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Article

The development of the Internet and social media has given 
rise to a growing diversity of news diets worldwide. News 
organizations actively employ multiple social media plat-
forms to distribute their news content. According to a report 
from the Pew Research Center (2019), among the highest 
traffic digital news outlets in the United States, 46% provide 
Android or iOS apps for their audience, 73% have released 
podcasts, and most are active in using social media like 
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram as part of their 
outreach. For a long time, news audiences were considered 
passive receivers of media content delivered by a top-down 
approach from political and media elites. However, individu-
als’ engagement with news has increasingly drawn academic 
attention since social media affordances have the potential to 
allow people to interact more with the news, such as by join-
ing discussions or sharing news items with others, rather 
than simply consume it passively.

Social media news engagement could have both cogni-
tive and behavioral outcomes. Studies have found that 
news engagement, such as sharing a news story or 

receiving comments on Facebook, causes participants to 
perceive a higher level of involvement, sense of influence, 
and sense of community (Oeldorf-Hirsch & Sundar, 2015; 
Stavrositu & Sundar, 2012). In the context of political 
news, social media news engagement is likely to enhance 
political efficacy, knowledge, and participation (Dimitrova 
et al., 2014). However, there is rising academic concern 
about the dark side of social media news engagement, 
which may cause the spread of misinformation, conspiracy 
theories, populism, and hate speech, as well as enhance 
political polarization (Quandt, 2018; Stroud, 2010). 
Therefore, more and more researchers have begun to 
explore different dimensions, predictors, and outcomes of 
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social media news engagement (Ha et al., 2018; Park & 
Kaye, 2018; Steensen et al., 2020). Meanwhile, news audi-
ences tend to consume multiple social media platforms and 
news outlets (Picone et al., 2015). Gottfried and Shearer 
(2016) documented that 34% of online news users access 
multiple social media accounts, surfing across Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, and so on. News engagement 
plays a significant role in the development of a healthy 
democracy as it can facilitate political discussion and civic 
engagement (Mutz, 2006). Thus, the extent to which multi-
platform social media use affects news engagement 
deserves special academic attention.

Although social media users have become increasingly 
active in combining sources from different social media plat-
forms to construct information repertoires for their own inter-
ests (Taneja et al., 2012), there has not yet been any investigation 
of how multi-platform social media use influences people’s 
engagement with political news when incidental news exposure 
and cognitive elaboration are considered as underlying 
mechanisms.

This study focuses on the use of different social media 
platforms in the political context (e.g., political news or dis-
cussions on social media platforms). It is widely acknowl-
edged that social media algorithms can cause echo chambers, 
hindering cross-cutting exposure and deliberative political 
discussion (Mosseri, 2018; Sunstein, 2017). Haim et al. 
(2018) found that such filter bubbles may only have minor 
negative effects on news diversity. Nevertheless, it is still 
safe to anticipate that multi-platform social media use will be 
significant in influencing the extent to which people are 
exposed to diverse political viewpoints and elaborate on the 
information. However, this seemingly deliberative process 
may encourage people to engage with news in biased ways 
that support their pre-existing viewpoints and diminish dis-
agreeing perspectives. This biased engagement may be 
amplified when their network is homogeneous. This study 
examines the effect of multi-platform social media use on 
different types of social media news engagement (i.e., sup-
portive and non-supportive), considering incidental news 
exposure and cognitive elaboration as the mediators and net-
work homogeneity as the moderator.

Multi-Platform Social Media Use and 
News Engagement

Multi-platform use is defined as the “habit of paying regular 
attention to, or relying on, more than one information and 
communication technology modality” for social media con-
sumption (Diehl et al., 2019, p. 429). In this study, we opera-
tionalize multi-platform social media use by measuring the 
number of social media platforms people use at least weekly.

Using multiple social media platforms that offer diversi-
fied informational opportunities provides chances for expo-
sure to both pro- and counter-attitudinal viewpoints (Lee 
et al., 2014). Social media users could purposefully or 

passively be exposed to news. News readers may actively 
seek information for their own purposes on social media 
platforms, or their networks may provide news content that 
they would not seek out purposefully (Oeldorf-Hirsch, 
2018). Some users even believe that they no longer have to 
actively seek news about public affairs because important 
news will find them automatically through social media (Gil 
de Zúñiga et al., 2020). In this sense, information-seeking 
behavior, incidental exposure, and the “news finds me per-
ception” (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2020, p. 1605) all link multi-
platform social media use with increased news exposure.

