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Abstra&

Selective Exposure to Online News:

A Qualitative Study of Young Internet Users in Istanbul

Burak Ak, Master’s Candidate at the Atatiirk Institute
for Modern Turkish History at Bogazici University, 2019

Associate Professor Berna Yazici, Thesis Advisor

Increased autonomy of individuals to select content in online media has raised
serious scholar concerns. It is argued that individuals now could abandon po-
litical news for more entertainment exposure; or they could avoid content
countering their ideas, and tend to view more of like-minded messages. While
a majority of studies testing such hypothesis have been conducted on Ameri-
can society, the literature on Turkey lacks studies that reveal audiences’ moti-
vations in media use, particularly their responses to high polarization.

This study focuses on urban and young (18-30 aged Internet users ’ per-
ception of media and news and their media use habits. The research is based
on sixteen semi-structured interviews conducted with young Internet users in
Istanbul. The sample included both pro-governmental (Justice and Develop-
ment Party or Nationalist Movement Party voters and oppositional partici-
pants (Republican People’s Party, Good Party or Peoples’ Democratic Party
supporters as well as a generational stratification along Z Generation (18 -24
aged and Y Generation members (25 -30 aged. The findings are analyzed in
the light of both socio-psychological theories on information exposure and
more contemporary debates on polarization, post-truth and generational
trends in media use. This research demonstrates that instead of living in echo
chambers where they increasingly interact with only like-minded messages,
individuals can also grow an awareness towards polarization and partisanship

in media, and mechanisms to cope with disinformation.

44,000 words

vi



Ozet

Internette Haberlerden Se¢imli Etkilenme:

Istanbul’da Yasayan Geng Internet Kullanicilari ile Niteliksel Bir Caligma

Burak Ak, Yiiksek Lisans Adayi, 2019

Bogazici Universitesi Atatiirk [lkeleri ve Inkilap Tarihi Enstitiisii
Docgent Berna Yazici, Tez Danigmani

Yeni medyanin sagladig1 imkanlara baglh olarak bireylerin icerik se¢ebilme
ozgrligliniin artmasi akademik anlamda 6nemli kaygilara yol agmistir. Bu
baglamda medya kullanicilarinin siyasi haberleri takip etmeyi birakarak daha
fazla eglence unsuruna yonelebilecegi ya da farkl siyasi goriislerden fikirlerle
etkilesimden uzak durarak daha fazla benzer goriiste kisi ve mesajla etkilesime
girebilecegi One stirtilmistiir. Bu hipotezleri test eden ¢alismalarin biiyitk
¢ogunlugu Amerikan toplumu iizerine incelemeler yapmus, Tiirkiye’deki lit-
eratiir ise medya kullanicilarinin motivasyonlarini ve 6zellikle kutuplasma or-
taminda nasil hareket ettigini agiklamakta yetersiz kalmistir.

Bu tez caligmasi, geng Internet kullanicilarinin (18-30 yas medya ve haber
algisin1 ve medya kullanim aligkanliklarini incelemistir. Arastirma, Istan-
bul'da yasayan gen¢ Internet kullanicilar1 ile yapilan on alti yar
yapilandirilmis gériismeye dayanmaktadir. Orneklem, Cumhur Ittifaki (AKP
veya MHP se¢menleri ve muhalefet partilerine (CHP, IYIP veya HDP oy
veren goriismecilerin yanisira, Z Jenerasyonu (18-24 yas ve Y Jenerasyonu
(25-30 yas iyesi katilimcilardan olugmaktadir. Bulgular, hem bilgiyle
etkilesimi inceleyen sosyal psikoloji teorileri hem de daha giincel olan polar-
izasyon, gercek Otesi ve medya kullaniminda jenerasyonel egilimler tartisma-
lar1 15181nda analiz edilmistir. Caligma sonuglarina gore sadece benzer goriiste
kisilerle etkilesimin oldugu yanki odalarinda yasamak yerine, bireyler medy-
ada polarizasyon ve partizan tutumlara karsi bir farkindalik gelistererek,

dezenformasyonla basa ¢ikma yontemleri de gelistirebilmektedir.

44.000 kelime
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Introduction

he Internet -along with other information and communication technol-
T ogies (ICTs - has transformed the way human affairs are conducted.
From global financial markets and diplomatic relations to daily conversations
with one’s acquaintances, the Internet is now an integral component of differ-
ent spheres of human practices. According to the latest statistics, number of
Internet users has risen to roughly around 4.3 billion as of March 2019, equal-
ing to a rate of 56.3 percent Internet penetration throughout the world.! How-
ever, access to and usage of the Internet varies with each social, cultural, eco-
nomic and political setting considered. This makes the interplay between the
Internet and the social reality a complex phenomenon. Therefore, it requires
a social scientific perspective to grasp the functions of contemporary technol-
ogies and the way they transform the social reality and are transformed by it.
One of the areas transformed by the new ICTs have been the news media
and agencies. Since the mid-1990s, several news agencies throughout the
world, initially in the USA, have founded their online websites operating on
the Internet. Added by the emergence of blogs, independent news agencies,
and finally the incorporation of news into social media platforms, the news
media are no longer the twentieth century’s mass media, which composed of

newspapers, radio, and finally television. This transformation attracted the

Internet World Stats 2019. Accessed at https://www.internetworldstats.com/
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scholarly attention and many studies have been conducted to understand the
changing dynamics of news production and consumption patterns and their
wider social consequences.

Several dimensions of online news media were brought into question. On
the production side, scholars scrutinized how the editorial work changed due
to online news production process;* how the profession and identity of jour-
nalists were affected, particularly by the user-generated content;* how techno-
logical innovations shaped and was applied in online journalism practices;*
and the breakdown of traditional producer-audience separation with the in-
corporation of user generated content into news.?

On the use of online news, studies attempted to reveal the patterns of news
consumption as well as its effects on the audiences and wider socio-political
system. Among these topics, increased content selection options for audiences
and its implications for news consumption habits have been a central object
of study. In an abundance of information supply, Internet provided the oppor-
tunity for greater autonomy of content selection. Consequently, scholars
warned that audiences could increasingly turn to content that are of interest

to them, to the extent of excluding certain issues all together, including the

J. B. Singer, “Stepping back from the Gate: Online Newspaper Editors and the Co-production
of Content in Campaign 2004” Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly 83, no.2
(2006: 265-80; M. Deuze, “What is Multimedia Journalism? “Journalism Studies 5, no.2
(2004: 139-52.

P. J. Boczkowski, Digitizing the News: Innovation in Online Newspapers (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 2004; S. Allan, Online News (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2006; G. G., Kop-
per, A. et al., “Research Review: Online Journalism: A Report on Current and Continuing
Research and Major Questions in the International Discussion,” Journalism Studies 1, no.3
(2000: 499-512.

M. Deuze, Media Work (Cambridge: Polity, 2007; P. Boczkowski, and M. de Santos, “When
More Media Equals Less News: Patterns of Content Homogenization in Argentina's Leading
Print and Online Newspapers.” Political Communication 24, no.2 (2007:167 -180; T. Haas,
“From ‘Public Journalism’ to the ‘Public’s Journalism’: Rhetoric and Reality in the Discourse
on Weblogs,” Journalism Studies 6, no.3 (2005: 387-96.

Y. Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006; J. Pavlik, “The Impact of Technology on Jour-

nalism,” Journalism Studies 1, no.2 (2000: 229-37.
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whole category of news.® In 1995, when Internet technologies were still in its
infancy, Negroponte envisioned such a personalized news package that is
unique to each individual, which he termed “The Daily Me.””

Studies on the production dimension of new media contributed to these
concerns as well. As media development theories demonstrated, content pro-
viders have increasingly turned to segmented content production for audi-
ences, which served to smaller audiences with specific content interests rather
than heterogeneous national audience.® Therefore, segmented content by me-
dia could as well contribute to the emergence of personalized news consump-
tion. Bennett and Iyengar termed this double sided process of diversified in-
formation supply and choice options as “stratamentation” which combines
“stratification” of information served and “fragmentation” of audiences.’

Scholars underscored the possible consequences of specialization of news
consumption. It is argued that audiences could be fragmented in terms of their
knowledge of political information which, in turn, could lead to widening
knowledge gaps and differentiated agendas in the public.'® Furthermore, stud-
ies warned about polarization of audience as a possible consequence which
occurs when individuals increasingly consume like-minded media content
and avoid counter-ideological content. As a consequence, news audiences

could be polarized along their political dispositions, which could harm the

David Tewksbury and Jason Rittenberg. “Online News Creation and Consumption: Implica-
tions for Modern Democracies,” In Routledge Handbook of Internet Politics, ed. Andrew Chad-
wick, 186-200. New York: Routledge, 2009; Markus. Prior, Post-broadcast democracy: How
media choice increases inequality in political involvement and polarizes elections (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007.

Nicholas P.. Negroponte, Being Digital (New York: Alfred A Knopf Inc. 1995:153.

John Calhoun Merrill and Ralph Lynn Lowenstein. Media, messages, and men: New perspec-
tives in communication (New York: Longman, 1979: 187.

W. L., Bennett and S. Iyengar, “A New Era of Minimal Effects? The Changing Foundations of
Political Communication,” Journal of Communication 58, no.4 (2008: 717.

David Tewksbury and Jason Rittenberg. News on the Internet: Information and Citizenship in
the 21st Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012; Steven H Chaffee and Miriam J.
Metzger. “The End of Mass Communication?” Mass Communication & Society 4, n0.4 (2001:

365-379.
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formation of public consent and functioning of democracy.!! Sunstein pointed
out that in the age of Internet, democracies face the dangers of “echo cham-
bers” where people only hear the voice of like-minded individuals as an act of
reaffirmation of self."?

Beyond normative debates, empirical studies testing the fragmentation
phenomena found conflicting results, making the concerns in need of further
investigation. Conflicting data created a debate in the field. On the one side,
scholars collected evidence for the fragmentation of audiences, showing that
proliferation of content options would create greater differentiation between
sub-groups of audiences based on their preferred news topics.”” On the other
side, evidence showed that new media did not changed the agenda formation
of the news consumers compared to broadcast or print media.'* Some scholars
claimed that instead of fragmentation, audiences were in fact homogenized
under the influence of new media. *

On the other hand, several studies pictured a more optimistic account of
Internet and the new media, emphasizing its democratizing features. Scholars
emphasized the liberating characteristics of the Internet and greater infor-
mation it provides. It is argued that online news brought about a “a democra-
tization of the creation, dissemination, and consumption of news and infor-

mation.”® While user-generated content and interactive features of online

C. R. Sunstein, Republic.com (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001; R. MacDou-
gall, “Identity, Electronic Ethos and Blogs: A Technologic Analysis of Symbolic Exchange on
the New News Medium,” American Behavioral Scientist 49, no.4 (2005: 575-599; J. G. Webster
and P. Phalen. The mass audience: Rediscovering the dominant model (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, 1997.

Cass R. Sunstein, Republic.com 2.0 (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2007: xii.

D. Mutz, “How the Mass Media Divide Us,” In Red and Blue Nation? eds. D. W. Brady and P.
S. Nivola, (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2006: 223-248.

Renita Coleman and Maxwell McCombs. "The young and agenda-less? Exploring age-related
differences in agenda setting on the youngest generation, baby boomers, and the civic gener-
ation," Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 84, no.3 (2007: 495-508; M. Hindman,
The Myth of Digital Democracy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008.

J. K. Lee, “The effect of the Internet on Homogeneity of the Media Agenda: A Test of the Frag-
mentation Thesis,” Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 84, no.4 (2007: 745-760.

Tewksbury and Rittenberg, “Online News Creation,” 197.



17

18

19

SELECTIVE EXPOSURE TO ONLINE NEWS

media increased consumer’s control over content production, greater media
choice options are said to free citizens from the monopoly of mainstream me-
dia agencies."”

Studies on the fragmentation and polarization of news audiences required
to analyze a large sample of audience population as these concepts referred to
changes in audience composition at societal level. Consequently, these studies
mostly preferred national survey methods and simply looked at individuals’
news preferences in terms of new versus entertainment or topic selection.
Therefore, it does not provide insight about individual media choices, and
more importantly, the motivations that guide them.

An alternative branch of research filled this gap in the literature. Inspired
by the changing dynamics of media and its possible social consequences, a
vast number of empirical research was conducted to shed light on the expo-
sure to information in online media. Due to changing media environment
with the 1990s, there has been a resurgence in the field of political communi-
cation that aimed to reframe the theoretical and methodological tools ad-
vanced in the field earlier.'® Historically informed by Festinger’s cognitive dis-
sonance theory,"” extensive research in political communication has
investigated individuals’ selectivity toward like-minded and discrepant mes-
sages. In line with what Festinger proposed, these studies tested whether indi-
viduals prefer congenial messages while avoiding the uncongenial. With an
attempt to reveal the motivations and preferences leading to selective expo-
sure, this research area also contributed to debates about fragmentation and

polarization of audiences mentioned above.

A. Corrado, “Elections in cyberspace: prospects and problems,” in Elections in Cyberspace:
Toward a New Era in American Politics. eds. A. Corrado and C. M. Firestone (Washington,
DC: Aspen Institute, 1996; J. Havick, “The impact of the internet on a television-based soci-
ety,” Technology in Society 22, no.2 (2000: 273-87.

W., Donsbach and C. Mothes, “the dissonant self: Contributions from dissonance theory to a
new agenda for studying political communication,” In Communication yearbook 36 ed. C. T.
Salmon, (3-44. (New York, NY: Routledge, 2012; , W. R Neuman, “Political communications
infrastructure,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 546, (1996: 9-
21.

L. Festinger, A Theory of cognitive dissonance (Evanston, IL: Row, Peterson & Company, 1957.
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Survey and experimental studies showed that individuals’ political beliefs
influence their media use patterns and lead to partisan selective exposure.?
However, conflicting findings also showed that selective exposure does not
occur to the extent of avoiding counter-attitudinal content.?! In fact, social
media can operate as a network of diverse contacts which creates the possibil-
ity of exposure to uncongenial information.?? Conflicting evidence shows that
further investigation is necessary to truly grasp the phenomenon of political
selectivity. Literature is also divided in terms of motivations of selective expo-
sure. While Festinger’s dissonance theory inspired the bulk of studies, it is also
claimed that informational utility model is better to grasp individuals’ news
consumption motivations and the resulting selectivity.* For instance, Knob-
loch and others’ study proved that importance attached to certain issues and
the consequently perceived informational value influence exposure patterns.**

Since the field mostly developed in the USA, majority of studies were con-
ducted on the American society. Taking different social contexts and media
systems into account, one cannot generalize the findings for other societies.
Turkey, as a country where media polarization is at a high level,” holds a po-

tential of breeding politically motivated selective exposure. In Turkey, studies

N.J. Stroud, “Media use and political predispositions: Revisiting the concept of selective ex-
posure.” Political Behavior 30, (2008: 341-366; S., Knobloch-Westerwick and J. Meng, “Rein-
forcement of the political self through selective exposure to political messages,” Journal of
Communication 61, no.2 (2011: 349-368.

R. Kelly Garrett, “Echo chambers online?: Politically motivated selective exposure among In-
ternet news users,” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 14, no.2 (2009: 265-285.
S. Messing and S. ] Westwood, “Selective exposure in the age of social media: Endorsements
trump partisan source affiliation when selecting news online,” Communication research 41,
n0.8 (2014: 1042-1063.

S. Knobloch-Westerwick and S. B. Kleinman,. “Preelection selective exposure: Confi rmation
bias versus informational utility.” Communication Research 39, no.2 (2012: 170-193.

Silvia Knobloch, Francesca Dillman Carpentier and Dolf Zillmann. “Effects of Salience Di-
mensions of Informational Utility on Selective Exposure to Online News."” Journalism & Mass
Communication Quarterly 80, no. 1 (March 2003: 91-108.

U. C. Panayircy, E. Iseri, and E. Sekercioglu, “Political agency of news outlets in a polarized
media system: Framing the corruption probe in Turkey,” European Journal of Communication,

31, no.5 (2016: 551-567.
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of online news media have mostly focused on the production dimension of
news. Research attempted to reveal consequent changes in the journalistic
practices and media system at a macro level.* However, almost no study dealt
with selective exposure to information in Turkey. Several reports by institu-
tions and projects provide media use patterns,” however, they do not offer
insight about which factors shape such patterns.

To fill the gaps mentioned so far, this thesis deals with selective exposure
to information in the online media. It should be noted that although research
mostly focused on the politically motivated selective exposure and partisan-
ship, selective exposure encompasses several other dimensions. Stroud pre-
sented four different types of selective exposure as the following: preferring a
certain medium (e.g., television or the Internet; choice between news or en-
tertainment media; selection of different news topics; and finally political mo-
tivated selection exposure to information content.”® This thesis will take into
account all four types of selective exposure. The main motive behind utilizing
this frame is that political selectivity is only relevant for those exposed to po-
litical news while many individuals may completely opt out of current affairs
and turn to entertainment media. Therefore, all four types of selective expo-
sure will be included to uncover different user profiles. To check all four types
of selective exposure, specific information about medium and topic selection,
as well as channel or website preferences will be gathered.

Due to concerns about greater consumer autonomy and consequent po-

tential selectivity on the Internet, news consumption in online media will be

B. Kalsin, “Gegmisten gelecege internet gazeteciligi: Tiirkiye 6rnegi,” International Journal of
Social Science 42, (2016:75 -94; Serhat Kaymas,”"When the Journalist Meets New Media: Some
Reflections on the Interactions Between Journalist and New Media Driven Journalism in Tur-
key,” Journal of Media Research 10, n0.3 (2017:26 -47; T. O Kutlu and O. Bekiroglu, “Tiirkiye'de
Yurttag Gazeteciligi Baglaminda Internet Haberciligi: Bianet Orneginde Kentsel Doniigiim
Projesiyle Ilgili Haberlerin Analizi,” Selcuk idiniversitesi iletisim fakiiltesi akademik dergisi 6,
no.2 (2010: 254-269.

Servet Yanatma, “Digital News Report 2018 Turkey Supplementary Report” (Reuters Institute,
2018.

Natalie Jomini Stroud, "Selective Exposure Theories," in The Oxford Handbook of Political
Communication, eds. Kate Kenski and Kathleen Hall Jamieson, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2017, 538.
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the central focus of this study. Additionally, data about use of other mediums
(television, radio and newspapers will be retrieved. The aim is to have a com-
plete map of an individual’s news sources. More importantly, the purpose will
not only be to gather data about medium, topic and website selection but also
the motivations that guide these selections. Turkey’s currently polarized me-
dia environment presents itself as an important case to study selectivity in
news exposure. Therefore, interviewees’ perception of and attitude towards
media and news must be investigated to grasp their media use. Theoretically,
cognitive dissonance theory and informational utility model will be utilized
and tested to explain motivational factors shaping selectivity patterns in media
choices. Furthermore, recent debates about polarization and partisanship me-
dia as well as generational media use will be visited.

Therefore, the research question of this study can be framed twofold:
“How do young Internet users in Istanbul get exposed to news in the online
media?” which aims to reveal selectivity patterns and “which factors influence
their exposure to news in the online media?”.

The study is based on semi structured in-depth interviews conducted with
sixteen young Internet users living in Istanbul. While application of qualitative
methods is rare in the literature and would definitely fill a gap, in-depth inter-
views render it possible to completely focus on an individuals’ landscape of
news sources and his/her personal understanding of and motivations for news
consumption. The paper adopts a comparative perspective in analyzing media
use. The Interviewees include both pro-governmental and oppositional indi-
viduals in political spectrum. In terms of generational differences, the inter-
viewees will be recruited from both Y Generation (aged 25-30 and Z Gener-
ation members (18-25. Although the paper deals specifically with young aged
urban individuals in Istanbul, generational perspective will provide insight
about media use differences within youth category. In an age of swift techno-
logical change and perpetual adaptations by society, it is possible that youth is
also differentiated within itself in terms of media use.

Findings of this thesis demonstrate that young Internet users in Istanbul
do not manifest a strong polarized and partisan attitude when using media.
Both pro-governmental and oppositional interviews criticizes the news me-

dia, depicting it as “partisan, manipulative and biased.” They do not direct
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their criticism only towards counter-ideological media organs but also to the
ones with similar political dispositions with themselves. However, they di-
verge in their explanations for causes of polarization and partisanship. While
pro-governmental interviewees mostly mention systematic problems about
society and the state, oppositional interviewees frequently criticize govern-
ment as the main cause of polarization and partisanship. Due to their experi-
ence with partisanship, disinformation and propaganda, interviewees ex-
pressed a deep distrust towards all media brands. This cynicism has both
negative and positive consequences. On the one hand, the interviewees at-
tempt to cope with disinformation and manipulation in the media, trying to
diversify their sources to view different arguments and information from var-
ious outlets. There, selectivity and diversification goes hand in hand in their
media use. On the other hand, their distrust leads to a disillusionment with
politics, and discourage interest in political news. Particularly Z Generation
members reported that they were not interested in politics, but mostly in
touch with important current events via incidental exposure in social media.
All these points show that instead of taking advantage of new media technol-
ogies to select more of similar-minded media content, individuals can build
an awareness about polarization and partisanship and mechanism to deal with
its deteriorating effects on information quality.

To this end, second chapter will provide a theoretical background. It will
first introduce the concept of selective exposure and its components. The evo-
lution of the concept through communication studies will be explained as
well. Further in separate parts, the chapter will deal with two dominantly used
theories in the selective exposure studies, which are cognitive dissonance the-
ory and information utility model. Main assumptions of these theories along
with later studies that brought new considerations will be introduced. A sum-
mary of empirical findings regarding selective exposure to information in
online news media will also be provided. In line with the four different dimen-
sions of selective exposure introduced above, each sub-section will look at em-
pirical evidence collected up to present in four dimension of selectivity. As the
chapter will demonstrate, research on selective exposure to information on the
Internet requires further investigation. Furthermore, second chapter will pre-

sent normative concerns and empirical findings regarding polarization and its
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relation to media environment. Such a contemporary debate helps us compre-
hend the operation of polarized media environment and its impact on the au-
diences. Finally, the literature of generation theory and media generations will
be visited with a particular focus on Y and Z Generations.

Before presenting the empirical findings of this thesis study, online media
landscape in Turkey must be framed. Therefore, the fourth chapter will consist
of a short summary of historical development and current state of news media
in Turkey, especially the contemporary polarization in Turkey under JDP rule.
Along with that, the second part will present the data from reports and aca-
demic studies that inform about the news consumption preferences of indi-
viduals.

In the fifth chapter, findings of the in-depth interviews conducted for this
thesis will be presented. Interviewees’ media choice and motivations for these
choices will be analyzed separately with evidences from their self-report. First
part will present interviewees’ perception of news and media in Turkey, to re-
veal their dispositions and attitude towards news media. Second part will
demonstrate interviewees’ media choices in line with four above mentioned
dimensions of selectivity. Finally, the sixth chapter will conclude with the main

points of each section and general findings of this thesis.

§ 1.1 Methodological Concerns

29

The findings of this thesis are built upon semi-structured interviews con-
ducted with sixteen young Internet users, aged 18-30, either receiving or grad-
uated from university education and living in Istanbul. The reason why young
people are selected as sample is that earlier survey studies showed that online
news consumption is mostly adopted by younger generation of Turkey. Reu-
ters Institute’s study in 2018 estimated that 48 percent of 18-24 aged individu-
als and 42 percent of 25-34 aged individuals used Internet (including social
media as their main source of news.” Istanbul is decided to be the geograph-

ical location of the study because the city represents a miniature of Turkey in

Yanatma, “Digital News,” 14.

10
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terms of its immense population as well as socioeconomic, ethnic and reli-
gious diversity. Since all the participants live in Istanbul and with high educa-
tion, the findings are representative for high educated urban sample.

While study focuses on the young individuals in Istanbul, it also aims at
elucidating differences within the youth population in terms of media prac-
tices. To this end, the study adopts a generational perspective. The interview-
ees’ age group includes members of both Y Generation (aged 25-30, and Z
Generation (aged 18-24 which enables it to analyze each generation in a com-
parative perspective. These two generations represent the latest two age co-
horts that were born into years that Internet reached its peak.

Studying selective exposure to online news requires taking political orien-
tations into account as it is a practice affected by political leanings. Creating
control groups on political views makes it possible to scrutinize the differences
in media use practices of different political groups. Stratification of the sample
along political viewpoints also provides the opportunity to see how polariza-
tion in Turkey comes into play in individual’s media use habits. In other
words, it becomes possible to see to what extent interviewees manifest a po-
larized audience both in their ideas and in their media practices. To build such
a perspective, a total of sixteen interviewees were composed to include eight
pro-government and eight oppositional individuals. These groups were deter-
mined according to the recent voting bloc emerged in the country which in-
cluded Justice and Development Party (JDP and Nationalist Move ment Party
(NMP as one side; and Republican People ’s Party (RPP and Good Party (GP
as the leading parties of oppositional front. Furthermore, Turkey’s media plat-
forms, to a considerable extent, are divided along a similar line as a high num-
ber of media agencies and outlets adopting either a pro-governmental or op-
positional perspective in their news production. In order to determine
political party support of the participants, each interviewee was asked for
which party he or she would vote for if an election was to be held the day after.
In this way, an instant and up-to-date snapshot of participants’ part support
was retrieved. The sample population includes seven JDP supporters, one
NMP supporter as pro-government interviewee group; and six RPP support-
ers, one GP supporter and one People’s Democratic Party supporter as the

oppositional interviewee group. Both pro-government and oppositional
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groups also composes of an equal number of male and female interviewees to
provide a perspective on the gender differences as well.

The interviewees were recruited through snowball sampling. Volunteer
participants were asked to provide information and communication with
other possible volunteers. A stratified sampling method was applied in this
study. The interview dates and locations were decided by the interviewees and
each interview lasted around forty minutes on average. All the interviews were
tape-recorded and transcribed. For confidentiality, the names of interviewees
are omitted.

Though not many in numbers, several studies conducted large scale quan-
titative methods and provided a general assessment of online news reading
behavior in Turkey. However, no studies of Turkish society applied qualitative
methods revealing subjective motivations and practices of news readers.
Therefore, this study aims for going beyond simply media choices to answer
the questions such as “with which motivations and in which subjective ways
do individuals consume news?” and “how these practices acquire meaning
within individuals’ wider agency and opinions shaping their social world?”.
To this end, a semi-structured interview was planned, compromising of cer-
tain fixed questions about individuals’ ideas regarding media and news, and
news consumption patterns, along with undetermined questions asked ac-
cording to flow of interview process and the interviewee’s profile. Such a plan-
ning of interview structure renders it possible to go beyond media choices to
reveal motivations and perceptions of media and news as well as providing

more room for revealing the subjectivity of each interviewee.
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Theoretical Background: Selective Exposure

electivity can be observed in and shapes almost every part of human daily
life and future projections. Individuals select what to eat, what to wear,
which profession they will specialize in, which school their children will at-
tend to etc. Either through media or in face-to-face context, receiving and pro-
cessing of new information through physical sensors is as well governed by
such phenomenon. Zillmann and Bryant provides an excellent account of how

selectivity comes into play in exposure to information as what follows:

... The ‘physical’ reception of information by no means guarantees that
the information is of any behavioral consequence. The organism fo-
cuses its perceptual efforts in unique ways, and it tends to utilize its
limited capacity for processing received information in particular ways
also. Focusing attention implies, of course, that not all available infor-
mation can be given equal attention and that some information might
not receive any attention. Focusing, then, implies selection. And as not
all perceived information can be processed (i.e., behaviorally utilized
or stored for later retrieval and behavioral utilization, processing also

entails selection. But whereas sensory selection is fixed with the build

of the organism, perceptual focus and selective processing are behav-
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ioral processes that are characterized by considerable plasticity. Alt-
hough many of these selective processes are automatic and mechani-

cal, many others are under volitional control and deliberate.!

As the last sentences of above quotation denote, focusing and processing of
information act as a personal filtering mechanism which considerably shapes
the exposure to and effects of information. Taking a certain level of selectivity
for granted as a natural process, the key question is not about the existence of
selective exposure but about the extent to and patterns in which it occurs. As
Zillmann and Bryant underscores in the above quotation, the patterns of se-
lective exposure are influenced by instantaneous or calculated choices which
reflect the motivations and preferences governing the selectivity.

