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INTRODUCTION

Abstract

A wellfunctioning democracy demands a wellinformed populace, yet, today,
both are threatened by the widespread presence of fake news on social media.
Combating the menace of fake news requires finding out the potential
antecedents of the spread of fake news. One of such possible factors is the
audiences’ online news consumption patterns. The individuals who adopt
biased news seeking behaviour in their engagement with the political content
on social media, under the influence of their partisanship—selective exposure—
are highly vulnerable to fake news. In this study, an attempt is made to
examine the relationship between partisanship and news seeking behaviour of
followers of different Pakistani political parties on social media. In an online
survey experiment, 762 followers of six major political parties in Islamabad
and Punjab reported their likelihood of seeking attitude-consistent, attitude-
inconsistent and attitude-neutral political news on social media on a Likert
scale. The findings indicated that individuals exhibited partisan or selective
news seeking behaviour showing preference to the content that matched their
political viewpoints which was explained by the selective exposure theory. It
elucidates that the individuals selectively seek or expose to information that is
aligned with their pre-existing beliefs or narratives and in this case the political
information on social media. This selective exposure to political news has
serious implications for the spread of fake news such as the partisans tend to
not only consume fake news but also believe and share them on social media
especially that match their political outlook even when they are flagged as
disputed by the fact-checkers.

Fake news is the term in vogue but not for the
right reasons. On the one hand, the political
actors employ this term to discredit journalists
and news media, and on the other hand, its
usage refers to the online spread of
disinformation (Egelhofer & Lecheler, 2019). In
both the ways, the phenomenon of fake news is
posing a serious threat to democracies around
the globe (Egelhofer et al., 2020; Monsees, 2023;
Reglitz, 2022). Democracy requires a well-

informed electorate for its smooth functioning
(Dahl, 1983; Milner, 2002; Schudson, 1998) but
in the widely diffused presence of fake news
(Vosoughi et al.,, 2018) it has become very
difficult for a common person to identify which
news is and is not fake or in other words to
differentiate between fictitious and factual
information. Similarly, an ideal voter is the one
whose decisions are well-informed (Berelson et
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al., 1954), but if people rely on fake news, their
decisions could only damage democracy.
Nowadays, fake news has become a serious
concern more than ever. These are the news
articles that are designed to resemble real news
and carry verifiably false and fabricated
information to mislead people (Allcott &
Gentzkow, 2017; El Mikati et al., 2023; Gelfert,
2018; Kwek et al.,, 2023; Lazer et al., 2018;
Pennycook et al., 2018; Rubin et al., 2015).
Although not new, the issue of fake news has
gained a surge in the last decade (O’Connor &
Weatherall, 2019; t'Serstevens et al., 2022).
Especially in 2016, the pre and post US
presidential elections raised serious concerns
over the truth and facticity in the arena of
political communication vis-a-vis fake news
(Egelhofer et al., 2020). There were circulated
factually incorrect news stories before the polls
to influence them (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017;
Bleakley, 2023; Lee, 2019) and after the
elections, Donald Trump hurled a comment at
a journalist: “‘You Are Fake News’, in his first
press conference as a president. These incidents
generated a serious debate among different
segments of society including the academicians
which found a renewed interest to study fake
news (Jones-Jang et al., 2021; Lewandowsky et
al., 2017; Mason et al., 2018; Pennycook et al.,
2018). It was further stimulated by the events
having global impact such as the referendum of
Brexit in 2016 (Kucharski, 2016; Rose, 2017)
and more recently the case of COVID-19
(Greene & Murphy, 2021).

Fake News and Social Media

In this information age (Buchbinder & Newson,
2021), owing to the advancements in the
information and communication technologies
(Radovan, 2013), a major shift has been seen in
the news consumption by individuals where the
new or social media is rapidly replacing the old
or traditional media (Freeman, 2013;
Yanardagoglu, 2020; M. P. Rose, 2023) and it
has made inroads in the political sphere too (Gil
de Zudiga et al., 2017). Today, any person who
wants to keep themselves updated with the
recent happenings in the political, economic or
social world, they most often engage with the
social media rather than mainstream media

(Duffy, 2020; Molyneux, 2017; Sasseen et al.,

2013; Shu et al, 2017; Struckmann &
Karnowski, 2016; Westerman et al.,, 2014;
Westlund; 2016).

