
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rics20

Information, Communication & Society

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rics20

Intergroup ethnocentrism and social media:
evidence from three Western democracies

Shota Gelovani, Yannis Theocharis, Karolina Koc-Michalska & Bruce Bimber

To cite this article: Shota Gelovani, Yannis Theocharis, Karolina Koc-Michalska & Bruce Bimber
(11 Jul 2024): Intergroup ethnocentrism and social media: evidence from three Western
democracies, Information, Communication & Society, DOI: 10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

View supplementary material 

Published online: 11 Jul 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 630

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rics20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rics20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rics20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rics20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259&domain=pdf&date_stamp=11 Jul 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369118X.2024.2375259&domain=pdf&date_stamp=11 Jul 2024


Intergroup ethnocentrism and social media: evidence from 
three Western democracies
Shota Gelovani a, Yannis Theocharis b,c, Karolina Koc-Michalska d,e and 
Bruce Bimber f

aInstitute for Media and Communication Studies, University of Mannheim, Mannheim, Germany; 
bDepartment of Governance, Technical University of Munich, Munich, Germany; cMunich Data Science 
Institute, Technical University of Munich, Munich, Germany; dAudencia Business School, Nantes, France; 
eFaculty of Social Sciences, University of Silesia, Katowice, Poland; fCenter for Information Technology and 
Society, University of California, Santa Barbara, Santa Barbara, CA, USA

ABSTRACT  
Mass media have long been known to be deeply linked to 
ethnocentrism and its consequences. Attitudes towards ethnic 
outgroups are shaped by news agendas, framing, and tone at 
least as much or more than by the realities of immigration. By 
contrast, comparatively little is known about social media and 
interethnic contact. Unlike mass news, the interactive features of 
social media use can combine information with a direct 
interethnic contact. This creates an online public sphere which 
has the potential of being ethnically more diverse than the offline 
public sphere. By reviewing and connecting the literature on 
intergroup contact and online political communication, the given 
study attempts to connect the optimal intergroup contact theory 
by Gordon Allport to the realities and affordances of social media. 
The empirical analysis relies on a three-country survey with 4532 
respondents in France, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States. Mindful of the endogeneity problem in our cross-cutting 
data, we perform propensity score matching and find that 
spending more time on X (formerly Twitter) is correlated with 
lower intergroup ethnocentrism under randomized conditions. No 
such effect was found for Facebook. We also find that people 
who discuss politics with those that have different ethnicity or 
race via social media (or offline) are less ethnocentric.
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For decades, attitudes toward ethnic diversity have been an important issue of contention 
in Western democracies. Hostility directed at the flow of refugees arriving in Europe has 
played a major role in country-level and EU-level politics in Europe. We situate this anti- 
immigrant sentiment in the context of general ethnocentrism prevalent in the Western 
societies. Hooghe (2008) defines ethnocentrism as ‘a basic attitude expressing the belief 
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that one’s own ethnic group or one’s own culture is superior to other ethnic groups or 
cultures, and that one’s cultural standards can be applied in a universal manner.’ Ethno-
centrism is implicated in people’s attraction to right-wing populist parties with nationa-
listic agendas, in the Brexit vote, in ‘cultural backlash’, and in opposition to 
multiculturalism more generally (Brubaker, 2017; Chouliaraki & Zaborowski, 2017; Hei-
denreich et al., 2019; Hobolt, 2016; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Across the Atlantic, it plays 
its role in the appeal of Donald Trump and his supporters on the right (Bizumic et al., 
2021; Thompson, 2021).

An important line of research into ethnocentrism has examined the influence of media 
(Farris & Silber Mohamed, 2018; Valentino et al., 2013). In contrast to what is known 
about ethnocentrism and mass media, relatively little is known about social media. Con-
sidering how distinct the affordances of social media are compared with those of mass 
media, an important question emerges: Do social media matter for ethnocentrism 
also? If so, how? Our goal in this paper is to tackle this problem. Our starting point is 
the observation that social media use exposes people to political content both intention-
ally and inadvertently (Fletcher & Nielsen, 2018; Vaccari & Valeriani, 2021). This 
variously leads to exposure to ingroups and outgroups as well as interactions with others 
that can be either attitude-reinforcing or attitude-challenging (Silver et al., 2019). Social 
media use supports both strong and weak social ties, especially in political contexts 
(Sajuria et al., 2015; Valenzuela et al., 2018). We argue that these features of social 
media use should be relevant to ethnocentric attitudes. An important part of our argu-
ment is that social media tools themselves differ in their political and cultural conse-
quences, and we develop expectations about differences among social media platforms. 
We test our expectations using survey data we collected in France, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States. We measured people’s use of Facebook and X (formerly Twitter), 
their ethnocentrism, and a variety of other variables associated with interethnic contact. 
While the survey design does not allow us to draw causal inferences, we exploit the fact 
that social media tools are widely used, to the point of near-ubiquity, for reasons that are 
primarily non-political and conduct propensity score matching to randomize the allo-
cation of the ‘treatment’: using X, as opposed to not using it. We show that social 
media use can be negatively associated with ethnocentric attitudes, as a function of 
how their specific platform affordances affect the nature of social experiences and politi-
cal conversations. In line with other work showing that Facebook and X differ in their 
political consequences (Bossetta, 2018; Bossetta et al., 2017), we find that differences 
include ethnocentric attitudes.