Technically speaking, social media news engagement 
refers to “an individual’s interactions with news on social 
media that can be observed and acted upon by others in the 
individual’s online social network” (Chan et al., 2018, p. 7), 
such as original posting, editing, commenting, reposting, 
sharing, or blocking posts. The social element of social 
media could also lead people to engage more with news 
(Kümpel, 2020), as users can disseminate news quickly 
through their online social networks and respond and react to 
it immediately. Wen and Wei (2018) considered multiple 
social media platforms as an “emerging networked sphere” 
that increases people’s willingness to express opinions on 
controversial issues online (p. 3729).

However, Steensen et al. (2020) noted that engagement 
with news could have dimensions other than the digital traces 
that the users leave behind. These include the emotional 
dimension, which psychologically connects the media and 
audiences, the normative dimension, which distinguishes the 
good and bad engagement that users make, and the spatio-
temporal dimension, which links engagement with social 
context across time and space. Thus, different types of social 
media news engagement may result from different motiva-
tions and result in different outcomes.

From the optimistic perspective, multi-platform social 
media use could lead to exposure to news with diversified 
viewpoints. Such cross-cutting exposure can help the audi-
ence engage more with news, such as through sharing, com-
menting, replying, and liking behaviors (Chan et al., 2018). 
In this sense, social media news engagement could contrib-
ute to healthy political discussion and civic engagement, 
which ultimately drives deliberative democracy (Mutz, 
2006). However, it is also important to note that social media 
news engagement may cumulate on like-minded news con-
tent which will mainly consolidate users’ own beliefs, such 
as by promoting in-group discussion and blocking minorities 
with an opposite perspective. These consequences have been 
widely discussed in the literatures on partisan exposure, 
selective exposure, and echo chambers (Stroud, 2010; 
Sunstein, 2017). Therefore, as we argue that multi-platform 
social media use could strengthen social media news engage-
ment, this engagement is not limited to open-minded interac-
tions but could also be biased harmful engagement that 
facilitates populism and political polarization (Barberá, 
2020).
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Specifying Supportive and Non-Supportive News 
Engagement

It is important to consider news engagement as a multi-
dimensional behavior. In reality, people post not only sup-
porting comments but also criticism of news content 
through various kinds of activities on social media plat-
forms. For example, posting positive opinions and liking 
or promoting a post are all types of engagement that show 
support of favored political views, while posting criti-
cisms, editing negative comments, and blocking disliked 
information are all considered types of non-supportive 
engagement. Since supportive and non-supportive news 
engagement are opposite behavioral outcomes with differ-
ent psychological patterns, the impacts of multi-platform 
social media use on these two outcomes could be different 
and should be considered simultaneously.

This study differentiates between supportive and non-
supportive forms of engagement when examining the rela-
tionship between multi-platform social media use and 
social media news engagement. Building on the literature, 
we propose that there should be a positive effect of multi-
platform social media use on both supportive and non-sup-
portive social media news engagement given that using 
multiple platforms increases exposure to alternative news 
and discussion and also permits various forms of interac-
tion. Our first hypothesis is proposed:

H1: Multi-platform social media use is positively related 
to (H1a) supportive and (H1b) non-supportive social 
media news engagement.

The Mediating Role of Counter-
Attitudinal Incidental Exposure

Social media platforms provide opportunities for people to 
come across news accidentally as a by-product of their online 
activities, reflecting Boczkowski et al.’s (2018) argument 
that “news comes across when I’m in a moment of leisure” 
(p. 3523). People may be incidentally exposed to news that is 
pro-attitudinal or counter-attitudinal. In this study, we focus 
on the role of counter-attitudinal incidental exposure given 
that counter-attitudinal exposure is mostly a by-product of a 
diversified and high-choice media environment (Lee et al., 
2014). More importantly, we explore the types of social 
media news engagement that can be prompted by counter-
attitudinal incidental exposure.

Increased heterogeneity of social media networks may 
lead to a higher likelihood of incidental exposure to news 
with political differences (Brundidge, 2010; Kim et al., 
2013). In other words, surfing across multiple social media 
platforms could increase the chance of counter-attitudinal 
incidental exposure. Meanwhile, such exposure leads to 
mixed effects on users’ social media news engagement. 