In this regard, understanding these motivations became a key point in the
academic research. Various theories offered insight about the phenomenon
while two of them dominated the field: cognitive dissonance theory and model
of informational utility. Whereas cognitive dissonance informed the majority
of early research on selective exposure, especially on politically motivated se-
lective exposure, informational utility emerged as a response to the drawbacks
of the earlier studies. Through contribution of each theory and empirical find-
ings, the concept of selective exposure has gained new meaning and scope
since the 1940s. This chapter will first introduce the concept and its evolution.
Then, it will present the basic assumptions of two main theories that guided

the research on selective exposure and further contributions brought to them.

§ 2.1 The Concept of Selective Exposure

Selectivity in exposure to media messages was first recognized by Lazarsfeld
and his colleagues in their study of citizens’ exposure to campaign messages

during US elections in 1940s.2 Observing that US citizens favored and picked

Dolf Zillman and Jennings Bryant eds. Selective Exposure to Communication (New Jersey:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1985, 1.

2 P.F, Lazarsfeld, B., Berelson and H. Gaudet, The People’s Choice: How the Voter Makes up His
Mind in a Presidential Campaign. (2nd Ed.. (New York, NY: Duell, Sloan, and Pearce, 1948
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information about the party they support, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues stated
that:

The fact that people select their exposure along the line of their politi-
cal predispositions is only a special case for a more general law which
pervades the whole field of communication research. Exposure is al-
ways selective; in other words, a positive relationship exists between

people’s opinions and what they choose to listen or read.’

The conceptualization and the findings of Lazarsfeld and others overlapped
with politically motivated selective exposure which is framed as reinforce-
ment-seeking or confirmation bias* or congeniality bias’ in the literature. How-
ever, they also provided a more general understanding of selective exposure
as “... any bias of exposure to available communication content.”® Such an un-
derstanding encompasses more than political motivations to include personal
motivations, topic importance and perceptions etc., which is as well adopted
by this thesis study. In the years following Lazarsfeld et al.’s study, the scholarly
research treated selective exposure mainly in a framework of politically sup-
portive and unsupportive information exposure and tested the assumptions
through their empirical findings.

Against the background of diverse understandings of selective exposure,
it is a difficult task to define the concept. In order to encapsulate all the ap-
proaches, Sears and Freedman’s definition of “any systematic bias in audience

composition™ can be combined with what Knobloch-Westerwick provided as

Ibid., 164.

E., Jonas, et al, “Confirmation bias in sequential information search after preliminary deci-
sions: An expansion of dissonance theoretical research on selective exposure to information,”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 80, (2001:557.

Hart et al. “Feeling validated versus being correct: A meta-analysis of selective exposure to
information,” Psychological Bulletin 135, (2009: 556.

Silvia Knobloch-Westerwick, Choice and preference in media use: Advances in selective expo-
sure theory and research (New York and London: Routledge, 2014,5. (emphasis in original

D. O, Sears and J. L. Freedman. “Selective exposure to information: A critical review,” Public

Opinion Quarterly 31, (1967: 195.
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“... any systematic bias in selected messages that diverges from the composi-
tion of accessible messages.”™ These two definitions encompass different as-
pects of selective exposure. In Sears and Freedman’s definition, selective ex-
posure occurs when a group of audience possibly with similar characteristics
tend to be exposed to same content. In other words, selective exposure regard-
ing audience composition exists when a content is consumed by similar group
of individuals. For instance, a considerable level of interest and exposure of
women to a magazine channel can be seen as selective exposure in audience
composition. However, Knobloch-Westerwick’s definition denote that selec-
tivity can also be observed when same content is constantly consumed at the
expense of others. This results in a pattern of media choice, the nature and
dynamics of which becomes the object of social scientific study.

As mentioned above, the early studies on selective exposure focused on
the political confirmation bias. Festinger’s Theory of Cognitive Dissonance’
has guided the majority of this line of research as a normative ground. In gen-
eral, Festinger proposed that individuals experience discomfort when they
come across messages and commit actions that conflict with their previously
held beliefs. Therefore, they tend to be open to messages and actions that are
compatible with their attitudes while ignoring or avoiding those incompati-
ble.® Deriving from these assumptions, empirical studies assumed that people
would prefer like-minded content in media and avoid counter-attitudinal
messages, and tested this proposition. In media effects research, Festinger’s
propositions have been a major explanation for limited media effects on con-
sumers."'

In this sense, early studies on selective exposure tested confirmation bias
to messages, rather than a broader understanding of selectivity that this thesis
aims for. However, early research could not locate strong evidence for cogni-
tive dissonance and confirmation bias. Sears and Freedman stated that this

problem arose from a mistaken usage of the concept of selective exposure.

Knobloch-Westerwick, Choice and Preference, 6.

Festinger, Cognitive Dissonance, 3.

The details of Cognitive Dissonance Theory will be presented in the following heading.
J. T. Klapper, The Effects of Mass Communication. (Glenco, IL: The Free Press, 1960.
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While literature during 1960s expressed descriptive statements regarding a
bias towards congenial messages, it fell short of explaining why and with
which causes selective exposure occurred.'

Due to weak evidence in empirical studies, selective exposure research de-
clined during 1970s and1980s. However, new literature reviews in 1980s found
strong evidences for confirmation bias and gave synergy to selective exposure
research.” Frey pointed out methodological drawbacks of experimental stud-
ies conducted until 1970s and underscored the role of certain moderators that
operate the dissonance theory. Frey explained such moderators as: “the effects
of choice and commitment on selective information seeking, selectivity and
refutability of arguments, the amount of available information and its useful-
ness, the usefulness of decision reversibility, as well as the intensity of disso-
nance.”*

Apart from research on dissonance theory and confirmation bias, Atkin’s
work in 1973 started a new line of theorization for selective exposure. In gen-
eral, Atkin put forth the role of information value and utility in message selec-
tion consideration, the function of which is to guide individuals to better react
and adapt to their environment by compensating their knowledge deficit.”” As
will be demonstrated in the following, Atkin’s theorization received contribu-
tions by later research and tested in online news media.

The advent of Internet and online news media created new concerns about
selective exposure. Abundance of information and increased selection options
on the Internet led to propositions that news audiences may become more and
more fragmented and polarized as they have the opportunity to avoid unin-

teresting content and unsupportive arguments.'® Sunstein, who extensively

Sears and Freedman, “Selective Exposure to Information,” 195.

D. Frey, “Recent research on selective exposure to information,” In Advances in Experimental
Social Psychology, Vol. 19 ed. L. Berkowitz, 41-80, (New York: Academic Press, 1986; J. L. Cot-
ton, “Cognitive Dissonance in Selective Exposure,” In Selective Exposure to Communication
eds. D. Zillmann and J. Bryant, 11-33, (Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1985

Frey, “Recent Research on Selective Exposure,” 43.

C. Atkin, “Instrumental Utilities and Information Seeking,” In New Models For Mass Commu-
nication Research (Vol. 2. ed. P. Clarke, 205-242, (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, 1973.

Bruce Allen Bimber and Richard Davis. Campaigning online: The Internet in US elections. (Ox-

ford University Press on Demand, 2003.
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wrote about the possible consequences of selectivity and filtering on the Inter-

net argued that:

With a dramatic increase in options, and a greater power to customize,
comes a corresponding increase in the range of actual choices, and
those choices are likely, in many cases, to match demographic charac-
teristics, preexisting political convictions, or both ... If diverse groups
are seeing and hearing quite different points of view, or focusing on
quite different topics, mutual understanding might be difficult, and it
might be increasingly hard for people to solve problems that society

faces together."”

However, research also questioned the idea that Internet would lead to less
contact with different perspectives. Different studies showed that Internet can
also yield exposure to difference.'® Therefore, the hypothesis that online media
and consequent increased selection ability leads to more confirmation bias in
media choices must be further tested. Beyond confirmation bias, studies of
selective exposure to news on the Internet included topic selection,” a prefer-
ence for news or entertainment,”® and complementary or replacing role of In-
ternet regarding traditional media.* Thus, the concept of selective exposure
evolved both in terms of theoretical assumptions and new dimensions brought

about by the Internet.

Cass R. Sunstein, Republic.com 2.0 (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2007, 56.
Garrett, “Echo Chambers Online?”; P. DiMaggio and K. Sato, “Does the Internet balkanize
political attention? A test of the Sunstein theory.” Paper presented at the Annual meeting of
the American Sociological Association. (Atlanta, GA, 2003.

Iyengar, S., et al., “Selective Exposure to Campaign Communication: The Role of Anticipated
Agreement and Issue Public Membership.” Journal of Politics 70, no.1 (2008: 186-200.

Mutz, How the mass media,

Mohan J. Dutta-Bergman, “Complementarity in Consumption of News Types across Tradi-
tional and New Media Journal of Broadcasting ¢ Electronic Media 48, no.1 (2004:41 -60.
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§ 2.2 Cognitive Dissonance Theory

22
23

A theory developed by Festinger in the social psychology discipline in 1957,
cognitive dissonance has guided the majority of research on politically moti-
vated selective exposure to information. Focusing on the unpleasant feelings
generated by a conflict between one’s attitude and behavior, and outlining the
mechanisms to deal with such discrepancy, the theory has an explanatory
power for understanding why people avoid disconfirming content and select
like-minded media. However as mentioned above, the phenomenon of polit-
ical selectivity in media use had been addressed long before Festinger’s work,
by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues’ study of voters’ media exposure during elec-
tion campaign.

Festinger starts to explain the basic assumptions of his theory by pointing
out that individuals hold opinions and beliefs that shape their worldview and
guide their actions. In order to refer to all the opinions, beliefs and all other
“elements” that perform this function, Festinger uses the term “cognition.” In

his words, cognitions are constituted by:

... [T]he things a person knows about himself [or herself], about his
[or her] behavior, and about his [or her] surroundings. These elements,
then, are ‘knowledges,’” if I may coin the plural form of the word. Some
of these elements represent knowledge about oneself: what one does,
what one feels, what one wants or desires, what one is, and the like.
Other elements of the world concern the world in which one lives:
what is where, what leads to what, what things are satisfying or painful

or consequential or important, etc.?*

The usage of the term “cognition” enables it to address several different psy-
chological concepts such as attitudes, action and belief. While each of these
concepts refer to different attributes, the term cognition expresses the psycho-

logical dimension of them.”

Festinger, Cognitive Dissonance, 9.
Joel Cooper, Cognitive Dissonance: Fifty Years of a Classic Theory (London: Sage, 2007, 6.
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Elements of a cognition serve to define the reality around the individual.
The reality may consist of physical or psychological aspects, but, in each case,
cognitions shape and give meaning to it, as individuals are in need of such
cognitions to pursue their lives.?* For instance, a person’s positive cognition
about animals may be constituted by several elements such as, the person’s
positive feelings aroused during interaction with animals, being a pet owner,
having positive childhood experience with animals etc.

The elements of cognition that are related in content tend to be in con-
sistency and harmony with each other.”® Festinger explains this tendency to-
wards consistency as necessitated by the reality to which cognitions are at-
tached. “.. The reality which impinges on a person will exert pressure in the
direction of bringing the appropriate cognitive elements into correspondence
with that reality.”* Continuing with the above example, a person who thinks
consuming animal products is an unethical act may be expected to pursue a
vegan lifestyle and advocate it, which represents a consistency between opin-
ion and behavior.

This type of consistency, which is termed as “consonance”, can be consid-
ered as ordinary. However, individuals may as well hold discrepant cognitions.
For instance, a person who thinks and states that every human being is equal
may discriminate between his or her Irish and Somalian neighbors based on
race. As in this case, elements of a cognition may be in a conflicting relation,
which Festinger terms as “dissonance”. Unless resolved, such persisting dis-
crepancies create discomfort for the individual.”

Having defined the concepts of consonance and dissonance, Festinger’s
main hypothesis can be presented as follows: “the existence of dissonance, be-
ing psychologically uncomfortable, will motivate the person to try to reduce

the dissonance and achieve consonance. When dissonance is present, in addi-

Festinger, Cognitive Dissonance, 10.
Ibid., 1.

Ibid.,11. (emphasis in original
Ibid., 2
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tion to trying to reduce it, the person will actively avoid situations and infor-
mation, which would likely increase the dissonance.”® Festinger argues that
dissonance leads to an automatic tendency to reduce it just as someone hungry
feels an automatic desire to eat to suppress the feeling.” The strength of this
tendency to reduce cognitive conflict will be dependent on the importance of
the elements of cognition. In that, the more an individual attaches importance
to a subject, the more “magnitude of dissonance” will be for him/her. In re-
turn, as the magnitude is high, individual will feel a more strong and urgent
need to cope with the dissonance regarding the subject.*

Festinger explained different mechanism that an individual may recourse
on to cope with dissonance. First, an individual may change his or her previ-
ous attitude towards an object in a way that new attitude becomes compatible
with incoming stimuli.** This may be interpreted as an individual changes his
or her ideas regarding a subject when he or she receives considerable counter-
attitudinal message conflict with previous beliefs. As a second method to deal
with dissonance, he proposes that an individual may change and control his
or her environment in order to fit into his or her beliefs or attitudes. According
to Festinger’s example, a person who is not sociable and hostile to other indi-
viduals may intentionally contact with similar minded people to legitimize his
or her own mindset.*” Finally, individuals may recourse on “adding new cog-
nitive elements” which complies with previous ideas and empowers a person’s
perspective vis-a-vis uncongenial messages and behaviors.*® This method can
be simply explained as exposing to more supportive messages and forming
more congenial ideas to strengthen one’s previous attitudes to suppress the
dissonance.

Until 1980s, at least 9oo psychological studies were conducted on cognitive

dissonance. The main problem was that participants were first asked to report

Ibid., 3. (emphasis mine
Ibid., 18.
Ibid., 16.
Ibid., 19.
Ibid., 20.
Ibid., 21.
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an attitude towards an object and then were exposed to messages. However,
daily media use in its natural setting does not involve adopting strict attitudes
or expressing opinion before selective exposure. Therefore, psychological
studies do not provide insight when it comes to political communication and
selective exposure in daily life.**

Furthermore, earlier empirical studies® showed that political reinforce-
ment seeking is a relatively stronger determinant in message selection. At the
same time, the same empirical research shows that people do not perform an
ultimate selectivity. While like-minded and confirming messages were rela-
tively preferred more, counter-attitudinal messages were as well selected and
consumed although to a lesser extent. These findings conflict with what
Festinger’s dissonance theory and confirmation bias in general propose. *

When Festinger’s initial theory fell short of explaining such phenomenon,
scholars searched for conditions under which people prefer supportive or un-
supportive messages. In later studies, Festinger’” and Lowin®*® argued that that
individual cope with unsupportive messages not only through avoiding them
but also through refuting such messages when they are more confident about
their own attitudes and consider such messages low in quality. In another
study, Lowin measured the determinacy of both refutable messages and mes-
sage receiver’s confidence in his or her attitudes and how it relates to selective

exposure variance. The study showed that while refutability and quality of

Hart et al, “Feeling Validated,” 556.

C. K. Atkin, J. Galloway, and O. Nayman, "Mass communication and political socialization
among college students." Public Opinion Quaterly 37, (1973: 443-444; J. G. Blumler and D.
McQuail, Television in politics: Its uses and influence. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1969; D. Butler, and Donald E. Stokes. Political Change in Britain: Forces Shaping Electoral
Choice. (Michigan: St. Martin Press, 1971.

Atkin, “Instrumental Utilities,” 235.

L. Festinger, Conflict, Decision, and Dissonance. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
1964.

A. Lowin, “Approach and Avoidance: Alternate Modes of Selective Exposure to Information.”

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 6, no.1 (1967:1 —9.
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message have high determinacy, actor confidence does not contain consider-
able effect on exposure.*

Such findings revealed that cognitive dissonance was not the primary fac-
tor behind selective exposure. After a decline in the research on this subject
due to poor empirical support, Frey and colleagues’ works created a new line
of studies that looked at the moderators of selective exposure to uncover in
which conditions confirmation bias occurs.* For instance, Frey et al.’s series
of experiments showed that when individuals are exposed to a scarce of infor-
mation package, tendency for selecting confirmatory messages decreases. As
they explain, limited information environment affects a person’s perception
of information quality and makes quality a higher priority among scarcity,
therefore suppresses the confirmation bias and leads to more exposure to un-
supportive messages.*!

Hart and others conducted a meta-analysis of information exposure re-
search that included 56 studies. The research revealed that information expo-
sure exhibited only a moderate tendency for like-minded information. Data
showed that information exposure was shaped by “defensive motivations” and
“accuracy motivations.” While defensive motivations refer to confirmation
bias denoted by cognitive dissonance theory, accuracy motivations consist of

concerns about the utility of information or in other words, information qual-

A. Lowin, “Further Evidence for an Approach-Avoidance Interpretation of Selective Expo-
sure,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 5, no.3 (1969: 270.

E. Jonas, S. Schulz-Hardt, D. Frey, and N. Thelen, “Confirmation bias in sequential infor-
mation search after preliminary decisions: An expansion of dissonance theoretical research
on selective exposure to information.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 8o,
(2001:557 - 571; E. Jonas, V. Graupmann, and D. Frey, “The Influence Of Mood On The Search
For Supporting Versus Conflicting Information: Dissonance Reduction As A Means Of Mood
Regulation?” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 32, no.1 (2006: 3-1s.

P. Fischer, E. Jonas, D. Frey, and S. Schulz-Hardt, “Selective exposure to information: The im-
pact of information limits,” European Journal of Social Psychology 35, no.4 (2005: 488.

Hart et al. “Feeling Validated,” 555.
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ity. While defensive motivations accounted for the 13% of information expo-
sure, accuracy motivations determined the 7%.* Furthermore, striking mod-
erators of exposure emerged in this study. Low close-mindedness of infor-
mation receiver, low information quality, existence of support for information
receiver’s established attitudes and beliefs, and high confidence in existing at-
titudes lowered defensive motivations, creating more chances of exposure to
uncongenial messages. Additionally, accuracy motivations were active and de-
terminant, when given information was used for completing a task, creating a
utility component.** Hart et al. describes the oscillation between defensive and
accuracy motivations as “feeling validated versus knowing the truth,”* con-
veying that confirmation of one’s beliefs is not always the primary factor.

As cognitive dissonance and consequent confirmation bias fell short of ex-
plaining exposure patterns in the early empirical studies, informational utility
was brought to research agenda. The next part of this chapter presents the

propositions of informational utility.

§ 2.3 Model of Informational Utility

43
44
45
46

When Festinger’s theory was put into question, the scholars searched for other
motivations guiding selective exposure. With this purpose Atkin developed
his theory of informational utility. Atkin describes information seeking as an
activity that aim for utilitarian purposes which mainly consists of finding so-
lutions to problems arise in everyday context. If the information content con-
tains the means to respond to such problems or confirm the personal ideas, it
possesses an instrumental utility for the information seeker.* Atkin provides
a model that includes several aspects of instrumental utility. According to him

“[T]his model predicts that an individual will select a mass media message

Ibid., 576.
Ibid., 555.
Ibid.

Atkin, “Instrumental Utilities,” 205.
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when he [or she] estimates that the message reward value exceeds the expend-
itures incurred in obtaining it. Instrumental utility is one major component of
reward value.”

In Atkin’s model, “extrinsic uncertainty” plays a major role in triggering
the information search. Uncertainty emerges when an individual’s current
level of knowledge about an issue is perceived to be insufficient. In that sense,
information can be defined as “something that the receiver does not already

know.”®

Receiving and processing information increase the level of
knowledge to an ideal level sufficient enough to make a decision, evaluate the
objects or perform an action, or ascertain what a person already thinks or be-
lieves.*

In the existence of extrinsic uncertainty, the individuals turn to the ques-
tioned objects and perform adaptations by increasing knowledge level to meet
psychological or behavioral needs. Atkin categorizes such adaptations into
four main concepts: cognitive, affective, behavioral and defensive adaptations.
Each category overlaps with different motivations and desired needs.*

Cognitive adaptation is required when a person feels susceptible to the
impact of certain phenomenon. Such adaptation is the result of a desire to
possess awareness and knowledge regarding such phenomenon. Gaining sur-
veillance information and diminishing the “awareness uncertainty” is what
leads to cognitive adaptations.” Affective adaptation is performed when a per-
son feels “evaluative uncertainty” as to how to approach certain topics. This
type of adaptation provides “guidance information” to build beliefs and atti-
tudes towards environment.”> When an individual experiences “decisional un-
certainty” in terms of choosing between things, this adaptation provides to
facilitate the choice process. Behavioral adaptation occurs when a person is in

need of “performance information” to fulfil and complete actions. In that

Ibid., 206.
Ibid.
Ibid., 207.
Ibid., 208.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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sense, behavioral adaptation is associated with “ task uncertainty”, “enactment
uncertainty” and “communicatory uncertainty.” Finally, defensive adapta-
tion is required when an individual desires to ascertain previously held beliefs
and attitudes, what is the experience of “post-cognitive uncertainty”. An indi-
vidual may as well desire to assure himself or herself that he or she performs
satisfactorily in an area which Atkin terms “post-performance uncertainty.”
In each case, the individual experiences a doubt and is in need of “reinforce-
ment information™* As it is apparent, this form of adaptation overlaps with
the assumptions and propositions of cognitive dissonance theory, which de-
notes that an individual prefer like-minded messages and avoid uncongenial
ones to cope with dissonance. However, Atkin’s informational utility brings
new dimensions into media and content choices.

Atkin proposed his model as a response to earlier literature on message
selection which focused on the relative consistency between message content
and receiver’s previously held attitudes (inspired largely by cognitive disso-
nance theory. Atkin added several extrinsic uncertainties mentioned above
to the process. He also incorporated the dimension of expenditure to acquire
a message, such as “expense, length, comprehensibility, signal clarity, promi-
nence, and accessibility.”>> By emphasizing accessibility and other hindrances
and costs, Atkin’s model also enables it to discuss contemporary digital divide
between active Internet users and those who do not have the sources and the
means of access and use.*

Atkin emphasized that reinforcement seeking is only the one factor that
shapes exposure to messages. He suggested that surveillance, guidance and
performance information must as well be incorporated into future studies on

selective exposure.”” Moreover, Atkin underscored the role of entertainment

Ibid.

Ibid., 209.

Ibid.

P. Norris, Digital divide: Civic engagement, information poverty, and the Internet worldwide
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001.

Atkin, 236.
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value that information content present to the individual. While an informa-
tional message is not preferred alone, the entertainment experience it brings
about such as avoiding unhappiness, may lead to selection of and exposure to
that message.*®

Finally, Atkin pointed out the social functions of acquiring certain mes-
sages such as maintaining a group membership and its bonds. For instance, a
person may attribute inferior qualities to certain media while perceiving oth-
ers as superior. Accordingly, he or she may attempt to build a self-image by
avoiding content perceived inferior and by preferring the content deemed to
be superior.”

With further research, Atkin’s model of informational utility has been de-
veloped to incorporate new elements. The contributions were mostly made in
what Atkin defined as surveillance as part of cognitive adaptations. Atkin ex-
plained surveillance as an integral part of such adaptations as individuals seek
renewed knowledge about expected threats and opportunities that may affect
individuals’ actions, beliefs and expectations.®® Knobloch-Westerwick and
colleagues® conducted extensive research on surveillance information in or-
der to specify under which conditions message selection occurs. According to
their model, “information relating individual’s prospective and immediate en-

counters or opportunities” carries informational utility and facilitates message

Ibid., 237.

Ibid.

Ibid., 211.

S. Knobloch-Westerwick, E. Dillman Carpentier, A. Blumhoft, and N. Nickel, “Selective expo-
sure effects for positive and negative news: Testing the robustness of the informational utility
model.” Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 82, no.1 (2005:181 -195; S. Knobloch,
G. Patzig, and M. R. Hastall, “Informational Utility—Einfl uss von Niitzlichkeit auf selektive
Zuwendung zu negativen und positiven Online-Nachrichten.”[Informational utility: Impact
of utility on selective exposure to negative and positive online news]. Medien- & Kommu-
nikationswissenschaft 50, no.3 (2002: 359-375; S. Knobloch, D. Zillmann, Gibson, R., and J. A.
Karrh, “Effects of salient news items on information acquisition and issue perception.”
Zeitschrift fiir Medienpsychologie 14, no.1 (2002: 14-22; S. Knobloch, E Dillman Carpentier,
and D. Zillmann, “Effects of salience dimensions of informational utility on selective exposure

to online news.” Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 80, no.1 (2003: 91-108.
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selection.®® In this regard, perception of utility for individual becomes a key
factor in selective exposure. Knobloch-Westerwick and colleagues proposed
that perceived magnitude of threats and opportunities, perceived likelihood of
their materialization, and perceived immediacy have a positive relation to
message selection.®® These points make it crucial to grasp an individual’s per-
ception of news and his or her personal evaluations of issues to study infor-
mational utility and selectivity.

In a more recent study, Knobloch-Westerwick and her colleagues tested
role of informational utility vis-a-vis confirmation bias. Based on a quasi-ex-
perimental online research before 2008 US presidential elections, the study
assessed the role of expectations regarding favored party’s success or failure
and how these expectations shaped voters” exposure to messages of favored or
opposite party.®* The results demonstrated that informational utility may be
more determinant than confirmation bias in certain conditions. Voters’ whose
favored party was likely to lose, considered opposite party’s campaign mes-
sages to carry more informational utility and therefore, was exposed to such
messages, which showed that utility considerations can be superior to confir-
mation.® Furthermore, the study showed that individuals who have strong
online news use habits manifested less confirmation bias compared to those
with weaker online news use habits. Such a finding brought question to earlier
mentioned concerns about increasing content selection options on the Inter-

net and thus, to consequent potential for political selectivity.®

§ 2.4 Selective Exposure: A Fact or Not?
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Whereas selective exposure was first coined as confirmation bias towards ex-

isting attitudes and beliefs, the concept gained new meanings and dimensions

Westerwick, Choices and Preferences, 159.

Ibid.

Knobloch and Steven, “Pre-election Selective Exposure,” 170.
Ibid., 189.

Ibid.
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owing to research on changing news exposure environment derived from ad-
vent of the Internet. This thesis adopted four different forms of selective expo-
sure based on Stroud’s categorization. Stroud set forth that selective exposure
can occur in the form of medium selection (e.g. whether traditional or online
media, news or entertainment preference, topic selection and issue publics,

and finally politically motivated selective exposure or confirmation bias.*” This
chapter will present empirical findings in the literature for each form of selec-

tive exposure.

2.4.1  Medium Selection

With the rise of online media, the future of traditional media has been ques-
tioned. In this sense, one of the main scholarly research questions has been of
medium selection when consuming news. The literature divided along two
main and opposing assumptions, that is, whether the Internet media use sub-
stitutes or complements traditional media use.®®

One line of research argues that use of Internet news media goes hand in
hand with offline media.® Such studies generally placed personal motivations
over medium-specific features. Put in other words, it emphasized what kind
of content news consumers are looking for, rather than how they do it. Flan-
agin and Metzger’s study of media use and motivations showed that computer
technologies were used together with traditional and interpersonal media.

Moreover, the Internet were perceived by users as equal to other media in

Stroud, “Selective Exposure Theories,” 538.

Mitchelstein, E., and P. J. Boczkowski. “Online News Consumption Research: An Assessment
Of Past Work And An Agenda For The Future.” New Media ¢ Society 12, no.7 (2010: 4.

J. K. C. Chan, and L. Leung “Reliance on Traditional News Media and Online News Adop-
tion.” New Media & Society 7 no.3 (2005:357 -382; J. Hujanen, and Pietikainen, S. “Interactive
Uses of Journalism: Crossing between Technological Potential and Young People's News-us-
ing Practices.” New Media & Society 6, no.3 (2004:383 -401; J. M. Kayany, and P. Yelsma, “Dis-
placement Effects of Online Media in the Sociotechnical Contexts of Households.” Journal of

Broadcasting and Electronic 44, no.2 (2000: 215-229.
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terms of its functionality.” Similarly, Dutta-Bergman argued for a comple-
mentarity in the use of new and traditional media. According to him, a person
who is interested in a specific topic is exposed to information concerning that
topic along different mediums.”* Results of this study showed that an individ-
ual interested in politics and use online news media to receive information
also received news from the traditional media on the same topic compared to
people not interested in politics. Same pattern was also uncovered for many
topic readers such as sports, international affairs etc.”