Intergroup ethnocentrism and the (social) media environment

While the ways that news media affect intergroup ethnocentrism centrally involve agenda 
and framing effects, the ways that social media may do so are likely to be through mech-
anisms associated with networks. Especially important is the extent of ethnic homogen-
eity that people experience in their social networks, and the extent to which political 
conversations occurring on social media reinforce or challenge attitudes. A considerable 
body of research finds that more frequent contact with an ethnic outgroup tends to 
reinforce ingroup identity and reduce trust in the outgroup (Fossett & Kiecolt, 1989; 
Quillian, 1995). Ethnic heterogeneity in working and home environments has been 
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found to be associated with lower cohesion, lower satisfaction, and higher workplace 
turnover (Cohen & Bailey, 1997; Jackson et al., 1991; Keller, 2001). It may also lead to 
lower social trust (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2002; Delhey & Newton, 2005), lower 
cooperation levels and fewer manifestations of altruism towards outgroups as compared 
to ingroups (Putnam, 2007). Taken by itself, these studies would seem to have poor 
implications for social media, suggesting that social media use might exacerbate inter-
group ethnocentrism by facilitating people’s ingroup interactions and by occasionally 
bringing people into aversive contact with outgroups.

The literature on ethnicity and digital media show that there is more to the theoretical 
picture than aversive contact. Interethnic interaction can result in the opposite effect, 
eroding the perceived distinctions between the ingroup and the outgroup, and creating 
opportunities for strengthening cross-group ties as well as for the accumulation of brid-
ging social capital (Allport, 1954; Hamberger & Hewstone, 1997; Laurence et al., 2018). 
Exposure to outgroups can reduce prejudice and promote political tolerance when four 
conditions are met: support from authority exists, there are common goals, opportunities 
for intergroup cooperation occur, and groups enjoy equal status in the context of the 
interaction (Allport, 1954). Social media experiences are too heterogeneous to permit 
a precise or consistent mapping of these conditions, but we believe that on the whole 
social media have the capacity to fulfill some of Allport’s criteria in some circumstances.

Ample evidence suggests that social media may be platforms for a public sphere, where 
selective exposure is counterweighed with a crosscutting one (Barberá et al., 2015; Kim, 
2011; Lee et al., 2014). An experiment that asked participants to deactivate Facebook for 
a week found a higher polarization in the period when the participants did not use Face-
book (Asimovic et al., 2021). Finally, a more frequent direct intergroup contact is associ-
ated with better attitudes towards the outgroup (Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020).

Ethnocentric attitudes reflect a complex mix of deep-seated ingroup and outgroup 
biases, cultural norms, and situational responses to past and current political circum-
stances. All of these vary across countries and pose challenges to replicability (Arceneaux 
et al., 2023; Asimovic et al., 2023). Yet the affordances of social media that are important 
to our expectations are the same across countries. This raises the question of whether our 
theoretical model works in countries with variation in the specifics and the context of 
ethnocentrism. 

RQ1: How do the relationships of X and Facebook use and interethnic communication to 
intergroup ethnocentrism vary between countries?

Mainstream social media firms generally impose content moderation policies that 
include rules about hostility, racism, and threats. These are enforced by a credible threat 
of expulsion from the social media platform, although clearly a range of hostility, racism 
and threats survive. Content moderation can represent support from authority for pro- 
social attitudes and non-hostile behavior toward outgroups. A peripheral market of social 
media platforms such as Gab and 8kun exist specifically for people who have been 
expelled from Facebook, Twitter (before the Musk takeover), and other commercially 
successful social media tools over terms of service violations. Peripheral social media 
tools explicitly tolerate intergroup ethnocentrism and related attitudes which illustrates 
that some degree of support from authority for political tolerance and pro-social com-
munication exists on mainstream social media.
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The extent to which common goals exist among users of social media is less clear. 
Without question, entertainment, social interaction, and information-seeking dominate 
most people’s purposes for using social media, but each of these categories is imprecise. 
The more ubiquitous social media have become in people’s lives, the more their use has 
come to reflect the full range of human goals and activities. Users of some social media 
tools, such as X, likely have few or no goals in common. Other tools, such as Reddit, are 
organized around common themes and interests, such that goal-sharing is probably 
higher. Forums where people share advice or interests in activities may also feature 
some degree of common goals. Facebook can be thought of as occupying an intermediate 
ground, where a widely shared goal is maintaining ties of friendship among known 
others, but where groups of various kinds may be organized explicitly around common 
interests or goals. However, even if one were to define common goals as broadly as 
diverse users using an online platform for a public sphere-like communication, this 
would align with the prior research showing that even an indirect (Wright et al., 1997) 
or imagined contact (Crisp & Turner, 2009) improves intergroup relations.