Some argue that counter-attitudinal exposure can be not 
only unexpected but also unwanted. Thus, intentional avoid-
ance will occur as psychological reactance to counter-attitu-
dinal exposure such that people are more likely not to 
express their own ideas (Marcinkowski & Došenović, 
2021). Some hold the opposite view that incidentally brows-
ing counter-attitudinal content online could make people 
engage more with the topic. This increased news engage-
ment could be deliberative. Beam et al. (2018) found that 
increased counter-attitudinal news exposure resulted in 
depolarization in the US context. However, the increased 
news engagement could be biased. When individuals are 
exposed to counter-attitudinal arguments, their pre-existing 
opinions and beliefs will be reinforced, resulting in a phe-
nomenon known as the “backlash” or “backfire” effect 
(Guess & Coppock, 2020; Nyhan & Reifler, 2010). For 
example, partisans can affirm their political selves when 
encountering counter-attitudinal messages by expressing 
support for their own party while posting criticism against 
others (Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2011).

The prior attitude effect and disconfirmation bias, which 
suggest that citizens are biased information processors, 
have often been used to explain the backlash effect (Taber 
& Lodge, 2006). When existing beliefs are challenged, the 
tendency to support one’s own views will grow stronger, 
and people will also exert more effort to counter-argue 
against the argument that is not congruent with their 
beliefs. In this sense, we propose two related hypotheses 
regarding the backlash effect of counter-attitudinal inci-
dental exposure:

H2a: Counter-attitudinal incidental exposure mediates the 
relationship between multi-platform social media use and 
supportive social media engagement.

H2b: Counter-attitudinal incidental exposure mediates the 
relationship between multi-platform social media use and 
non-supportive social media engagement.

The Mediating Role of Cognitive 
Elaboration on Counter-Attitudinal 
Information

News elaboration has been recognized as a mental process in 
news information processing and a key element in the 
Cognitive Mediation Model of news learning (Eveland, 
2002). The model emphasizes how the public learns about 
elections and other political issues from the news media 
through cognitive elaboration. In addition to effects on news 
learning, cognitive elaboration can also bridge political news 
exposure and political behavioral outcomes (Cho et al., 2009; 
Shahin et al., 2021). In this study, we explore the role of cog-
nitive elaboration in the relationship between incidental 
exposure and social media news engagement.
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Like general news exposure, incidental exposure to news 
on social media can also prompt cognitive elaboration, as 
information processing is a post-exposure cognitive process 
(Chen et al., 2022). Evidence has also shown that cognitive 
elaboration bridges incidental exposure and political behav-
ioral outcomes (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2021; Shahin et al., 
2021). For instance, cognitive elaboration could mediate the 
positive relationship between incidental exposure and polit-
ical knowledge (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2021) as well as the 
positive relationship between incidental exposure and polit-
ical participation both online and offline (Shahin et al., 
2021). In this study, attention is paid to cognitive elabora-
tion on disagreeing information as it is the cognitive process 
that occurs right after incidental exposure to counter-attitu-
dinal information. Thus, it is reasonable to anticipate that 
counter-attitudinal exposure increases the level of cognitive 
elaboration on disagreeing information, which will further 
enhance users’ social media engagement with political 
news. We propose that cognitive elaboration on counter-
attitudinal information plays a mediating role in the rela-
tionship between counter-attitudinal incidental exposure 
and social media news engagement.

However, counter-attitudinal exposure can prompt 
defensive responses after processing attitude-challenging 
information because the information threatens existing atti-
tudes (Quinn & Wood, 2004). Motivated by the defensive 
response, individuals are likely to try to protect their views 
and resist attitudinal change (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). 
Thus, exposure to and elaboration on counter-attitudinal 
information may backfire (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010; Taber & 
Lodge, 2006). People are likely to engage with the news in 
ways that strengthen their pre-existing views as well as to 
counter-argue against arguments that are not congruent 
with their own.

According to the motivated reasoning theory (Edwards & 
Smith, 1996; Taber & Lodge, 2006), when people are 
exposed to information that clashes with their own beliefs, 
they will engage in biased information processing and criti-
cize any argument that could challenge their beliefs. 
Therefore, it is likely that after incidental exposure to and 
cognitive elaboration on counter-attitudinal information, 
biased information processors will actively show support to 
their own party and try to persuade others to stand in line 
with them (i.e., supportive engagement). It is also likely that 
such processors will provide reasons and arguments for why 
the opposing party is not reasonable to reconfirm their own 
beliefs (i.e., non-supportive engagement). Accordingly, we 
assume that cognitive elaboration on counter-attitudinal 
information mediates the relationship between counter-atti-
tudinal incidental exposure and supportive/non-supportive 
social media engagement.

In combination with H2 that counter-attitudinal incidental 
exposure mediates the relationship between multi-platform 

social media use and social media engagement, we further 
propose a serial mediation model that multi-platform social 
media use indirectly influences the two types of social media 
news engagement (i.e., supportive and non-supportive) first 
through counter-attitudinal incidental exposure, then through 
cognitive elaboration on the information. Our third set of 
hypotheses are proposed as follows:

H3a: Counter-attitudinal incidental exposure and cogni-
tive elaboration on counter-attitudinal information seri-
ally mediate the relationship between multi-platform 
social media use and supportive social media news 
engagement.