Social media acts like a double-edged sword: it
has empowered citizens in terms of their
engagement with content, but it has also
contributed to the spread of fake news
(Domenico et al., 2021). Although the diffusion
of fake news has existed in the past, social media
has sped up the process (Rampersad &
Althiyabi, 2020; Lazer et al., 2018). Its quick,
costeffective and accessible nature has attracted
people to consume news on social media, but it
has also facilitated the process of sharing fake
news on a greater scale (Shu et al., 2017). On the
one hand, it informs users in a faster and
democratic way, but on the other hand it has
created a strong need to verify the information
being circulated online (Jones-Jang et al., 2021)
because it is observed to be one of the major
sources contributing to the dissemination of
fake news (Narwal, 2018).

Interestingly, the diffusion of fake news does not
stop at the stage of being disseminated but rather
it moves further to cause greater trouble when
people. who consume such information start
believing it (Bryanov & Vziatysheva, 2021;
French et al., 2025). Especially, social media
platforms have provided an ideal environment
for people to believe in fake news. Put it
differently, social media has not only given birth
to fake news but also brought it up and made it
walk on its own (Bryanov & Vziatysheva, 2021;
French et al., 2025, Pennycook et al., 2018).

Fake News and News Consumption
Behaviours

In this scenario, the question arises, what should
be done to fight the menace of fake news! To
find an answer to this question, we must first
identify the causes behind its spread. Once the
factors are highlighted, it will become easier to
devise adequate strategies to tackle the problem
of false or misleading information (Pennycook
& Rand, 2021). One way to identify why fake
news diffuse in the society could be to dig into
the patterns and practices adopted by people to
consume political information on social media.
Approaching fake news from the angle of
consumers, audience or users, instead of from
the angle of spreaders is intended in this study.
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To put it another way, does the certain news
consumption behaviours of people have any
implication for the spread of fake news?

Fake news creation and consumption are
seemingly two different roles but have started to
readily blur. They are apparently two different
ends but the clear line between them is waning
(Kim et al., 2021). If we look into the process of
dissemination of fake news, we find that there
are two key stakeholders. One is who creates it
and the other one is who consumes it. The focus
of this study is on the second player, i.e., the one
who consumes fake news. The researchers
present the idea in this study that news
consumers (audience), too, passively and
indirectly participate in the process of spreading
fake news. But how?

News consumption behaviours are the ways
individuals consume news, and in this case, on
social media. Elihu Katz in his editorial
commentary explained that the future of mass
communication research would be to investigate
the angle of ‘what do people do with the media’
instead of only what do media do to people
(1959). One of these news consumption
behaviours is news seeking behaviour which is
examined in this study to investigate if this news
behaviour has any potential flaws that could lead
to the spread of fake news.

News Seeking Behaviour and Partisanship
Human beings are instinctively driven to be
aware of the happenings around them and the
efforts to discover or find out is known as news
seeking behaviour (Danielson & Stempel,
1958). In the past, it was interpersonal or group
communication, then mass communication in
the form of print and electronic media and
nowadays social media is resorted to by people
to stay in touch with the latest news. In this
context, one of the motivating factors that drive
people to use certain news content to keep
themselves updated is partisanship, which is also
recognized in the studies as amongst the several
antecedents of dissemination of fake news
(Osmundsen et al., 2021; Pretus et al., 2023;
Turel, 2023). In simple words, it refers to the
usage of certain information for certain
purposes.

Partisanship is a social identification in which
people have, feel or express their commitment,

attachment or inclination towards a certain
political party or group (Campbell et al., 1960;
Elliott, 2024; Iyengar & Krupenkin, 2018;
Mason, 2018; Putnam, 2000). It is necessarily a
result of their formal or informal belonging or
attachment with those groups which makes it
harder for them to change the biased attitudes
they have about things (Severin & Tankard,
1992). Communication  behaviours are
influenced by groups; the way we receive,
perceive, interpret or accept a message can be
filtered through the effect people have on us as
a group, in this case political parties (Severin &
Tankard, 1992). Our association with a political
party motivates us to view the world in a
politically attitude-consistent manner
(Druckman et al., 2013; Gentzkow, 2016; Jerit
& Barabas, 2012; Lewandowsky et al.,, 2012;
Taber & Lodge 20006).