Where intergroup cooperation is concerned, social media use is related to higher het-
erogeneity in social connections (Lee et al., 2014), in discussion networks, and in civic 
engagement (Kim et al., 2013). A virtual interethnic contact on two Facebook pages, aim-
ing at improving relations between Iranians and Israelis, was found to be correlated with 
a reduced prejudice towards the ethnic outgroup (Schwab et al., 2019). In addition, social 
media provide necessary tools (e.g., groups, chats, events) for creating cooperation, 
which may include political discussions. While social media tools are infamous for 
uncivil and uncooperative behavior, they can also facilitate cooperation that cuts across 
the group lines.

The fourth Allport criterion, equal status, is intriguing on social media. Social media 
are generally free to use for people who have born the cost of an electronic device such 
as a computer or a mobile phone, which are nearly ubiquitous. Income-dependent or 
education-dependent status signals or communication opportunities are generally not 
present: anyone can engage with social media, there are generally no formal tiers of 
membership or built-in status distinctions – at least as far as Facebook and Twitter 
in 2017 are concerned, which is the focus of this paper. In addition, the opportunity 
to use pseudonyms and to conceal appearance can provide an equalizing influence 
by removing status cues (Amichai-Hamburger & McKenna, 2006). To be sure, not 
all people enjoy equal treatment by others, or are free of the inhibiting and harmful 
effects of racism, sexism, and other forms of social bias, including ethnocentrism. How-
ever, social media provide opportunities for a degree of equality that matches or 
exceeds many face-to-face contexts.

Theory and hypotheses

The proposition that social media use can, under the right circumstances, facilitate 
tolerance toward outgroups is supported by research showing that users who are 
exposed to crosscutting information are less likely to derogate outsiders (Parsons, 
2010; Sheagley, 2019). This may be partly due to the fact that exposure to outgroups 
on social media occurs under conditions meeting some of the Allport criteria. Social 
media, especially X (Phua et al., 2017), contribute to the accumulation of bridging 
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social capital (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2012). Social media afford the large majority of 
people a substantial degree of crosscutting exposure, often inadvertent in nature 
(Fletcher & Nielsen, 2018; Lu & Lee, 2019; Min & Wohn, 2018). This suggests 
that to the extent social media use facilitate crosscutting interactions, it may be 
associated with lower intergroup ethnocentrism. Especially considering the empiri-
cal debunking of the ‘echo-chamber’ theory, we expect that on the whole social 
media use tends to work against intergroup ethnocentrism. We state this expec-
tation of a net effect in terms of the frequency of using Facebook and X. In formu-
lating this expectation, we rest on the important assumption that the reasons people 
adopt and use social media are unrelated to pre-existing ethnocentric attitudes. For 
instance, evidence from the US demonstrates that the population of Facebook users 
is not too dissimilar from the general population in terms of the left-right political 
orientation (Ribeiro et al., 2020), so it is unlikely that less ethnocentric people ‘self- 
select’ into active social media usership. With this in mind, we formulate our first 
hypothesis: 

H1: The more one uses social media the lower their intergroup ethnocentrism.

Social media platforms vary in the extent to which they promote crosscutting inter-
actions (O’Riordan et al., 2012). Facebook’s main affordance is symmetrical networks 
of users. Both parties must consent to a relationship, and the result is a tendency 
toward communication with people in the context of comparatively strong ties (Valen-
zuela et al., 2018). Users take more time to read elaborated posts or comments on 
Facebook, as they are usually written by people they know relatively well. This facili-
tates affinity and more frequent interaction (Koroleva & Kane, 2017). All else equal, 
we expect more ethnic and political homogeneity in Facebook networks because 
these are based on friendship and acquaintance ties that are typically extant outside 
of Facebook.