H3b: Counter-attitudinal incidental exposure and cogni-
tive elaboration on counter-attitudinal information seri-
ally mediate the relationship between multi-platform 
social media use and non-supportive social media news 
engagement.

The Moderating Role of Network 
Homogeneity

While social media platforms may contain mixed-attitudinal 
communities where users can be exposed to diversified 
viewpoints and exchange their ideas freely (Mutz, 2006), 
most individuals prefer to engage with like-minded social 
media environments (Stroud, 2010). In this study, social net-
work homogeneity refers to the extent to which users are 
more likely to be exposed to information that is consistent 
with their own views within online networks, rather than 
non-like-minded information (Cargnino, 2021). Social net-
work homogeneity sets the conditions for in-group discus-
sions. More specifically, a more homogeneous online 
network could increase the strength of one’s own opinion, 
giving rise to “echo chambers” (Luzsa & Mayr, 2019; 
Sunstein, 2017). On one hand, a homogeneous social net-
work could be the condition under which social in-group 
favoritism emerges by which people support members of 
their own group much more than members of other groups 
(Fu et al., 2012). As in-group bias commonly exists in human 
nature (Rand et al., 2009), supportive engagement is more 
likely to be enhanced after one is exposed to cross-cutting 
information, especially when they perceive themselves to be 
in a like-minded opinion climate. Such engagement helps 
users search for self-affirmation and consolidate their in-
group identity after cognitive elaboration on disagreeing 
information. Therefore, high social network homogeneity 
could strengthen the relationship between cognitive elabora-
tion on counter-attitudinal information and supportive social 
media news engagement.

On the other hand, network homogeneity affects non-sup-
portive social media news engagement as well because 
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homogeneous social networks provide a favorable opin-
ion environment that may make participants unable to 
tolerate disagreement after exposure to and elaboration 
on the disagreeing information (Huckfeldt et al., 2004). It 
strengthens the cognitive bias of relative overestimation of 
public support (i.e., false consensus) and may further moti-
vate individuals to reiterate their own political stance while 
dismissing or criticizing out-groups’ positions because they 
think they will be fully supported and sponsored by their in-
group members (Luzsa & Mayr, 2019). Thus, users’ willing-
ness to practice non-supportive social media news 

engagement will become stronger. Political discussion 
among like-minded users is also likely to make a large posi-
tive contribution to participation because non-supportive 
engagement while surrounded by a homogeneous network is 
considered safe (Eveland & Hively, 2009). Therefore, we 
assume that after being incidentally exposed to counter-atti-
tudinal views, high social network homogeneity could 
strengthen the relationship between cognitive elaboration 
and non-supportive social media news engagement. Taken 
together, we propose the following moderated mediation 
models (Figure 1):

Figure 1. Moderated mediation model: the indirect effect of multi-platform social media use on news engagement through counter-
attitudinal incidental exposure and cognitive elaboration on counter-attitudinal information moderated by network homogeneity.
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H4a: The mediation model proposed in H3a is condition-
ally affected by network homogeneity. More specifically, 
network homogeneity will strengthen the path from cog-
nitive elaboration on counter-attitudinal information to 
supportive social media news engagement.

H4b: The mediation model proposed in H3b is condition-
ally affected by network homogeneity. More specifically, 
network homogeneity will strengthen the path from cog-
nitive elaboration on counter-attitudinal information to 
non-supportive social media news engagement.

Method

Sampling

The data for this study were collected via an online panel 
survey of adults in the United States conducted by Qualtrics 
in February 2018. This study adopted quota sampling so that 
the sample’s gender, age, household income, and education 
level quotas would match the population features as reported 
by the US Census. When the quota of the group was reached, 
respondents in that group were no longer invited to complete 
the survey. The procedure yielded a total of 1,131 completed 
and valid responses.

In terms of the demographics, 52.3% of the respondents 
are female, the average age group is 35–44 years, and the 
average household income group is US$50,000 to 
US$75,000. The sample includes more highly educated 
people than the census: 74.5% of the sample has at least an 
undergraduate degree (see Supplemental Appendix A for 
detailed information).

Measurements

Multi-Platform Social Media Use. Respondents were asked 
how many social media sites (such as Facebook or Twitter) 
they use at least weekly as an indicator of multi-platform use 
(M = 1.82, SD = 1.87). After checking the data, five respon-
dents reported that they use 100 social media platforms 
weekly. This is not realistic, so we filtered out these cases 
before conducting further statistical analysis. Therefore, the 
final sample size of this study was 1,126.