Partisanship persuades individuals to process
and use political information in a biased way—
matching their political beliefs (Jones & Sugden,
2001; Taber & Lodge, 2006). In other words,
these news consumptions behaviours become
selective. There are also referred to as partisan
because people exhibit them due to the
influence of their partisanship. In this way, the
chances of people using selective information
increase which can lead to creating a space where
existence of fake news becomes easier.

Selective Exposure Theory

The research on news seeking behaviour has
been dominated by the theme of selective
exposure with a specific context of the debate of
limited or strong media effects (Stroud, 2010).
This selective exposure is often referred to as
politically motivated or partisan exposure,
received both supporting (Lazarsfeld et al., 1944)
and challenging (Sears & Freedman, 1967)
empirical evidence in research also noted by
Garrett (2009b).

Selective exposure is the inclination in
individuals to consume information that is
aligned with their pre-existing beliefs or
narrative (Cinelli et al., 2020). It found its traces
back to Lazarsfeld study which indicated that
people expose to and perceive media content
selectively, i.e., using opinion leaders as a two-
step way and to reinforce strongly held political

beliefs (Lazarsfeld et. al, 1944). Afterwards, this
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was further explained by Festinger that people
resort to selective news behaviour to avoid
cognitive dissonance (1957). Later, Joseph
Klapper elaborated on selective exposure by
explaining that it helped people protect and
reinforce their already held partisan beliefs along
with other selective processes (1960). In recent
times, the selective seeking or exposure to
opinion-reinforcing political content was found
across followers of different political parties
(Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Jones et al., 2011) and
across media types—print, electronic and
Internet (Bakshy et al., 2015; Stroud, 2008) and
in hard and soft media content as well especially
this preference was seen prominently in
partisans with higher political engagement
(Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). Furthermore, not only
that partisan selective exposure existed
(Humanes & Valera-Ordaz, 2023) but increased
over time (Rodriguez et al., 2017).

Another somewhat different stream of research
found which treat evidence against the common
understanding of politically motivated selective
exposure is that among online media users,
seeking and avoiding are two distinct
behaviours; one might involve in seeking
attitude-consistent without avoiding attitude-
inconsistent political information (Garrett,
2009b; Garrett & Stroud, 2014; Jang, 2014;
Rafiq et al., 2024) while the mediated role of
different emotions such as fear, anger and
enthusiasm on the partisan selective exposure
was also found (DuBosar et al., 2024; Song,
2016).

Problem Statement

The widespread presence of fake news on social
media around the globe and especially in
Pakistan is a matter of great concern. The study
investigates the role of partisanship in shaping
the news seeking behaviour of followers of
different political parties on social media and its
implications for the spread of fake news.

Research Gap

There is an increasing body of international
research  literature  contributing to  the
understanding of factors leading to the spread of
fake news on social media, but in the Pakistani
context, this domain is emerging and relatively
very little is known. This study will increase the

empirical knowledge about partisanship and its
influence on the news seeking behaviour of the
followers of different political parties in Pakistan
on social media and its implications for the
diffusion of fake news especially using the
theoretical explanation of selective exposure
theory.

Research Objective

To study the relationship between partisanship
and news seeking behaviour of followers of
different Pakistani political parties on social
media

Research Methodology

The study used the quantitative methodology by
employing the survey experiment or
experimental survey method which is defined as
conducting an experiment on a survey. [t is a mix
of both the methods i.e., survey and experiment.
Both the methods are unique in their own way
having certain strengths and limitations. One of
the key features of survey is generalizability and
of experiment is causation. Combining survey
and experiment yields the generalizability with
causation or in other words causal inference
along with external validity. It helps us address
the limitations rooted in non-experimental
survey method and experiments with a small
convenient sample (Gaines et al, 2007;
Sniderman, 2011). There are multiple studies
carried out on the theme of news consumption
behaviours including news seeking behaviour of
users which adopted the survey experiment
method (Adjin-Tettey, 2022; Colliander, 2019;
Shephard et al.,, 2023; Talwar et al., 2019;
t'Serstevens et al., 2022; Westerwick et al.,
2020).