X is different because its main affordance is asymmetric networks. Users are not 
directed into two-way connections, and weak ties are oriented toward interests 
rather than relationships. The non-reciprocal follower-followee structure facilitates 
more diverse flows of information, more novel interactions, and a lower ratio of 
familiar to unfamiliar contacts (Valenzuela et al., 2018). The information and the 
opinions circulating in a weak-tie network should be more heterogeneous than 
those in a strong-tie network (Bakshy et al., 2012; Min & Wohn, 2018). Compared 
to Facebook, this means more crosscutting interactions and more exposure to 
diverse news. This suggests that our expectation in H1 should be stronger for X 
than for Facebook. 

H2: X users demonstrate lower intergroup ethnocentrism than Facebook users.

Optimal interethnic contact can take place both in real life and on social media. Our 
theoretical expectation is that such contact, under both conditions, would be associated 
with lowered intergroup ethnocentrism. As there is no meaningful way to reliably 
measure the frequency and the optimality of such a contact with a survey, we take the 
closest proxy available – the frequency of discussing politics with people of different eth-
nicity or race. As our theoretical expectations only concern the social media, we 
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formulate our third hypothesis only for social media, but we keep the offline discussions 
as a control variable in the analysis. 

H3: The more frequent the interethnic political talk on social media, the lower the inter-
group ethnocentrism.

Data and methodology

Data

Our study employs a three-country survey administered by Lightspeed Kantar Group to 
an online panel in 2017 in France, the United Kingdom, and the US (16–30 May, in 
France and June, 9–30 in the UK and the US). The combined sample had 4532 respon-
dents as follows: France (N = 1521), the UK (N = 1501), and the USA (N = 1510).1 The 
survey was conducted in French, British English, and American English. In France 
and the UK, the data was collected after the elections (Presidential and General), alleviat-
ing, at least partially, the possible risks associated with collecting political attitudes in the 
pre-election period (Clinton et al., 2022; West & Andridge, 2023). The quota design in 
the online panel was balanced on gender, age, and education against census data for 
each country. The three countries are very similar in terms of Facebook use – approxi-
mately 70-80% of the population over the age of 13 has a Facebook account in each of the 
countries (US – 79%, France – 74%, UK – 70%) – with a little more variation in X use 
(UK – 33%, US – 32%, France – 20%).2

Measurement and operationalization

Dependent variables
Intergroup ethnocentrism. In line with the prior empirical research on ethnocentrism 
(Bizumic et al., 2009; Bizumic & Duckitt, 2012), we asked our respondents the following 
question: ‘How much you favor or oppose each idea below by selecting a number from 1 
to 7 (1 – ‘strongly oppose’, 7 – ‘strongly favor’).’ We then exposed them to six items 
measuring intergroup and intragroup ethnocentrism (the list of all six items can be 
found in Appendix E). In the present study we are interested in intergroup ethnocentrism 
that is measured with the following statements (Bizumic & Duckitt, 2012): 

. ‘I would be very happy for a member of my family marrying a person from a different 
cultural or ethnic group’ (Purity).

. ‘Our cultural or ethnic group is not more deserving and valuable than others’ 
(Superiority).

. ‘I do not prefer members of my own cultural or ethnic group to others’ (Preference).

. ‘In dealing with other ethnic groups our first priority should be that we make sure that 
we are the ones who end up gaining and not the ones who end up losing’ 
(Exploitativeness).

At the data collection stage, response scales were reversed for three out of four inter-
group ethnocentrism items (purity, superiority, preference), while two intragroup ethno-
centrism items (group cohesion, preference) and one intergroup ethnocentrism item 
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(exploitativeness) were worded in a manner that a higher agreement corresponded to 
higher ethnocentrism. All six items were randomly presented to respondents to minimize 
directional influence. For our exploratory factor analysis, we recoded the responses to the 
latter three items so that the higher values would also correspond to a higher ethnocentr-
ism. Next, we ran an exploratory factor analysis and compared the internal consistency 
(Cronbach’s alpha) of different item combinations. The results indicated that intergroup 
ethnocentrism is captured by the three items – purity, superiority, and preference – 
which goes against the taxonomy, pointed out by previous research (Bizumic & Duckitt, 
2012), which attributed exploitativeness to intergroup ethnocentrism. We decided to 
drop exploitativeness based on the results of the factor analysis and the correlations 
between variables and operationalize intergroup ethnocentrism as an average score of 
respondents across the three following items: purity, superiority, and preference. A 
more detailed description of coding the dependent variable can be found in Appendix E.

Independent variables3

Time spent on Facebook/X. We asked our respondents how many hours per day they 
used Facebook and/or X. Those who did not have an account were coded among 
those that indicated having spent zero hours. Those who indicated at least 20 hours 
(33 respondents), were recoded to missing, as the values seemed unrealistic. Among 
the 4532 respondents, 2280 respondents (50%) only had a Facebook account, 111 (2%) 
only had an X account, 1080 (24%) had accounts on both Facebook and X, and 1061 
respondents (24%) did not have an account on either of the two platforms.