On the other side of debate, scholars argued that new media displace tra-
ditional media and decrease its use.”” Within this line of research, the evidence
demonstrated that demographic factors can be influential in shaping medium
choice. For instance, Coleman and McCombs’ study on the generational dif-
ference of media use, they found out that younger people spend less time with
the traditional media and more time with the Internet, when compared to
their older aged counterparts.”* Nguyen and Western revealed that Internet
use is associated with certain socio-economic factors. According to the data
retrieved from their national survey, Internet users composed of younger in-
dividuals with higher socio-economic features such as university education, a
sufficient income to afford their lives. The study found no relation in terms of

gender.””> One should also take into account that such user profiles may not

Andrew J. Flanagin, and Miriam J. Metzger. "Internet Use in the Contemporary Media Envi-
ronment." Human Communication Research 27, no.1 (2001: 171.

Dutta-Bergman, “Complementarity in the Consumption,”41.

Ibid., 55

M. Gentzkow, “Valuing New Goods in a Model with Complementarity: Online Newspapers.”
American Economic Review 97 no.3 (2007:713 -744; B. Gunter, G. Russell, R. Withey and D.
Nicholas, “The British Life and Internet Project: Inaugural Survey Findings.” Aslib Proceedings
55, n0.4 (2003:203 -216; B. K. Kaye and T. J. Johnson, “From Here to Obscurity?: Media Sub-
stitution Theory and Traditional Media in an On-line World,” Journal of the American Society
for Information Science and Technology 54, no.4 (2003:260 -273.

Coleman and McComb, “The Young and Agenda-less?” 503.

An Nguyen and Mark Western. "Socio-structural correlates of online news and information

adoption/use: Implications for the digital divide." Journal of Sociology 43, no.2 (2007: 177.
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stable and prone to change, since technologies diffuse over the society over

time.

2.4.2  News or Entertainment

Greater possibility of content selection brought about by the Internet has
raised several concerns about what audiences prefer to consume and related
effects on the political knowledge. One of the first to uncover these patterns
was Baum and Kernell’s study on cable television. In an effort to explain de-
clining interest for watching presidential appearance on TV, they conducted a
survey and time-series rating data, the results demonstrated that cable TV
subscription and resulting ability to selective TV watching created was the
reason behind the phenomenon.”

Building on such concerns, Prior conducted an extensive research on user
motivations’ to prefer news or information. His main departure point is that
when television was a popular medium, individuals used to be exposed to
both entertainment and information, due to structured programming in the
broadcasting. However, with the advent of cable TV and the Internet, individ-
uals now experience “high-choice media environment” where they can avoid
news and consume entertainment.”” The more people avoid news, the more
the difference of political knowledge and turn out will be.”® To assess the user
preferences for information or entertainment and their impact on the political
knowledge, Prior conducted a panel study, which asked individuals about
their favorite genres. The results of surveys showed that people who prefer
news in cable TV and on the Internet have higher political knowledge, com-
pared to those who live in limited choice media environment.” Furthermore,
those use the Internet and cable TV and have a higher “relative entertainment

preference” hold a lower political knowledge.** In general, the study showed

M. A. Baum, and S. Kernell. “Has Cable Ended the Golden Age of Presidential Television?”
American Political Science Review 93, 1999: 99.

Markus Prior, “News vs. Entertainment: How Increasing Media Choice Widens Gaps in Po-
litical Knowledge and Turnout,” American Journal of Political Science 49, no.3 (2005: 577.
Ibid., 578.

Ibid., 582.

Ibid., 586.
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that with the greater availability of choice in new media may lead to avoidance
of news to consume entertainment media more, and a consequent drop in po-
litical knowledge.

Mutz argued that in a society where media choices multiply, there will be
still be those who will deliberately consume political news and participate in
politics. But, there will also a group of people that opt out of politics and con-
sume entertainment, whose political knowledge level will be influenced more
with a selection prone environment. Finally, those who are on the intersection
of these two groups, who have a slight interest in politics, will be depended on
incidental exposure to continue their political participation and keep their po-
litical knowledge sufficient.®

Indeed, the literature showed that people may be unintentionally exposed
to news while they were searching the Web for reason other than information
acquisition. Tewksbury and others showed that when an individual acci-
dentally comes across with news, they may build an interest towards the con-
tent and continue to further investigate it.** Recently, Kim and others searched
for the cues of incidental exposure to news online and entertainment content
preferences and investigated their impact on political participation. They
found that while incidental exposure increased people’s political participa-
tion, and this effect was higher for those who do not prefer entertainment me-
dia. The results showed that accidentally consuming news media may exacer-
bate the difference of knowledge level between news and entertainment media
users.” In another study, Lee and Kim conducted survey and experiment
based research on incidental exposure and demonstrated that social media’s

pluralistic network and the existence of weak connections among individuals

Mutz, “How the Mass Media Divide Us?” 235.

David Tewksbury, A. J. Weaver, and B. D. Maddex. “Accidentally Informed: Incidental News
Exposure on the World Wide Web,” Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 78, no.3
(2001:536.

Kim, Y., H. T. Chen, and H. G De Zuiiiga. “Stumbling Upon News on the Internet: Effects of
Incidental News Exposure and Relative Entertainment Use On Political Engagement.” Com-

puters in Human Behavior 29, n0.6 (2013:2607.
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multiply accidental exposure to news, while motivations of individuals had
almost no impact on correlation.®*

Therefore, the literature so far indicates that research on news versus en-
tertainment preferences must take incidental exposure into account as the
new media consumption environment introduced new dynamics into news

exposure patterns.

2.4.3 Topic Selection and Personal Agenda

Another dimension of selectivity in online news media has been of topic se-
lection and consequent personal agenda formation. Althaus and Tewskbury
examined and compared the personal political agendas of online and print
audiences of the New York Times through an experimental study.®> Main point
that is considered to change the agenda of online and offline news readers, is
that newspapers and websites structure their news coverage differently. In
newspaper format, the readers need to search for the specific information
through simply turning the pages which may expose the reader to other issues
as well. The front page functions as an agenda setter in newspaper formats and
catches the attention of the readers. Whereas, websites divide their news cov-
erage into different categories, which provides the opportunity to directly go
to that topic and avoid others.* Tewksbury and Althaus found that readers of
press version of the New York Times recalled more news topics than online
news users and they included more international problems and topics in their
personal agenda.”

Another important branch of study within topic selection has been issue

publics. The concept of issue public was first coined by Converse. He stated

J. K. Lee, and E. Kim, “Incidental Exposure To News: Predictors In The Social Media Setting
And Effects On Information Gain Online.” Computers in Human Behavior 75, (2017: 1008.
Scott L. Althaus, and David Tewksbury. "Agenda setting and the “new” news: Patterns of issue
importance among readers of the paper and online versions of the New York Times." Com-
munication Research 29, no.2 (2002: 180.

Ibid. 182.

Ibid. 194.
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that belief systems in modern societies did not compromise of totally ideolog-
ical clusters but of issue publics which consists of citizens that are attracted
and knowledgeable in issue-specific areas and developed certain demands.*
As an effort to reveal issue publics in the online media, Iyengar et al. de-
signed a study based on multimedia CD given to registered voters, to test two
different hypothesis in pre-election period: individuals prefer to be exposed to
favored party’s campaign information; and individuals prefer to receive infor-
mation about the topics they attach importance.’* The results showed that
while conservative or Republican individuals manifested a tendency to view
messages and content about candidate Bush in line with the hypothesis. How-
ever, democrats viewed as much messages about candidate Gore as Bush, ex-
posing to unsupportive content as well.* Furthermore, number and distribu-
tion of visits to certain chapters of CD showed that individuals tended to view
certain topics that they deem to be important. Put in example, Catholics
tended to see messages about abortion 80% more than those that are not a
member of this issue public.”’ In a similar study, Kim analyzed the impact of
increased control over information in the new media on the Web behavior of
issue public members. Kim hypothesized that members of issue publics would
manifest more selectivity in their new media use habits and therefore increase
their issue-specific information.”* The study demonstrated that there was no
considerable difference between issue public members and non-members in
terms of traditional media habits. On the other hand, issue public members

chose political radio as a medium more than non-members.” Furthermore,

P. E. Converse, “The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics,” In Ideology and discontent ed.
D. E. Apter, New York: The Free Press, 1964, 54.

S. Iyengar, et al “Selective Exposure to Campaign Communication: The Role of Anticipated
Agreement and Issue Public Membership.” Journal of Politics 70, no.1 (2008: 186.

Ibid., .195.

Ibid.,

Y. M. Kim, “Issue Publics in the New Information Environment: Selectivity, Domain Specific-
ity, and Extremity.” Communication Research 36, (2009: 259.

Ibid., 262-3.
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the study showed that issue public members manifested highly selective man-
ner in choosing their respective issues and avoiding other topics.”* These find-
ings make it evident that issue publics become more apparent in a high-choice

media environment as they tend to interact with topics of their interest.

2.4.4 Confirmation Bias

Based on the concerns that Internet may encourage individuals to be more
selective, Sundar investigated the relationship between mediums and political
selective exposure patterns. Conducted in pre-election period of 2004 elec-
tions in the USA, Sundar examined the selective exposure patterns of news-
papers, political talk radio, cable news and political website users.”” The study
demonstrated that people’s political dispositions affect their media choices in
both Internet, cable TV and radio usage.”® Put more clearly, “ ... 64 percent of
conservative Republicans consume at least one conservative media outlet
compared to 26 percent of liberal Democrats.”™”

While a preference for like-minded messages has been central to the re-
search, avoidance of uncongenial is also a crucial dimension of selective ex-
posure. As mentioned in the previous chapter, Festinger put forth both dimen-
sions as a way to cope with dissonance. However, the literature found
conflicting evidence. In a telephone survey study just before 2009 election in
the US, Garrett uncovered that while people use greater selection options to
largely view like-minded ideas, they do not completely avoid uncongenial in-
formation.”® According to the results of the study, a greater number of Bush
supporters followed Republican or conservative media brands while the same
occurred for Kerry voters for Democratic or liberal outlets. Moreover, strong

or weak support for a candidate did not change the media usage patterns con-

Ibid., 270.

Stroud, “Media Use,” 347-348.

Ibid., 359.

Ibid., 358.

Garrett R. K., “Politically motivated reinforcement seeking: Reframing the selective exposure

debate.” Journal of Communication 59, no.4 (2009: 676.
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siderably, therefore, questioning the role of self-assure as a moderator of se-
lective exposure. In fact, weak Kerry supporters viewed more websites favor-
ing Kerry than those more strongly support Kerry.” More importantly, the
study showed that individuals who have a strong online news use habits and
can control their information exposure did not opt out unsupportive argu-
ments. Interestingly, Kerry voters actually increased their exposure to Bush
content, compared to their Kerry voters who dominantly use newspaper and
television.'® In another study, Garrett showed that existence of disconfirming
elements in an information piece has almost no effect in decisions of selection.
Although individuals have a tendency to pick more like-minded messages,
avoidance of counter ideas found to be small in effect. Similarly, individuals
spent a considerable amount of time with both supportive and unsupportive
information.'”" Therefore, Garrett’s extensive findings revealed that avoidance
of uncongenial and preference for reinforcing messages do not operate to-
gether, casting shadow over Festinger’s propositions about dissonance. Garrett
also underscored the importance of exposure to political difference for de-
mocracies. He emphasized that while constant interaction with like-minded
information may lead to stronger dispositions however, the lack of interaction
with political difference can be very detrimental for tolerance and healthy op-
eration of democracies.'”

Scholars also analyzed the impacts of evolving online news media envi-
ronment on exposure patterns. Messing and Westwood emphasized the
unique features of social media. Instead of relying on certain media brands,
individuals in social media can access to news from different sources and in-
dividuals in a single location. Hence, social media enables it to select news
from a great pool of information. Moreover, individual news sharing activities

and recommendation options turn news into social activity and introduce a

Ibid., 686

Ibid., 691

R. Kelly Garrett, "Echo chambers online?” 279.
Garrett, “Reframing Selective Exposure Debate,” 692.
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socially informed motivation to select news.!” The findings of Messing and
Westwood’s study showed that people preferred recommended news more
than not recommended, and the influence of social aspects of news selection
on social media can override partisan affiliations and lead to consumption of

105" new forms of

more disagreeing content. '*As other studies also illustrate
information exposure emerging in social media may have effect that may over-

ride partisan use of sources and news.

§ 2.5 Media, Polarization and Post-Truth

103

104
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Political and social polarization has been a reality that affects political life in
many countries, as well as daily lives of the people. In the last decade, the topic
has been of special interest to public and scholarly debates. With an attempt
to understand the dynamics leading to polarization, relationship between me-
dia and political polarization has been analyzed in different angles.
Comprehending such a complex relation necessitates to consider many
factors such as social media use, disinformation, political engagement and
politicians’ behaviors that can lead to and be led by polarization, and in over-
all, affecting the quality of democracies. In order to clarify these dynamics, the
interrelation between disinformation and polarization must be analyzed. It

also requires to question the role of social media usage in creating both of

Messing, Solomon, and Sean J. Westwood. "Selective exposure in the age of social media: En-
dorsements trump partisan source affiliation when selecting news online." Communication
research 41.8 (2014: 3-4.

Ibid., 14-15.

Michael A. Beam, and Gerald M. Kosicki “Personalized News Portals: Filtering Systems and
Increased News Exposure,” Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 91, no.1 (2014:59 -
77; Silvia Knobloch-Westerwick, Nikhil Sharma, Derek L. Hansen and Scott Alter. “Impact of
Popularity Indications on Readers' Selective Exposure to Online News,” Journal of Broadcast-

ing & Electronic Media 49, no.3 (2005: 296-313.
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these dynamics. Social media, through its reach network and liberating func-
tions may actually exacerbate the level of disinformation and polarization.'*
From a different angle, such dynamics may influence citizens’ political partic-
ipation, which then affects democracies. Partisanship and the existence of po-
larization may discourage citizens from political participation, while online
propaganda can push individuals to extremes. Finally, online propaganda and
disinformation derives from traditional media sources and circulates in social
media. Therefore, it also requires to take traditional media into consideration,
when analyzing the sources of polarization and disinformation.””

When unfolding this web of complex interrelations, one of the first points
to analyze is the role of partisan media and disinformation as a catalyzer of
polarization. Strongly adopted partisanship may lead to emergence of low
quality information that range from fake news to politically slanted infor-
mation. Such information can be created by both individuals as non-profes-
sional news makers or news producing media outlets.

Low quality information can take many forms in polarized media envi-
ronment. Disinformation implies incorrect information that is produced and
distributed intentionally. Historically, it has been generated by secret state of-
ficials to shape public opinion but in today’s media environment it can be done
by several political actors.'®® Misinformation, on the other hand, denote un-
deliberate spread of incorrect information which differs from propaganda be-
cause it is always incorrect and which differs from disinformation in that be-
cause it is unintentional.'” Finally, propaganda is composed of true or untrue
information that is spread by political opponents to gain public consent. It is
manly achieved through framing the opposing political arguments in an un-

congenial form. While traditional public diplomacy aims to attract public

Tucker, J. A., et al. (2018. Social media, political polarization, and political disinformation: A
review of the scientific literature. Political Polarization, and Political Disinformation: A Review
of the Scientific Literature, March 19, 2018.
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information/propaganda problem,” (Hewlett Foundation, 2017: 4.
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opinion, propaganda “relies upon non-rational means of persuasion - using
emotional appeals not to convince or attract but to disrupt, divide, confuse, or
otherwise damage target audiences’ understanding or political cohesion...”!!
Such forms of information plays a corruptive role for the arena on which pol-
itics is discussed and political consent is achieved and it is again exacerbated
by the polarization existent in a country:.

Although the Internet provides opportunities for greater exposure to po-
litical information, disinformation and related consequences cast shadow over
its informational prospects. Digital media environment enabled many indi-
viduals to create and circulate political content without considerable costs. The
content creators include those individuals with no professional journalistic
skills as well as media outlets, and the information quality can be completely
incorrect and misleading. Many actors may take role in the proliferation of
disinformation in the media, ranging from “trolls, bots, fake news websites,
conspiracy theorists, politicians, highly partisan media outlets, the main-
stream media, and foreign governments”™!' Emergence of social media with
its own content recommendation algorithms has replaced the role of tradi-
tional editors. Such algorithms embedded in social media prioritize the adver-
tising and profits and not the informational quality of the news. Therefore, it
has been pronounced as a reason for the rise of fake news and other types of
disinformation.'*? Allcott and Gentzkow’s study provided an excellent exam-
ple of how social media serves to promulgate fake news. In their study on 2016
election in the US, they discovered that while social media accounted for the
10 percent of total visits to news sites of traditional media agencies, it ac-
counted for the 41.8 percent of visits to 65 fake news sites in the US, which was

followed by search engines with 22 percent of total visits.'"?

Ibid.

Tucker et al, 22.

Martens, B., et al. “The Digital Transformation of News Media And The Rise of Disinfor-
mation And Fake News” Digital economy working paper. Joint Research Centre Technical Re-
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Media bias either in the form of fake news or partisanship and propa-
ganda, may have adverse effects on the political participation, elections and
general public policy in democracies. For instance, through his experimental
study, Levendusky showed that partisan media affects the more hard-liner cit-
izens and encourages them to adopt more extreme ideas. Such polarizing ef-
fects on the individuals endure even several days after the exposure to polar-
izing information. Such a consequence of partisan media renders it difficult to
reach at public consensus."* According to Levendusky, although human be-
ings hold both accuracy and confirmation motivations when seeking infor-
mation, the latter has a strong appeal for them. This tendency, combined with
the existence of partisan media and a package of strongly confirming news,
produces polarization. On the other hand, when encountered with anti-atti-
tudinal or disconfirming information, those individuals with strong attitudes
and with information about the issue at stake will try to falsify such arguments
and get even more polarized, which Levendusky confirms with his experi-
mental study.'”® In another study, Bernhardt and his colleagues show that me-
dia bias occurs because sustained profits depend on the partisanship of the
audience and producing confirming information for them. Although voters
are aware of the polarization and media bias, they cannot compensate for the
disinformation created by such bias in news production. Acquiring incorrect
information about the candidates and the parties may easily lead to wrong
choice during elections and a poor level of judgement. Berhardt and others
add that if in an election, both of candidates are exposed to scandals created
about themselves, the voters would only hear about the scandal regarding the
opposite candidate.'¢
In another study, Levendusky and Malhotra analyzed the impact of me-

dia’s coverage of polarization in the politics on the actual level of polarization.

Levendusky, Matthew S. "Why do partisan media polarize viewers?" American Journal of Po-
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With their experimental study, they showed that a portrayal of society as po-
larized encourages the individuals to adopt more moderate positions regard-
ing the issues. However, it also leads to a more polarized vision of other people
with different ideologies. As Levendusky and Malhotra explains it, individuals
encountered with a portrayal of polarized society consider such information
as “anti-cues”, seeing polarized individuals not similar to themselves.!'” Fur-
thermore, it encourages individuals to adopt a more negative view of opposing
party/candidate and its supporters as a source of polarization as well as con-
sidering like-minded polarized citizens as an extreme case. In this sense, their
study showed that capturing polarization in media and politics and exposing
audience to such content actually increases overall level of polarization instead
of erasing it.!'®

Impact of partisanship, disinformation and specifically fake-news in the
media brought about deeply ontological disagreement. The continuous de-
bates in politics about the facts and truths came to be termed as “post-truth”
epoch. In 2016, Oxford Dictionaries declared “post-truth” as the word of the
year, due to 200 percent of increase in its usage by public. Oxford Dictionary
defined the term as “an adjective relating to circumstances in which objective
facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than emotional appeals.”**
The word “post-truth” came to be influential under the impact of several re-
cent political disputes especially during Brexit process and Trump’s election
as president and his much debated claims.

It is claimed that the roots of post-truth era can be found in debates re-
garding the tobacco-cancer relation and political skepticism about gloabal
warming. Such issues, due to political interests, were made a topic of political
debate and it brought scientific evidence into question in public’s eyes. The
success of such skepticism in the past has served as an encouragement and an

already tested strategy for today’s populist politicians.”*® McIntyre provided a

Levendusky, Matthew, and Neil Malhotra. "Does Media Coverage of Partisan Polarization Af-
fect Political Attitudes?" Political Communication 33.2 (2016: 294.
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detailed account of post-truth as a concept. He emphasized the motivations

behind questioning the facts and stated that:

Someone does not dispute an obvious or easily confirmable fact for no
reason; he or she does so when it is to his or her advantage. When a
person’s beliefs are threatened by an “inconvenient fact,” sometimes it
is preferable to challenge the fact. This can happen at either a conscious
or unconscious level (since sometimes the person we are seeking to
convince is ourselves, but the point is that this sort of post -truth rela-
tionship to facts occurs only when we are seeking to assert something
that is more important to us than the truth itself. Thus post-truth
amounts to a form of ideological supremacy, whereby its practitioners
are trying to compel someone to believe in something whether there
is good evidence for it or not. And this is a recipe for political domi-

nation.'*!

Slater explains the politicians’ ability to convince and persuade the masses
about dubious claims with recent economic and political developments. In his
view, economically disadvantaged groups that could not cope with globaliza-
tion process feels underrepresented. Due to this, they manifest a declining
trust in politics and institutions against the establishment. According to Slater,
populist politicians take advantage of such loss of trust in media. Such a new
media environment makes it easy for romours and fake-news to proliferate
and spread. Slater argues that “a false balance” in media journalism is also
responsible for the rise of “post-truth politics.” False balance in journalism
implies that journalists and news media outlets give space to the arguments of
both political sides, without delving deeper into what is factual or not and in-
forming public accordingly. He states that in such an environment, “truth be-
comes a matter of opinion or assertion, not fact.”'?

The relation between polarization and media can also be seen from a dif-
ferent angle, which is the media use habits of audiences. The abundance of

information in new media as well as increasing content selection options for

Ibid., 13.
Jane Suiter, "Post-Truth Politics," Political Insight 7, no.3 (2016: 26-27.
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users raised concerns that individuals may increasingly consume like-minded
information while discarding and avoiding non-confirmatory content. Schol-
ars debated about the possible societal and political consequences of such a
mechanism. It has been argued that individuals who take the advantage of new
media choice options would be increasingly living in “echo-chambers” and
“filter bubbles” where they only interact with like-minded messages.'*
Iyengar and Hahn attempted to reveal if a pattern of political selectivity
exists in media use habits. Their study showed that the political affinity of the
news source and consumer’s own political dispositions influenced the media
choices. While conservatives chose to view content from Fox News, they
avoided the content of media outlets with liberal affinity. Similarly, Liberals
chose to view content from CNN and NPR while discarding Fox News. Such
a pattern of selectivity was observed not only in hot issues drawn great public
attention but also in news topics such as travel or crime. Furthermore, politi-
cally more active individuals performed more political selectivity in their me-
dia choices, compared to their politically less interested counterparts. Overall,
the study showed that increased availability of choosing different sources with
new media may indeed breed polarization.'** It is also demonstrated that there
has been a media audience migration among Republican and Liberal news
readers. Hollander’s analysis of longitudinal media exposure demonstrates
that availability of more media use options drawn less partisan individuals to
entertainment content, while partisan users remained as the audience of the
political news. Moreover, among the remaining partisan audience of Fox and
CNN news, there has been a tendency to move towards ideologically similar
brands, in that more and more Liberals watching CNN and avoiding Fox, as

more conservatives consuming Fox News content during periods of years.'*

Sunstein Cass, Republic 2.0. (Princeton: Princeton Uni Press, 2007; Eli Pariser, The filter Bub-
ble: What The Internet Is Hiding From You. (NewYork, NY: Penguin Press. 2011.

Shanto Iyengar, and Kyu S. Hahn. "Red Media, Blue Media: Evidence of Ideological Selectivity
In Media Use." Journal of communication 59, no.1 (2009: 19.

Barry A Hollander, "Tuning Out or Tuning Elsewhere? Partisanship, Polarization, and Media
Migration from 1998 To 2006." Journalism ¢ Mass Communication Quarterly 85, no.1 (2008:

31-32.
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From a different angle, Stroud tested whether partisan selective exposure
in media contributed to the polarization. Her study showed that Liberals con-
suming like-minded content manifest more polarized viewpoints towards
election candidates compared to Liberals who consume less of liberal-demo-
crat media. The same also holds true for Conservative-Republican media us-
ers. Another important finding from this study is that counter-ideological me-
dia use is related to lower levels of polarization, which means that individuals
interacting with politically non-confirmatory information manifest less polar-
ized viewpoints.'*

In order to explain the emergence of polarization on the Internet, Sunstein
exemplifies the group polarization dynamics. Group polarization mainly im-
plies that members of a group tend to arrive at a more extreme point of view
closer to original and initial ideas of average group members. In the case of
online groups of similar minded individuals, after a period of socialization,
members of such groups will hold their initial ideas in a stronger manner.'?’
As an example of the functioning of group polarization, Sunstein demon-
strates the results of an experiment made in Colorado, together with liberal
and conservative participants. Three questions about issues of same-sex cou-
ple’s civil unions, affirmative action in employment towards disadvantaged
groups and global warming were asked to the participants and their initial
ideas about issues are retrieved. After group discussion among like-minded
individuals, participants manifested a more assertive and stronger manner to-
wards their early ideas about the specified issues. For instance, liberal were
more positive about civil unions of same-sex couples while conservatives dis-
agree more. More importantly, conservative participants who initially ab-
stained from proposing an argument, became strongly opposed to combatting
global warming through an international treaty after discussions. As another
result of the experiment, the discussion with like-minded individuals dimin-
ished the internal diversity of groups. While initially groups had a certain level

of differentiation in terms of ideas, the discussion reduced it to a slighter level.

Stroud, “Selective Exposure” 566.

Sunstein, Republic 2.0, 60-61.
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In general, the experiment widened the gap between liberal and conservatives,
pushing them to more extremes.'?

There have been several explanations for group polarization. A strong ex-
planation takes into account the power of persuasion, and can be explained in

Sunstein’s words as such:

If the group’s members are already inclined in a certain direction, they
will offer a disproportionately large number of arguments tending in
that same direction, and a disproportionately small number of argu-
ments tending the other way. As a result, the consequence of discus-
sion will be to move people further in the direction of their initial in-
clinations. Thus, for example, a group whose members lean in favor of
the nation’s current leader will, in discussion, provide a wide range of
arguments in his favor, and the arguments made in opposition to him
will be both fewer and weaker. The group’s members, to the extent that
they shift, will shift toward a more extreme position in favor of the
current leader. And the group as a whole, if a group decision is re-
quired, will move not to the median position, but to a more extreme

point.'*

A second explanation for group polarization is the social acceptance and ap-
proval. It mainly implies that in order to be considered congenial by other
people, individuals tend to revise their position and adopt closer views to what
is dominant and held by a majority. Finally, it is claimed that confidence as
well leads to extremism in ideas. When an individual is confirmed about
his/her ideas in that it is shared by other members of the group, he or she tends
to be more assertive and extreme compared to initial position.'*

Sunstein warns that group polarization may operate within the Internet to
a great extent. It is because the autonomy Internet provides makes it easier for
people to gather and socialize more with like-minded individuals and expose

to more congenial content. Sunstein argues that such a picture could lead to

Ibid., 61-62.
Ibid., 64.
Ibid., 65-66.
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fragmentation in public, in that while individuals do not hold strongly diver-
gent ideas initially, they may end up believing in completely opposite argu-
ments due to polarizing impacts of what they consume in the media. He also
warns that such an environment could lead to errors in knowledge about is-
sues or people, due to distorted portrayal of the facts.'*!

Although above empirical studies confirm that emergence of highly parti-
san media and availability of media choices may bring about polarization in
the public and politics, it is still ambiguous whether new media is the main
reason for polarization or other variables influence and shape the dynamics.
Prior comments that the ambiguity results from a lack knowledge about to
what extent and what kind of people are exposed to which sort of messages.'**
In other words, Prior’s words emphasize that while scientific community gath-
ers information about what messages people choose to view under controlled
conditions in an experiment, there is less knowledge about their media choices
in actual life. Prior puts forth that what we know with strong evidence is that
politics of Congress have become more polarized over time, due to increase in
the number of slanted content and partisan messages, as well as a growing
opposition between two parties in the Congress.'”* When it comes to analyz-
ing polarization and partisanship not in media but in public, Prior stresses
that political attitudes, perceptions and behaviors must be distinguished from
each other clearly. While Americans manifested a growing partisan manner
in their voting behavior, Prior states that, it does not equal to attitude polari-
zation about public issues where individuals adopt extreme and irreconcilable
ideas vis-a-vis others. Therefore, measuring polarization becomes a complex
and difficult task. **

There has also been findings and arguments countering the hypothesis of
partisan selectivity and consequent polarization in the new media. The Inter-

net as a platform carries many different interfaces and functions, which, con-

Ibid., 69.

