
 

Revista de Comunicación Política, vol. 3, enero-diciembre, 2021, http://rcp.uanl.mx, pp. 1−22, ISSN: 2992-7714 

The connection between perceptions of media bias and influ-
ence and affective polarization: an examination in Brazil and 
Mexico and the United States 

La conexión entre las percepciones de sesgos mediáticos y su influencia en la polarización afectiva: un examen en Brasil, México 
y Estados Unidos 

 

Chau Tong 

Cornell University  

Orcid http://orcid.org/0000-

0002-6609-9889 

ctt39@cornell.edu 

 

 

Haley Winckler 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-

7408-8266 

hwinckler@wisc.edu 
 

 

Hernando Rojas 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 
Orcid https://orcid.org/0000-

0002-0012-4041 

hrojas@wisc.edu

 

Abstract: This study examines two types of news media-related perceptions (hostile media perceptions and third-person 

perceptions) and the relationship with affective polarization, or the increased partisan hostility between opposing members in 

Brazil, Mexico and the United States. Operationalizing affective polarization as the estimated discrepancy between members 

of one’s own political party and those of others on certain personality traits, including intelligence, caring about the welfare of 

humanity, being informed, and being tolerant, we found strong and statistically significant positive correlations between each 

type of perception and affective polarization. In other words, thinking that the media is biased against one’s own side and 

thinking that partisans on the other side are more susceptible to biased media influence respectively and directly associates 

with how one feels about adversarial partisans. The implications of these findings are discussed in relation to the prominence 

of perceptions of media bias and affective polarization in countries with different levels of media professionalism and party 

polarization. 

Keywords: Brazil, Mexico, United States, public opinion, media effects, political perceptions, political attitudes, affective 
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Resumen: Este estudio examina dos tipos de percepciones relacionadas con los medios de comunicación (percepción de 

los medios hostiles y percepción de tercera persona) y su relación con la polarización afectiva, o la creciente hostilidad parti-

dista entre miembros de partidos opuestos en Brasil, México y Estados Unidos. Operacionalizando la polarización afectiva 

como la discrepancia estimada entre los miembros del propio partido político y los de otros en ciertos rasgos de personalidad, 

como la inteligencia, el preocuparse por el bienestar de la humanidad, el estar informado, o el ser tolerante, encontramos 

correlaciones positivas fuertes y estadísticamente significativas entre dichas percepciones y la polarización afectiva. En otras 

palabras, pensar que los medios están sesgados en contra del propio bando y pensar que los partidarios del otro lado son más 

susceptibles a la influencia sesgada de los medios, se asocia directamente con lo que uno siente acerca de los que pertenecen a 

otros partidos. Las implicaciones de estos hallazgos se discuten en relación con la prominencia de las percepciones de sesgos 

mediáticos y la polarización afectiva en países con diferentes niveles de profesionalismo mediático y polarización partidista. 

Palabras clave: Brasil, México, Estados Unidos, opinión pública, efectos mediáticos, percepciones políticas, actitudes 
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Introduction 

The affordances of the current media environment are thought to foster political polarization as they 

facilitate content filtration, socially enabled echo chambers, and the distribution of extreme views on 

a historically unprecedented scale. Within political polarization studies, the examination of affective 

polarization, or the notion of people’s dislike for those with differing political positions and partisan 

affiliations, has gained significant traction. This phenomenon emphasizes the “affective” and identity 

component of party membership as a driving factor pushing in- and out-party members apart 

(Iyengar et al., 2012). 

 Affective polarization is particularly problematic for democracy as it threatens basic notions 

of solidarity that are the core of democratic practices (Tong et al., 2020). If an individual considers 

that those in their imagined outgroup are not intelligent, tolerant, informed or don't care about the 

welfare of humanity, the incentives to engage those others in rational debate are diminished. Exam-

ining polarization writ large, scholars have contended that current changes to the contemporary me-

dia environment are introducing more nuanced effects to different phenomena of political polariza-

tion (Barberá, 2020; Persily & Tucker, 2020). On the one hand, social media and their mechanism of 

weak-tie connections have been found to facilitate cross-cutting exposure to incongruent information 

and interactions with different others (Gil de Zuniga & Valenzuela, 2011; Bakshy et al., 2015, thus 

reducing political extremity and increasing awareness of ideological differences. On the other hand, 

individual and social filtering algorithms embedded in social media and digital platforms are also 

found to augment selective exposure to certain types of content (Flaxman et al., 2016; Prior, 2007), 

increase the salience of political identities and amplify hostility towards those with opposing political 

views (Garrett et al., 2014; Settle, 2018).  