Interethnic political talk on social media was measured by asking: ‘In the past 12 
months, how often have you talked about politics with people of a different race or eth-
nicity via social media’. The response options included never, rarely, from time to time, 
and often, which correspond to values from 0 to 3, respectively. For analysis, the respon-
dents who did not have Facebook or X accounts were recoded together with those who 
answered ‘never’.

Control variables
Interethnic political talk offline controlled for political discussions offline with people 
of different race or ethnicity by asking: ‘In the past 12 months, how often have you talked 
about politics with people of a different race or ethnicity not taking into account discus-
sions online or through social media.’

Ideologically crosscutting political talk (offline and online) was measured by 
including two additional items: ‘In the past 12 months, how often have you talked 
about politics with people whose political views are different from yours and who 
generally disagree with you (1) via social media and (2) not taking into account discus-
sions online or through social media.’ The response options varied between never (0) and 
often (3).

In addition, previous research on ethnocentrism has revealed that several attitudes 
and characteristics may affect ethnocentrism. Right-wing ideology has been linked to 
more negative attitudes toward various groups such as ‘homosexuals’ (Haddock et al., 
1993), foreigners (Altemeyer, 1996), and Black Americans and Jews (Peffley & Hurwitz, 
2001). Authoritarianism and intolerance of deviation, an integral part of far-right ideol-
ogy, was tied with higher levels of intergroup ethnocentrism (Raden, 2003). Protestant 
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ethic has been found to be associated with anti-black sentiments (Katz & Hass, 1988). 
Religious upbringing and growing up in a religious environment are associated with eth-
nocentrism (Altemeyer, 1998).

Several demographic indicators, such as being educated, older, and female are associ-
ated with a higher ethnocentrism (Gerritsen & Lubbers, 2010; Nguyen et al., 2008; Raden, 
2003), although these relationships vary by country (Good & Huddleston, 1995; Upad-
hyay & Singh, 2006). A more recent study, carried out in the context of social media, 
however, found that being male is associated with bonding social capital, meaning that 
they are more skeptical of the outgroups (Shane-Simpson et al., 2018).

Finally, the ethnic background of respondents may predict the difference between 
ingroup and outgroup evaluations. In the US, both White and Black respondents rate 
ingroup members higher than outgroup members, with the difference being larger for 
Blacks (Ryan et al., 2007). While no direct evidence of diverging ethnocentrism levels 
among Blacks and Whites in the UK exists, a study by Eller et al. (2007) shows that 
more frequent contact with the police is associated with more negative views for Blacks 
but not Whites.

Considering this literature, we include the following measures as controls in our study.
Ideological self-placement. Measured by asking ‘In politics people sometimes talk of 

left and right. Where would you place yourself on this scale (0–10)?’
Ethnic or family background is measured as ethnic/race origin in the UK and US and 

as migratory background in France. In the UK and US, the question asked: ‘Please indi-
cate your ethnic background’ and the respondents could choose from ‘Caucasian 
(Western, European)’ and other ethnic groups which we re-coded as non-Caucasian. 
We did not ask about ethnicity in France due to legal restrictions. Instead, we asked 
respondents if any of their parents or grandparents were born abroad. If the answer 
was positive, we categorized them as having a migratory background.

Gender. Females and males are distributed evenly in our sample. In the analysis, male 
is the reference category.

Age. Age of the respondent, a continuous variable. Only the respondents that were 18 
or older at the time were surveyed.4

Education. Our education variable has four levels, standardized across countries: 
High school degree, college degree with a 2-year degree, college graduate with a 4-year 
degree, and advanced degree.

Religion. For religion we used a binary variable standardized across the countries: 
Believers of any religion (reference category) and atheists.

Results

We analyzed our data using an OLS model predicting intergroup ethnocentrism. The OLS 
assumptions were checked, and no significant violations were identified (Appendix B). 
Our first hypothesis predicted lower intergroup ethnocentrism as the use of social 
media increases. H1 only finds partial support, as, all else equal, more frequent use of 
Facebook is not correlated with intergroup ethnocentrism, whereas the frequency of 
using X is negatively correlated (Table 1, model 1). H2 predicted that intergroup ethno-
centrism would be lower among X users than Facebook users. To test it, we conducted an 
unpaired two-samples Wilcoxon test and found a statistically significant difference 
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between the intergroup ethnocentrism levels of those who use only Facebook versus 
those who use only X, with the latter demonstrating lower intergroup ethnocentrism 
(p < .001). Moreover, we ran a second OLS regression where the social media use was 
operationalized using a binary variable that varies between having and not having an 
X account (which may mean having a Facebook account, but not necessarily). This 
model (Table 1, model 2) also gave support to H2, as having an X account, as opposed 
to not having it, correlated with lower intergroup ethnocentrism, even accounting for 
all other correlates in the model.