Social Media News Engagement. To measure supportive social 
media news engagement, respondents were asked how often 
they have been involved in the following six activities on 
social media platforms on a 5-point scale (1 = “never”; 
5 = “always”): (1) post positive comments/posts about the 
political party I belong to; (2) post positive comments/posts 
about politicians I like; (3) edit positive comments/posts 
about the political party I belong to; (4) edit positive com-
ments/posts about politicians I like; (5) forward someone 
else’s political commentary I agree with to other people; (6) 
“like” or promote posts by others that are related to political 

or social issues that I support. Responses to the six items were 
averaged as an index to indicate supportive social media news 
engagement (M = 1.73, SD = .87, Cronbach’s α = .91).

For non-supportive social media news engagement, respon-
dents were asked how frequently they do the following six 
activities on social media platforms on a 5-point scale 
(1 = “never”; 5 = “always”): (1) post criticism or news about 
the political party I consider the other side; (2) post criticism 
or news about politicians I don’t support; (3) edit criticism or 
news about the political party I consider the other side; (4) edit 
criticism or news about politicians I don’t support; (5) hide or 
block messages or information from politicians I don’t sup-
port; (6) hide or block messages or information from the party 
I consider the other side. Responses to the six items were aver-
aged to form an index of non-supportive social media news 
engagement (M = 1.60, SD = .79, Cronbach’s α = .89).

Counter-Attitudinal Incidental Exposure. Counter-attitudinal 
incidental exposure was measured by asking respondents to 
rate their frequency of encountering information accidentally 
on social media on a 5-point scale (1 = “never”; 5 = “always”) 
that (1) disagreed with your political views, (2) was critical 
of a politician or a political party you support, (3) was favor-
able toward a politician or a political party you oppose. 
Responses to the three items were averaged as an index to 
indicate counter-attitudinal incidental exposure (M = 3.00, 
SD = .92, Cronbach’s α = .87).

Cognitive Elaboration on Disagreement. To measure cognitive 
elaboration on disagreement, respondents were asked to indi-
cate their level of agreement (1 = “strongly disagree”; 
7 = “strongly agree”) with the following statements when 
encountering political news, posts, discussion, or comments that 
they disagree with on social media: “think about the news or 
discussion,” “relate the news or discussion to their own experi-
ences,” “recall news and discussion when discussing political 
issues with others,” and “think more about their own opinion 
after encountering news or discussion.” Responses to the items 
were averaged as an index to indicate cognitive elaboration on 
disagreement (M = 3.58, SD = 1.50, Cronbach’s α = .97).

Network Homogeneity. The measurement of network homo-
geneity was adapted from Luzsa and Mayr’s (2019) study. 
The items do not directly ask about network homophily to 
prevent social desirability bias. Instead, we measure how 
often respondents discuss politics on social media with peo-
ple who (1) share similar opinions, (2) share similar political 
viewpoints, and (3) support the same politician or party they 
support. The three items were ranked on a 5-point scale 
(1 = “never”; 5 = “always”) and the answers were averaged to 
form a measure of network homogeneity (M = 2.26, SD = 1.20, 
Cronbach’s α = .97).

Control Variables. Demographic characteristics (measure-
ments available in Supplemental Appendix A) like gender 
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(M = .48 SD = .50), age (M = 4.71, SD = 1.63), education level 
(M = 3.71, SD = 1.45), household income (M = 3.54, 
SD = 1.71), and ethnicity (1 = “White”; 0 = “non-White”; 
M = .78, SD = .41), as well as political ideology, general 
social media use, and social network size, were included as 
controls. To measure political ideology, respondents were 
asked “generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself 
as a Republican, a Democrat, or an Independent?” Answers 
were ranked on a 7-point scale from 1 = “strongly Republi-
can” to 7 = “strongly Democrat” (M = 3.97, SD = 1.65). To 
measure general social media use, respondents were asked to 
answer the question “On a typical day, how much time do 
you spend using social media?” using a 1–6 scale (1 = “not at 
all,” 2 = “about 1 hour,” 3 = “about 2 hours,” 4 = “about 3 
hours,” 5 = “about 4 hours,” 6 = “5 hours or more” (M = 3.06, 
SD = 1.43). To measure social network size, respondents 
were asked to provide an approximate number of friends on 
the social media site that they use most often.