Affective polarization has been empirically examined quite extensively (and somewhat limit-

edly) in the context of the United States, even though the notion of unbalanced feelings for the in-

groups and out-groups can be logically applied to other democracies with similar concepts of party 

identification. Motivated by this gap in the current literature, in this study, we propose an exploratory 

empirical examination into the state of affective polarization in Brazil and Mexico - two young dem-

ocratic nations in Latin America with striking similarities in terms of levels of democratization, media 

professionalism and party polarization. Taking a comparative approach that juxtaposes these two 

cases alongside with the United States, we hope to theoretically explain how affective polarization 

vary under different conditions of political and media systems. 

We also propose examining public perceptions related to the news media and fellow citizens, 

as well as their corresponding relationships with affective polarization. As opposed to a different line 

of research which focuses on the link between new media (including social media) and polarization, 

in this article, we focus attention on traditional news media and public perceptions of their potential 

bias and influence. Making theoretical connections between affective polarization, perceived media 
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influence (i.e. third person perceptions) and biased media perceptions (i.e. hostile media percep-

tions), we examine how the two types of perceptions independently and interactively correlate with 

the degree of affective polarization in the three countries of interest.  

While the connection between feeling negatively about political opponents and perceiving the 

news media coverage to be biased in the opponents’ favor has been well established in the context of 

the U.S. (Gunther, 1992, 1998), less empirical evidence has been found in Brazil and Mexico. Based 

on the extant literature on hostile media and third-person perceptions, we contend that negative feel-

ings for the other side (i.e., affective polarization) can be reinforced if one perceives the media to be 

biased and having influential impact on others. There are at least two reasons for this argument: First, 

individuals who perceive the media to be biased and influential will ultimately consider that members 

of the out-groups will be swayed from the “correct” position by “biased” media and thus are more 

deserving of contempt. Second, perceptions of media bias and influence could increase perceptions 

of being threatened by a supposedly powerful entity, thus triggering negative feelings for the “out-

groups” with undue favorable media treatment.  

To test these propositions, we used data from a set of nationally representative surveys col-

lected to understand the political cultures in the U.S., Brazil and Mexico. The findings are discussed 

in terms of the extent of the relationships between perceptions of media bias, media influence and 

affective polarization in different national contexts, as well as suggestions for future research. 

 

Political Polarization 

Efforts to define and assess political polarization have focused on different facets of polarization, in-

cluding issue extremity, issue alignment, perceived polarization, elite polarization and affective po-

larization.  

Initial conceptualizations of polarization were based on the increasingly prominent bimodal-

ity of public opinion distributions on several political issues (Fiorina et al., 2005; Fiorina & Abrams, 

2008). Under this logic, polarization implies that on possible positions for a given policy issue, less 

people identify with compromises in the center and instead prefer more extreme positions on either 

side of the issue (Abrams & Fiorina, 2012). While intuitively appealing, there has been a considerable 

debate on whether issue-level publics, particularly in the United States, have become more polarized 

over the past few decades. Scholars arguing for increased issue polarization point toward the polari-

zation of political elites and argue that mass polarization will follow the pattern at the elite level 

(Druckman et al., 2013; Evans, 2003), or refer to the alignment of issue positions - the notion that 

partisans increasingly align with their party's position across several issues, with less partisans having 

cross-cutting preferences (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2005, 2008). Scholars arguing against increased 

issue polarization tend to focus on specific issues and how preference distributions for the most part 
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tend to remain stable, as well as the idea that affiliation with political parties becomes weakened over 

time (for a summary of this debate see Abrams & Fiorina, 2012). Issue polarization remains a major 

component of political polarization studies because of its relevance to democratic functioning. For 

example, under conditions of high polarization, when citizens are presented with opposing frames on 

an issue, partisans' opinion moves uniformly in the direction of the frame endorsed by their party, 

even if the other party's argument is stronger (Druckman et al., 2013). 

