking data (Allen et al., 2020; Fletcher et al., 2020; Guess, 2021; 

Nelson & Webster, 2017; Stier et al., 2020b). Our study reveals a similar pattern. Participants 

consulted an average of 2 news sources out of the 15 selected sources. Despite the small number 

of selected news sources consulted by the participants, their exposure to these sources already 

represents on average 25% of their total news media exposure. If we consider the full sample 

of study participants (n = 2,372), including those who did not respond to the survey, 50% 

consulted 8 news sources or less during the study period. Moreover, participants in the full 

sample spent overall more than 50% of their total time dedicated to online news information  

which is less than one hour during the 30-day period  on a single news source. Therefore, the 

general attention given to the issue of selective exposure online tends to overshadow a more 

general phenomenon of low information exposure. 

Concerning accuracy motivation, the uses and gratifications approach upheld by 

Ruggerio (2000) suggests that the motivations behind exposure to news media are more 

numerous and complex than just obtaining accurate or concordant information. For example, 

besides getting accurate information, consumers of news media also want to be entertained, 
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even if this means being exposed to inaccurate information (Reilly, 2012). Additionally, 

individuals with a high need for cognition seem to enjoy being exposed to untrustworthy 

sources to stimulate their thinking (Tsfati & Cappella, 2005). Further studies could therefore 

use a combination of digital-trace and survey data to examine the role of different motivations 

on news media exposure. 

Finally, when considering which individual characteristics  besides trust and political 

attitude  predict media exposure misreporting, our analysis yielded similar results as those 

found in prior studies: youth, strong interest in the news, and high level of education are all 

associated with a tendency to overreport exposure to news media (Guess, 2015; Prior, 2009; 

Vraga & Tully, 2020). Further details can be found in the Supplementary Material (Figures S1-

4). 

 

Limitations 

A major limitation of this study is that participants were asked about their trust in media sources 

after data collection1. Thus, it is possible that certain media outlets may have lost or gained the 

trust of participants over the course of the study, and that these variations may lead participants 

to change their media diet in the future. While we do acknowledge that this issue prevents us 

from drawing a formal causal link between trust and exposure, we nonetheless found a large 

influence of trust on declared exposure. Participants did report greater exposure to media outlets 

that they consider to be trustworthy, while the link between trust and effective exposure was 

not so apparent. Moreover, beyond influencing the national conversation through agenda-

setting (King et al., 2017), media exposure appears to have minimal effect on attitudes. Indeed, 

a particularly noteworthy study by Guess et al. (2021) found no change in attitude after exposing 

 
1 We are indebted to an anonymous reviewer for raising this important issue. 
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participants to counter-attitudinal news for several weeks. It is therefore doubtful that a month's 

exposure without intervention is sufficient to substantially change 

the media selected for the study. 

It should also be noted that while trust and political attitudes seem to influence effective 

media exposure only marginally, this tells us nothing about how individuals perceive 

information they consult on news sources that they consider to be untrustworthy or that they 

believe to have a political bias, or an ideology opposed to their own. It is not impossible that 

they do not believe some of this information, and that they consult these sources with great 

caution. More research would be necessary to investigate this issue.  

In our analyses, we were not able to account for information stemming from the selected 

sources that participants may have come across on social media, but on which they did not click 

Furthermore, it is likely that at least some participants consulted online information on 

connected devices other than those tracked in this study. We could of course not account for 

these informational behaviors. It is not impossible that this could explain part of the observed 

discrepancy between declared exposure to the selected sources, on the one hand, 

and their effective exposure as we have measured it, on the other. However, there is no reason 

ically depending 

on whether they are browsing on their personal computer or, for example, on another family 

news sources not selected for this study. This would at most concern one third of the study 

participants  the part of the total panel that was exposed to none of the selected sources. But 

even if some participants were exposed to news sources not selected for this study, this would 
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not affect the discrepancy we observed between declared and effective exposure to the 15 

selected news sources. 
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Figures 

 
Figure 1. Probability of trusting a news source according to political position on the left-right 
axis. Significant differences are shown in Supplementary Material (Table S12). The error bars 
represent 95% CIs. Note: the y-axis interval varies for each source. 



 

 

37 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Estimates of the effect of political orientation (progressive-conservative axis) on trust 
in the news sources. Political orientation is centered at 0 (mean centering). A source located to 
the right of the red vertical line is more likely to be considered 
participants, and vice versa. Estimates are expressed as log ORs. Intervals represent 95% CIs. 
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Figure 3. Probability of declaring exposure to a news source according to the level of trust in 
this source (binary coding: trust No/Yes). Error bars represent 95% CIs. Note: the y-axis 
interval varies for each source. 
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Figure 4. Probability of declaring exposure to a news source according to political position 
(left-right axis). Significant differences are shown in Supplementary Material (Table S15). 
Error bars represent 95% CIs. Note: the y-axis interval varies for each source. 

 



 

 

40 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5. Estimates of the effect of political orientation (progressive-conservative axis) on 
declared exposure to the news sources. Political orientation is centered at 0 (mean centering). 
A source located to the right of the red vertical line is more likely to have been declared as 

ORs. 
Intervals represent 95% CIs. 
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Figure 6. Probability of having effectively been exposed at least once to a news source 
according to the level of trust in this source (binary coding: trust No/Yes). Significant 
differences are shown in Supplementary Material (Table S17). Error bars represent 95% CIs. 
Note: y-axis interval varies for each source. 
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Figure 7. Probability of having effectively been exposed at least once to a news source 
according to political position (left-right axis). Significant differences are shown in 
Supplementary Material (Table S18). Error bars represent 95% CIs. Note: the probabilities of 
effective exposure to Brut for participants located far to the left and to the right of this axis, as 
well as the probability of effective exposure to Mediapart, TF1, and M6 for participants located 
far to the left are not estimable due to the complete separation of data. 
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Figure 8. Estimates of the effect of political orientation (progressive-conservative axis) on 
effective exposure to the news sources. Political orientation is centered at 0 (mean centering). 
A source located to the right of the red vertical line is more likely to have been effectively 

ORs. 
Intervals represent 95% CIs. 
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Figure 9. Probability for participants to have been effectively exposed at least once to a news 
source according to whether they declare exposure to it or not. Error bars represent 95% CIs. 
Note: the y-axis interval varies for each source. 
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Figure 10. Probability of participants effectively having been exposed at least once to a news 
source according to whether they declare exposure to it or not: (1) never; (2) at least once during 
the month; (3) at least once a week; (4) more or less every day. Error bars represent the 95% 
CIs. Note: the y-axis interval varies for each source. 

 
















