Statistical Analysis

To test our hypotheses on mediation, we adopted Hayes’ 
(2013) PROCESS macro Model Template 6. We examined 
one model for supportive social media news engagement and 
another for non-supportive social media news engagement 
given that PROCESS only allows one dependent variable in 
a mediation model. We employed 10,000 bias-corrected 

bootstrap samples and 95% confidence intervals (CIs). 
Statistical significance (p < .05) was achieved when lower 
bound (LL) and upper bound (UL) CIs do not include zero. 
To avoid potential confounding effects and provide a more 
robust analysis, all the controls were included in the analy-
ses. To further test the whole moderated mediation model, 
we then employed Model Template 87 to allow us to add 
network homogeneity as the moderator on the path between 
cognitive elaboration on disagreeing information and sup-
portive/non-supportive social media news engagement.

Results

Table 1 reports the regression coefficients from PROCESS. 
The results support H1a and H1b that multi-platform social 
media use is positively related to both supportive (B = .07, 
SE = .01, p < .001) and non-supportive (B = .05, SE = .01, 
p < .001) social media news engagement.

In addition, multi-platform social media use is positively 
related to counter-attitudinal incidental exposure (B = .04, 
SE = .02, p < .01), while counter-attitudinal incidental expo-
sure is positively associated with both supportive (B = .15, 
SE = .02, p < .001) and non-supportive (B = .14, SE = .02, 
p < .001) social media news engagement. Results from the 
mediation analysis further demonstrate that counter-attitudi-
nal incidental exposure significantly mediates the effect of 
multi-platform social media use on supportive social media 

Table 1. Regression Analyses in the Mediation Model and Moderated Mediation Model.

Mediator 1 Mediator 2 Criterion 1 Criterion 2

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 3A Model 4 Model 4A

Predictors and mediators
 Multi-platform social media use .04 (.02)** .07 (.03)** .07 (.01)*** .04 (.01)*** .05 (.01)*** .03 (.01)*
 Mediator 1 .36 (.05)*** .15 (.02)*** .06 (.02)** .14 (.02)*** .06 (.02)**
 Mediator 2 .20 (.02)*** −.05 (.02)* .15 (.02)*** −.07 (.02)**
Moderator
 Network homogeneity .07 (.04) .01 (.04)
Interactions
 Mediator 2 × Network Homogeneity .08 (.01)*** .08 (.01)***
Control variables
 Age .04 (.02)* −.07 (.03)* .06 (.01)*** .05 (.01)*** .04 (.01)** .03 (.01)**
 Male .20 (.06)*** −.05 (.09) .07 (.04) .03 (.04) .09 (.04)* .05 (.04)
 Household income .02 (.02) .08 (.03)** .01 (.01) .01 (.01) .01 (.01) .01 (.01)
 Education level .05 (.02)* .08 (.03)** −.02 (.02) −.02 (.01) −.02 (.02) −.02 (.01)
 Political ideology −.07 (.02)*** .05 (.03) .00 (.01) −.01 (.01) .01 (.01) .00 (.01)
 White .20 (.06) −.22 (.11)* −.12 (.05)* −.05 (.04) −.09 (.05) −.02 (.05)
 General social media use .08 (.02)*** .24 (.03)*** .13 (.02)*** .05 (.01)*** .11 (.02)*** .05 (.02)**
 Social network size .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)
Constant 2.4 (.17)*** 1.4 (.28)*** −.17 (.15) .46 (.13)*** .05 (.14) .62 (.14)***
R² .06*** .18*** .35*** .59*** .27*** .47***

Note. Mediator 1: Counter-attitudinal incidental exposure; Mediator 2: Elaboration on counter-attitudinal information; Criterion 1: Supportive social 
media news engagement; Criterion 2: Non-supportive social media news engagement; cell entries are unstandardized coefficient with standard errors in 
parentheses.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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engagement (B = .007, SE = .003, 95% CI = .0021–.0140) and 
on non-supportive social media engagement (B = .006, 
SE = .003, 95% CI = .0019–.0127), supporting H2a and H2b.

H3a and H3b proposed the serial mediation that multi-
platform social media use indirectly affects social media 
news engagement first through counter-attitudinal incidental 
exposure, then through cognitive elaboration on the counter-
attitudinal information. Results show that counter-attitudinal 
incidental exposure and cognitive elaboration on counter-
attitudinal information serially mediate the relationship 
between multi-platform social media use and supportive 
(B = .003, SE = .002, 95% CI = .0010–.0067) and non-sup-
portive (B = .002, SE = .001, 95% CI = .0007–.0051) social 
media news engagement. H3a and H3b were supported.