Another facet of polarization is party system polarization, which refers to the “degree of ide-

ological differentiation among political parties in a system”, suggesting whether the parties would 

compete for the median voter or a more ideologized one (Dalton, 2008, p. 900). This dimension of 

polarization is argued to lead to political alignment, as the polarization at the party system level could 

explain the corresponding level of polarization among the elites and the public.  

Finally, perceived and affective polarization are the two facets of polarization that are receiv-

ing a lot of attention, particularly in the domain of communication research. Perceived polarization 

refers to the evaluation by individuals about how distant social or political groups are from one an-

other (Yang et al., 2016). Brought about by exposure to media reports about political polarization at 

the aggregate level, or discussions of the issue online and via social media, individuals perceiving 

increased polarization may come to change their conversation behaviors or become more polarized 

on issues (Ahler, 2014). Perceived increase in polarization could also lead to heightened dislike or 

distrust towards people from different social or political camps (Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016). This 

is commonly called “affective polarization” (Iyengar et al., 2012) or “psychological polarization” (Set-

tle, 2018).   

Affective polarization is prominently high in the United States, where dislike for members of 

the “other” party has more than doubled in the last 20 years according to Pew Research Center Report 

(2014). This intense dislike for people from the opposing party includes thinking their policies “are 

so misguided that they threaten the nation’s well-being”, attributing negative traits to their supporters 

(for example, calling them selfish or lacking intelligence), and hesitating to initiate close relationships 

with the other side (Iyengar et al., 2012). Affective polarization has been theorized to root from con-

sidering partisan identity as a form of social group association. Due to this logic, fellow party members 

are viewed more positively as they are considered the “in-groups” as opposed to the “out-group” op-

posing party members.  

 Considering how party membership and identification are shared characteristics of political 

democratic systems, we are interested in how this identity relates to the discrepancy in partisan feel-

ings in young but flourishing democracies like Brazil and Mexico. We further examine the hypothesis 

that: if politically active individuals perceive the media as biased and can sway others into a further 

incorrectly “biased” position, the different “others” will be condemned even more because of such 

supposedly negative media effects.  
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In the following section, we discuss the current literature on perceptions related to media, 

and how such perceptions relate to the levels of media professionalism in young democracies like 

Brazil and Mexico. 

 

Perceptions of Media Bias  

In tandem with affective polarization, perceptions of media bias have also been on the rise. The Pew 

Research Center (2014) data shows that, for example, in the United States trust in the news media 

has consistently declined. Distrust in the mainstream news media is even more pronounced among 

political partisans (especially those on the political right) who disproportionately use and trust parti-

san media outlets that align with their political beliefs. In Brazil, Ituassu et al. (2018) showed that in 

addition to mainstream media sharing, partisans who supported the two candidates in the 2014 pres-

idential election shared about 40% of partisan content on Twitter, illustrating how partisan media 

have become prominent in the media diets of citizens and suggest the potential connections between 

partisan media sharing and polarization in this national context.  

While the rise of partisan media might partly account for general dissatisfaction with the 

news (Jones, 2004), it has been well established that perceptions of media coverage and perceived 

slant in the opinion climate are often connected (Gunther, 1998). In other words, individuals who 

perceive the media to be biased against their side also estimate relatively less support for their side in 

the surrounding opinion environment. Cognitive biases such as negativity bias further make disagree-

able content stand out in cognition and increase biased perceptions when individuals interpreting 

news content.  

The phenomenon according to which politically involved individuals, particularly partisans, 

interpret neutral news as biased against their own position, was originally identified by Vallone, Ross, 

and Lepper (1985), and labeled as the hostile media phenomenon. This phenomenon refers to a per-

ceptual bias by which partisans tend to perceive media coverage of an issue or group to be unfairly 

slanted against the group they belong to (Gunther, 1992), and has been consistently documented in 

the literature (Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; Gunther et al., 2009; Rojas et al., 2016; Tsfati, 2007).  

Schmitt et al. (2004) suggest three mechanisms that explain hostile media perceptions, in-

cluding selective recall (i.e., negative information being more memorable), selective categorization 

(i.e., certain pieces of evidence being misinterpreted), and different standards (as to what constitutes 

“appropriate” evidence). In all cases, such colored interpretations result in perceiving media content 

as biased even when it is neutral. 