Markus Prior, "Media And Political Polarization." Annual Review of Political Science 16 (2013:
102.

Ibid., 102-103.

Ibid., 104-105.
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sidered within social settings, might produce different political and social ef-
fects. In that sense, social media carries potentials of both further polarization
and compromise. It has been argued that social media can actually reduce po-
larization. Barbera, in his study of social media users in Germany, Spain and
the USA, argued that social media like Twitter and Facebook increase the vol-
ume of interpersonal communication but it also changes the diversity of per-
sonal contacts through its networking function. Increasing contact with close
social circle does not considerably increase political knowledge, since such in-
teraction already continues in offline sphere. However, changing diversity of
networks may have important effects on an individual’s information diet.'*
Social media, with its opportunity to create weak online ties with initially un-
known individuals, provide the chance of exposure to novel information from
such ties. Since such weak ties may include both ideological similar and dif-
ferent interactions, it enables exposure to a greater diversity of political ideas
compared to offline settings.'*® Barbera’s study showed that Tweeter users in
Germany and Spain, and to a lesser extent in the US had a political diversity
in their online networks and such individuals manifested less extreme and
more moderate political opinion over time.'*” In a similar fashion, Boxell and
his colleagues questioned the hypothesis that Internet breeds polarization. In
their study, it is evident that young age group were experiencing moderation
in their political views whereas very old age group (75 and above manifested

largest increases in polarization. Similarly, polarization increase was greatest
among the populations with lesser use of social media and Internet.’*® Their
study showed that increasing polarization cannot be explained directly with
social media and echo chambers, but many other moderating factors can re-
frame the dynamics. In overall, their findings show that more empirical evi-
dence is needed to comprehend the complex relation between polarization

and media.

Pablo Barberd, "How Social Media Reduces Mass Political Polarization. Evidence from Ger-
many, Spain, and the US." Job Market Paper, New York University 46 (2014: 3.
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Ibid., 24.

Levi Boxell, et al. “Is The Internet Causing Political Polarization? Evidence from De-

mographics.”. National Bureau of Economic Research, no. w23258 (2017: 10-11.
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§ 2.6 Generation as User of Technology
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The use of generations as a level of analysis in the social sciences is developed
by Mannheim’s conceptual framework. Mannheim explains the formation of
a generation in resemblance to an individual’s class position in society. Class
position is a determined structure regardless of its members’ acknowledge-
ment of it. Generation, as a category functioning similar to class, contains this
component of common and shared “location” within the wider social struc-
ture. '%

Generational location is formed due to existence of life and death cycle in
the human life, where individuals born in the same year(s automatically share
the same location within the biological flow of social life in a historical time-
line."*® However, generational location of individuals, or in other words, for-
mation of generations is not completely built on this biological reality. Mann-
heim claims that as all social structure is constituted by sociality, so is the
generations. “The sociological problem of generations therefore begins at that
point where the sociological relevance of these biological factors is discov-
ered.”™!

While both class and generations attach individuals to a certain location

in the wider social organization, they also,

... [L]imit them to a specific range of potential experience, and a char-
acteristic type of historically relevant action. Any given location, then,
excludes a large number of possible modes of thought, experience,
feeling, and action, and restricts the range of self-expression open to
the individual to certain circumscribed possibilities... Inherent, in a
positive sense in every location is a tendency pointing towards certain
definite modes of behavior, feeling, and thought. We shall therefore

speak in this sense of a tendency “inherent in” every social location; a

Karl Mannheim, "The Problem of Generations." Psychoanalytic review 57, no.3 (1970: 166-7.
Ibid.
Ibid., 168.
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tendency which can be determined from the particular nature of the

location as such.!*

What Mannheim’s statements imply is that belonging to a generation deter-
mines the perception of the sociality and the behaviors developed on such en-
culturation. In other words, the generational location of an individual shapes
what is available to him/her as a partial element of the social reality, as well as
how this reality is interpreted, providing an “approach” to individual. Thus, a
cultural element persists so long as the “location of relationships” of individ-
uals adopting it remains intact.'*’

Mannheim provided rich insight about how a generational bond comes
into existence. In order to be included in the same generational location, it is
not sufficient to be born in the same years, but it also requires to be born and
live in the same region. Therefore, it also requires a spatial commonality.'*
However, these conditions are still not sufficient to create a generation with all
its potentials realized in its members. Mannheim distinguished between a
generation as location and generation as an actuality which required not only
time and space share in the history, but also participation in the common des-
tiny which means to be exposed to same social factors embedded in the soci-
ety.” 145
Mannheim also distinguished between actual generations and “a genera-
tion unit” formed within it. According to him, “Youth experiencing the same
concrete historical problems may be said to be part of the same actual generation;
while those groups within the same actual generation which work up the mate-
rial of their common experiences in different specific ways, constitute separate
generation units.”* In order to further clarify his points, Mannheim states that
romantic-conservative wing and liberal- rationalist wing of youth in 1810’s
Prussia was two different generation units sharing the same generational lo-

cation as urban youth.'

Ibid., 168-9.

Ibid., 169.

Ibid., 182.

Ibid., 182-183.

Ibid., 184. (italic in original
Ibid., 183.
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Mannheim asserts that members of a generation unit holds stronger ties,
and share a “mental data” that make up their world view. However, more than
the mental data shared, it is the “fundamental integrative attitudes and form-
ative principles” that play the key role in the formation of group through
which such data gain a meaning, expression and feeling that creates a social-
izing effect on the group members. Such an attachment of feeling can be ob-
served in an artistic expression or in a slogan, as Mannheim denotes.'*®

Mannheim claims that it is not always possible to see an actualized gener-
ation in every epoch or age group, while there is always a shared generational
location among individuals in a society. When the pace of social change
changes in the society, earlier stable enculturation of traditions does not meet
the mental and behavioral requirements of adaptation. Here, according to
Mannheim, we can see a new set of principles and actions as an actualized
generation which he names as “a new generational style” or “ a new genera-
tional entelechy.”*

Mannheim’s theory of generations was in one way a criticism towards the
positivist understanding of the generations as a way of predicting the social
change and “the rhythm of the history.” Whereas the positivist perspective
coined an understanding of the time as a quantitative object, divided along
measures such as decades and years, Mannheim advocated both the quantita-
tive and qualitative (shared historical experiences dimension of the time,
therefore bringing the social embedded nature of generations into the
agenda.™® He attempted to include biological realities of human beings, that is
the generations, into a sociological account of social change without favoring
the naturalistic factors at the expense of social ones.

Mannheim’s framework provides a sophisticated conceptualization, how-
ever, it left behind unanswered empirical questions as to how to study gener-
ations. As Pilcher stated earlier, Mannheim made it unclear how to define and

study “generational consciousness” as well as an ambiguity about what is to

Ibid., 18s.
Ibid., 189. (italic in original
Jane Pilcher, "Mannheim's Sociology of Generations: An Undervalued Legacy." British Journal

of Sociology 45 (1994: 487.
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consider as “knowledge” that constitutes such a generational consciousness.
In general, it is a question of how to study the connections between human
mind and social objects.'”!

Similarly, there have been criticism towards the use of concept of genera-
tion with multiple meanings in the literature. Alwin and McCammon stressed
out three main meanings attached to the generation in the studies which is
confusingly and interchangeably used by the scholars. With an effort to clarify
such terminological ambiguities, they defined three conceptualizations of the

» «

term generation. These are “generations as positions in lines of descent,” “gen-
erations as cohorts,” and “generation as historical participation.”*
Generation as positions in lines of descent denotes the kinship relations
within a family as new generations take over the place of their parental gener-
ation. In the studies of family life-cycle, this conceptualization of generation
is used to locate individuals in a biological sequence of family members with
an effort to analyze intergenerational culture transmission. Therefore, it does
not involve the meaning of shared historical time, which is more close to gen-
eration as cohorts.'” Secondly, generations as cohorts implied a group of in-
dividuals that were born and grown up in the same period of years, or in other
words, sharing a historical time but not a biological time."** Mannheim’s con-
ceptualization of generation can be regarded as such a use of cohort, which
attempts to explain the social change through change of cohorts in the society.
However, Alwin and McCammon differentiated between three different dy-
namics that can separately account for social change. One of them is simply
aging, that is an individual’s change over his/her course of life due to many
factors. The other dynamics are period and cohort effects which shall be ana-
lyzed separately. When certain events in the society, such as a revolution affect
all the people regardless of certain age groups, it is called period effect. On the

other hand, if social factors influence only a birth cohort, it is defined as cohort

Ibid., 492.

Duane E Alwin, and Ryan J. McCammon. "Rethinking Generations." Research in Human De-
velopment 4 n0.3-4 (2007: 221-229.

Ibid., 223.

Ibid., 224-225.
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effect. A cohort effect is “a distinctive formative experience that members of a
birth cohort (or set of birth cohorts share that pe rsists throughout their
lives.'** Finally, the term generation carries a third meaning as historical par-
ticipation. Rather than sharing the same historical location as birth cohorts,
this meaning of generation involves an active participation in the social and
historical events of a specific time period. Such a differentiation overlaps with
what Mannheim stated about generation as location and generation in actual-
ity. The main idea behind such a separation is that existence of birth cohorts
does not automatically produces a generational identity arising out of com-
mon participation in the macro social events. Resulting difference among two
different concepts requires it to differentiate generational identities from co-
hort effects which may create empirical mistakes. 1** On the emergence of gen-
erational identities or generation units in Mannheim’s words, Alwin and
McCammon states that today’s pluralistic societies make it difficult to draw
the boundaries of such units while it also bears the possibilities for the emer-
gence of several generational units that helps to explain pop culture or tech-
nological trends . Therefore, all three conceptualizations of generation are still
of empirical value to understand contemporary cultures and social change.'”’
Indeed, the concept of generation has been used to understand changing
trends in the perception and use of technologies by different age groups.
Within the media studies, it has been claimed that early experience with media
at a young age period gives shape to an audience’s media use habits in the rest
of their lives. Furthermore, through narratives, symbols and discursive prac-
tices used in media, a generation earns a common place to build their identity
and sense of belonging. These dimensions invite scholars to study media au-
diences ‘different media usage habits from a generational perspective.'*®
Media generations can be traced back to times long before the advent of

new media. Early literary movements such as Romanticist literary movements

Ibid., 228.
Ibid., 229.
Ibid., 233.
Andra Siibak, Nicoletta Vittadini, and Galit Nimrod. "Generations as Media Audiences: An

Introduction." Participations: Journal of Audience & Reception Studies 11 no.2 (2014: 101.
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in the 19th century claimed to be the core of their contemporaries. However,
the emergence of media generations in a systematic way overlaps with the ad-
vent of television and radio. While 1920s generation were known as radio gen-
eration, 1950s in the US was marked by a generation that is socialized to tele-
vision broadcasting.'"” Early research and writings on the media generations
adopted technologic determinism to understand the generational habits, pri-
oritizing the technological elements and environment as determining the so-
cial practices and meanings. However, empirical studies on young generations
of recent technologies showed that there is also stratification and heterogene-
ity among young individuals in terms of media use practices.'®

There have been different categorizations of generational cohorts in the
literature. For instance, Tapscott categorized the cohorts as Baby Boomers
(1946-1964, Baby Bust —or Generation X- (1965-1976, and finally Net Gener-
ation or Generation Y or Millennials (1977-1997. He also categorized the next
or coming generation, starting from the 1998 as the birth year.!*" As the first
generation “bathed in bits”, Tapscott defined eight main norms for Net Gen-
eration. “ They want freedom in everything they do, from freedom of choice
to freedom of expression. They love to customize, personalize. They are the
new scrutinizers. They look for corporate integrity and openness when decid-
ing what to buy and where to work. The Net Gen wants entertainment and
playing in their work, education, and social life. They are the collaboration and
relationship generation. The Net Gen has a need for speed -and not just in

video games. They are the innovators.”'*

Geraci and Nagy emphasized that
web platform is a very complex environment with an abundance of data and
Millennials are occasionally need of direction. “The dominance of the internet

as a medium for the young derives from their ability to control it -to receive

Nicoletta Vittadini, Andra Siibak, and Irena Reifova. "Generations and Media: The Social
Construction Of Generational Identity And Differences." Audience Transformations.
(Routledge, 2013:4.
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Don Tapscott, Grown up digital. (Boston: McGraw-Hill Education, 2008: 16.

Ibid., 34-36.

53



163

164
165

166

167

BURAK AK

guidance but to be able to tame its boundaries. The internet aids in self-dis-
covery, as finding a new, cool site or activity.”'*® The study of Geraci and Nagy
showed that main functions that Millennials expect from the websites in im-
portance order, are providing research place, leading to interesting sites,
providing entertainment, servicing information and different products,
providing downloadable or shareable music and giving the latest news.'**

Later adaptation of new technologies after 2000s brought questioning to
the age borders of Y Generation. Therefore the children born in the late 1990s
may have totally different media use habits as they were born and grown up
in an environment very saturated with digital technologies. Named as Gener-
ation C or Generation Z, this group of later digital media users were consid-
ered as a distinct group from Generation Y in the analysis.'®® According to
Turner, members of Generation Z were grown up in an environment where
smart phones and tablets provided a constantly connected world to them. As
active users of smart phones, they perform many activities, done early by dif-
ferent devices, all encapsulated in mobile phones. They also manifest high at-
tachment to their mobile devices, seeing them as an indivisible component of
their life.' They use Facebook frequently and feel more comfortable in their
online interactions compared to real life. It is also stated that they may use
digital world as an escape way out of difficulties of real life which may harm
their crisis management skills.®”

There have been different studies that compared media use across genera-
tions. Fietkiewicz and others found important differences among Generation
Y and Z members’ social media use. While Generation Y or Net Generation
used Facebook more, Generation Z were more inclined to use Instagram and

video-sharing platforms. It was explained that Generation Y wanted to have

John C. Geraci, and Judit Nagy. "Millennials-The New Media Generation." Young Consumers
51n0.2 (2004: 22-23.
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Anthony Turner, "Generation Z: Technology and social interest.” The Journal of Individual Psy-
chology 71 no.2 (2015: 104-107.
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more business network and contacts while Generation Z prioritized interac-

tion with close friends.'®®

Pew Research Center’s study on political news con-
sumption provided rich insight about Millennials in a comparative perspec-
tive. According to the Result, the writers named social media as “the local TV
of Millennial Generation” as a source of news. While 6o percent of Baby
Boomers relied on local TV as news source, 61 percent of Millennials did so
on Facebook. It was also revealed that Millennials had the most contact with
political news, compared to Baby Boomers and Gen X, which is valid for po-
litically uninterested members of Millennials. A quarter of Millennials stated
half of the content they see on Facebook is about politics and current affairs
which is lesser for other generational cohorts.'®

While a considerable number of studies acquired information about gen-
erational media use in a comparative way, the generational definitions and
specific media environment in a country may change all the formulations.
Therefore, it is crucial to replicate such studies within the unique socio-eco-

nomic, political and cultural realities of different countries.

Fietkewicz, 8-9.
Amy Mitchell, Jeffrey Gottfried, and Katerina Eva Matsa. "Millennials and Political News."
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Polarization and News Media in Turkey

ontemporary news media in Turkey consists of a wide range of medi-
C ums, channels and online platforms. Especially after the introduction of
cable television and later the Internet, channels and platforms to receive infor-
mation extremely diversified. Since 2000s, social media further penetrated
into individuals’ daily lives with the proliferation of Internet and computers
and increasing numbers of smart phones and represented a new source of both
information and entertainment. However, diversifying mediums and conse-
quent individuation of media choices is only the one side of the same coin.
These developments can only be fully grasped with the accompanying politi-
cal, social and economic changes that gave form to media environment in Tur-
key.

Political and economic interests have constantly dominated media system
and news-making culture throughout the history of Turkey. Kaya and Cakmur
argues that a high level of “political parallelism” have always shaped Turkish
media.! During Ottoman Empire and early years of Republican Turkey, media
have witnessed restrictions and censorship in line with dominant ruling ideo-

logies. Especially in the single-party period (1923-1945, media had to operate

R. Kaya and B. Cakmur, “Politics and the mass media in Turkey,” Turkish Studies 11, no.4

(2010: 521.
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according to Republican values and government policies of Republican Peo-
ple’s Party. During Democrat Party rule, journalism has gone through a mod-
ernization process, however previous practices of media repression continued
to fall victim to political clashes of ruling government. After 1960 military in-
tervention, new constitution provided relative relief for media and press by
granting protections against arbitrary judgements by political forces.?

Post-1980 military intervention period represents a completely different
phase in the history of Turkey’s media. Under the influence of neo-liberal eco-
nomic policies started with Ozal government, state monopoly over media dis-
solved and media ownership structure have seen radical changes.” With a pur-
pose of building a hegemony through media, Ozal encouraged business
owners to invest in media industry which brought about conglomeration. He
also established personal bounds with media patrons and journalists to shape
the agenda and discussions.* As neo-liberal policies allowed ownership of me-
dia by private sector, this conglomeration took a different form in Turkey com-
pared to other neo-liberal economies. In Turkey, big business owners who al-
ready invested in other sectors also started to participate in media industry.
Such strategy bore the purposes of advertising the commodities of other in-
vested industries and sectors, as well as creating a favorable public perception
through media.’

This situation significantly transformed media environment in Turkey. In
a more competitive atmosphere, television channels and newspapers have rap-
idly diversified. Although news production has gained a better quality with
private channels compared to state monopoly period of TRT (Radio and Tel-
evision Institution of Turkey channel, it brought significant changes to media

structure. Kaya and Cakmur puts forth three main changes related to media

Murat Akser and Banu Baybars Hawks. “Media and Democracy in Turkey: Toward a Model
of Neoliberal Media Autocracy.” Middle East Journal of Culture and Communication 5, no.3
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structure. First, the content of media came under the influence of commer-
cialization. Old distinction between information and entertainment gave way
to an amalgamation of these two elements. Frequent references to sports and
scandals along with increased space for advertisements abolished the separa-
tion of political affairs, entertainment and advertisement. Secondly, market-
ization of media in Turkey did not bring more autonomy but a higher level of
political parallelism and exploitation of media for political purposes. Lack of
commonly shared journalistic roles and practices, along with disappearance
of unions due to neo-liberalism, have further damaged autonomy of media
and journalism. The same dynamics also served to the dominance of commer-
cial interests in media business and journalistic practices. Lastly, privatization
provided space for Islamist or conservative media to proliferate in the 1990s.
In 2000s, Islamist media could easily compete against mainstream media due
to support from religious orders.®

In order to understand contemporary partisanship and disinformation to-
day’s Turkey, one need to look at polarization at political and societal levels.
As many writers below points out, polarization in Turkey has reached a high
level under JDP rule. Since its first electoral victory in 2002, JDP has gained
consecutive majorities in different election and referendums. These continu-
ous victories gave JDP an “electoral hegemony.” Simply, existence of hegem-
ony provided little chances for the opposition to be a considerable opponent
and alternative to the government party. Not only in its capacity to mobilize
the masses, but in terms of its perception as an alternative was deprived due
to JDP’s electoral hegemony in the system. Electoral victories did not only give
JDP alegitimizing ground but also justified its dominant rule over the society
in the public perception, refining democracy only into winning elections.’

On the background of such an electoral success, JDP became “a dominant
party” in Turkish politics. Furthermore, JDP’s dominant party position was
accompanied and empowered by a dominant and strong leader figure as Recep

Tayyip Erdogan. While Erdogan’s strategic policies and charisma became a

Kaya and Cakmur, “Politics and the Mass Media,” 528-529.
E. Fuat Keyman, "The AK Party: Dominant Party, New Turkey and Polarization." Insight Tur-
key 16 no.2 (2014: 23.
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crucial component, it also left oppositional parties as disadvantaged by lacking
such leadership.? Keyman explains the dynamics of JDP’s dominance as being
built on a ‘cycle of dominance’ by defeating its opponents, expanding its core
social support, enlarging its zone of governance both nationally and locally,
strengthening its class, sector, and identity-based societal alliances, and con-
solidating its constituency.” Against a history of coalitional governments in
the 1990s, JDP’s electoral hegemony gave it the power to enact the legislation
it desired and implement them on the society, to expand its ties with the soci-
ety and empower its societal support.'

Due to transformation in every sphere of social life under JDP rule,
Keyman states that Turkey is undergoing a process of emergence of “New Tur-
key” in reference to Erdogan’s own words. Keyman explains this New Turkey

as:

The New Turkey entails a new state, a new historic block that includes
a new military and judiciary, an emerging and indigenous group of
intellectuals, a new stratification with a growing middle class of
creatiive and active communities, and highly urbanized, globalized,
Europeanized and dynamic social relations. It is a post-tutelage Turkey
in which the civilian government is stronger than the military and the
judiciary. The New Turkey is also a post-secular polity where religion
is more visible, active, and established, and a post-modern society that

consists of new class and identity dynamics."

Such an image of New Turkey actually have many problems. The biggest prob-
lem of today Turkey is a very high level of polarization both in politics and
society. Although JDP has ruled over the country with its dominance, it did
not create cohesion but split. Keyman argues that JDP used polarization in the
country to stabilize its majority by pitting one group against the other. How-

ever, the result has been an ongoing and increasing divide in society along

Ibid., 25.
Ibid., 24.
Ibid.

Ibid. 26-27.
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ethnic, religious, and secular lines.!? Balta and Diizgit explains that populist
politicians use existing ethnic or religious divisions in the society. In Turkey’s
case, populist discourse operated through a division between “people” and
“elites” where governing right wing party represented the will of people and
opposition represented “the elite.”® Kalaycioglu shows how the concept of
Kulturkampf explains the politics in the country. As constitutional referen-
dum of 2010 demonstrated, citizens in Turkey were divided along cultural el-
ements, mainly “socio-cultural liberal and secular coastal” regions and “reli-
gious conservative hinterland” inhabitants in the society."* Another cause of
polarization has been the constantly held elections especially in the form of
referenda. Such a state of electoral policy forced citizens to think in terms of
“yes or no” mentality, making the political division and debates bolder."> For
instance, Furman and Tung study of individuals’ Twitter use on 2017 referen-
dum night showed that political debate mostly operated along partisan lines
with polarization. Unlike a Habermassian public sphere where individuals
openly debate on the political issues in a cross-cutting fashion, individuals
acted with the motivations of homophily.*®

The polarization in political arena also reflect itself onto social relations
and the society. Report on Dimensions of Polarization in Turkey provided rich
insight about this phenomenon. Built on in-depth interviews with 2004 par-
ticipants and focus groups with JDP, RPP, NMP and PDP voters, the report

revealed that participants had a negative image of counter-party supporters as

» « » «

being “ a threat to the country,” “cruel,” “hypocrite,” “bigot,” and “selfish”

» <«

while attributing positive characteristics such as “patriotic,” “honorable,” and

Ibid., 29.

Senem Aydin Diizgit, and Evren Balta. "Turkey After The July 15th Coup Attempt: When Elites
Polarize Over Polarization." Istanbul Policy Center (2017: 6.

Ersin Kalaycioglu, "Kulturkampf in Turkey: The Constitutional Referendum Of 12 September
2010." South European Society and Politics 17 no.1 (2012: 1.

Ibid., 7.

I. Furman, and A. Tung, (2019, “The End of the Habermassian Ideal? Political Communica-

tion on Twitter During the 2017 Turkish Constitutional Referendum.” Policy & Internet: 1.
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“open minded” to supporters of like-minded parties.”” Diizgit and Balta’s
workshop with politician in Turkey also revealed rich insight about elite’s view
on polarization in the country. The result of the study showed that even elites
themselves were not in consensus about the existence of polarization in the
country. While JDP affiliated politicians considered polarization as a “percep-
tion,” oppositional participants saw polarization as a striking problem existent
in politics and society. This situation manifests that there is polarization even
on the problem and existence of polarization in the country among elites."®
As can be expected, severe polarization in politics and society also re-
flected itself on the media system. In order to understand today’s media struc-
ture and partisanship in Turkey, an assessment of JDP’s media policies since
its early years is a requirement. JDP period brought new dimensions into the
interplay of economy, politics and the media. During JDP rule, new media
ownership structures appeared with the support of government. Especially be-
tween 2002 and 2008, media ownerships of Uzan and Ciner group dissolved
and handed over to more government-friendly groups. Cem Uzan, the owner
of Uzan group, the second largest telecommunication operator (TELSIM and
also a political rival to JDP during two elections, lost its media power after
several disputes and final accusations of corruption by judiciary. Uzan family
lost many assets such as Star TV, Star Newspaper, Joy FM, Rock FM, METRO
FM and its telecommunication operator TELSIM. Star TV was taken by
Dogan Group, owned by Aydin Dogan, which held the biggest media share
afterwards.” As the case of Uzan group demonstrates, JDP period have been
characterized by clashes over media ownership and political parallelism. More
recently, the sale of media holdings such as Hurriyet Daily, CNN news and
Dogan Haber Agency and many other radio and TV channels by Dogan group

Emre Erdogan, “Tiirkiye’de Kutuplasmanin Boyutlar1 Arastirmasi,” Istanbul Bilgi Universitesi
(2017: 14.

Balta and Diizgit, 9.

Akser and Baybars-Hawks, “ Media and Democracy in Turkey,” 308.
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to Demiréren group (a government friendly media group in 2018, was an-
other criticized step in media ownership change.?
Akser and Baybars-Hawks defined five different methods through which

» .

JDP government controlled the media: “conglomerate pressure,” “judicial

» « » «

suppression,” “online banishment,” “surveillance defamation,” and “accredi-
tation dissemination.”” Conglomerate pressure included tax fines for media
agencies, government manipulation of agenda and mobilizing to boycott cer-
tain media critical of media. Another mechanism have been to arrest journal-
ists for their writings in press or online or house controls by police. Such wave
of arrests began in 2008 with the famous journalists from Milliyet, ODATV
and Cumhuriyet.

Although online communications provide prospects for democratization
and autonomy from dominant media agencies, as Yesil puts forth, authoritar-
ian tendencies toward media regulation continued in the cyber sphere in Tur-
key. During 1990s when Internet was at its infancy in Turkey, government left
the regulation of Internet to penal code that applied similarly to traditional
media organs. With the mid 2000s, the JDP government started to penetrate
into cyber sphere through regulatory laws. Referred to as “Internet Law’, first
Internet-related regulation in 2007 gave authority to the Telecommunications
Presidency (TIB to ban a website if it incl udes elements of “obscenity, the
sexual abuse of children, suicide, prostitution, gambling, drug abuse, and the
slandering of the legacy of Ataturk.” Additionally, several other legislations
such as Anti-Terror Law, the Penal Code, Law 5816 (about Ataturk’s memory

and Intellectual Property Law can be recourse on to judge online speech.?

Yilmaz Ozdil, “Dogan MEDYA Grubu Satild:. Iste Tiirk Medyasinin Son Hali,” Sézcii, March
27, 2018.

Akser and Baybars-Hawks, “Media dn Democract in Turkey,” 302.

Ibid., 312.

Bilge Yesil, “State Policy toward Online Communications and the Internet Regulatory Regime
in Turkey.” In Locating Emerging Media. eds. Germaine R. Halegoua, Ben Aslinger, (New York:
Taylor and Francis, 2016, 47.

Ibid., 48.
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In 2011 and 2012, new regulations were introduced that further restricted
online speech and access. In 2011, Information and Communication Technol-
ogies Board (BTK, a gov ernmental agency, introduced and obligated the use
of a filtering system for the protection for children and family. Although
amendments to this regulation made it mandatory to use filtering system, In-
ternet service providers are obligated to provide such filtering to their custom-
ers. While the criteria for access blocks to websites are blurred, it has been
claimed that the ruling party uses arbitrary blocks for political purposes as
well. Another regulation banned the usage of certain terms such as gey (Turk-
ish word for gay, ¢iplak (Turkish word for naked and certain English words
like “free”, “teen”, “anal” etc.”® A final regulation in 2012 was announced by
Binali Yildirim, then minister of transportation, informing the public that
government considers to block access to Twitter and Facebook, when “a threat
to public safety” detected. Although criticized by many in academia and the
press, such regulations were actualized as observed in the blockage of sites
such as YouTube, Myspace, and Dailymotion.*

After the coup attempt in July 2016, JDP’s policy towards media, particu-
larly the Internet have gained a new shape. Yesil and others claim that JDP’s
policy towards Internet has been widened and tightened.” During state of
emergency right after the coup attempt, JDP government issued several de-
crees. Specifically Decree Law 671 and 680 authorized BTK to confiscate any
company to protect national security and public order and prevent crimes as
well as authorizing Department of Cybercrimes to intervene directly in the
flow of content on the Internet and gather any personal data without court
authorization. Furthermore, several social media platforms and private mes-
saging instances were restricted after terrorist attacks. Beyond legal re-
strictions, JDP also practiced Internet shutdowns and VPN and cloud re-

strictions. At an institutional level, another act of intervention was the closure

Ibid., 49-50.
Ibid., 52-53.
Bilge Yesil, Efe Kerem Sozeri, and Emad Khazraee. "Turkey’s Internet Policy after the Coup
Attempt: The Emergence of a Distributed Network of Online Suppression and Surveillance."