Table 1. OLS regressions with the unmatched data (models 1–3) and with the data matched via 
propensity score matching (model 4).

Dependent variable:

Ethnocentrism

Unmatched data: 
time spent

Unmatched data: X 
vs other

Unmatched data: 
non-users only

Matched data: X 
vs other

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Time spent on Facebook −0.005
(0.010)

Time spent on X −0.076***
(0.016)

Having an X account −0.165*** −0.203***
(0.044) (0.047)

Interethnic political talk via social 
media

−0.095* −0.106** −0.105*

(0.040) (0.040) (0.043)
Interethnic political talk offline −0.275*** −0.275*** −0.284*** −0.250***

(0.028) (0.028) (0.056) (0.036)
Ideologically crosscutting political 

talk via social media
0.053 0.053 0.019

(0.038) (0.038) (0.042)
Ideologically crosscutting political 

talk offline
0.015 0.013 0.034 −0.008

(0.027) (0.027) (0.053) (0.036)
Ideological self-placement 0.119*** 0.116*** 0.129*** 0.109***

(0.008) (0.008) (0.017) (0.010)
Ethnic or family background: non- 

Caucasian (ref. Caucasian)
0.057 0.048 −0.099 0.088

(0.051) (0.051) (0.122) (0.060)
Gender: Female (ref. Male) −0.193*** −0.195*** −0.121 −0.173***

(0.037) (0.037) (0.076) (0.048)
Age 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.003

(0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.002)
Education −0.061*** −0.058*** −0.096** −0.058**

(0.017) (0.017) (0.035) (0.022)
Religion: Atheist (ref. Believer) −0.180*** −0.176*** −0.088 −0.227***

(0.040) (0.040) (0.082) (0.051)
Country: UK (ref. US) −0.038 −0.021 −0.137 −0.028

(0.047) (0.047) (0.097) (0.057)
Country: France (ref. US) 0.169*** 0.179*** 0.145 0.204***

(0.046) (0.046) (0.097) (0.060)
Constant 3.147*** 3.167*** 3.166*** 3.227***

(0.107) (0.108) (0.229) (0.129)
Observations 4157 4157 945 2472
R2 0.152 0.149 0.134 0.150
Adjusted R2 0.149 0.147 0.125 0.146
Residual Std. Error 1.168 (df = 4142) 1.170 (df = 4143) 1.151 (df = 934) 1.156 (df = 2458)
F Statistic 52.862*** (df = 14; 

4142)
55.935*** (df = 13; 

4143)
14.472*** (df = 10; 

934)
33.380*** (df =  

13; 2458)

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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Our H3 predicted that, online interethnic talk would be negatively correlated with 
intergroup ethnocentrism. The results support H3, as online (as well as offline) intereth-
nic talk is negatively correlated with intergroup ethnocentrism. Among our respondents, 
47% declare having political discussions with ethnic outgroups both in offline and online 
environments. To account for this collinearity, we run additional regression separately 
on those who do not use social media (Appendix C). The results confirm a negative cor-
relation between both online and offline discussions with ethnic outgroups and inter-
group ethnocentrism, meaning that we can isolate the effect of online interethnic 
discussions from the offline ones with a high confidence.

Ideologically crosscutting political talk (either offline and online) is not statistically 
significantly correlated with the dependent variable. Four out of six demographic control 
variables demonstrate statistically significant correlations: a more right-wing ideology is 
positively correlated with intergroup ethnocentrism, whereas being female, more 
educated, and atheist all show negative correlations.

As our cross-sectional design only allows us to test for associations, endogeneity is an 
obvious limitation of our analysis. At the same time, social media use is widespread and 
there is no evidence to suggest that intergroup ethnocentrism contributes to whether 
people use social media, or how much. While we cannot confidently assume that motiv-
ations for adopting social media are entirely unrelated to ethnocentrism, it is plausible 
that for the most part causation is likely to work from social media use toward increased 
or decreased intergroup ethnocentrism among users. Our largest concern in this regard, 
however, is that people with more favorable attitudes towards ethnic outgroups might 
have been preferentially attracted to X over Facebook, thereby making the findings of 
the models 1 and 2 questionable. This is especially noteworthy considering that the 
data was collected in 2017, when X was called Twitter and was rather liberal-leaning 
(Wojcik & Hughes, 2019). This concern is reverberated by the disproportionate represen-
tation of people with higher education on both X and Facebook in all three studied 
countries (Boyadjian, 2014; Mellon & Prosser, 2017; Ribeiro et al., 2020).