It should be noted that the hostile media phenomenon is not necessarily confined to a specific 

nation, type of government, or media system. Evidence of biased interpretation of media content has 
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been documented in several countries, including Singapore (Chia et al., 2007), Israel (Tsfati, 2007), 

South Korea (Choi et al., 2009), Colombia (Rojas, 2010); and Switzerland (Matthes, 2011). While the 

hostile media phenomenon grew out of work testing reactions to specific types of media content, it 

has been extended to generalized evaluations of media content (see for example Barnidge & Rojas 

2014), especially in national contexts where media fragmentation is generally low and the concept of 

partisan media is not widely applicable.  

Hostile media phenomenon reflects a form of in-group bias grounded in the processes of 

group identity that evoke cognitive differentiation between the in-group and the outgroup (Matheson 

& Dursun, 2001). Affective involvement can also result in the perceptions of media bias (Matthes, 

2011). This suggests that partisans or highly involved citizens often see the media as not supportive 

enough of their position and thus “biased” against their side.  

Based on the current literature, we propose a positive correlation between affective polariza-

tion and perceptions of media bias. That is, perceptions of hostility in media content should be ac-

companied with the devaluation of the out-group, as partisans project that partisans on the other side 

must be poorly informed and malleable enough to accept the narrative of biased and “incorrect” me-

dia. Thus, we pose the following hypothesis: 

H1. Perceptions of biased media will be positively related to affective polarization.  

 

Third-person Perceptions  

A closely related phenomenon to hostile media perceptions was described by Davison (1983). Accord-

ing to this notion, people tend to perceive greater media effects on others relative to the effects on 

themselves (third-person perception) and such perceptions can, in turn, evoke meaningful responses 

and outcomes (third-person effects). The basic underlying idea is that because negative media content 

is perceived to have more effects on others (particularly more distant others), anticipating such effects 

makes individuals respond in certain ways, hence an indirect effect on their own (McLeod et al., 

2001).  

Differential estimates of media effects on others have been systematically established (see for 

example Cohen et al., 1988; Price et al., 1998; Perloff, 1999 for a review) and the effects of such dis-

crepant perceptions have been found to relate to pro-censorship attitudes (McLeod et al., 1997), com-

pliance (Gunther et al., 2006), defiance (Tsfati & Cohen, 2005), withdrawal (Tewksbury et al., 2004), 

and corrective action (Rojas, 2010).  

At the basis of these findings is a social distance corollary (Cohen et al., 1988; Duck & Mullin, 

1995) according to which the perceived similarity, familiarity, and identification of in- and out-groups 

play a role in individuals’ perceptions of who are affected and how severely affected they are by media 
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content. If the mere membership to a meaningless group (i.e., “Group A” and “Group B”) leads to 

actions directed at favoring the members of the in-group against the members of the out-group (Billig 

& Tajfel, 1973), it is expected that with political affiliation as a social group designation, the presumed 

effects on the out-group are even stronger. 

Thus, there should be a positive relationship between perceptions of media influence and 

affective polarization. In other words, perceiving that others are more susceptible to biased media 

messages (compared to the self) might be enough for partisans to discern an intellectual gap between 

themselves (and people like them) and those from the opposition. Thus, perception of media influ-

ence implies that one would see out-party members as being less informed and more misguided by 

media messages. We propose that assumptions about “greater” media influence on others can activate 

concerns about the possible consequences of such media on others as well as one’s evaluations of 

them. Accordingly, we pose the following hypothesis:  

H2. Third-person perceptions of media effects will be positively related to affective polariza-

tion.  

As hostile media perceptions generate concerns about the public being swayed from the “cor-

rect” position and third-person perceptions refer to the implied evaluations of the effects of negative 

content, these two perceptions are closely related. Thus, we also examine whether hostile media per-

ceptions or third-person perceptions are more consistent predictors of affective polarization and if 

there is an interaction effect between them. The following research questions are posed: 

RQ1: Between biased media perceptions and third person perceptions, which are the more 

consistent predictor of affective political polarization?  

RQ2: Do biased media perceptions and third person perceptions interact to amplify their po-

tential effect on affective political polarization?  

In the following, we introduce our rationale for choosing Brazil and Mexico as the two cases 

to consider alongside the United States.  