Surveillance & Society 15, no.4 (2017: 558.
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of TIB with suspicions regarding involvement of coup supporters. The powers
of TIB were transferred to BTK. Finally, there have been thousands of arrests
and prosecutions of ordinary social media users, some of which have been
denounced by citizens themselves.?

Against this background of limited autonomy and political influences,
Turkey’s contemporary media environment is under the effect of polarization.
While there can be found frequent discussions regarding partisanship and
credibility in public discourse, academic literature as well addresses the same
problem. According to Carkoglu and others, Turkey’s media system reflects
“press-party parallelism” due to four main dynamics: “... commercialization,
political polarization, ties between media and political institutions, and news-
paper’s judgements about reader preferences.” They empirically examined
the content of newspapers that are either close to JDP, RPP or mainstream
during 2011 election campaign and found that the newspapers tended to favor
separate blocs in election and their respective ideologies by limiting their con-
tent plurality in terms of representation of competing parties.*® In a similar
fashion, Toker analyzed the newspaper coverage of several issues such as Eu-
ropean membership and important cases such as Balyoz and Ergenekon dur-
ing 2011 elections and revealed a “.. fragmented, volatile and ideologically po-
larized election coverage ...

Especially after 2010, JDP’s illiberal policies created pressure on the society
and started to fragment its early social alliances. In order to compensate for
its social media support, JDP recourse on a strategy of political trolling within
a context which is defined as “digital populism.” Main function of such
trolling has been to manipulate and shape the political discussions as well as

rallying the fragmented groups in social media.** One of the themes of digital

Ibid., 556-559.

A., L Carkoglu, Baruh, and K. Yildirim, “Press-Party Parallelism and Polarization of News
Media during an Election Campaign: The Case Of the 2011 Turkish Elections,” The Interna-
tional Journal of Press/Politics 19, no.3 (2014: 295.

Ibid., 299.

H. Toker, “More National Less European? The Comparison of the Last Two General Elections
in Turkey.” European Journal of Communication 30, no.2 (2015: 203.

Ergin and Yoriik, 4094-4095.
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populism has been the motto of serving to people by JDP. Both in politics and
social media, opposition were pictured as against the JDP’s services to the
people. The trolls mostly criticized opposition and emphasized JDP’s services
such as building airports, bridges etc.”* Second theme of digital populism has
been the will of people which is represented by the electoral results by pro-
government mindset. In this manner, JDP’s policies has been seen as repre-
senting the will of people, especially those have been excluded by the estab-
lishment.** A final element of digital populism have been a discourse of “ene-
mies” which gained speed especially after Gezi Park protests. AK Trolls aimed
to demonize the oppositional voice, by creating and spreading conspiracies
that depict domestic and foreign enemies working against the will of people.*

Erkan Saka claims that JDP has adopted an understanding of social media
similar to that of traditional media outlets. Instead of a purpose to develop a
media strategy, JDP government attempts to shape social media with external
means such as tax fines or introducing new legislation to circumscribe Inter-
net use. However, Saka claims that this strategy fails, as it cannot discourage
skilled Internet users who are able to by pass government obstacles to social
media. Although it may not sufficient to contain social media users, it can
harm profits gained through digital platforms and affect the country’s econ-
omy adversely.*

In a polarized and partisan media environment, credibility and disinfor-
mation become a problematic aspect. A recent report on online news con-
sumption in Turkey demonstrated that 53% of urban population stated that
they came across with “ stories where facts are spun or twisted to push a par-
ticular agenda,” followed by individuals who report viewing news that are
made up for political or economic motives and experiencing non-professional
news production.”” In order to fight disinformation and check the credibility

of news, new operations that perform fact checking on the Internet emerged

Ibid., 4104.

Ibid., 4105.

Ibid., 4106.

Erkan Saka, "The AK Party’s Social Media Strategy: Controlling The Uncontrollable." Turkish
Review 4 n0.4 (2014: 422.

Yanatma, “Digital News Report,” 25.
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such as Teyit.org or Dogrulukpayi.com. As the above developments and cur-
rent state of media manifests, Turkey’s media environment makes it crucial to
take concerns about polarization, credibility and media bias into considera-

tion when analyzing news consumption behavior.

§ 3.1 Online News Media Environment and News Consumption

38

Trends

Turkey’s first Internet connection has been created with experimental pur-
poses first through Netherlands in 1992, and then through US National Sci-
ence Foundation Network with a TCP/IP Protocol in 1993. Turkey connected
to the global Internet in 1993 with DPT project conducted by TUBITAK-
ODTU cooperation. Turkey’s first web server, website in ‘tr’ domain (Campus
Wide Information System was founded by ODTU. First Internet service pro-
vider of Turkey, TR-Net was again founded by ODTU in 1995. In the following
years, different universities such as Ege University, Bogazici University and Is-
tanbul Technical University provided Internet connection. During its infancy,
Internet was largely used for academic and technical purposes, example of
which is ULAKBIM that aimed for connecting all educational institutions in
the country to provide a central information system.*® Today, there are several
Internet service providers in the country, to name a few, TTNet and, Super-
online and TurkNet.

Emergence of online news media in Turkey is mostly initiated by big me-
dia groups. Same media groups such as Dogan, Cukurova and Thlas were also
leading figures in the development of Internet infrastructure in the country.
These business groups started to transfer their traditional media activities to
the digital platforms. They had the advantage of extensive investment and ad-
vertisement potential which would make leave the digital arena without seri-
ous competitors. Motives for such strategy included increasing Turkish con-

tent on the Internet in order to attract more customers for Internet

Ibrahim Toruk, Gutenberg’ten Dijital Caga Gazetecilik: Tiirkiye’de Haber Siteleri. (Istanbul:
Literatiirk, 2008, 270.
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connection. The idea that new media on the Internet could easily compete and
take the lead against traditional media was also influential. Finally, these me-
dia groups held shares in other businesses such as industry and wanted to in-
crease their commercial product range.”

First online news media websites were created as an extension of tradi-
tional press media in Turkey as daily newspapers founded their online ver-
sions. Aktiiel and Leman magazines were first to open their online versions in
1995, followed by daily newspapers Zaman, Milliyet and Sabah. Representing
a different format, the first online news portal Xn (Eksen was formed in 1996,
and it mainly collected news from different websites and presented it to the
Internet users. Being the first example of digital born newspaper, Net Gazete
was founded in 1998 and prepared its own news content rather than collecting
it from other sources.”” The first examples of online newspapers in Turkey
simply transferred their press or broadcasting content to their websites with-
out any considerable change. Except from user e-mailing option, majority of
websites did not enable interactive features such as user comments on news or
viewing other users’ comments. Other interactive features of online media,
such as chatting among users and customization of news package was as well
absent from almost all online newspapers in Turkey during early 2000s.*

Especially during late 2000s, online news media in Turkey developed to
acquire more features of digital newspapers developed in the world. Today,
online journalism includes aggregation of content from traditional news
rooms, creating original content for the Internet and designing content for
story telling format which reflects the social reality to the Internet.*> A closer
examination of Habertiirk and Hiirriyet’s press and online versions shows the
main features of online news in Turkey today. Press versions of these newspa-

pers use approximately 1600 characters while online versions use reach 5500

Tolga Cevikel, "Tiirkge Haber Siteleri ve Tiirkiye'de Internet Gazeteciliginin Gelisimini
Sinirlayan Faktorler." Galatasaray Universitesi [letisim Dergisi 1, 2004: 151.
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characters at maximum, including extensive image and video content. With-
out space restriction, online newspapers can provided all the news in the pack-
age, and with constant updates, informing citizens about more stories faster
than their offline counterparts. Besides, the agenda of online newspapers of
Hiirriyet and Habertiirk are shaped according to reader interests, making
online content more dense and diverse.*

Furthermore, new forms of journalism such as citizen journalism started
to develop in Turkey. In this form of news making, ordinary citizens operate
the data collection, aggregation, approval and presentation of news. The ex-
amples of such journalism can be seen in the events of Gezi Park Protests,
where hundreds of citizens uploaded individually collected content to Twitter
and circulated it.** This form of news production is also used by several digital
born news outlets in Turkey, to name a few examples, Bianet and Dokuzsekiz
Haber.

Apart from websites of media brands and digital born news outlets, social
media in Turkey represent another platform of online news media. Many news
media brands and outlets have their social media accounts, utilizing the inter-
active environment of social media to disseminate their content. Dogu’s study
revealed the network of media accounts and their dominance and connections
on Twitter. According to the data he provides, Bianet, BBC Tiirkge,
Sendika.org and T24 are the most central news outlets in Twitter network and
have more connections to other media organs. The data shows that pro-gov-
ernment media outlets have a periphery place and mostly have connections to
other pro-government outlets while certain mainstream brands such as CNN
Tirk, Hiirriyet, Milliyet and NTV are more central to Twitter network.*> Due
to these findings, it can be claimed that critical media outlets dominate the
Twitter environment in Turkey, making social media an alternative space for

oppositional voice.

Derya Aydogan, "Tiirkiye’de Dijital Gazetecilik: Habertiirk Ve Hiirriyet Gazeteleri Ornegi."
The Turkish Online Journal of Design Art and Communication 3, no.3 (2013: 36.
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Turning from production to consumption aspect, as the Internet infra-
structure improved during 2000s, Internet penetration continuously rose in
Turkey. Today, computer and Internet use of 16-74 age group is 59,6% and
72,9% respectively. When gender is taken into consideration, computer and
Internet use is 68,6% and 80,4% for men and 50,6% and 65,5% for women.*
Although Internet penetration rates are high at country level, Yildiz shows that
several disadvantaged groups exist in terms of access to and use of the Inter-
net. While more men than women have access to the Internet, education level,
socio-economic background and rural-urban difference determine the ac-
cess.” Another barrier appears in terms of Internet access costs. Turkey has a
relatively higher cost of Internet service which demands an important part of
citizens’ income. These factors continue to create inequalities for society in
Internet use.*

Turkish citizens’ news consumption patterns are revealed by a recent re-
port conducted by Reuters Institute in 2018. Based on online surveys with in-
dividuals above the age of 18, this study represents an urban sample who al-
ready have access to the Internet. According to statistical data, 87% percent of
participants stated that they used the online media (including social media
as news source, which is followed by television with 77% and social media with
66%. However, when asked about their main news source, 48% stated TV as
their main news source, followed by online media (including social media
with 39% and only social media with 13%.% It can be inferred from the data
that while online media is much more used for news in Turkey, a majority of
population still rely on TV as a news source. Main source of news also changes

with age and political leaning. While the elder and right-wing people prefer

TUIK, 2018 Hanehalk: Bilisim Teknolojileri Kullanim Arastirmas: (Household Information
Technologies Consumption Research.

Mete Yildiz, “Digital Divide in Turkey: A General Assessment” In Handbook of Research on
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Global, 2010, 77-78.
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TV more, young aged and left-wing people prefer online media.” In terms of
political dispositions, the data shows that online media represent a platform
for more oppositional voice for individuals in Turkey whereas traditional me-
dia appeals to those are pro-government one.

A detailed examination of online media demonstrates crucial points.
Among various Internet based news sources, 66% of participants stated that
they used social media last week, which is followed by the websites of tradi-
tional media agencies with 45% and digital-born news websites with 35%.!
These figures show that social media is a heavily used news source for Turkish
citizens. According to the report data, Turkey takes the lead among many
countries in terms of using social media platforms and instant messaging ap-
plications such as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and WhatsApp for news con-
sumption purposes. Report writer Yanatma explains the rise in the use of
WhatsApp due to fears about government control of media content.>® As the
above data reveals, traditional media are still preferred to a considerable de-
gree. In this media system, Fox TV, CNN Tiirk, NTV, Hiirriyet and Sozctii are
the most consumed TV and print brands in order of popularity in 2018. In
terms of top online brands in order of popularity, CNN Tiirk, Hiirriyet, NTV,
MyNet and Sozcii appears as the most read digital newspapers and portals.”

In contemporary Turkey, social media have become an important news
source. The automation technology and filtering mechanisms make it an ex-
cellent platform for news agencies to disseminate their content and reach
more individuals through social media.* Twitter’s network of user following
structure creates a web of interconnections among individual users and media

brands which has the potential to include thousands of users. This big network

Ibid., 14.
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Ibid., 28.
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makes it possible to circulate content among enormous numbers of individu-
als just through following and tweeting functions.” In their study, Siit¢ii and
Bayrakgi examined the circulation of news content in Twitter. Data shows that
news coverage such as current affairs, sports, economy and world affairs are
tweeted approximately twice in Twitter. Among news topics, current affairs
and politics are tweeted the most, especially when important issues emerge in
the political agenda of the country.®

Perception of credibility of media is warning in Turkey. Trust levels for
media in Turkey reveals the dimensions of polarization and disinformation of
media. Citizens have a high level of distrust for news. 40% percent of partici-
pants stated that they do not rely on news while 22% percent were indecisive
regarding their trust in media. The distrust level for Turkey is the highest
among all media markets included in the report. Furthermore, 33% of partic-
ipants stated that they do not trust even the news sources they use.” The report
also provided trust levels for particular brands. It is interesting that critical
brands such as FOX TV News, NTV News, CNN Tiirk, Cumhuriyet and
Sozcii, which all are composed of critical or mainstream agencies, are the most
trusted brands among participants while pro-government Sabah, TRT News
and Ahaber have very low brand trust grades. However, when asked about the
trust in the media they use for news, the participants stated pro-government
AA and TRT scores high as well as Fox TV News, which shows that individu-
als regard the media they use as trustworthy in general.”® Strong level of dis-
trust in news must be taken into consideration when analyzing news con-
sumption behavior and selective exposure because it reflects individuals’
perception of information quality. Information quality may appear as a deter-
mining motive for selective exposure rather than political loyalties or media
habits.

Dogu, “Turkey’s New Media,” 3.
Ibid., 49.

Yanatma, “Digital News Report,” 20.
Ibid., 22.
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Research Findings: Perception of Media and News

ollowing two chapters will present the findings of 16 interviews con-

ducted with young Internet users in Istanbul. In order to reveal the selec-
tive exposure patterns in four dimensions mentioned above and motivations
guide them, particular questions are asked both about exact media choices in
terms of media brands and platforms as well as perceptions of Turkey’s media
and different mediums and news topics. This chapter will first present inter-
viewees’ ideas about media environment to lay the ground on which media
use practices are conducted. In the next chapter, selective exposure patterns
regarding four different dimensions —-medium selection, news vs. entertain-
ment, topic selection and confirmation bias- along with motivations will be
assessed.!

Before delving deeper into the findings of this research, a description of
the interviewees” background will be useful. As mentioned earlier, the inter-
viewees’ ages range between 18 and 30, including both Y Generation (aged
between 25 and 30 and Z Generatio n (aged 18-24. All the participants live
actively in Istanbul, therefore the sample is representative for urban popula-
tion. The interviewees are composed of students and wage laborers as well as

an unemployed individual. Due to age, while Z Generation members are

The interviewees will be referred to via pseudonyms and their gender, age, occupation and

political party support respectively, e.g. (Male-19-Student-JDP
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mostly student, Y Generation members are wage laborers, graduated from the
university. All the participants hold a minimum level of university education,
including those with graduate education. In terms of education and occupa-
tion sample is determined to include different sectors such as public and pri-
vate sector employees, as well as different professions. Student interviewees
are recruited both from social and natural sciences to create a balance in rep-
resentation.

All the participants had both economic and educational means to actively
use the Internet, either through mobile phone or computer. They are highly
experienced with the Internet which makes them possible participants for
studying online news consumption habits. As will be demonstrated further in
the chapters, the participants use the Internet very densely in their daily lives.

In terms of political orientation, the sample included an equal number of
both pro-government (JDP or NMP supporters and oppositional (RPP, GP
and PDP supporters, and each group includes an equal number of male and
female individuals. The sample is composed of seven JDP supporters, one
NMP supporter, six RPP supporters, one GP supporter and one PDP sup-
porter. In terms of lifestyles, pro-government participants especially females,
reflected sensitivity in their discourse. In general, pro-government interview-
ees avoided a direct criticism towards the party in the rule, but mentioned
more systematic criticism towards society and state, while prioritizing moral
principles. On the contrary, oppositional participants reflected a more secular
lifestyle. They frequently criticized the government and expressed their re-
sentment. In total, the interviewees were not satisfied with the political system
and were disillusioned with the politics, avoiding an active political participa-
tion. They did not hold a specialized interest in politics, instead keeping them-
selves updated about recent current affairs and political developments
through a relatively passive way. In general, this disillusionment was more in-

tense among the young aged Z Generation members.

§ 4.1 Polarization and Partisanship

Regarding the findings of this study, first thing to be mentioned is that all the

interviewees, regardless of their political dispositions, age or gender, picture
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Turkey’s media as very problematic and expresses their resentment about it.
Main criticism towards the media is that it is partisan and produces slanted
news. Under the effects of partisanship, they describe a media environment
that is polarized along two main sides, which is the government and the op-
position. In their perspective, a majority of media environment and the qual-
ity of the news are under the impact of such polarization, especially the main-
stream media agencies that also dominate the broadcast and press media.
When they talk about the media, they frequently used words such as “manip-
ulative, partisan, fake, unreliable.”

For instance, Cagri (28-Unemployed-RPP-Y Gen underscores the impact
of politics over media and believes that there is a serious polarization problem
in Turkey’s news media where every side of polarization dominates its own
perspective. Similarly, Fatma (24-University Personnel-JDP-Z Gen said that:
“I do not find them (news media successful and I think they produ ce biased
news. No matter which side they take, I do not believe that there is a neutral
news media. They show the things not as they are, but as what they want it to
be.” Melih (21-Student-NMP-Z Gen reported that there is serious infor-
mation pollution in politics and one needs to stay away from the biased and
partisan media to be able to cope with this contamination.

Serhat (28-Architecture-JDP-Y Gen depicted a media environment

mainly divided along the political clash in the country as such:

In my opinion, not as left or right wing, but JDP and RPP, the media is
divided along two. Because of this divide, your ideas are directed in the
way that the media you follow goes. If you re accepting what you hear,
without questioning whether it s correct or not, it becomes a problem.
Because it is said that people blindly trust the media they follow, if it is

in a similar ideology.’

Basarili bulmuyorum ve tarafli haber yapildigini diisiiniiyorum. Hangi taraftan olursa olsun
haber medyasinin tarafsiz olduguna inanmiyorum. Gergekleri oldugu sekilde degil de kendi
istedikleri sekilde géstermeye ¢aligryorlar

Benim goriisiim, sag ve sol olarak degil de, AKP ve CHP olarak medya ikiye bolinmiis du-

rumda. Ikiye boliindiigii i¢in de takip ettiginiz medyaya gore yonlendiriliyorsunuz. Gergek
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Sinem (28-Research Assistant-GP-Y Gen a n oppositional interviewee com-
plained about the manipulation in media organs in the broadcast media as:
“Certain media organs are using the manipulation very effectively. Actually,
individuals may not be aware that they are manipulated. Maybe I may not re-
alize that I am manipulated too. I cannot tolerate such media outlets that I
think contain 98 percent manipulation, I do not watch it, and shut it down.™
Although all young Internet users complain about the credibility and bias
in the media, they diverge in their evaluations about the cause of such prob-
lems. This differentiation largely derives from political dispositions. Whereas
oppositional interviewees primarily criticize government’s policies and its re-
pression of media, pro-government interviewees mostly mentioned polariza-
tion and political disputes in the country or a moral decline that reflects itself
into media environment. It is possible to see this difference in below self-re-

ports. For instance, Ahmetcan (23-Student-RPP-Z Gen states that:

I think they (news media are actually under repression. I do not be-

lieve that certain news can be published and announced with bravery.
It is so apparent that they hesitate to say certain things clearly because
in our day, producing certain news can be regarded as crime. Those
who see it as a crime frighten the people and news producers do their

job not to inform people but to protect their own freedom.’

Ekin (20-Student-PDP-Z GEN thinks that broadcast and press media is un-

der government influence and describes it as such:

olup olmadigini da kabul edip aragtirmiyorsaniz bu sorun oluyor. Ciinkii insanlar genelde
takip ettigi ve kendi goriisiinden olan sitelere korii koriine inanryormus.

Bazi yayin organlar1 manipiilasyonu ¢ok iyi kullaniyor. Agik¢asi insan manipiilasyona
ugradiginin farkina bile varmayabilir. Ben de belki farkina varamayabilirim. %98 burada
manipiilasyon yapiliyor diyebilecegim yerler benim tahammiiliimii azaltiyor. Izlemiyorum,
kapatiyorum.

Aslinda baski altinda olduklarinmi diisiinityorum. Bazi haberlerin cesurca yayimlanabildigini
diistinmityorum. Tam anlamiyla olmasa bile baz: seyleri sdylemekten ¢ekindikleri ¢ok agik
Ciinkii artik yapilan haberler sug unsuru olarak goriilebiliyor. Bunu sug olarak goren kesimler
de insanlar1 korkutuyor ve insanlara dogru haber vermekten ¢ok kendi 6zgiirliiklerini koruma

odakl1 habercilik yaptiklarini diisiniiyorum.
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I do not have almost no interest in television. I think there is so much
censorship in television and it is so exaggerated when serving news. In
the name of neutrality, a very wrong government policy is presented
in a way as if there is no wrong in it. They legitimize such presentation
by claiming that politics should not be mixed with the news. Actually,
what I expect from them is not politics because it must be told that

whether a policy works or not for the country.®

Burcu (28-Financial Manager-RPP-Y Gen considers social media as a plat-
form free from the repression and fear present in the mainstream media agen-

cies as such:

I think it is under pressure and repression. I think, because of this,
people try to spread information more via social media. Similarly, peo-
ple started to be more active on Instagram in the recent years. We
started to watch individuals and well known people more from social
media. After all, since mainstream media is under repression, there is
no environment of trust. Frankly, I believe that people in mainstream

media are afraid.”

As the above quotes indicate, the oppositional participants emphasized the
pressure of the government over media organs. “Repression,” “fear,” and “cen-
sorship” are much more pronounced by the oppositional young individuals to

explain the media problem. From a different angle, a pro-government inter-

Televizyonla aram neredeyse hi¢ yok. Televizyonda ¢ok fazla sansiir uygulandigini
distiniyorum ve bu haberlerde daha ¢ok abartiliyor. Tarafsizlik ad1 altinda iktidarin izledigi
¢ok yanlis bir politika ortada hicbir yanlishk yokmus gibi anlatiliyor. Haberlerde siyaset yapil-
mamasi gerekiyor denerek bu tutum mesrulastiriliyor. Aslinda bu siyaset yapmak degil ¢iinkii
politikanin ne kadar islediginin veya islemediginin gosterilmesi gerekiyor.

Baski altinda oldugunu diigiiniyorum. Artik bu yiizden insanlarin olup bitenleri daha ¢ok
sosyal medya iizerinden duyurmaya galistigini diisiiniiyorum. Yine Instagram iizerinden de
son yillarda daha ¢ok aktif olmaya baslad1 insanlar. Takip ettigimiz sanatcilar1 ve géz 6niinde
olan insanlar1 buradan daha ¢ok izlemeye basladik. Yani baski altinda oldugunu diisiindiigiim
icin de bir giiven ortami olduguna inanmiyorum. Insanlarin korktugunu diisiinityorum

acikcast.
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viewee Fatma (24-Student and University Personnel-JDP-Z Gen blames in-
dividuals for being used in the polarization by politics and media. She argues
that: “the news media is very biased because people also want it to be. They
want to be fanatic and they identify themselves vis-a-vis others. Actually, those
who control the superstructure also want it and use it, and contribute to the

8»

problem.®” Emine (28-Housewife-JDP points to a moral decline in the society

and explains the situation by adding her religious sensitivities:

Yes, all the media brands do it. For example, whatever political idea
you have, if you’re not a person with principles, you may conduct par-
tisanship for everyone. You may violate others’ rights, tell lies or break
hearts. Our citizens often praise Anatolia, saying “we’re Muslims, we
have wisdom,” but those days are gone and such people have already
passed away. This is the reality of Anatolia. You can find such unprin-
cipled people in every sector. For example, I do not trust the words of

a grocer that I do not know, anymore.’

As above analysis demonstrate, the interviewees consider mainstream media
as corrupted by partisanship and polarization. However, it is important that
how they locate such problem, in other words, whether they politically put the
blame on the counter-ideological media brands. A very important finding is
that the interviewees refer to media in totality and criticize not only the ideo-
logically different media but also media brands close to their ideology. For in-
stance, Ekin (20-Student-PDP-Z gen stated that:

Haber medyasi ¢ok tarafli ¢tinkii insanlar da bunu istiyor. Fanatik olmak ve kendini
bagkasinin iizerinden tanimlamak istiyor. Aslinda bu durum tist yap: araglarini elinde tutan
insanlarin da bunu istemesi ve kullanmasindan kaynaklaniyor

Evet, her taraf yapiyor bunu. Mesela sen diizgiin, agir oturakli bir insan degilsen, hangi
goriisten olursan ol, o goriisiin partizanligini yaparsin. Insanlarin hakkina da girersin yalan
da soylersin, kalp de kirarsin. Biz béle ¢ok Anadolu giizellemesi yapariz, miislimaniz
irafinimiz vardir, insanlarimiz ariftir diye ama onlar eskide kaldi ya da 6lip gittiler.
Anadolu’nun gergegi bu yani. Bunu yapan insanlar her alanda ¢ikiyor. Ornegin ben artik

tanimadigim bir esnafin bile s6ylediklerine hemen inanmiyorum.
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At the moment, there is no channel that produces neutral and unbi-
ased news. AHaber can be seen as an example of it. Birgiin can also be
seen as an example. I believe that they are used so apparently as a prop-
aganda tool. We can only pick from which propaganda we will receive

the news.!

Another two pro-government interviewees (respectively Emine and Levent
reported same kind of criticism towards all media including ideologically sim-

ilar brands as what follows:

I think they are irritating. I don’t believe that there is a free press, free
media. There may be those who try to be free. I do not find it abnormal
that individuals produce more news about those who have similar life-
styles or political affiliations. After all, what kind of news flow and
news production could we expect from T24 or AHaber? I am a JDP
voter but I hate AHaber and alike. When it comes to BeyazTV and
alike, I wouldn’t watch it even if you threatened to kill me to make me
watch. (28-Housewife-JDP-Y Gen !

I don’t find the news media as healthy. I think both sides are biased.
When I see AHaber’s news, I feel like the country is in very good con-

ditions, as if we have reached the space, as if everything goes perfect.

Su an Tirkiye’de hicbir sekilde objektif habercilik yapan bir kanalin oldugunu
distinmityorum. Buna AHABER de 6rnek verilebilir, Birgiin de 6rnek verilebilir. Hepsinin
bir propaganda araci olarak ¢ok net bir sekilde kullanildiginm diisiiniiyorum. Biz sadece hangi
tarafin propagandasindan daha net bilgiler alacagimizi segebiliyoruz.

Sinir bozucu olduklarin: diigiiniiyorum. Ozgiir bir medya, 6zgiir bir basin olduguna inan-
miyorum. Ozgiir olmaya calisanlar olabilir belki. Kisilerin yasadigi hayat ve bulundugu
cenahtan olan insanlarin haberlerini daha gok yapmasini da anormal olarak gérmiiyorum.
Ulusal TV’nin veya TV24’tin nasil bir haber akisi olmasini, insanlara nasil haberler sunmasini
bekleyebiliriz ki sonucta. Adaletli olduklari, sapitmadiklar1 ve yalan haber yapmadiklar
miiddetce, bunun normal oldugunu diisiintiyorum. Ben AKP se¢meniyim ama AHABERden

falan nefret ediyorum. Hele BeyazTV falan, 6ldiirsen izlemem o kanallar1.
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However, when I see OdaTV or SolHaber’s news, I feel like our coun-
tryisinvaded, as if the economy has crumbled and as if all our industry
has been shut down. (28-Engineer-JDP-Y Gen "

These self-reports show that young Internet users do not see the polarization
and problem created by only one political bloc, but consider it as produced by
different ideological groups and media outlets. Therefore, they do not manifest
a polarized mindset in their approach. It also shows, that they have built a
consciousness about post-truth politics where same subject can be framed to-
tally different and contrary to each other in the media and by politicians. As
shall be demonstrated in the next chapter, this is an important point in that it

also affects their interaction with political difference through media use.