To mitigate this risk, we ran propensity score matching to randomize the ‘allocation’ 
of having an X account. This approach finds and matches pairs of observations with the 
most similar levels of covariates so that only one observation from the two is subject to 
the approximated experimental treatment (using X), while the other is a control (not 
using X). The matched data demonstrated lower standardized mean differences and 
reduced assignment bias, while also displaying a good fit of treated and control units’ 
propensity scores (Appendix D). After the matching procedure, we ended up with 
2472 respondents.

Similar to the models 1 and 2, the matched-dataset-based model, where X use is as 
good as ‘randomly assigned’, shows negative correlation between having an X account 
and intergroup ethnocentrism (Table 1, model 4), echoing support to H1 and H2, as 
well as to the existence of a causal link between having an X account and intergroup 
ethnocentrism.

Country-level analysis

The models 1, 2, and 4 showed that, all other covariates held constant, the French demon-
strate higher intergroup ethnocentrism than the Americans, with no difference between 
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the UK and the US. Unpaired two-samples Wilcoxon tests comparing the three 
countries’ mean intergroup ethnocentrism levels confirm these findings.

Besides including the country variable in the main models and doing the Wilcoxon 
tests, we ran analyzes separately for each country subsets. Country-specific regressions 
(Table 2) show no difference in terms of the effect of social media use on intergroup eth-
nocentrism, as time spent on Facebook remains statistically insignificant, whereas the 
time spent on X remains significant in all three countries. When social media use is oper-
ationalized as having an X account as opposed to not having it, the results of the model 2 
are reproduced, as the effect remains statistically significant and negative. Model 10 in 
Table 2 (French subset) is the only exception, as having an X account does not have a 
statistically significant effect on intergroup ethnocentrism.

The analysis also shows that the effect of interethnic political talk offline maintains the 
direction and the significance of the effect, but the effect of having such talk online only 
has a statistically significant and a negative effect in France. Finally, the effect of offline 
and online ideologically crosscutting political talk remains statistically insignificant, 
except for France, where such discussions online are associated with a higher intergroup 
ethnocentrism. The demographic control variables maintain their direction and signifi-
cance, with the exception of education that becomes statistically insignificant for the US 
and France subsets.

Discussion and conclusion

Ethnocentrism has received relatively little attention in the context of digital media, and 
our aim in this study was to shed light on this topic. Because of the globally universal 
nature of social media, it was natural to consider questions about ethnocentrism and 
social media in a multi-country context. This too is something of a departure from 
studies that have focused on single countries, even though theoretically ethnocentrism 
is a human universal.

Our aim was to examine the relationship between social media use and intergroup eth-
nocentrism in France, the UK, and the US. Our general expectation was that social media 
use is associated with lower intergroup ethnocentrism, on average, but that this would 
vary between X and Facebook. We expected variation because of the different kinds of 
networks that each platform facilitates and because intergroup contact can either increase 
or decrease intergroup ethnocentrism. Facebook affordances facilitate networks of strong 
ties among people known to one another, with more political homogeneity and less 
exposure to crosscutting views. The affordances of X facilitate larger, asymmetric thin- 
tie networks with more heterogeneity and crosscutting exposure.

The results generally supported our expectations, but with some twists. Our expec-
tation that social media use is associated with lower intergroup ethnocentrism was sup-
ported only when it comes to X use – both having an account and spending more time on 
X was linked to lower intergroup ethnocentrism. Taking one step towards addressing the 
thorny issue of endogeneity, which is omnipresent in survey-based research, especially in 
social media studies, we matched the non-users of X with the users of X with similar 
characteristics. The results once again supported the negative correlation between having 
an account on X and intergroup ethnocentrism. We also compared people who use only 
Facebook and only X and found that the latter demonstrate lower intergroup 
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ethnocentric. This supports our platform-level expectations and partially supports the 
expectation that the more frequent social media use is associated with lower intergroup 
ethnocentrism. Among the potential reasons, besides our theoretical framework invol-
ving weak ties, which could have contributed to the difference between the effects of X 
and Facebook is the content moderation policy of these two platforms by 2017.