H4a and H4b proposed a moderating role of network 
homogeneity in the serial-mediating relationship. The results 
show that the indirect effect of multi-platform social media 
use on supportive social media news engagement through 
counter-attitudinal incidental exposure and cognitive elabo-
ration on counter-attitudinal information is conditionally 
affected by network homogeneity (B = .08, SE = .01, p < .001), 
supporting H4a. As shown in Table 2, Model A, the serial-
mediating relationship between multi-platform social media 
use and social media news engagement grows stronger as 
network homogeneity increases.

The indirect effect of multi-platform social media use on 
non-supportive social media news engagement through 
counter-attitudinal incidental exposure and cognitive elab-
oration on counter-attitudinal information is also condition-
ally affected by network homogeneity (B = .08, SE = .01, 
p < .001), supporting H4b. As shown in Table 2, Model B, 
the indirect effect of multi-platform social media use on 
non-supportive social media news engagement through 

counter-attitudinal incidental exposure and cognitive elab-
oration on disagreement is not significant if network homo-
geneity is at a low level. The tested model is visualized in 
Figure 1.

Discussion

Engagement with political news on social media platforms 
has become an essential part of political life as well as the 
development of civic society. With the diffusion of informa-
tion communication technology, citizens can easily access 
different social media platforms to read, share, like/dislike, 
comment on, and talk about news stories. One school of 
thought holds an optimistic belief that the pervasiveness of 
social media could promote engagement with political news, 
which is deemed an essential element of deliberative democ-
racy. As they are exposed to, elaborate on, and engage with 
news from diverse viewpoints and political groups on social 
media, users are expected to exchange views with the oppo-
site party, compromise with each other, and finally reach 
consensus (Gastil & Dillard, 1999).

However, another school of thought holds a pessimistic 
view. Although social media users can be exposed to coun-
ter-attitudinal news accidentally, such incidental exposure 
could potentially lead the audience to further support their 
in-group views and ignore the arguments by opposite groups 
when users are surrounded by like-minded social networks 
(Stroud, 2010).

This study revisited the debate and focused on counter-
attitudinal incidental exposure that comes from multi-plat-
form social media use. The consequences of cross-cutting 
exposure are mixed, as it has both deliberative and backfire 
potential. We examined whether and how incidental 

Table 2. Indirect Effect of Multi-Platform Social Media Use on News Engagement Through Counter-Attitudinal Incidental Exposure and 
Cognitive Elaboration on Counter-Attitudinal Information Moderated by Network Homogeneity.

Paths Effect Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI

Model A: multi-platform social media use → supportive social media engagement
 IV → DV1 .0431 .0103 .0229 .0633
 IV → M1 → DV1 .0026 .0014 .0006 .0060
 IV → M1 → M2 → DV1
 Network homogeneity = mean − 1 SD .0007 .0003 .0002 .0014
 Network homogeneity = mean .0022 .0010 .0007 .0047
 Network homogeneity = mean + 1 SD .0038 .0018 .0011 .0080
Model B: multi-platform social media use → non-supportive social media engagement
 IV → DV2 .0267 .0106 .0058 .0476
 IV → M1 → DV2 .0027 .0014 .0007 .0061
 IV → M1 → M2 → DV2
 Network homogeneity = mean − 1 SD .0002 .0002 -.0002 .0007
 Network homogeneity = mean .0017 .0008 .0005 .0036
 Network homogeneity = mean + 1 SD .0032 .0015 .0009 .0069

Note. IV: Multi-platform social media use; M1: Counter-attitudinal incidental exposure; M2: Elaboration on counter-attitudinal information; DV1: 
Supportive social media engagement; DV2: Non-supportive social media engagement; bootstrap resample = 10,000; Estimates were calculated using the 
PROCESS macro (Model 87). Control variables are included in the analysis.
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counter-attitudinal exposure enabled by multiple-platform 
social media use leads to in-group support as well as criti-
cism against out-groups when people engage with news on 
social media. Our findings suggest that using multiple social 
media platforms is likely to prompt users to post positive 
comments on, like, and promote a post to show their in-group 
support. They are also more likely to post criticisms on, hide, 
or block opposing views or discussion contents. This finding 
belies some researchers’ optimistic arguments that the grow-
ing popularity of social media use is driving democratic ends 
since it provides opportunities for cross-cutting exposure 
which could enhance political tolerance (Mutz, 2002). It is 
possible that with multi-platform social media consumption, 
users will engage more with the news in a biased manner, 
which implies a backfire effect of multi-platform social 
media use.