§ 4.2 Perception of and Interaction with News

12

13

When asked about what they expect from news and what they feel when view-
ing news, interviewees provided important evidence. The word “news” have
acquired a political and bad connotation in their minds. When the word
“news” is used by the interviewer, all the interviewees considered it firstly as
political news. Consequently, almost all interviewees expressed the similar
feelings of “disappointment, anger or sadness” when they see news. For in-
stance, Burcu (28-Financial Manager-RPP-Y Gen explained her feelings
when seeing the news as: “I can say that I feel disappointment when I read
political news about Turkey. I can say that I feel anger and fear. After every
bad development and incident, we ask what is going to happen next?”"?

The reasons for such feelings are explained differently by the young indi-

viduals. It is evident that oppositional interviewees consider the news a mirror

Ben haber medyasini saglikli bulmuyorum. Her iki tarafin da yanli oldugunu diistiniiyorum.
Bugiin bir AHABER’i agtigimda {ilke ¢ok giizelmis, sanki uzaya ¢ikmisgiz gibi her sey miikem-
mel gidiyormus gibi anlatiliyor. Ya da bir Sol Haber’i ya da bir ODATV’yi aginca iilke sanki
isgal edilmis, ekonomimiz yerle bir olmus, biitiin fabrikalarimiz kapanmus gibi hissediyorum.
Daha ¢ok Tiirkiye ile ilgili siyasi haberleri okurken hayal kiriklig: diyebilirim. Ofke diye-
bilirim. Yine korku olabilir. Her kotii gelismeden sonra devaminda ne olacak diye

diistiniiyoruz.
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of bad government and adverse developments in the country. For instance,
Ibrahim (24-Accessory Producer-RPP-Z Gen said: “Frankly, the news are dis-
appointing. I think all the news we see are destroying our dreams. Because
when I read the news, I can never feel like I live in a country that develops and
catches up with the contemporary level of development.”* Berke (Male-23-
Stundent-RPP-Z Gen puts it as such:

When I receive a news about politics, generally the people of this coun-
try comes to my mind. I get angry when I see that people who rule this
country earn so much money but do nothing for the people. I say they
do not deserve the place they occupy. This is the same for the party
that I vote for. In politics, as I say, if a party is successful then I support
it, but I also want its success to be continuous. When I see pointless
actions in politics I get angry. For example, when I see news about
fights in the parliament, I talk to myself “what do you expect” and I

lose my hope."

Similar resentment about the country’s daily life is also observed in the self
reports of the pro-governmental interviewees. For instance, one Fatma (24-
Student and University Personnel-JDP-Z Gen explains the developments in

the country with her religious sentiments as such:

I feel very upset. I do not know if it is correct to mix religion with pol-
itics, but, I think that the fear of God, whether you have it or not, is

very crucial for providing order to society. However, this feeling is also

Agikgas1 haberler umut kiric1 Hayallerimizi yok ediyor bence okudugumuz biitiin haberler.
Ciinki haberlere baktik¢a hi¢ gelisme noktasinda ilerleyen, ¢aga ayak uyduran bir Tiirkiye’de
yasadigimi diistinemiyorum. Hayal kiriklig1, pismanlik ve @iziintdi, hepsi bir arada... Ciinki
iyiye giden bir gey oldugunu gérmiiyorum.

Siyasetle ilgili bir haber aldigimda genel olarak halk geliyor aklima. Bastaki insanlarin aslinda
gereginden fazla maas alip insanlar i¢in bir sey yapmadigini gordiigiimde sinirleniyorum. Hak
etmiyorsunuz oldugunuz yeri diyorum. Bu, benim oy attigim parti de olabiliyor. Siyasette
dedigim gibi bir parti oldugu yeri hak ediyorsa desteklerim ama basarilarinin devaml ol-
masini dilerim. Dedigim gibi liizumsuz isleri gérdiigiimde de sinirleniyorum. Meclis ka-
vgalari ile ilgili bir haber aldigim zaman mesela “Ne bekliyorsun ki?” demeye bagliyorum ve

umudu kaybediyorum.
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disappearing in the society. A man can easily kill another man. Be-
cause he is forgiven, and easily gets out of jail. People have no fear of
anything. We need to fear something. Because when we are left alone,

we find the truth. Because we are human beings. '¢

Due to polarization and partisanship existent in the media and the politics,
the news also come to reflect the political conflict in the country. One pro-
governmental interviewee, Emine, (Female-28-Housewife-JDP-Y Gen de-
scribed news as a reflection of polarization in the country and expressed her

irritation with it as such:

Actually, I feel irritated when reading political news. I feel like we are
in a game. Same thing happens and repeats itself for years. They (the
politicians are always arguing against each other but nothing changes.

The most intense feeling I have is irritation. Sometimes I feel anger.
Sometimes I say “ How can they write such a thing?” and cannot be-
lieve it. Very rarely I say “ Oh, this is high quality news what they

make.”

Although the way they frame the resentment about the political news is dif-
ferent, all interviewees depicted news as frustrating in its content. Here, news
can be seen as a door opened to the political arena in the country. Through
learning what they feel about the news, one can learn how satisfied individuals

with current developments in their country are. It is striking that not only op-

Cok tiziiliiyorum. Belki siyaset ve dini karistirmak dogru mu bilmiyorum ama Allah korkusu-
nun, size gore vardir veya yoktur ama onun toplum diizenini saglamakta ¢ok ise yaradigim
diisinliyorum. Ama artik bu da ¢ok azaldi. Adam adamu bile ¢ok rahatlikla 6ldiirebiliyor.
Clinki affediliyor, hapisten ¢ikiyor. Bir seyden korkusu yok insanlarin. Bir seylerden kork-
mamiz gerekiyor. Clinkii kendi halimize birakildigimizda asla dogruyu bulamiyoruz. Ciinki
insaniz.

Bikkinlik geliyor agikgas1 siyasi haberleri okurken. Bir oyunun i¢indeymisiz gibi
hissediyorum. Yillardir ayni sey oluyor. Birbirilerini yiyorlar ama degisen bir sey yok. Hisset-
tigim en yogun duygu bikkinlik. Zaman zaman 6fke hissediyorum. Yok, artik bu da yazilir m1

dedigim oluyor. Cok ¢ok nadir, iyi haber yapmislar, dedigim oluyor.
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positional interviewees, but also pro-governmental interviewees are dissatis-
fied with societal and political situation. It reflects a general disillusionment
with politics and the way it is conducted in the country.

Such a negative connotation and perception of news may be expected to
influence an individual’s interaction with news, which is his/her interest in
general news. It can be claimed that continuous disappointment with political
news and partisanship make Z Generation members avoid politics. Almost all
of Z Generation members reported that politics is not one of their top news
topic, or sometimes they totally avoid seeing it to prevent similar bad feelings.

For instance, Fatma (24-University Personnel and Student-JDP said that:

The fact that extreme political discourse surrounds the media made
me stay away from it. I believe that news media sector also utilizes such
discourses. That’s why I started to avoid political news. For example, I
did not know that Meral Aksener is a woman, I learnt it after the elec-
tions. Similarly, I learnt that we have transited to presidential system
6-7 months after the elections. I am kind of detached from the politics.
Because politics became something like a literature work at primary

school level. It does not promise anything to me."®

Similarly, Ahmetcan (Male-23-Student-RPP-Z Gen explained his distaste of
politics and news as: “The political news are at the end of my news reading list.
When I follow the news, because of my distrust, the political news comes as

the last. I can say that I check the media every day, but you ask me when you

Medyada ozellikle siyasi sdylemlerin asir1 bir sekilde var olmasi agik¢asi beni biraz uzak-
lagtirdi. Habercilik sektoriintin de bunu kullandigini disiinityorum. Bu yiizden artik siyasi
haberleri takip etmemeye basladim. Gazete olur, televizyon olur yani herhangi bir Kkitle
iletisim aracindan siyasi igerikli haberler okumamaya basladim. Meral Aksener’in bayan
oldugunu bilmiyordum 6rnegin, secimlerden sonra 6grendim. Mesela bagkanlik sistemine
gectigimizi 6-7 ay sonra Ogrendim. Siyasetten kopuk sayilirim. Ciinkii siyaset biraz okul

ortaokul edebiyatina doniistii. Cok bir sey vaad etmiyor.
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last saw a political news, I would say that I haven’t seen any since the local
elections in March.””
Derya (21-Student-RPP-Z Gen expressed herself that she feels regret be-

cause she does not have a considerable habit of news reading:

I feel like I do not do enough about reading news. I always say to myself
that I should read the news. I believe that there must be certain news
sources that I use when I am following the news. I can not gain this
habit in any way. I have this bad side. I mostly see the news when I am

surfing on the Internet, when I log into Instagram.?

Finally, Rabia (24-Stundent and Architect-JDP-Z Gen expressed her hope-

lessness about politics and how it affects her news consumption as:

For a while, I worked for a company. At that times, every morning I
used to check the current affairs via computer. I do not like to watch
evening news now. Because I get effected. The incidents are told in
such a bad way. I do not believe that it is good for human psychology.
That’s why I prefer Internet news more. Nowadays I do no follow po-
litical news at all. I do not believe that I can change anything. I want to

focus on thing that I can do and change.”

Siyaset haberleri benim igin son sirada, bir habere bakiyorsam giivensizligimden dolay:
siyaset son sirada yer aliyor benim i¢in. Her giin medyay: inceliyorum diyebilirim ama en son
ne zaman siyasi bir haber okudun deseniz se¢imlerden sonra bir daha bakmadim diyebilirim.
Haber okumak konusunda kendimi eksik hissediyorum. Hep diyorum bdéyle agip haberleri
okumaliyim. Haber okurken kafamda yer etmis sabit haber kaynaklarinin olmas: gerektigine
inaniyorum. Ama bir tiirli bunu kendime kazandiramiyorum, béyle eksik bir yonim var.
Haberleri genellikle Internette dolanirken goriiyorum. Instagrami ag¢tigimda goriiyorum.

Bir donem bir sirkette ¢aligiyordum. O zaman her sabah ise baglamadan 6nce bilgisayarimdan
giindeme goz gezdirirdim. Aksam haberlerini izlemeyi ¢ok sevmiyorum. Ciinkii ¢ok etkileni-
yorum. Oyle bir kotii anlatiliyor ki olaylar. insan psikolojisine iyi geldigini diistinmiiyorum.
Bu yiizden Internet haberlerini daha ¢ok tercih ediyorum. Bu aralar siyaseti pek takip
etmiyorum. Degisteremedigimi diistiniiyorum bazi seyleri. O ylizden belki géztimii kapatmak

istiyorum. Yapabilecegim, degistirebilecegim seyler {izerine yogunlagmak istiyorum.
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§ 4.3 Distrust for News and Source Diversification

22

23

24

As a consequence of their perception of partisan and manipulation media and
direct experience with it, the interviewees have grown a high level of cynicism
towards all the media environment and it was also observed during interviews.
“Distrust” and “doubt” were frequent words that they used to express their
ideas. Derya’s words reflect this cynicism perfectly: “I have this deep distrust
for news inside me. When somebody comes and tells me “do you know that
this and this and that happened?” I can’t easily believe and say “Oh, really?”*
(21-Student-RPP-Z Gen Similarly, Ekin (20-Student-PDP-Z Gen explained

her deep distrust as: “ I can never fully trust the news. That doubt always stays
to an extent. For example, when an event happens, I try to read the infor-
mation from people living near to the incident to become more assured about
it. For example, about sexual harassment incident in Kanarya, many fake news
were made. I learnt about the truth from people living in Kanarya. I guess I
will never be able to fully trust the news.” A different pro-government inter-
viewee Murat (20-Student-JDP-Z Gen explains his distrust with his experi-

ence as such:

Of course, I can not help but feel distrust. Generally, it is as if there is
a copy of the same news content that is distributed to each media in-
stitution of same political disposition. When I watch something on
channel A, I see the same content ion channel B with exactly same
wording. As I say, there are maybe one or two media outlets now that

we can see as objective. 2

I¢imde bir giivensizlik var haberlere kars1. Biri bana “Ya bak boyle bir olay olmus” dediginde
“Hadi ya 6yle mi olmus” diyemiyorum mesela

Hicbir zaman tamamen giivenemiyorum. O giivensizlik biraz da olsa kaliyor. Ornegin bir olay
oldugunda olaya yakin yerde yasayan insanlarin yorumlarini okuyarak belki biraz da
netlestirmeye calisiyorum. Ornegin Kanarya’daki tecaviiz olayinda bir siirii asilsiz yapildu.
Gergegi oradaki insanlardan 6grendim. Sanirim hi¢bir zaman tam net giivenemeyecegim.
Tabii canim yani ister istemez giivensizlik yasiyorsun. Genel olarak yapilan haberlerin hep-
sinin sanki kopyasi ayni taraftakine (ayni gortisteki medya organlarina dagitiliyor gibi. A

kanalinda bir sey izledigin zaman B kanalinda 5 dakika sonar ayni haber geciyor ve hep ayn1
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Levent (28-Arcitecht-JDP-Y Gen explains his distrust as:

Actually I can not trust the news. They have certain interests and I be-
lieve they want to direct people into certain ideas. I think they aim to
create a perception about everything. They make people have blinders

on and do not see any other thing.”

Aycan (22-University Personnel- JDP- Z Gen explains how she gets confused

when reading news as:

Whenever I receive a news I actually believe in it. Then I see another
news about the same issue in a different site and it starts to change my
mind. Then I see a completely different story about the same issue in
third media that rejects and falsifies the claims of the early two. This

makes me feel complicated. >

As pervious section showed such a cynicism is double-edged. While it creates
an awareness of polarization and possible manipulation by propaganda and
partisanship, it also suppresses the motivations for seeking political news, dis-
couraging individuals about political content. As it is mentioned earlier, such
a situation holds true for especially Z Generation. On the other hand, the in-
terviewees are not completely detached form current affairs and try to learn
about the “truth” regarding important events they consider.

As an important mechanism to cope with media bias and disinformation,
diversification of news sources appears. A majority of total interviewees re-
ported that they aimed to increase their sources when analyzing en event,
checking different arguments regarding it, before arriving at an assumption.

Such a strategy basically represent a means for avoiding reliance on certain

kelimeler. Sanki ayni yazili metin herkese dagitilmis sira sira okunuyor gibi. Ama dedigim
gibi, tarafsiz dedigimiz haber yapan ya bir ya da iki tanedir.

Valla agik¢as: giivenmiyorum haberlere. Cikarlar: var ve insanlari bir yerlere yonlendirmeye
caligtiklarini diigiinityorum. Her konuda bir alg: yaratmaya ¢aligtiklarini diisiinityorum. In-
sanlara bir at gozligi takip haberlerde sadece onu gosteriyorlar, diger seyleri gostermiyorlar.
Herhangi bir haber aldigimda aslinda ilk basta habere inaniyorum. Sonra bagka bir medya
grubunda bagak bir agiklama gérityorum ve etkileniyorum. Sonra tamamen bagka bir sitede

ikisinin de yanls oldugunu duyuyorum ve karmasik duygular iginde kaliyorum.
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perspectives and agencies not to be manipulated. Following quotes from

Derya, Melih and Aycan exemplify the existence of this strategy.

There are many sources on the Internet. If I read newspaper, I would
have to buy many newspapers see all perspectives. However on Inter-
net, I can search Google and find millions of sources. When I look at
many sources about an incident, and when I see that nine of them deny
the arguments and two of them approve, I can assure myself about the
facts.” (21-Student-RPP-Z Gen

In order to do fact checking, I search for the thing I see on social media
via websites like teyit.org. I follow this kind of fact checking sites.
Dogrulukpayi.com is a similar website and active on Twitter. If some-
thing is told in a very positive and admiring way in Turkey, I search for
foreign media outlets to see how it is told there. BBC and CNN are
among my most visited foreign sites. I think of all of these as a polar
side. I try to neutralize them by positive and negative sides. In domes-
tic politics, I sometimes check how same story is told in Sozcii or in
Sabah and in Ortadogu newspaper which is close to NMP ideology.®
(21-Student-NMP-Z Gen

On Twitter, there is a Germany based news platform named DW Turk-
ish. Many stories from many different news sources can be read

through this platform. I can see both domestic and foreign media

Internette ¢ok fazla kaynak var. Gazete okuyor olsam fazladan kaynak gérmek i¢in birden ¢ok
gazete almam lazim. Internette ise agip Google’dan milyonlarca kaynak bulabilirim. Birgok
kaynaga baktigimda dokuzu hayir boyle ir haber yok deyip iki tanesi ise var diyorsa, ben de
bu olayin ger¢ek olmadigini anliyorum.

Teyit etmek igin bazen sosyal medyada gérdiigiimiiz seyleri teyit.org diye bir siteye
bakiyorum. Bu tarz siteleri takip ediyorum mesela. Dogrulukpayi.com var ayni sekilde. O da
Twitter’da etkin bir site. Tiirkiye igerisinde mesela bir sey ¢ok giizellenerek anlatiliyorsa bu
sefer de yabanci medyada konuyla ilgili bir sey var m1 diye bakarim. Ornegin BBC ve CNN
en ¢ok baktigim iki yabanci medya. Hep bir kutup gibi diisiiniiyorum bunlari. Art1 ve eksi
olarak dengelemeye calisiyorum. Ayni haber S6zcii’de nasil Sabah Gazetesinde nasil yapilmisg

buna bakiyorum. Ya da MHP’ye yakin Ortadogu Gazetesinde nasil yapilmis diye bakiyorum
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sources at the same place here. Checking the sources of different sides
and then shaping my decision makes more sense to me. (22-University
Personnel-JDP-Z Gen %

Diversification of sources is one of the main findings of this research regarding
how a citizens acts under the pressure of polarization, though such behavior
may not be same for other demographic groups in the society. It must be em-
phasized that such a way of news following is actually demanding both men-
tally and in terms of time consumption and it can be said to have a negative
impact on interest in news. Therefore, interviewees reported that they perform
such a strategy for the news that they deem to be very important, about which
they want to reach the facts. On the other hand, diversification has a capacity
to neutralize the effects of polarization and partisanship on the citizens,
providing space and opportunities for interaction with political difference. It
is interesting that under circumstance of new media where individuals are free
to choose and specialize their news sources, both selectivity and diversifica-

tion goes hand in hand under the realities of polarization.

§ 4.4 Trust for Institutions vs. Individuals

29

As an important finding, it can be argued that young Internet users’ distrust
for and negative experience with the media translates into a caution and sus-
picion towards media agencies and brands. They expressed a desire not to rely
on media brands and institutions when receiving news. Diversification of
news resources, as shown in previous section, is one evidence of such percep-
tion. By diversifying their sources, interviewees mainly escape relying on cer-
tain media outlets and their dominant perspective in news making. Rather
than institutions, particularly Z Generation interviewees prefer to follow or-
dinary citizens, politicians and journalists etc. that they deem to be reliable

and more objective, and receive the news through their online activities and

Twitter’dan Almanya kékenli DW Tiirkge diye bir site var. Tiirkiye’deki birgok haberi birgok
farkli kaynaktan bu platform sayesinde okuyabiliyorum. Yurtdisindan ve Tiirkiye’deki farkls
kesimlerden kaynaklar: bir arada gorebiliyorum. Her tarafta kaynaklara bakmak ve kendi

diistincemi belirlemey ¢alismak bana daha mantikl: geliyor.
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comments on the social media. It is apparent that individuals replaced the in-
stitutions as “more reliable and credible” source of news in their perception
for Z Generation. As social media constitutes their main news platform, Z
Generation members use their personal online network to connect to trustful
individuals in receiving news. Fatma (24-University Personnel and Student-

JDP-Z Gen explains that she prefers individuals to follow agenda as such:

I don’t trust agencies anymore. On Twitter, rather than media institu-
tions, I follow the news through individuals. In this case, I prefer to
follow individuals. I follow individuals that I admire their world view
and trust their ideas. I receive the news from them. Things that they
retweet are mostly either against or for an argument on the agenda.
Thanks to this, I occasionally visit and become familiarized with cer-

tain news websites that these individuals post and share.*

Melih (Male-21-Student-NMP-Z Gen explained how he prioritizes infor-

mation from individuals over institutions with these words:

Nowadays I am interested in automobile sector. When I want to learn
about conditions of the cars, I do no prefer websites about cars. Be-
cause such sites produce biased information about the cars, I can never
trust them completely. This is also same for mainstream media or news
media. Instead of them, I go and search about the model of car in
Eksisozlik and check the comments of people. This makes a lot more

sense to me. Of course, I don’t believe in everything I see there either.’!

Ajanslara gilivenim kalmadi. Twitter'da kurumlardan ¢ok kisiler {izerinde haber takibi
yapiyorum. Ben bu konuda kisileri takip etmeyi tercih ediyorum. Siyaset konusunda fikrine
glivendigim, diinya goriisiini begendigim insanlar1 takip ediyorum. Onlar tizerinden haber
aliyorum. Onlarin retweetledigi seyler ya giindeme kars1 aliyor ya da desteklemek i¢in. Bu
vesileyle onlarin paylastig1 haber kuruluglarina da girdigim, aginalik kazandigim oluyor.

Son zamanlarda otomobil diinyasina ilgim artti. Arabalarin durumlarini 6grenmek i¢in gidip
bir araba sitesinden 6grenmeyi tercih etmiyorum. Ciinkii bunlar 1smarlama yazilar oluyor ve
bunlara tam manasiyla hi¢bir zaman giivenmem. Bu ana akim medya i¢in de s6z konusu ha-

ber siteleri i¢in de s6z konusu. Bunlar yerine, Eksisozliikte gidip arabanin markasini modelini
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Ekin (20-Student-PDP-Z Gen explains how her network of individuals on

social media turned into a news source in itself for her:

There are academicians and famous people I follow such as Baris
Yarkadas and Erkan Celal. But generally, more than famous and
known people, I follow ordinary people like me, whose news share and
comment [ admire. These people, in a way, represent a news source for
me. In this way, when I open Twitter, it functions as a whole newspaper
for me. The news post of those people I follow is always running
through my main page. Thanks to these people, I started to follow

many other platforms and individuals that I haven’t known before.*”

As above quotes note, social media functions as a whole package of news along
with entertainment for young individuals, but especially for Z Generation.
Murat (20-JDP-Student-Z Gen explains the importance of social media for
him as “I use the Internet for mostly social media. My Internet connection is
always on. I think it explains the intensity of my Internet use. Because I feel
like the Internet is the only place where I can get relief.” In a similar line,
Aycan (22-University Personnel-JDP-Z Gen expressed her dependence on

social media as:

I use the Internet mostly Twitter, Instagram and Whatsapp. Especially
I use Whatsapp very much both for my job and also for my daily con-

versations. I also spend too much time on Instagram. I can say that it

aratarak araba kullanicilarinin yaptiklar: yorumlara bakiyorum, bu bana daha mantikli geli-
yor. Burada gordiigiim her seyi de pesin olarak kabul etmiyorum tabii.

Barig Yarkadas, Erkan Celal onun diginda takip ettigim birka¢ akademisyen var. Ama genel
olarak iinlii kisilerden ¢ok benim gibi siradan bir vatandas olup haber paylasma ve yorum
yapma seklini begendigim ve takibe aldigim kisiler var. Bu kisiler de benim i¢in bir tiir haber
kaynag gorevi goriiyor. Bu sayede Twitter’r agtifimda komple benim icin bir haber sitesi
gorevi goriiyor. Bu Kkisilerin haber paylagimlar: siirekli benim ana sayfa akisimda oluyor. Bu
kisiler vasitasiyla da aslinda 6ncesinde hig duymadigim mecralari ve kisileri takip etmeye de
basladim.

Genellikle sosyal medya i¢in kullaniyorum Interneti. Siirekli Interetim agiktir yani o kadar
seviyede kullaniyorum hani. Ciinkii kafami dagitabildigim tek ditnyammus gibi hissediyorum

orayl
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became something like an addiction. In total, I spend four and a half

to five hours on Internet everyday.*

On the contrary, Y Generation members were more affiliated with new agen-
cies and big media groups and when asked, they were able to provide certain
names of media outlets. For example, Cagr1 (28-Unemployed-RPP* Y Gen
says that:

I have got a certain package of news sources and I mostly focus on
them when I follow news. I can count Sputnik, Cumhuriyet and Sozcii
among them. The motivation for me to choose them is their reliability.
Besides, they are big media outlets in their field of work. Again on the
reliability, there are certain news sources that I consider as more ob-
jective which creates news from a third perspective. Especially Sputnik

and Cumhuriyet are among them.”

First emerging as an individual networking site, social media became in im-
portant news source especially after 2013 with Gezi Park Protests in the coun-
try and gained a new meaning. Younger members of Z Generation were com-
pletely uncultured in a period where social media reached to a certain level in
terms of news. Therefore, social media represent for them a platform where
many activities and practices coexist. On the other hand, older Y Generation
members also witnessed the period where mainstream news agencies and out-
lets were more dominant and polarization exited to a lesser extent in the coun-
try. Therefore, Z Generation members have lesser trust in institutions and

adopt more social media network whereas Y Generation members are more

Interneti genellikle Twitter, Instagram, Whatsapp i¢in kullantyorum. Ozellikle Whatsapp’1
¢ok fazla kullanryorum. Hem is agisindan hem de sohbet etmek i¢in ¢ok kullaniyorum. Insta-
gramda da ¢ok fazla zaman gegiriyorum. Yani benim i¢in bagimlilik gibi bir seye doniistii
diyebilirim. Toplasam 4,5-5 saatimi giin i¢inde Internete veriyorum diyebilirim.

Belirli bagli haber kaynaklarim var. Bunlarin disarisina pek fazla ¢ikmiyorum. Sputnik TR,
Cumbhuriyet, S6zcii gibi kaynaklar: bunlarin arasinda sayabilirim. Bunlari tercih etmemde
givenilirligi 6n plana ¢ikiyor. Ve tabii ki kendi alanalrinda biiyiik haber kaynaklar: olmalari.
Yine giivenilirlik konusunda, daha disaridan ve objektif bir gozle haber yaptigini diisiin-

diigiim kaynaklar var bunlarin arasinda. Ozellikle Sputnik ve Cumhuriyet.
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familiar with news outlets and include them in their news diet by directly vis-

iting these websites.

92



Research Findings:

Media Choices and Selective Exposure

or the purpose of assessing selective exposure to online news on the In-
F ternet, young Internet users were picked as the interviewees of this qual-
itative study. This chapter will merely focus on the media use practices of
young individuals. These practices mainly include their media choices while
consuming the news, for instance, which news brands or news topics they
choose to read. These practices will be evaluated to answer the research ques-
tion of the thesis, along with four different dimensions of selectivity framed
above. The findings are as well analyzed along generational and political ori-
entation differences among interviewees, in order to capture recurrent and di-
vergent patterns across these two groups. Finally, the assumptions about gen-
eral polarization debate and Turkey’s polarized media environment will be

made according to the media use practices of the interviewees.

§ 5.1 Internet as Main News Source

Observing the extent and the density of Internet by interviewees, it can be ar-
gued that Internet saturates the everyday life of young Internet users especially
through smart phones. Rather than sparing certain period of the day for In-
ternet use, young individuals very often connect and check the Internet during
a day. For instance, Derya (21-Student-RPP-Z Gen said that she holds the
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mobile phone all the day in her hand to constantly check the Internet.. Mobile
phone usage is very popular. Put in numbers, 15 out of 16 interviewees reported
using mobile phones. While they use computer and mobile phones comple-
mentary, news consumption is largely done through mobile phones. For in-
stance, Melih (21-Student-NMP-Z Gen says that: “Only thing I do through
mobile Internet is to follow the current affairs. I follow both the country
agenda and my social environment’s agenda through social media.”