We also found negative correlations between interethnic political discussions on social 
media and intergroup ethnocentrism. In doing so, we controlled for such discussions that 
take place offline which also produced a significant and a negative effect. We then isolated 
the effect of online and offline discussions to show that the results are not driven by the 
individuals with whom the respondents engaged in both online and offline discussions. 
Unlike the decision to use social media, the choice to engage in discussions with mem-
bers of outgroups is likely highly endogenous with intergroup ethnocentrism, so we can-
not say anything about the direction of this specific causal link, especially as the effect of 
interethnic political discussions on social media disappeared in the matched data set for 
the US and the UK subsets. We can say, however, that, in all three countries, when people 
engage in discussions with members of different racial or ethnic outgroups in real life as 
opposed to online, these appear to be bridging on average, as opposed to ethnically or 
racially hostile. We found general contact with people of crosscutting political views to 
have no effect on intergroup ethnocentrism.

The demographic control variables mostly performed in accordance with the expec-
tations, arising from the prior research. The lack of a statistically significant effect for 
age is intriguing, as previous research on ethnocentrism found older age to be correlated 
with a higher ethnocentrism. The negative correlation between being female and inter-
group ethnocentrism goes against the earlier findings (Gerritsen & Lubbers, 2010; Nguyen 
et al., 2008) and supports a more recent study on young people in the US which finds a 
significant effect between being male and being oriented towards bonding capital at the 
expense of the bridging one (Shane-Simpson et al., 2018). Ethnic or family background 
did not predict the level of intergroup ethnocentrism, potentially indicating that inter-
group ethnocentrism cannot be ascribed to a single ethnic group or migratory family roots.

In the country-specific analysis, we found that, all else being equal, people from France 
demonstrate higher levels of intergroup ethnocentrism than people from the US and the 
UK. The frequency of using X was statistically significantly and negatively correlated with 
intergroup ethnocentrism in all three countries. It seems that the effect of using X is con-
sistent for intergroup ethnocentrism across countries. The same cannot be said about 
Facebook use effect, which was statistically insignificant both in the pooled models 
and in the country-specific ones. Nevertheless, the country-specific findings must be 
interpreted with caution when it comes to making causal statements, as it was not poss-
ible to conduct the propensity score matching with the country sub-sets, as the number of 
observations would have been too low.

This study does not come without limitations. The crucial limitation is that it is based 
on the survey data, collected in 2017, when Twitter had a dramatically different moder-
ation policy. Since the takeover of Twitter by Elon Musk, bans were reversed for numer-
ous far-right and conspiracy theorist accounts, almost certainly making the online public 
sphere less safe for people of color and immigrants, especially in the US (Bebchuk et al., 
2023). Another limitation of this study is that establishing causal relationship between the 
use of social media and intergroup ethnocentrism using a cross-sectional survey data is 
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next to impossible. The best way to tackle this, to our knowledge, was to use PSM, which 
confirmed the findings of the main OLS regression comparing X users with non-users. As 
the survey data was not paired with web tracking, it is unclear to what extent Allport’s 
optimal intergroup contact conditions were satisfied for each instance of interethnic con-
tact. The intergroup contact theory was therefore only applied rudimentarily, based on 
the literature on platform affordances. Specifically, which platform affordances contrib-
uted to the correlations identified in the analysis remains an open question, as social 
media are multifaceted platforms that bring people into contact in various ways. To 
avoid these challenges and potentially pinpoint the specific affordances, future research 
should rely more on longitudinal data and web tracking.

The research field of interethnic contact on social media can be theoretically enriched 
by descriptive studies investigating specific cases of interethnic contact online, such as 
Schwab et al. (2019). In-depth interviews with administrators and moderators of Face-
book groups, group chats, discussion platforms could shed more light on the theoretical 
linkage between the intergroup contact theory and the virtually lived experiences on 
social media. As the current study isolates the differences between the online and the 
offline behavior, as well as the platform-level differences, it is crucial to have a rigid theor-
etical framework explaining the online behavior on various platforms, their internet 
cultures, and demographics. This will help the researchers stay alert for what seems 
like a very dynamic field of research, owing to the emergence, transformation, and dis-
appearance of various online public spheres which may potentially affect each new user 
through the process of socialization. Comparing the pre- and post-Musk Twitter/X seems 
an especially interesting line of work that could build up on the given study. Lastly, with a 
rigid experimental design, one can also explore the potential of various social media plat-
forms to bring the often-alienated ethnic groups together as a byproduct of optimal inter-
group contact conditions or potentially through targeted depolarization process.

Notes

1. Lightspeed Kantar uses a weighting efficiency which gives an indication of how well 
balanced the sample is. The higher the value the better a non-weighted sample mirrors 
population values. Kantar offers a minimum threshold of 70% efficiency per study. This 
metric measures the match between the census profile and the sample characteristics.

2. Digital 2021. We Are Social, Hootsuite.
3. Detailed descriptive statistics for all the variables in all countries are present in Appendix A.
4. Both age and education served as our quota variables to achieve a representative sample. A 

detailed country-specific comparison between the official and the survey figures is given in 
Appendix F.
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