Target Population, Sampling and Data

The target population of the study was the
followers of six major political parties,
mentioned below, living in Punjab and the
federal capital territory, Islamabad (ICT), who
are social media users of all age brackets and
gender. The political parties included Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), Pakistan Muslim League-
Nawaz (PMLN), Pakistan Peoples Party
Parliamentarians (PPPP), Tehreek-e-Labbaik
Pakistan (TLP), Jamiat-ul-Ulema-e-Islam-Fazal
(JULF) and Jamaate-Islami Pakistan (JIP). The
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participants were reached through non-
probability sampling techniques—a combination
of both convenient sampling and snowball
sampling—which were adequate keeping in view
the practical constraints and nature of the study.
We employed the Google Forms to reach the
participants using my personal and professional
social networks through physical meeting and
using messenger option, status updates, posts of
feed and groups on WhatsApp, Facebook,
Instagram, Snapchat (friends, family, colleagues,
etc.). In this way, the participants were selected
based on convenience and their willingness to
take part in the study. Additionally, we asked the
people for referrals. This method, the snowball
sampling, rendered through recommendations
and referrals the new participants which were
beyond our reach. The data were collected for
the survey experiment using an online survey
conducted through Google Forms, furnished in
English and Urdu both, which generated an
excel format sheet. I further coded data into
SPSS software for the analyses.

Three Stages of the Study

The current study was conducted in three stages.
At the first stage, the pre-pilot study, a pool of
news items (headlines) was prepared to measure
people’s news seeking behaviour. The pool of
news items (headlines), that were attitude-
consistent, attitude-inconsistent and attitude-
neutral towards each of the six political parties.
The news items were written in Urdu language
for the ease of reading for everyone. Careful
attention was given to ensure that news items
covered the 5Ws and 1H, news worthiness,
recency (almost 80% of items were of 2023-
2024) and element of interest. Almost all the
news items primarily had the element of fake
news: false information, factually incorrect, or
verifiably false data means some facts were
modified or distorted or attributions were
changed. The relevance to the topic and
direction of news was ensured too. The tone of
news was not too soft and not too harsh, but

they clearly demonstrated the direction of the
content. The news type was only political, and
news source was absent to keep them both
constant. Then we availed the services of experts
to rate this pool of news to finally select the three
attitude-consistent, three attitude-inconsistent
and two attitudeneutral news items to be
included in the survey experiment. The experts
included academicians and professionals related
to the field of media, journalism, news, etc. They
rated news for the direction and topic relevance
of news. The topics covered in the news items
were as follows: elections, parliament and
government, judiciary, civil military relations,
media and freedom of expression, economy,
Pak-US relations, dialogue, protest, personal life
and family of political leaders. A questionnaire
was designed to measure partisanship, social
media use of participants and to collect data
about their demographics.

At the second stage, we conducted a pilot study
to test the real application of our research design
and rectify any issues regarding the
operationalization and measurement of the
variables of the study. A sample of 50 students
at-a government college in Rawalpindi affiliated
with a university, both male and females, was
taken. The findings of the pilot study suggested
some changes in the target population which was
later modified and incorporated in the final
study. At the third stage, the actual study was
conducted. We provided the participants with a
survey experiment containing the measures of
the study.

Hypotheses

H1: People are more likely to seek attitude-
consistent (pro) political news online than
attitude-inconsistent (anti) and attitude-neutral
news (neutral).