Using mobile phones for Internet connection enables young individuals to
be updated about the topics and platforms they show interest. Notification
features of mobile news applications and social media play a key role in con-
stantly alarming and updating young Internet users. Levent (28-Architect-
JDP-Y Gen. who uses a mobile news application expresses that his main ap-
paratus for accessing news is notifications with these words: “absolutely, the
notifications are what makes me follow and read news. It is mostly those that
come through Bundle (mobile news application and rarely via Facebook.
Apart from notifications, I do not open the news and read them.” This is a
completely different pattern of news following compared to news broadcast
timelines where audience need to spend certain periods of day to receive news.
Instead of audiences reaching the news, the news reach the audiences through
notifications. Mostly, the notifications are created according to the user’s con-
tent interests and such information is retrieved from the user’s earlier search
habits. However, as a function of the notifications, the users mostly have a
general knowledge of current affairs and keep updated about them, instead of
doing more detailed readings about the issues.

Similar to mobile applications, social media platforms function as a filter-
ing mechanism for the young individuals. Especially Z Generation members
use social media as their news source, instead of visiting the websites of news

agencies. Instead of showing a specific interest for political news, Z generation

Mobil Internet iizerinden yaptigim tek sey giindem takip etmek. Hem genel iilke giindemini
hem de sosyal ¢evremin giindemini takip ediyorum sosyal medya tizerinden.

Kesinlikle haber okumama vesile olan sey bildirimler oluyor. Genelde bundle {izerinden
gelenler. Nadiren Facebook’tan geldigi de oluyor. Bunun disinda kendim agip haberlere bak-

tigim olmuyor.
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members use social media to be familiar with political developments. For in-
stance, Derya (21-Student-RPP-Z Gen stated that: “ I do not specifically fol-
low a news agency or website. I especially look at different sources for news.
And I do this only when I see news that I find very interesting and I want to
do research about it. There are no news sites that I check every morning.”
The main activities young individuals do on the Internet include com-
municating through online messaging, checking social media and searching
for information. For instance, Fatma (24-University Personnel and Student-

JDP- Z Gen said :

I have two mail accounts that I use actively. One of them is my personal
mail and the other belongs to the place I work for. I actively use Insta-
gram and Twitter in social media. I use WhatsApp as messaging plat-
form. In terms of my academic interests, I visit Academia once two

days to see new uploads.*

Relative to the Internet, traditional media loses its importance for the young
interviewees. Except for minimal and occasional consumption interviewees
stated that they do not use television, radio or newspapers. This situation holds
through without any generational or political support difference among inter-
viewees. According to their reports, the main reason for this is that they asso-
ciate the traditional media, particularly broadcast media, with political bias
and lack of credibility and see it as the main apparatus of manipulation. Rabia
(24-Student and Architect-JDP-Z Gen criticizes broadcast media as what fol-

lows:

Ozellikle surada haber okuyayim, dedigim bir haber sitesi yok. Cok esitli yerlerden okuy-
orum ve bakiyorum haberlere. Bunu da ¢ok ilgimi ¢eken bir haber goriip aslini aragtirmak
istedigimde yapiyorum. Sabahlar1 agip buradan haberlere bakayim dedigim bir haber sitesi
yok.

Aktif kullandigim iki mail adresim var, biri kurumun biri de sahsima ait olmak tizere. Sosyal
medyada aktif olarak Instagram’ ve Twitter’1 kullanryorum. Anlik mesajlasma uygulamasi
olarak Whatsapp kullaniyorum. Akademik olarak Academia.edu’ya neler yiiklenmis diye iki
giinde bir girip control ediyorum siteyi.
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If T need to speak about television, I wish that the government, the
news makers or the police did not have such an influence on our citi-
zens. Because I cannot trust neither state nor police with my eyes
closed. I wish there were news platforms that I could judge easily with
my eyes closed. There is always this idea of “what if?” passing through
my mind. I actually admire myself that I do not unconditionally sur-
render myself to media but not everyone has this awareness. People

see what is presented to them on television.®

Sinem (28-Research Assistant-GP-Y Gen said that there are many channels
on television that are quite manipulative and that she cannot tolerate such in-
cidents and therefore, turn it off.

On traditional media use, time and efficiency considerations as well as es-
tablished habits prevail. The interviewees stated that they do not have the time
and the desire to use newspapers, because their lifestyle and more demanding
nature of using newspapers compared to Internet discourages them. Derya
(21-Student-RPP-Z Gen described newspapers as “old-fashioned” and stated
that she becomes surprised when she still sees people with holding newspa-
pers at their hands. On radio usage, very few interviewees report using radio
rarely and mostly for entertainment purposes while they are in car or at night.
Burcu (28-Financial Manager-RPP-Y Gen explains her habits of media use

and ideas regarding newspaper and television as such:

Why I do not buy newspapers? This is something about the habits.
Maybe if I investigate a bit, I would decide to buy a newspaper that I

consider as objective. Buying newspapers is a forgotten habit for me.

Televizyon i¢in konusmam gerekirse, yonetim olsun, haberciler olsun, polis olsun bizim in-
sanimiz {izerinde bu kadar etkisinin olmamasini isterdim. Ciinkii kosulsuz bir sekilde ben
kimseye giivenemiyorum, ne devlete ne polislere. Goziim kapali dogru veya yanlis oldugunu
soyleyebilecegim mecralar olmasini isterdim. Hep bir “acaba” var. Kosulsuz teslim olmama
konusunda takdir ediyorum kendimi ama herkes bu farkindalikta degil. Insanlar televizyonda

nasil gosteriyorsa dyle goriiyorlar. Televizyonu da bunun bir pargasi olarak gérityorum.
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Besides, I believe that many newspapers make biased news. I think the

television is the same.®

Interviewees also provided information about their close friends’ and parents’
news following habits. It was evident that parent’s of many interviewees de-
pended on traditional media in their news use, especially on TV. Interviewees
explained this situation in a negative manner and criticized that their parents
completely rely on a limited number of channels on TV. For instance Rabia
(Female-24-Architect- JDP-Z Gen said that: “For example, my grandfather
watches ATV and never opens other channels. My uncle watches Halk TV and
never watches other channels. He turns it off immediately he sees other chan-
nels. My mother does not discriminate between channels, but her ideas are so
stable and I can never change it. I actually gave up trying to change her ideas.”
Such a finding shows that media use may differ among different age groups as
older age groups may be expected to have stronger brand loyalties and estab-
lished habits. It also bears the potential that effects of partisan media may be
completely different on them. However, such a proposition requires further
research to arrive at conclusions.

All the interviewees defined the Internet and the online media as their
main source of news. Internet, particularly due to mobile phones, fits best with
their everyday lives where they can constantly check the Internet and continue
their daily activities. Young individuals underscore certain features of the In-
ternet to explain their preference. According to their ideas, the Internet pro-
vides an alternative channel against traditional media, where they do not have
to rely on certain media brands and can be exposed to a diversity of sources
and voices to assure themselves about the truth. Therefore, the Internet be-

comes a mechanism to cope with and escape “polarized and manipulative”

Neden gazete almiyorum? Bence bu daha ¢ok aligkanlikla alakal bir sey. Belki biraz arastir-
sam tarafsiz olduguna inandigim bir gazeteyi almay1 diistinebilirim. Bu tamamen unutulmus
bir aliskanlik benim igin. Bir de ¢ogu gazetenin yanli haber yaptigini diisiintiyorum. Televiz-
yon i¢in de aynisin diigiiniiyorum.

Dedem mesela ATV izler, ama diger kanallar1 agmaz. Enistem Halk TV izler, o da diger
kanallar1 izlemez. Sesini duysa kapatir. Annem aslinda her kanali izler, ayirt etmez. Ama onun

da fikirler ¢ok sabit. Asla degistiremiyorum, artik yeltenmeyi bile biraktim.
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media. Levent (28-]JDP-Architecht-Y Gen compares television and the Inter-
net by using a metaphor as such: “ Television is under control of grandfathers.
Whatever they command, from above, the news makers write accordingly.
That’s why I find Internet more sincere. On the Internet, everyone can write
about his or her ideas, that’s why one can see different colors there and differ-
ent colors are beautiful. Even I see the color I like, one color is not enough and
good. But, television has only one color.”® It is striking that pro-government
individuals criticized the broadcast and press media, although there are many
government-friendly outlets in this area. This shows that there is a dissatisfac-
tion about traditional media among young individuals regardless of political
dispositions. It can be seen as a consequence of polarizations and its adversary
effects o the quality of information.

Another feature of Internet that interviewees admire is the speed at which
Internet can provide information and updates regarding events. In this sense,
Internet is dominant in shaping their daily agenda and performs better than
traditional media in terms of presenting instant information and new devel-
opments. On this, Derya (Female-21-Student-RPP-Z Gen compares tradi-

tional media and the Internet and reports that:

I prefer Internet because when there is breaking news on the agenda, I
can instantly learn about it but if I used television or newspaper, I
could barely learn about it in the evening news program or the day
after. On the Internet, the news come to you with little delay and you
may learn about it from many sources, you do not see it from only one
source. If I read newspapers, I need to buy several newspapers to see
the same news from different sources. But on the Internet, I can enter
Google and can find millions of sources. When I check several sources,

and when I see that nine sources deny the same information and two

Televizyon aga babalarin elinde. O yukaridan ne belirliyorsa ona gore yaziyorlar. Onun i¢in
ben Interneti daha samimi buluyorum. Internette herkes fikrini yazabildigi icin farkli renkler
glizeldir. Tek renk goriince hosuma gitmez sevdigim bir renk de olsa ama televizyon oyle

degil, hep tek renk.
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other sources approve it, I can understand that the information is not

correct.’

Fatma (Female-24-University Personnel and Student-JDP- Z Gen under-
scored the Internet’s ability to inform individuals instantly and also mobilize
them to perform political activism and reactions to the agenda in a fast way.

She explains it with important incidents happened in recently in Turkey:

On the 15th of July, the president was able to communicate with people
via Facetime and all the country suppressed a coup attempt. This is a
striking example. When Gezi Park Protests happened, I was at the
other edge of the world but still I learnt about it. I immediately called
my friends and asked them how they were. At that moment, I was in
Qatar, and those Turkish people in Qatar learnt about the protest and
immediately formed a protest in Qatar to support Gezi Park. This is

very interesting. This is a kind of mobilization that Internet provides.*

These findings answer our first question regarding medium selection and se-
lective exposure. Online news media does not complement but replaces tradi-
tional media use and young Internet users are strongly selective in their me-
dium choice. They adopt the Internet as their main source of news and spend

no or little time with traditional media. The main motivation behind this is

Interneti tercih ediyorum ¢iinkii ¢ok yeni ve bomba bir gelisme oldugunda televizyon ve
gazetede bunu ancak aksam haberlerinde ya da ertesi giin 6grenebiliyorum ama Internette
aninda grenebiliyorum. Internette haber ¢ok sicaktir ve kaynag: da birden fazladir. Tek bir
yerden bakmazsin ve birden gok kaynaktan gorebilirsin. Tkinci olarak da gok fazla kaynak var.
Gazete okuyor olsam fazladan kaynak gérmek icin birden ¢ok gazete almam lazim ama Inter-
nette Google’r agip milyonlarca kaynak bulabilirim. Bir¢ok kaynaga baktigimda dokuzu
“hayir béyle bir haber yok” dediginde ben de boyle bir haberin ger¢ek olmadigini gorebili-
yorum.

15 Temmuz olaylarinda Cumhurbagkan: Facetime’dan baglanip insanlarla iletisime gegebili-
yor ve biitiin bir tilke kalkismay: bastirabiliyor. Etkileyici bir drnek bence bu. Gezi Parki
olaylar1 oldugu zaman ben diinyanin 6biir ucundaydim ve hemen duyabildim. Hemen tele-
fondan arkadaslarimi aradim ve onlara nasil olduklarini sordum. Ben o sirada Katar’daydim
ve Katar’da da yasayan ve olaylar1 6grenen Tiirkler orada kiigiik bir Gezi Parki protestosu

yaptilar hemen. Bu ¢ok ilging. Internetin saglayabildigi bir mobilizasyon.
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the perceived low quality of information in traditional media due to polariza-
tion and bias, whereas Internet provides them an alternative and escape way
out of it and enable them to see multiple voices from multiple sources and
judge the events more objectively. This shows that under the effects of polari-
zation, a medium can acquire a new meaning to represent a political disposi-
tion. In the case of Turkey, the Internet represents a way out of political polar-
ization. The important point is that this holds true not only for oppositional
interviewees who try to escape government discourse, but also for pro-gov-

ernment young individuals.

5.2  News vs. Entertainment Media Preferences

Another dimension of selective exposure this study assesses is the preference
for news or entertainment. At this point, whether individuals prefer entertain-
ment over news and opt out of exposing to political news and current affairs
is decisive. Majority of interviewees reported that they follow the agenda
through their social accounts where they also conduct other activities. This
means that entertainment and news actually exist together. Social media con-
tains and incorporates both elements and provides opportunities for both in-
formation and entertainment content exposure. For instance, Berke (19-Stu-
dent-RPP-Z Gen explained his Internet use activities as: “I use the Internet
very often. I spend a big part of my time for the Internet. I usually spend time
on social media. I have many accounts such as Instagram, Facebook, Twitter
and WhatsApp. I also follow the current affairs via social media. I also do my
research there and communicate with other people.”"

Due to a rich network of personal connections and constant flow of news
in the main page in social media platforms, young Internet users can be in
touch with agenda and current affairs. Whether they have high interest of pol-
itics or not, such a mechanism provides the channel through which they stay

updated about events and form opinion regarding them. While Y Generation

Interneti ¢ok sik kullanryorum. Hayatimin bayag1 bir kismini harciyorum internette. Genelde
sosyal medyada vakit gegiriyorum.. Bir¢ok platform iiyeligim var, Instagram, Facebook, Twit-
ter ve Whatsapp gibi. Giindemi de buradan takip ediyorum. Hatta aragtirmalarimi falan da

buradan yapiyorum. Buradan insanlarla da goriisityorum.
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members reported more interest in current affairs and political news, Z Gen-
eration members were less interested. However, they were still in touch with
political agenda through more passive means. For instance, Derya (Female-
21-Student-RPP-Z Gen who do not have high interest for politics states that:
“Instead of directly going to news, I wait for news to come to me on Instagram.
When I come across with political news, I frequently read them. If I find such
political news on Instagram’s discover button or through my friends’ posts, I
certainly read them.”'?Such a news exposure can be framed as incidental ex-
posure, which occurs when individuals come across with political information
although they are not specifically looking for it. Such an exposure comes from
the sharing and commenting activities of other users of social media, there-
fore, turning news consumption into a social activity as well.

As an example of this form of incidental exposure to news, Aycan (22-Uni-

versity Personnel-JDP-Z Gen states that:

On the Internet and social media, the agenda keeps changing fre-
quently. If I see a news there, if I come across with it, I read it. If I hear
about an incident from my friends, I also read about it. But aside from
that, I do not tend to be curious about an issue and specifically read
about it. I do not have a habit of checking the news at a time period of
day. When I log into Twitter, I read the short summary of news from

the site I follow on Twitter. 1

Many of the interviewees stated that they post and share links with their
friends to inform their social environment. Ekin (20-Student-PDP-Z Gen ex-

plained her motivations for sharing and posting on social media as such:

Direkt haberlere bakmak yerine Instagram’da haberin bana gelmesini bekliyorum. Oniime
siyasetle ilgili haberler diisiince sik¢a takip ediyorum. Instagram’da kesfet butonunda veya
arkadaglarimin paylastig1 seyler icinde bu tarz haberler oldugunda mutlaka bakiyorum.

Internette ve sosyal medyada giindem zaten siirekli degisiyor. Orada goriirsem, karsima
¢ikarsa habere bakiyorum. Arkadaglarimla sohbet ederken duyarsam bakiyorum. Haber
sitelerini agip ayriyetten bu konuda ne olmus diye arastirmak icin haber okumam. Belirli bir
saatte haberlere bakmak gibi bir huyum yok. Twitter’a girdigimde takip ettigim bir¢ok siteden

gelen haberlerin kisa kisa 6zetini okuyorum.
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I especially share the speeches of politicians and ministers that conflict
with their early speeches. I also share content prepared on them. Be-
cause I don’t like that people see these politicians as 100% reliable and
I want to destroy this perception. I share such content whether it is
about the president or RPP, or whatever ideology they have. I share
news about male violence and sexual harassment because I want to ex-
pose such events to public. For example, trans-killings is being nor-

malized in our society.*

Interestingly, female pro-government interviewees demonstrated a lower in-
terest in politics and political news, stating their alienation from politics be-
cause of polarization. For instance, Fatma (Female-24-University Personnel
and Student-JDP stated that she stayed away from politics and news about
current affairs because of manipulation she experienced with mainstream me-
dia. However, she also reported that although she do not follow political
agenda regularly, she is exposed to such information on social media and find
herself reading such news.

This shows that incidental news exposure on social media compensates for
the lack of political knowledge although an individual is not interested in pol-
itics. As above quotes demonstrates, such a news exposure is valid for Z Gen-
eration members among interviewees. Earlier research warned that increasing
options to select content would lead politically less interested to completely
opt out of news content and turn to entertainment media. On the other hand,
incidental exposure adds a new dimension to selective exposure literature and
can act as a moderator which increases contact with the agenda and current
affairs. However, more research is needed to further evaluate the effects of in-

cidental exposure, in terms of its exact impact on political knowledge and po-

Ozellikle siyasetcilerin bakanlarin daha énceki beyanlariyla gelisen sonraki beyanlarini ve
bunlarla ilgili hazirlanan icerikleri ¢ok paylastyorum. Ciinkii insanlarin bunlari salt giivenilir
insanlar olarak gormesinden rahatsiz oluyorum ve bunu da yikmak istiyorum biraz. Bir giin
Cumhurbagkani olur bir giin CHP’den biri, goriisi ne olursa olsun béyle igerikleri
paylasiyorum. Erkek siddeti ve cinsel saldir1 haberlerini ¢ok sik paylagiyorum ¢iinkii bunlarin
goriiniirligiiniin artmasini istiyorum toplumda. Ornegin trans cinayetleri normallestirilmeye

caligiliyor toplumda.
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litical participation. What this study shows is that incidental exposure on so-
cial media, due to its potential of creating networks of information, makes it
possible to process entertainment and information exposure. In terms of
proper functioning of democracy and formation of public opinion, social me-
dia and incidental exposure seem to have positive effects by creating a channel
for knowledge acquisition.

Furthermore, Z Generation members’ exposure to political news changes
due to agenda. When big events occur, exposure to news about current affairs
seem to increase. Berke (19-Student-RPP-Z Gen stated that:

Sometimes there are big events that dominate the agenda. In order to
follow them, I frequently visit news websites and social media. For ex-
ample, recently the local elections have been at the top of agenda and
I often followed the news about it, especially on Twitter. I mean, the
more the agenda is busy, the more I have the desire to follow the news.
If the agenda is not busy, then I follow the news by reading whatever I
come across on social media as normally. If there is an event on the

agenda, I do specific readings about it in certain platforms. *

As an example of exposure to agenda and big events, Aycan (22-Uniersity Per-
sonnel-JDP-Z Gen states that: “ Lastly, I remember the economic sanctions
of the USA and their threats on Turkey. I remember Trump’s words like ‘I
destroyed your economy once, and I can do it again.” Just as what above quote
denotes, all other young individuals reported that they followed the news and
developments about recent local elections and repeated Istanbul election, by
checking the accounts of municipal elections candidates, parties and well-
known individuals. These findings show that even in the existence of low po-
litical interest, young individuals keep informed about the country’s agenda,

avoiding a total political detachment. However, following solely important

Giindemi kaplayan bazi olaylar oluyor. Bunlar1 takip etmek i¢in ¢ok sik bazi haber sitelerine
ve sosyal medyaya girdigim oluyor. Mesela son zamanlarda se¢im konusu giindemdeydi. Bu
konuda siirekli haber takip ettigim oldu. Ozellikle Twitter’dan takip ettim. Yani giindem ne
kadar kalabaliksa o kadar hbaer takip etme istegim oluyor. Giindem yogun degilse, normal
akista haber takibi yapryorum. Sosyal medyada éniime ne diigserse onu okuyorum. Giin-

demde bir olay varsa, onun {izerine 6zellikle belirli mecralardan okuma yapiyorum.
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events on the agenda may lead to a low level political knowledge and only a
slight opinion formation about the politics. From another perspective, these
findings can as well be explained by what Atkin coined as information regard-
ing threats and opportunities in the course of life that may have important
effects on an individuals. Big events on the agenda attract young Internet us-
ers’ attention because of their possible consequences to create threats or op-
portunities, which adds an informational value to news about such events.

Interestingly, use of mobile news applications is more prevalent among Y
Generation members. For instance, Cagri (28-Unemployed-RPP-Y Gen re-
ported using “Bundle” news application where he receives notifications about
news, including current affairs, politics, gaming, and technology. These mo-
bile applications enable it to collect news from the sources selected prior to
using, and provides direct contact with news coverage of online newspapers
and digital news outlets. However, those who use such applications as their
main source of news also reported using social media for the same purposes.
On the other hand, Z Generation members reported using social media as
their main and occasionally sole source of news. This differentiation may come
from a generational difference. Older interviewees, due to longer experience
with traditional media, are more familiar and socialized more with media
brands. However, they had a similar suspicion about media brands and agen-
cies, and adopted strategies to cope with bias in media, such as reading inter-
national media brands such as Emine (Female-28-Housewife-JDP or select-
ing a diverse package of brands to be able to objective such as Serhat (Male-
28-Architect-JDP

Regarding another dimension of selective exposure mentioned in this the-
sis, news vs. entertainment, it can be argued that news and entertainment goes
hand in hand for young Internet users and they do not opt out of news when
selection options increase in online media. Either through direct contact or
through incidental exposure to news, young individuals stay informed about
the current affairs and view news content. While Z Generation members are
less interested in political news, they are still exposed to such content through
incidental exposure, an effect of their wide social media usage. Y Generation

members, were more familiar with traditional media brands and agencies due
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to their age, and had more direct contact with political news via visiting news

sources.

5.3 Topics Selection and Absence of Issue Publics

Topic selection and emergence of public issues are another dimension of se-
lective exposure assessed in this study. According to the findings, regardless of
political party support or generation difference, all the interviewees created
their own package of news topics, along with their interests, occupation and
other motives which shaped the bulk of their news exposure. It is evident that
young individuals utilize the Internet’s content selection opportunities to be
exposed to their favored topics. For instance, a financial manager Burcu (28-
Financial Manager-RPP-Y Gen in energy sector said that she is interested in
news about finance and energy sector because she needs to be updated all day.
Sinem (28-Research Assistant-GP-Y Gen said that she have to be active on
Instagram because she is a sports coach and needs to get news about sports as
well as her players. Serhat (28-Architect-JDP-Y Gen stated that he has a spe-
cial interest for technology and gaming follow the news about these topics.

These findings can be explained with adaptations framed in Atkin’s infor-
mational utility model. As mentioned in second chapter, individuals perform
adaptations to environment to conduct their daily lives. In order to fulfill ad-
aptations, individuals need surveillance information regarding important sub-
jects for their lives to cope with their uncertainties about how to react to dy-
namic reality.

However, a great majority of interviewees cannot be regarded as members
of issue publics. When they select political news, they do a general reading of
current affairs and get informed about new developments but do not seek spe-
cific information about particular issues. Main motivation behind this is to be
informed about important events that can affect their lives. Ibrahim (24-Ac-

cessory Producer-RPP-Z Gen explains that as such:

I am not very interested in politics. I am mostly interested in the effects
of politics upon people. I evaluate the news in terms of what a kind of

effect may have a politician’s speech or acts on the people. As long as I
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can foresee, I try to avoid such dire situations that politics can create.
After all, we live under a 25 year long hegemony and we are now expe-
rienced about what to is coherent or not. By evaluating new develop-
ments, I try to foresee how these could affect my job or my personal

network and relationships.'®

Therefore, exposure to political news does not always come from a high level
of interest but is seen as a necessity. As a consequence of this, either as direct
search with high interests or with incidental exposure due to low interest, pol-
itics and current affairs news is included almost all interviewees’ personal
readings, showing that selective exposure to news topics does not occur to the
extent of opting out of current affairs. As the earlier section showed, Z Gener-
ation members are mostly exposed to politics incidentally, while Y Generation
members are more interested in politics and go directly for news producers to
view news. Sinem (28-Research Assistant-GP-Y Gen explained her interest

for current affairs and her motivations as such:

As my job necessitates, I follow news about agriculture and I also pre-
fer culture, art and sports news. Politics comes as an encompassing
category with them. If I add the political news, it comes at the top of
this list. Because, especially in our country, everything is affected by
politics. That’s why, one feels the need to place politics at number one.
Because, when someone says something to another, dollar increases in
value. When an event occurs in politics, the concert you want to go to

is cancelled. V7

Siyasetle pek ilgilenmiyorum. Daha ¢ok siyasetin insanlar {izerindeki etkileriyle ilgileniyo-
rum. Bir siyasinin sdyleminin iilkeye ne katkis: olabilir ya da ne zararlar verebilir diye dii-
stinerek degerlendiriyorum haberleri. Ongérebilme anlaminda, olugabilecek zor sartlara karst
onlem hazirhg gibi gortiiyorum diyebilirim. Sonugcta 25 senelik bir hegemonyanin altinda
yastyoruz ve ne kadar tutarli olup olmadigini goriiyoruz. Bunlar1 degerlendirip is hayatimin
nasil ilerleyecegini veya insan iligkilerimin nasil etkilenebilecegini gérmeye ¢alistyorum.

Isim geregi tarim ve bunun yaninda kiiltiir, sanat ve spor haberlerini takip ediyorum. Siyaseti
bunlarin yaninda bir yelpaze gibi. Siyaseti ekledigimizde bunlarin en basinda geliyor. Ciinkii

ozellikle bizim iilkemizde her sey siyasetten etkileniyor. O yiizde ister istemez siyaset
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Although there is a considerable interaction with political content, only one
interviewee, Ekin (20-Student-PDP-Z Gen who is politically active, can be
regarded as a member of issue public. She expressed her interest in sexual har-

assment trials and important cases and the decisions of judiciary as such:

There are certain days that protests are held, such as 8th of March or
1st of May. In these times, I follow the events frequently, and I read
about the cases opened and trials such as Gezi cases or Sule Cet’s case.
I think every detail of Sule Cet’s case was very important. During all
the trials, Sule Cet was judged although she has passed away. People
discussed and judged things like she had a boyfriend, she was not vir-
gin and she was outside at late night. Apart from this case, there was

Berkay Ustiinbag’s case of Gezi. I also followed this case closely.'®

This situation demonstrates that young individuals are not specialized politi-
cal content readers with specific issue interests but have only a rudimentary
knowledge of political developments. Absence of issue publics and specific in-
terest in policy areas casts shadow on the active citizenship of young individ-
uals and their opinion formation process. It can be explained by a disillusion-
ment with politics and a low interest in politics especially for Z Generation

members.

§ 5.4 Confirmation bias vs. Accuracy Motivations

18

Another dimension of selective exposure, which is widely discussed in chapter
two, is confirmation bias. First of all it must be stated that young individuals’

brand choices mostly overlap with their political dispositions. For instance, a

hakkinda haberleri listede bir numaraya koyuyorsunuz. Ciinkii birisi birisine bir sey diyor,
dolar artiyor. Bir olay oluyor, gideceginiz konser iptal oluyor.

Belirli eylemlerin oldugu giinler oluyor 8 Mart 1 Mayis gibi. Bu zamanlarda haberleri ¢ok sik
takip ediyorum ve agilan davalari takip ediyorum. Ornegin Gezi davalari, Sule Cet’in davasi.
Sule Cet davasinin her bir detay1 bence ¢ok 6nemliydi. Biitiin durugma boyunca hayatta olma-
dig1 halde Sule Cet yargiland1. Erkek arkadaginin olmasi, bakire olmamasi, ge¢ saatte disarida
olmasi gibi seyler tartigildi. Onun disinda Berkay Ustiinbag’in Gezi olaylarindan davasi vardi.

Bunu da ¢ok takip ettim.
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JDP supporter Serhat (28- Landscape Architect-JDP-Y Gen said that he fol-
lows NTV, Sabah, Hiirriyet and Milliyet and NTV through his mobile appli-
cation. Another JDP supporter Levent (Male-28-Engineer-JDP-Y Gen criti-
cized certain pro-government and anti-government outlets such as AHaber
and SolHaber and reported using MyNet, SonDakikaHaber, and EnSonHaber,
thinking that these news portal exhibit less bias and more objective compared
to others Again, oppositional interviewees also tended to view ideologically
close media. For instance, a PDP supporter Ekin (20-Student-PDP-Z Gen re-
ported using Bianet, Birgiin, SolHaber, criticizing that sometimes these outlets
as well can produce biased news and propaganda.