Multi-platform social media use influences supportive 
and non-supportive social media engagement not only 
directly, but also indirectly, first through counter-attitudinal 
incidental exposure and then through cognitive elaboration 
on the information. Thus, as users make use of diverse social 
media platforms, they have more chances to be exposed to 
counter-attitudinal information and will be more likely to use 
cognitive resources to elaborate on the information, which 
will further motivate them to search for self-affirmation by 
showing in-group support (supportive engagement) and 
refuting out-groups (non-supportive engagement).

More importantly, we found that the indirect effect of 
multi-platform social media use on social media news 
engagement is moderated by network homogeneity. The 
more homogeneous the social network, the more likely 
users are to participate in supportive/non-supportive social 
media news engagement after elaborating on counter-atti-
tudinal information. Previous research has suggested polit-
ical ambivalence as a possible underlying mechanism for 
why counter-attitudinal exposure discourages political 
participation online and offline (Brundidge et al., 2014; 
Chen & Lin, 2021). However, our findings suggest that if 
the counter-attitudinal exposure occurs accidentally and 
prompts elaboration on the information in a perceived 
homogeneous opinion climate, it will encourage social 
media users to engage with news in a biased way. It is pos-
sible that when incidental counter-attitudinal exposure 
meets homogeneous social networks, it may encourage 
biased social media news engagement instead of silencing 
people.

Theoretically, the results have several implications. First, 
the findings on the indirect effects could help in understand-
ing the underlying mechanisms of the relationship between 
multi-platform social media use and social media news 
engagement with the mediating role of incidental counter-
attitudinal exposure and cognitive elaboration on the dis-
agreeing information being highlighted.

Second, we found that network homogeneity plays an 
important moderating role in the path from cognitive 

elaboration to social media engagement, pointing to how 
homogeneous opinion climate could enhance the likelihood 
of biased social media news engagement, which could be 
harmful to the construction of a healthy and democratic 
cyberspace for political discussions.

Last but not least, echoing previous studies on the concept 
of social media news engagement (Chan et al., 2018; 
Steensen et al., 2020), this study goes beyond the general 
picture of user behaviors that can be traced online by speci-
fying two distinct normative dimensions of engagement (i.e., 
supportive and non-supportive). We believe such efforts 
could enrich the understanding of the different aspects of 
social media news engagement and how it works.

Nevertheless, the findings cannot be interpreted without 
limitations. First, by analyzing cross-sectional samples, we 
cannot make definitive claims of the causal relationships. 
Accordingly, we cannot rule out reverse causality between 
social media news engagement and the use of multiple social 
media platforms. It is also possible that increasing willing-
ness to engage with social media news could reversely moti-
vate users to employ more social media platforms. We 
suggest that future researchers adopt multi-wave panel sur-
vey designs to overcome this limitation.

Second, the online panel survey is not a strict random 
sampling procedure, which limits the generalizability of the 
results. Although we applied quota sampling to match the 
sample demographic distributions with the US Census to 
ease this concern, the participants were more educated than 
the general population.

Third, multi-platform social media use was measured by 
the numbers of different social media platforms the respon-
dents used at least weekly. As some platforms are common in 
nature, using similar platforms with common social networks 
to read and talk about political news may not result in cross-
cutting exposure. Future researchers could re-examine the 
hypothesized model with an improved measurement of 
multi-platform social media use by asking respondents to 
choose from a list of social media platform categories, such 
as social network sites, short video platforms, and online dis-
cussion forums.

Fourth, the self-reported measure of engagement has 
received criticism, given that it can be biased to meet social 
expectations and does not reflect a real-world situation 
(Eveland et al., 2011). Researchers could consider other 
methods such as experiments to trace the possible change of 
supportive and non-supportive engagement due to accessing 
diversified social media platforms.

Despite the limitations, the serial mediation model tested 
in this study suggests it is not appropriate to be optimistic 
about the contribution of multi-platform social media use to 
the development of deliberative democracy. Instead, we 
found a backfire effect through counter-attitudinal inciden-
tal exposure. Consuming diverse platforms will enhance 
counter-attitudinal incidental exposure, which will further 
increase users’ cognitive elaboration on the disagreeing 
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information. This, however, promotes social media news 
engagement to support one’s own group as well as counter 
the opposite parties. As the counter-attitudinal incidental 
exposure is unwanted (Marcinkowski & Došenović, 2021), 
especially in a homogeneous social network, exposure to 
such information may trigger the desire among users to 
fight for their political stances and community.

The findings of this study point to directions for future 
research on various dimensions of social media news engage-
ment and highlight that social media use has the potential to 
impede the formation of a healthy online political discussion 
atmosphere, which may hinder the development of delibera-
tive democracy.
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