H2: Strong partisans are more likely to seek
attitude-consistent political news online than
attitude-inconsistent and attitude-neutral news.
A conceptual framework is presented in Figures

1 and 2.
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Conceptual Framework

Neutral News

Stronger than
anti & nentral

b

News Seeking Behaviour

Figure 1
Comparison of News Seeking Behaviour Across News Types (Pro, Anti, Neutral)

'd ™y
Partisanship Strength
. i
¥ ¥
,EL-:?_AZD GN-:WS Neutral News
Stronger Weaker Weaker

J’ ¥

[ News Seeking Behaviour }

Figure 2

Comparison of News Seeking Behaviour by Partisanship Strength Across News Types
Measures

General Questionnaire (Seven-Point Michigan Scale, developed by
The general survey questionnaire contained Campbell et al., 1960).

measures of demographical information, social

media use (measure used by Chu et al., 2016), News Seeking Behaviour

political affiliation (Michigan Scale, developed It was measured by providing them with a set of
by Campbell et al., 1960), and partisanship eight political news (headlines) in Urdu

language selected by the experts from a larger
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pool of news, out of which three news were pro
(attitude-consistent), three news were anti
(attitude-inconsistent), and two news were
neutral (attitude-neutral). The statistical tests
were applied on average scores of each type of
news for the equal representation in comparison
across pro, anti and neutral news. The news
items were attitude-consistent and attitude-
inconsistent depending on the political leaning
of the participant, i.e., party affiliation. The
participants reported their likelihood of reading
news in detail on a 5-point Likert scale from very
unlikely to very likely. The instrument was

Table 1

adopted from the study of Westerwick et al.
(2020) and modified. The reliability was
established, and the details are given in the next
section.

Reliability Analysis

News Seeking Behaviour (P, A, N) Scale

The reliability test was conducted on the news
seeking behaviour (P, A, N) scale which
produced around or above .70 (common
threshold o > .70), which demonstrated that the
scale is strongly internally consistent as shown in

Table 1.

Summary of Reliability (Cronbach’s &) Scores of Measures Used in the Study

Measure / Scale

Reliability - Cronbach’s a

News Seeking Behaviour (P)
News Seeking Behaviour (A)
News Seeking Behaviour (N)

.83
a7
.66

Note. P = Pro, A = Anti, N = Neutral.

Findings

A total of 762 participants took part in the study,
out of which 62.3% were males and 37.7% were
females. As shown in Table 2 and Figure 3
provided, the distribution of participants along
with political affiliations is presented. The
majority of participants (59.6%) were followers

of PTI, followed by PMLN (21.9%). The third
most frequently reported political party was TLP
(6:8), while the least frequently reported political
party was JULF (2%). Since Punjab was the
stronghold of these two political parties (PTI and
PMLN), the representation was somewhat
understandable.

Table 2

Participant Distribution Across Political Affiliation

Political Affiliation Frequency Percent
PTI 454 59.6%
PMLN 167 21.9%
PPPP 26 3.4%
TLP 52 6.8%
JULF 15 2%

JIP 48 6.3%
Total 762 100%
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Figure 3
Participant Distribution Across Political Affiliation

Table 3 and Figure 4 exhibited that the distribution of participants across partisanship levels. The majority
(39.2%) of participants were strong followers of the political parties, followed by weak followers (32.9%).
The smallest group—lean followers—accounts for 27.8% of the sample.

Table 3

Distribution of Participants by Partisanship Levels

Partisanship Levels Frequency Percent
Lean Follower 212 27.8%
Weak Follower 251 32.9%
Strong Follower 299 39.2%
Total 762 100%

H Lean Follower
® Weak Follower

m Strong Follower

Figure 4
Distribution of Participants by Partisanship Levels
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Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics of the measures used in the study.

Table 4

Descriptive Statistics of Measures

Measure N Min Max Mean SD
Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic

Age 762 16 92 27.69 9.55

News Seeking Behaviour (P) 762 1 5 3.08 1.13

News Seeking Behaviour (A) 762 1 5 2.70 1.03

News Seeking Behaviour (N) 762 1 5 2.92 1.10

Note. P = Pro, A = Anti, N = Neutral. All variables represent mean scores except age variable.