As mentioned earlier, younger Z Generation members have a suspicion for
media institutions and outlets and mostly tend to check individuals whom
they attribute credibility. It is observed that interviewees try to escape polari-
zation in social media platforms as well but tend to follow ideologically similar
individuals. For instance, a RPP supporter Ibrahim (24-Accessory Producer-
RPP-Z Gen said that: “I follow individuals I trust and value their ideas, such
as columnist and former minister of internal affairs Memduh Bayraktaroglu,
Murat Oziin, Can Atakli, and Irfan Degirmenci. Without exception, they
touch upon every subject on the agenda.””

However as mentioned in previous chapter, when they select news outlets,
they try to diversify their news sources to assure themselves about the credi-
bility of news and select platforms that they consider as most objective possi-

ble. Ekin (20-Student-PDP-Z Gen explains her motivations as such:

I try to read the news from many sources and the ones that I can rely
on a bit more than others. That’s why I largely use social media. Instead

of directly going for news websites, I read the news they prepare on the

Kose yazar: ve eski igisleri bakani Memduh Bayraktaroglu, Murat Oziin, Can Atakl, Irfan
Degirmenci gibi glivendigim ve fikrine deger verdigim kisileri takip ediyorum. Hi¢ eksiksiz

giindemdeki birgok olaya deginiyorlar.
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social media. In this way, as the agenda shifts, I can compare the way

they prepare the news and can arrive at an assumption.*

In their outlet selection, young individuals try to select those sources they per-
ceive as “less partisan” or “more objective” compared to others. Above media
choices demonstrate that individuals avoid picking strongly pro-government
or oppositional outlets in their news diet. It is evident that they consider cer-
tain media outlets as completely biased and unreliable and avoid using them
while trying to choose those they consider more objective in news production.
For instance, a JDP supporter Murat (20-Student-JDP-Z Gen criticized pro-
government media outlets for being biased and reported using Haberturk,
which he considers “more objective” in news making. He believes that there
are just a few outlets that can still be considered as “neutral.” It is interesting
that pro-government young individuals avoid using many pro-government
media outlets and search for more neutral media. It reflects a frustration with
like-minded media and turn to other channels for seeking objective infor-
mation. Another pro-government young individual Melih (21-Student-NMP-
Z Gen reported using fact-checking sites such as Teyit.org or Dogruluk-
payl.com to assure himself about the news he receive.

The choice to diversify their sources to reach the facts also leads them to
expose to ideologically different media and individuals. This can be inter-
preted as a personal mechanism to cope with extreme polarization and media
bias. Many interviewees stated that in order to reach facts and not to rely on
only one perspective, they viewed the news of “both sides.” For instance, Ser-
hat (Male-28-Architect-JDP-Y Gen said that he feels the need to further in-
vestigate and search about the news he sees because “both sides” manipulate
the audience. As another example, a JDP supporter Emine (28-Housewife-
JDP-Y Gen reported using Mediascope on Twitter, which is an outlet very

critical of government.

Daha az giivensizlik duydugumu sdyleyebilecegim yerlerden hatta birgok farkli kaynaktan
okumaya ¢aligtyorum. Bu yiizden sosyal medyay:1 daha ¢ok kullaniyorum. Haber sitelerinin
direkt kendilerini degil de sosyal medyada yaptiklar1 haberleri takip ediyorum ki giindem

degistikce bu mecralarin haber yapma bigimlerini kargilastirip ortalama bir sey ¢ikarabileyim.
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In order to learn about the “truth” and escape manipulation, the inter-
viewees report checking the media and individuals of different political
camps. Fatma (Female-24-University Personnel and Student-JDP-Z Gen ex-
plained her strategy to understand the facts as “ I look at the discourses. For
example if someone is blamed for something, I first look at the discourses of
the both sides. Then I look at what other people say about this issue. I also
look at what foreign media say about it. Then I think a framework appears.
Absolutely, it shouldn’t be one sided. There cannot be an idea like T read it
from that specific source or person, that’s why it must be correct”* Murat (20-
Student-JDP-Z Gen stated that in order to assure himself about the news, he
checks both Fox TV and AHaber when he receives an information from one
of these brands. He added that he wanted to know the arguments of other
brand on the same issue.

As a motivation to be exposed to politically different media and individu-
als on, knowing the arguments of different perspectives appear as an im-
portant factor. Sinem (Female-28-Research Asssistant-GP explained her mo-

tivations as such:

There are many media organs on television that broadcasts very biased
such as ATV, Kanal D, CNN Turk, and Haber Turk, an especially chan-
nels like AHaber. I follow these and people that use them on Twitter.
Instead of individual news brands and agencies, there are people such
as politicians, journalists and columnists that can influence masses. I
follow these people. Even if they do not share my ideas and think in

opposite way, I follow them to understand their viewpoint.?

Ben soylemlere bakiyorum. Mesela bir kisi bir seyden otiirii suglaniyorsa, éncelikle her iki
tarafin soylemlerine bakiyorum. Sonra diger insanlarin konu tizerine ne dedigine bakiyorum.
Tiirkiye dist medya buna nasil yorum yapiyor ona da bakiyorum. Ondan sonra belirli bir
cerceve cikiyor bence. Kesinlikle tek tarafli olmamasi gerekiyor. Su gazeteden okudum,
dogrudur. Bu kisi s6yledi, dogrudur gibi bir diisiince olamaz.

Televizyonda bir¢ok yayin organi mesela ATV, Kanal D, CNN Tiirk, HaberTiirk bunlar ¢ok
yanli yapiyorlar. Ozellikle Ahaber gibi kanallar. Bunlar ve bunlar1 sosyal medyada takip eden
insanlar1 ben de Twitter’dan takip ediyorum. Bireysel haber kuruluslar: degil de, gazeteci,

yazar, siyasetle ilgilenen insanlar yani Kkitlelere seslenebilen insanlar var. Onlar1 takip
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From their reports, interviewees provided further evidence for exposure to
political difference. As an example of this, a JDP supporter Fatma (24-Univer-
sity Personnel and Student-JDP-Z Gen explained the news she saw on Twitter
as such: “I came across with very upsetting tweets about economy. I came
across with upsetting tweets like ‘the country is falling down, they ruined the
country, and we will starve’ I doubted and said ‘what if it is true?’ The situation
is apparent from the dollar and the economy. But I learnt about country’s eco-
nomic situation from such tweets.””* As another example of exposure to polit-
ical difference, a majority of interviewees reported following the accounts of
both Binali Yildirim and Ekrem Imamoglu during recent local elections of Is-
tanbul. For instance, Murat (20-Student-JDP-Z Gen reported that: “I mean,
even if they are not in my following list on Twitter, when Ekrem Imamoglu
tweeted about an issue or RPP says something about it on Twitter, I find it and
read it. Since they are open to all accounts to see, there are also times that I
occasionally enter their accounts and check what they say.”*These findings
show that interviewees were aware of the arguments of both candidates before
Istanbul local elections of March and June 2019.

As the final dimension of selective exposure in this study, evidence regard-
ing confirmation bias so far demonstrates that while young Internet users have
a preference for like-minded media they also include ideologically different
media brands in their source selection. In other words, participants mani-
fested moderate confirmation bias and did not completely avoid uncongenial
information. Along with what literature review denoted, findings pose ques-
tion to Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory. While Festinger’s theory pro-
posed that individuals prefer like-minded media and avoid dissonant ones to

prevent psychological discomfort, his theory does not fit into media systems

ediyorum. Benimle kargit goriiste olsa bile benim inanmadigim seylere neden inandigini
gormek i¢in takip ediyorum.

Cok iiziicii tweet'lerle kargilagtim ekonomi konusunda. ‘Ulke yikiliyor, iilkeyi mahvettiler, ag
kalacag1z’ gibi ¢ok tliziicii tweetlerle karsilastim. Ya gercekten boyle mi acaba diye bir siipheye
bile kapildim. Dolardan vs ekonomik durum anlagiliyor. Ama {iilkenin durumunu béyle
olumsuz tweetler {izerinden 6grenmistim.

Soyle ki, takip etmedigm halde mesela Ekrem imamoglu bir tweet atmig veya CHP yine ben-
zer konularla ilgili bir tweet atmus, girip bakiyorum ya da bazen kafama esiyor girip bu

hesaplara bakiyorum zaten herkese agik oldugu igin.
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where polarization is a defining feature. As this study revealed, young Internet
users’ experience with polarized media and poor news quality affect their per-
ception of information utility. Since news from like-minded media does not
equal to high quality information for interviewees, they diversify their news
sources to the extent of exposing to politically different perspectives to make
reliable and correct judgement. Therefore, information quality and utility ap-
peared as a stronger factor than confirmation bias in this study. According to
informational utility model mentioned in the second chapter, individuals uti-
lize information to cope with uncertainty and perform their adaptations to the
environment. However, perception of low information quality in Turkey does
not meet the needs of young Internet users to perform such adaptations. In
other words, in a polarized media environment, receiving a credible and reli-
able information and “knowing the truth” becomes a dominant motivation
shaping news exposure. This shows that the particular features of a media sys-
tem as a structural factor, such as polarized media in Turkey, can be a strong
determinant of news exposure patterns and can moderate selectivity.

In terms of polarization and media discussion, the findings tells us that
partisan media and availability of content selection do not directly lead to po-
larized audiences, as interviewees in this study showed, although to a lesser
extent, interest in the arguments of opposite political camps. Such a picture
shows us that polarization does not affect the society in an even manner, but
its effects depend on the demographic parameters as well as on media use hab-

its.

Hart et al., “Feeling Validated,” 556.

112



Conclusion

his thesis analyzed the selective exposure to online news by young Inter-
T net users in Istanbul. The main motive behind this study is the scholarly
debates regarding the effects of online media. Such debates were centered on
the abundance of information and increased content selection options on the
Internet. As the literature review illustrated, it has been argued that due to
autonomy that online media provides, individuals may turn to solely consume
content that is of interest to them. It was hypothesized that such an autonomy
could lead to complete abandoning of political news and public affairs or to
consumption of like-minded media at the expense of interacting with political
difference. Such a consequence can be very detrimental to democracies as it
impedes formation of public consent and tolerance. However, empirical evi-
dence provide conflicting results in terms of testing these hypothesis. There-
fore, the impact of online media on news consumption habits and wider socio-
political system is still in need of further research.

With these concerns in mind, this thesis aimed to investigate the cues of
selective exposure among young Internet users in Istanbul. This line of re-
search in Turkey has not developed and mostly depended on reports provided
by institutions. Turkey’s media environment have strong signs of polarization,
which may have important impacts on the patterns of exposure to news. In

order to reveal young individuals’ perceptions and ideas regarding media and
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news in Turkey, this thesis adopted a qualitative method. Furthermore, pat-
terns of selective exposure by young Internet users was questioned in four dif-
ferent dimensions: medium selection, topic selection, news or entertainment
preference and finally political selective exposure. Therefore, the study
adopted a twofold research question as: “How do young Internet users in Is-
tanbul get exposed to news in the online media?” which aims to reveal selec-
tivity patterns and “which factors influence their exposure to news in the
online media?” When analyzing the interviewees, the research adopted a gen-
erational and political dispositions perspective. The young aged group is di-
vided along generational (Y and Z Generation and political line (pro -govern-
mental and opposition. Such a perspective pro vided a comparison between
mentioned groups, seeing the heterogeneity of youth group within itself.

In order to answer these questions, firstly a theoretical background was
presented in the second chapter. In the early literature, the concept of selective
exposure referred to political confirmation bias in exposure to information.
This line of research was largely inspired by Festinger’s cognitive dissonance
theory. In general, Festinger proposed that individuals seek to maintain a bal-
ance and coherence between their attitudes and incoming stimuli. When a
person’s knowledge and attitude conflicts with new cognitions, he or she ex-
periences a discomfort. In order to avoid this end, individuals tend to receive
congenial stimuli, while they discard and prevent uncongenial ones. These
propositions have been interpreted as a preference for like-minded infor-
mation content and also avoidance of unsupportive messages in the media.
However, the literature showed that such propositions could not be strongly
proved with empirical research. While a preference for supportive messages
has been detected, aversion hypothesis has found little to no support. After a
decline period during 1970s and 1980s, selective exposure research flourished
in the 1980s. As a response to the drawbacks of Festinger’s theory, later re-
search pointed out several moderators of selective exposure such as infor-
mation quality and strong or weak confidence in one’s own belief.

Another brand of research was framed by Atkin’s informational utility
model. Mainly, Atkin proposed that decision to select an information piece is

related informational value that the message contains. As individuals experi-
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ence deficit of knowledge to cope with their uncertainties, informational util-
ity becomes the key factor in selection. According to Atkin, individuals per-
form different “adaptations” to their environment in conditions of insufficient
knowledge. The utility of information in terms of fulfilling such adaptations is
a determinant of selection process. Moreover, Atkin emphasized the threats
and opportunities that may affect an individual’s life create higher informa-
tional utility. Therefore, an individual would specifically receive information
regarding such threats and opportunities to shape and react to its conse-
quences. As the second chapter illustrated, Festinger’s cognitive dissonance
theory falls short of explaining selective exposure to information, particularly
in terms of interaction with disconfirming messages. Atkin’s informational
utility brings a new dimension to selectivity and has an explanatory potential
for different forms of selective exposure.

In order to demonstrate the current state of research, fourth part of this
chapter presented empirical literature conducted on online news exposure in
four different dimensions. In terms of medium selection, the research gener-
ated a debate regarding whether online new media complement or replace tra-
ditional media. While complementarity mostly emphasized content prefer-
ence of audiences, replacement underscored demographic differences in
audiences and a potential for young individuals to abandon traditional media.
In terms of news versus entertainment preferences, the research was guided
by expectations that increasing entertainment selection options would lead to
avoidance of news content. While empirical studies indicated that entertain-
ment audiences consume more entertainment content in high-choice context,
other studies also show that incidental news exposure may compensate for
emerging knowledge gaps between entertainment and news audiences. In
terms of topic selection, empirical evidence showed that individuals on the
Internet can have a narrower agenda and topic range due to selection options.
Existence of strong relation between issue public membership and exposure
to respective issue-specific messages confirmed this hypothesis. Finally, liter-
ature on confirmation bias in online media brings serious questions to
Festinger’s theory. As researchers pointed out, greater control over content

online does not lead to a strong selectivity in terms of partisan media use. In
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fact, accumulation of different sources in social media platforms may provide
access to non-partisan sources and politically different perspectives.

Along with traditional psychological theory in media choice, the chapter
also presented normative debates about polarization and generational media
use. As the literature showed, the relation between polarization and media is
a complex one with diverse Dynamics embedded in the process. Such dynam-
ics may be seen as social media use, elite polarization, political polarization
and disinformation, which in different ways contribute to the polarization and
decline of democratic standards. Among them, disinformation has received
high level of attention in the scholarly debate. Existence of partisanship and
polarization is highly related to quality of information circulating in the me-
dia. Low quality information under polarization may take different forms,
such as disinformation, misinformation and online propaganda. Such infor-
mation can be circulated by bots, trolls and many other agents, made even
more autonomous by the existence of social media. As scholars showed in dif-
ferent cases, disinformation and partisanship in media creates more incentive
for polarization, by particularly affecting politically interested individuals and
pushing them to more extreme issue attitudes.

Existence of fake news and politically slanted information have created
many debates in public arena, bringing a questioning to the very existence of
matters. Such a period is called “post-truth” era where truth has become an
assertion, where it becomes difficult to share common grounds on a debate.
In Oxford Dictionary, post-truth has been defined as simply where objectivity
has less importance than emotional bias. While political information and de-
bate regarding Trump’s election process and Brexit have been cases of post-
truth politics, it has been argued that such form of politics can be traced back
to debates regarding tobacco’s adverse effects of the existence of global warm-
ing.

Another way of looking at media and polarization relations is the individ-
ual use of political information. Scholars raised concerns that existence of a
high-choice environment thanks to new media would encourage individuals
to consume more of like-minded media, creating echo chamber and filter bub-
bles. As Sunstein explained, echo chambers have adverse effects on the indi-

viduals, simply encouraging them to adopt more extreme versions of their
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early arguments and ideas, after being socialized with only like-minded indi-
viduals. Many empirical studies found evidence for such claim, simply show-
ing that individuals in a free-choice environment consume outlets of similar
ideological stance. While many empirical studies demonstrated that there is
evidence of partisan selectivity, it is also shown that social media can encour-
age interaction with political difference and eve reduce polarization. There-
fore, rather than a technologically deterministic perspective, polarization and
media relation should be shed light from an empirical perspective, showing to
what extent individuals manifests features of polarization and in which ways
they use perceive and use the media environment.

Another concept that have the potential to guide media studies is genera-
tion. This concept was mostly shaped by Mannheim’s writings which became
a ground for further studies. Defined in similarity to class position in society
by Mannheim, generations imply a shared location by individuals born and
raised in the same year period in the socio-historical complex. Added by a
shared geographical location, generation provides its members a set of
thoughts, historical experience and performative ground on which individu-
als practice sociality. Mannheim mentioned such shared mentality as inherent
in a generation only actualized in a common participatory action by its mem-
bers. Youth groups within a generation make comprise generation units, re-
flecting specific materialization of shared historical experiences, turned into a
form of fundamental integrative attitudes and formative principles, woven by
a strong bond among its members. Mannheim’s conceptualization of genera-
tions has been visited frequently in student movements of 1960s, simply in a
manner of revealing generational units and their role in social change. How-
ever, it is criticized that generational studies suffered from a poor conceptual-
ization which did not separate between “generations as positions in lines of

» «

descent,” “generations as cohorts,” and “generation as historical participa-
tion.”

Recently within the media studies, it has been claimed that early experi-
ence with media at a young age period gives shape to an audience’s media use
habits in the rest of their lives. Furthermore, through narratives, symbols and
discursive practices used in media, a generation earns a common place to

build their identity and sense of belonging. These dimensions invite scholars
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to study media audiences’” different media usage habits from a generational
perspective. Empirical studies on media generations specifically concentrated
on Net Generation, born into new technologies of Internet and later social
media. Named digital natives or X Generation elsewhere, it has been claimed
that Net Generation members developed completely different media use hab-
its. More recent studies warned against technological determinism, and raised
concerns about heterogeneity among youth, defining sub-generations or ex-
cluding the youngest segments as a different generational object.

Before delving into the details of interview findings of this study, third
chapter provided a general picture of news media in Turkey, with specific fo-
cus on the development of online news media and consumption habits. The
historical background of Turkey’s media showed that since the late Ottoman
Empire, media has always been under the pressure of politics. Especially with
neo-liberal policies of 1980s, Turkey’s media ownership completely changed
and transferred to private business groups. Commercial interests and close re-
lations with governments exacerbated the party and media parallelism in Tur-
key. Under JDP rule, media polarization became more evident due to govern-
ment interferences in media sector. Political clashes with media business
groups and change of ownership transformed media environment into a very
polarized arena. Compounded with social and political polarization in the
country, news media is under strong influence of politics and partisanship to-
day.

Internet infrastructure developed during 1990s in Turkey, and Internet use
penetration has reached to a considerable level recently. In its infancy, online
news media mostly resembled to their offline counterparts in terms of content
production and interactive features. In today’s Turkey, online news media
compromises of online newspapers, digital born outlets, and social media
which provides for new dynamics of news consumption. As the statistical data
showed, online news media performs as main source of news for a considera-
ble number of individuals in Turkey, particularly for younger generations. Re-
ports illustrate that distrust in media and exposure to poor quality news is at
high levels in Turkey due to polarization. Therefore, this chapter indicated that
impact of polarization on perception of media and news should be definitely

taken into consideration when analyzing news consumption behavior.
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Fourth and fifth chapters presented the findings of interviews conducted
with young (18-30 aged Internet users living in Istanbul. In order to grasp and
reveal the impact of polarization, first chapter presented interviewees’ percep-
tion of media and news in Turkey. Interviewees’ self-reports make it apparent
that they perceive a polarized, biased and unreliable media in Turkey. Alt-
hough pro-government and oppositional interviewees differ in explaining the
causes of polarization in media and politics, they do not manifest a polarized
attitude towards counter-minded media outlets and consider polarization as a
problem created by all. Because of their experience with polarization and par-
tisanship, they have also grown a dislike of politics and political news, showing
a general disillusionment with politics. News, at that point, becomes a mirror
of political life in their eyes. Because of this, particularly Z Generation mem-
bers’ political news consumption is not a priority but a necessity in their eyes,
mostly occurring through incidental exposure in social media. Similarly they
have shown a greater distrust for news institutions and a more tendency for
individuals as news sources in social media while Y Generation members were
more familiarized with media outlets and could give names of them when
asked. This can be explained by a media generation perspective illustrated in
chapter two. Z Generation members were born and raised during when social
media acquired a meaning as news source and when polarization were at high
levels. On the other hand, Y Generation members were also active in a period
where mainstream media outlets in broadcasting and press sector were still
dominant and polarization were at less level. Therefore, they have socialized
with different mediums under different contexts.

Fifth chapter dealt with selective exposure patterns of young Internet us-
ers, along four dimensions explained above. With regards to medium selec-
tion, findings showed that interviewees manifest a strong selectivity. Young
individuals do not use Internet as a complementary to traditional media. In-
stead, they mostly abandon traditional media and consider online news as
their main source. Behind this exposure pattern, a distrust towards particu-
larly broadcast and press plays the key role. Young individuals consider Inter-
net as a platform where they can escape the effects of polarization and where
they can choose what they want to view. Additionally, the speed and time ef-

ficiency advantages of the Internet vis-a-vis traditional media is another factor
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behind this pattern. Self-reports of interviewees showed that their parents had
dissimilar media consumption habits with more reliance on television and
with a more polarized vision where brand loyalties are stronger. Although this
study did not include older age groups in its sample, such reporting shows
effects of polarization may be differ among different segments of society.

In terms of news or entertainment preferences, young Internet users
mostly get their news from social media, where entertainment and news exist
together. The fact that an important number of Y Generation interviewees are
interested in public affairs and include it in their news consumption is a sign
that entertainment and news does not replace each other. Moreover, similar to
what literature review denoted, Z Generation interviewees who were less in-
terested in political news still had exposure to political agenda due to inci-
dental exposure especially through social media. Many participants reported
increasing their political news consumption and following the agenda more
actively when big events occur in agenda. Increased political news exposure
can be defined with what Atkin framed as threats and opportunities that pos-
sibly affects individuals’ lives. As Atkin proposed, information regarding big
events carry more utility and leads to their selection as news items.

In terms of topic selection, self-reports of interviewees showed that par-
ticular interests deriving from habits, occupation etc., shaped most of the news
exposure. This pattern matches with what Atkin proposed about environmen-
tal adaptations to increase knowledge level to cope with uncertainties. In order
to continue to conduct their lives, individuals feel the need of surveillance in-
formation to be updated about certain issues. However, this study did not re-
veal strong issue-public members among young Internet users. Interviewees
did not manifest specific interest of and exposure to information relating strict
policy areas. They mostly read political news through agenda updates with a
special interest for big events that dominate the agenda, such as elections. Such
a finding can be explained with disillusionment with politics due to polariza-
tion and its reflection on media use habits. As the self-reports showed, while
individuals were dissatisfied political news both in its bias and alarming sto-
ries about the country, they still felt necessity to keep connected to the agenda

of country.
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Finally, the interviewees did not show strong confirmation bias or defen-
sive motivations in their news exposure. While they manifested a considerable
preference for like-minded media and individuals on social media, this does
not occur to the extent of avoiding politically different brands and individual
networks. Main motive behind this is that interviewees have a distrust for gen-
eral media environment and media institutions without strict discrimination
between supportive and unsupportive media. Such a media environment
makes high quality information rare and carry utility in their perception. In
order to learn about facts, young individuals diversify their sources, to the ex-
tent of lesser interaction with political difference to check their arguments. As
an example, almost all interviewees reported following both Binali Yildirim
and Ekrem Imamoglu in pre-election period. These findings show that as a
structural factor, polarized media environment plays an important role in
shaping news exposure. While polarization have bold effects in defining and
directing individuals’ media perception and use habits, it does not always lead
to more polarization and echo chambers. As interviewees in this study showed
low confirmation bias and more concerned with information quality, it is clear
that polarization may also lead to more concern for objective information.
From the perspective of socio-psychological theories explained in chapter
two, low information quality environment heightens accuracy motivations
vis-a-vis defensive motivations. Therefore, Festinger’s theory of cognitive dis-
sonance falls short of explaining information exposure patterns of urban and
educated young members of Istanbul. As several points so far illustrated, At-
kin’s informational utility model and Festinger’s theory reflects two possible
outcomes of polarization that may simultaneously occur for different seg-
ments in the society. From a generational perspective, urban and educated
young members of society can be said to have accumulated more exposure to
political difference- for instance through university education- and also more
affiliated with social media and Internet. This provides them an alternative
media environment where they can build a different reaction towards polari-
zation, regardless of their political dispositions. Compared to older genera-
tion, these young individuals, particularly Z Generation, were born into a pe-
riod where polarization is at a very high level and institutions were severely

questioned in Turkey. They also came of age in a period where social media
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became an alternative to mainstream media in the country. The fact that they
use this high-choice media environment not in a polarized way, shows us that
news media do not automatically lead to more partisan behavior in terms of
media use, but a counter force against polarization itself. Whether this occurs
or not also depends on who uses it and how he or she perceives politics and
media environment.

Along with the purposes of this study, it has been revealed that polarized
media systems may generate different moderators of selective exposure. How-
ever, in order to fully grasp its effects, this study must be replicated with dif-

ferent samples that include diverse demographic and socio-economic groups.
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Appendix A

PRO-GOVERNMENT INTERVIEWEE GROUP

List of Interviewees

Pseudonym Age Occupation

Party Support Generation

1 Fatma
2 Emine
3 Rana

4 Aycan
5 Levent
6 Serhat
7 Murat
8 Melih

24
28
24
22
28
28
20

21

University Personnel & Student

Housewife

Architect and Student
University Personnel
Engineer

Architect

University Student

University Student

JDP
JDP
JDP
JDP
JDP
JDP
JDP
NMP

Z

N N < < N N <

OPPOSITIONAL INTERVIEWEE GROUP

Pseudonym Age Occupation

Party Support Generation

1 Derya

2 Sinem

3 Ekin

4 Burcu

5 Ibrahim
6 Cagri

7 Ahmetcan
8 Berke

21
28
20
28
24
28
23
19

University Student
Research Assistant
University Student
Financial Manager
Accessory Producer
Unemployed
University Student

University Student

RPP
GP
RDP
RPP
RPP
RPP
RPP
RPP

Z

N N < N < N <
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10

11

12

13
14

Appendix B Interview Questions

BEFORE RECORDING

Before recording, information regarding age, education, occupation and po-
litical view is acquired. (For confidentiality, the participants did not want to

share their personal information during the recording.
DURING RECORDING

How do you spend your daily life? What are your interest areas?

To what extent and for which activities do you use the Internet?

How do you find the news media in Turkey?

Have you ever felt distrust for the news you read or see?

What are your motivations and expectations for following the news?

What do you feel when you see the news?

Are there specific times that you follow the news?

Have you seen any news that impressed you recently?

Are people around you interested in the news? What about your family and
close friends?

How would you describe your news reading habit? Is it a regular habit for you?
Why? Why not?

With which mediums do you follow the news? (Television, Radio, News and

Internet
a. What are the reasons for you to prefer such medium(s?

There are many news websites, news portals and applications. Do you use any

of these sources for following the news?

a. What are your reasons for preferring such outlets and not others? What

do you think about their news producing quality?

Do you know about the news sources that people around you use?

Are there any news topics you regularly or mostly follow?

a. What are your motivations for preferring such topics?
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15

16

17

18

19
20

21

To what extent do you use social networking sites such as Instagram, Facebook
and Twitter as news sources? Are there any specific individual or news account

you follow?
a. Why do you prefer such accounts?

Do you receive know from instant messaging applications such as Messenger

or Whatsapp?

a. Ifyes, in which topics and from which individuals you receive such news?

b. To what extent do you consider such news sharing as credible?
Do you share news on the Internet?

a. Ifyes, with which motivations do you share the news?

b. If yes, in which topics and through which sources do you share the news?

Apart from your cyber network, do you share news with individuals in your

real life?

a. If yes, in which topics and within which social circles do you share the

news?

How did you learn about the recent developments in our country’s agenda?
Have you ever come across with news about the country’s economy? How did
you find them? Are there any other topic you have recently viewed?

Would you like to add anything?
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