Hypothesis Testing

A mixed-design ANOVA analysis was performed
to find out whether news type—pro, anti,
neutral—influenced news seeking behaviour of
participants and whether the influence changed
across levels of partisanship—lean followers,
weak followers, strong followers. As shown in
Table 5 that the sphericity assumption was met
in the Mauchly’s Sphericity Test, W = 1.00, x%(2)
= 0.21, p = .899, therefore, the results were
reported from uncorrected ANOVA which
illustrated that there was a statistically significant
main effect of news type on news seeking
behaviour of participants, F(2, 1518) = 76.81, p
< .001, partial n? = .09, suggesting that the
inclination to seek political news online changed

Table 5

meaningfully with variation in the type of news—
pro, anti or neutral. Table 6 displays that a
significant main effect of levels of partisanship
was also found, F(2, 759) = 12.32, p < .001,
partial M2 = .03, suggesting that participants
showed different news seeking behaviour
depending on their levels of partisanship. More
importantly, there was recorded a statistically
significant interaction effect between news type
and levels of partisanship, as given in Table 37,
F(4, 1518) = 4.36, p = .002, partial n2 = .01. This
reflects that news seeking behaviour of
individuals was influenced in combination by
news type and levels of partisanship. In other
words, the trend of participants’ news seeking
behaviour across three news types changed with
the change in levels of partisanship.

ANOVA (Within-Subjects) Summary including Mauchly's Test for the Effect of News Type on News

Seeking Behaviour

Source Mauchly's Test of Sphericity Test of Within-Subjects Effects

W X2

P Df F PN

News Type 1.00  0.21

News Type * Partisanship Levels — —

899 2,1518 76.81 .000 .09
— 4,1518 436  .002 .01

Note. Sphericity is assumed (p > .05); therefore, uncorrected ANOVA results are reported.

Table 6
ANOVA (Between-Subjects) Summary for the Effects of Partisanship Levels on News Seeking
Behaviour
Source Test of Between-Subjects Effects
df F P %,
Partisanship Levels 2,159 12.32 .000 .03

Using Bonferroni adjustment, presented in
Table 7 (Figure 5), the post hoc pairwise
comparisons indicated that all differences
among the three news types were significant.
Individuals reported a significantly higher intent

to seek pro political news online as compared to
anti news, p <.001 and neutral news, p <.001.
Similarly, they were more likely to seek neutral
news than anti news, p < .001. These results
suggest that participants were more likely to seek
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political news items that were either politically
attitude-consistent or neutral, rather than
politically attitude-inconsistent. Therefore, H1 is
supported by the findings that people are more

likely to seek pro political news online than anti
and neutral news.

Table 7
Pairwise Comparisons: News Type, News Seeking Behaviour
(I) News Type (J) News Type Mean Difference (I-SE p 95% CI
) LL UL
Pro Anti 361 0.03 .000 0.29 0.43
Neutral 137 0.03 .000 0.07 0.21
Anti Pro 361 0.03 .000 043 -0.29
Neutral 224 0.03 .000 0.29 -0.15
Neutral Pro 137 0.03 .000 0.21  -0.07
Anti 224 0.03 .000 0.15 0.29

Note. Based on estimated marginal means. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni. *. The

mean difference is significant at the .05 level.

Estimated Marginal Means of News Seeking Behaviour

31

30

Estimated Marginal Means

Pro Ant Neutral

News Type

Figure 5

Comparison of News Seeking Behaviour Across Pro, Anti, and Neutral News Types

Similarly, strong followers were found seeking
political news online significantly higher than
lean followers, p <.001, and weak followers also
reported higher

seeking news than lean

Table 8
Pairwise Comparisons: Partisanship Levels,
News Seeking Behaviour

(D 1)) Mean SE p 95% CI

PartisanshiPartisanshiDifferenc LL UL

p Levels pLevels e (L))

Lean Weak 2274 0.0 .00 .

Follower Follower 9 8 0400
9 6

followers, p =

.008, while there was no

significant difference between weak and strong

followers in their news seeking behaviour, p =

.174 (as can be seen in Table 8).

Weak

Follower

Strong
Follower

Strong
Follower

Lean
Follower
Strong
Follower

Lean
Follower

-432

274

- 158

432

0.0 .00 -
9 0 0602
4 2
0.0 .00 0.0 0.4
9 8 6 9
0.0.17- 00
8 4 034
6
0.0.00 0.2 0.6
9 0 2 4
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Weak .158 0.0.17- 03
Follower 8 4 006
4
Note. Based on estimated marginal means.
Adjustment  for multiple = comparisons:

Bonferroni. *. The mean difference is significant
at the .05 level.

Most importantly, according to the estimated
marginal means, as given in Table 9 (Figure 6),
both news type and partisanship level influenced
news seeking behaviour of individuals. News
seeking behaviour was recorded highest for pro
political news items among strong followers, (M
= 3.32), followed by neutral news items (M =
3.07) and lowest for anti news items (M = 2.82).
Among weak followers, the similar kind of
pattern was observed, with greater news seeking
behaviour for pro news items (M = 3.08),
followed by neutral news items (M = 2.92) and
lowest for anti news items (M = 2.74). On the

contrary, lean followers showed less variation in
their news seeking behaviour across news types.
They were more likely to seek pro and neutral
news items almost with the same degree (M =
2.72) while, lower news seeking behaviour, to
some extent, for anti news items was reported (M
=2.48).

These findings suggest that exposure to attitude-
consistent, i.e., pro political news increases with
increase in level of partisanship. Overall, strong
partisans exhibited higher news seeking
behaviour that aligned with their political
affiliation than anti and neutral news (MD =
0.50, 0.25) more sharply as compared to weak
(MD = 0.34, 0.16) and lean partisans (MD =
0.24, 0). Therefore, H2 receives the empirical
support that strong partisans are more likely to
seek pro political news online than anti and
neutral news.

Table 9

Partisanship Levels * News Type, News Seeking Behaviour

Partisanship Levels News Type Mean SE 95% CI

LL UL

Lean Follower Pro 2.72 0.08 2.57 2.87
Anti 2.48 0.07 2.34 2.62
Neutral 2.72 0.08 2.57 2.86

Weak Follower Pro 3.08 0.07 2.94 3.22
Anti 2.74 0.07 2.61 2.87
Neutral 2.92 0.07 2.79 3.06

Strong Follower Pro 3.32 0.06 3.20 3.45
Anti 2.82 0.06 2.70 2.94
Neutral 3.07 0.06 2.95 3.20

Estimated Marginal Means of News Seeking Behaviour

Estimated Marginal Means

.J
g
<

Partisanship
Levels
=== Lean Follower
= Weak Follower
= Strong Follower

Pro Anti

News Type

Neutral

Figure 6
Comparison of News Seeking Behaviour by Partisanship Level Across News Types
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Discussion

The findings of this study are aligned with the
results of previous research which identified that
people were more inclined to seek political news
online that match their political affiliation or
ideologies (attitude-consistent) than those that
are against their political leanings (attitude-
inconsistent) or neutral (attitude-neutral).
Moreover, the participants exhibited the least
interest in seeking the news items that were
attitude-inconsistent among the three types of
news which reflected the selective exposure to
political news (Bakshy et al., 2015; Humanes &
Valera-Ordaz, 2023; Jones et al., 2011; Peterson
& Iyengar, 2021; Rodriguez et al., 2017; Stroud,
2008). Such a pattern reinforces the view that
partisanship drives selective exposure. On the
one hand, there was a general inclination
towards seeking news content that aligned with
their political viewpoints, and on the other
hand, a general avoidance of news content that
did not.

Furthermore, strong partisans exhibited higher
news seeking behaviour for attitude-consistent
news than attitude-inconsistent and attitude-
neutral news (Barnidge et al., 2017; Iyengar &
Hahn, 2009; Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng,
2009; Rodriguez et al., 2017; Stroud, 2008;
Taber & Lodge, 2006). In other words, as the
level of partisanship increased, exposure to
political information that matches people’s
political beliefs also increased among strong
partisans more sharply compared to both weak
and lean partisans.

The manifestation of selective exposure is
evident in selective news seeking behaviours of
followers of different political parties (Frimer et
al., 2017) in Pakistan, reflecting both as a
function of partisanship strength and party
affiliation. These followers showed a clear
preference for attitude-consistent news while
showed avoidance towards attitude-inconsistent
news.

The skewness depicted in the news seeking
behaviour of people is the demonstration of
selective exposure because it is one of the major
drivers of the news consumption behaviours of
people (Cinelli et al.,, 2020). The patterns
appeared in the examination of news seeking
behaviours, strengthen the theoretical concept
of selective exposure which postulates that

people show inclination to seek out political
news that match their pre-existing beliefs
(Garrett, 2009a; Garrett & Stroud, 2014;
Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2019). Partisan
individuals are psychologically motivated to see
the world with the lens of their political
affiliation. They exhibit selective exposure by
exposing themselves to political information
that echoes their political worldview (Jones &
Sugden, 2001; Stroud, 2011; Knobloch-
Westerwick, Johnson et al., 2015; Knobloch-
Westerwick, & Meng, 2009).

Implications of Selective Exposure for Fake
News

The notion that individuals engage in partisan
or selective news seeking behaviour towards the
political news on social media is substantiated by
the empirical evidence rendered in this study.
To put it differently, the selective exposure was
observed in the news seeking patterns of the
followers of different Pakistani political parties.
This selective exposure to political content on
social media has serious implications for the
spread of fake news.

First, the political partisans tend to consume
fake news on social media more often than not
(Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Guess et al., 2018).
Second, the partisan individuals not only
consume fake news but are also inclined to
believe them (Beauvais, 2022; Moravec et al.,
2019), especially which match their political
outlook, i.e., supporting their viewpoint and
discrediting their opponents (Ardi, 2019),
because, on social media, it is easier for people
to trust the fake news even when they are flagged
as disputed by the fact-checkers (Guess et al.,
2018; Pennycook et al., 2018).

Third, interestingly, partisans share such
content with others without even knowing or
establishing the veracity of the facts presented in
the political information (Pennycook et al.,
2018). The selective news seeking often leads to
selective news sharing which enhances the
dangers of sharing fake news. It was documented
that  the  partisan  selective  sharing
complemented selective exposure among
followers of different political parties to support
their own groups and criticize the rival ones on

social media (Shin & Thorson, 2017). More
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interestingly, people who process political
information in a partisan way deny that their
party affiliation has anything to do with it but,
at the same time, claim that this is the case with
their opponents (Cohen, 2003). This state of
denial, unawareness or ignorance, makes them
to be susceptible to sharing fake news (Gwebu et
al., 2021).

Fourth, the selective exposure leads to create
echo chambers in which people interact only
with the like-minded ones and filter the content
coming from individuals having different or
opposite political ideologies (Cinelli et al., 2020;
Sunstein, 2001, 2018) which undermines one’s
ability to see the other side of the picture
necessary to formulate well-informed opinions.
Surprisingly, upon incidental encounter with
attitude inconsistent political content on social
media, they actively started seeking attitude-
consistent political content (Weeks et al., 2017).

Conclusion

Social media has revolutionized the media
landscape by empowering citizens in democratic
content generation and accessibility of
information but it has also made the
dissemination of fake news easier than before.
The widespread prevalence of fake news on
social media is believed to be causing pollution
in the information environment and posing a
constant threat to democracy (Grabe & Bucy,
2023; McKay & Tenove, 2020; Meel &
Vishwakarma, 2020; Miller & Vaccari, 2020).
Since one of the main motivations behind the
creation of fake news is the expansion of
political or ideological agenda (Allcott &
Gentzkow 2017; Tandoc et al., 2018; Shu et al.,
2017), the selective exposure to the political
news, reflected in the news seeking behaviour,
enhances the chances of being succumbed to the
fake news. Consequently, the citizens who are
exposed to such news end wup being
misinformed, disinformed, or ill-informed.
Hence, they make their political choices based
on inaccurate and factually unreliable
information leading to the dysfunctioning of
democracy (Kuklinski et al., 2000). Coping up
with the menace of fake news requires a well-
thought-out intervention at the level of social
media users who happen to be the partisan
individuals. Political affiliation and

participation are the core principles of a
functioning democracy but, under the influence
of partisanship, seeking selective news and
relying on political information which could be

fake can harm society and democracy
(Lewandowsky et al., 2017).
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