 

Context or Rationale for Comparison 

While previous research has extensively studied media perceptions and important political outcomes, 

including affective polarization in the United States and other developed Western democracies, sig-

nificantly less attention has been paid to other young democracies. This lack of scholarly attention 

prevents the ability to explore the extent to which these phenomena occur, prevail and interact in 

other socio-political conditions.  
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Media system and public perceptions of the media 

The Latin American media environment has transformed over different phrases of history, 

from the dominance of political power over public communication through investments in the 1940s, 

to the emergence of media commercialization and concentration in the 1990s, to the current state of 

moderate political democratization (Matos, 2012). In thriving democracies like Brazil and Mexico, 

despite market expansion and democratization, the media systems are still heavily influenced by pres-

sures from external interests, namely the Church and elected politicians. Compared to their neighbors 

in the region, Brazil and Mexico have stronger broadcasting systems, lower media concentration and 

higher diversity (Matos, 2011).  

Historically, due to the conservative control over the media, political news coverage tends to 

be more biased against left-wing candidates than right-wing candidates. The rise of commercial me-

dia, the “left turns” in politics and the rise of populist presidents, however, introduce new complexi-

ties and conflicts to the relationships between the media and the government. For example, research 

noted how some media, e.g., those owned by businesses with conservative interests, are more moti-

vated to exercise the watchdog function than other types of media (Boas, 2013). Others noted how 

this watchdog function is overthrown when the media play a hand in conspiring against democracy 

(in Brazil, see Albuquerque, 2019; Paulino & Guazina, 2020). In Mexico, the media and telecommu-

nication markets are characterized as one of the most concentrated ones in the world (Huerta-Wong 

& Gómez García, 2013), and controlled by key enterprises such as Televisa, who often benefit from 

deregulation and investment through foreign capital. The long-term connection between commercial 

forces and politicians affected the tone of news coverage especially in the 1980s, which was mostly 

empathetic towards the president and the government. However, with politicians owning regional 

media and media executives running for office seats, this dynamic becomes more complex (for Mex-

ico, see more works such as Márquez-Ramírez, 2014; Márquez-Ramírez & Guerrero, 2014; Gómez 

García & Treré, 2014).  

Brazil and Mexico both have a moderate level of media professionalization (score of 32.6 and 

49.3 respectively) (“Word Press Freedom Index”, 2016). According to Hallin and Mancini (2004)’s 

media typologies, the press media in both systems are still highly dependent on state subsidies and 

considered to be at the service of local oligarchs who use the media to solidify political control (Hallin 

& Papathanassopoulos, 2002). There is a conflicting sentiment towards the news media in these sys-

tems, where citizens increasingly consider the media as one of the institutions with the most positive 

influence on national development (Vice & Chwe, 2017), although in some cases, trust in news media 

is not very high (Horowitz, 2013).  
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Party system and polarization 

The politics of Brazil and Mexico both take place in a framework of a federal presidential 

representative democratic republic, where the President is head of state and head of government. The 

government is based on a congressional multi-party system politics. Party identification among the 

public in Brazil and Mexico is still weak and party competition is not yet fully open (McCann & Law-

son, 2003). The level of party system polarization in these two countries is highly unstable across 

elections (see Dalton, 2008, 2017). In the past, larger parties used to dominate the political landscape 

(particularly Partido dos Trabalhadores, Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira and Partido Socia-

lista Brasileiro in Brazil and Partido Revolucionario Institucional –PRI, Partido de la Acción Nacional 

–PAN, and Movimiento de Regeneración Nacional -MORENA in Mexico). However, what was ob-

served during the 2018 Brazilian presidential election suggested a divergence from this trend, when 

Jair Bolsonaro, who then affiliated with Partido Social Liberal PSL (a small and lesser known party), 

competed against candidates from major parties and eventually won the presidency. Run-off compe-

titions between major parties are likely to continue to be a feature of high-stake elections in the fore-

seeable future.  

In Mexico, political polarization was less intense than in Brazil (according to data from Reu-

ters Institute 2016). Current research also notes a growing disenchantment among the public with 

the leadership of major parties (Cuddington & Wike, 2015; Barthel & Mitchell, 2017). There were 

numerous cases of politicians and public figures being removed from positions due to corruption 

scandals. Due to this reason, the public had low confidence in the government and negative feelings 

for members of political parties who are constantly in direct opposition (Weitz-Shapiro & Winters, 

2016; Winters & Weitz-Shapiro, 2014). 

Comparison with the US 

The US was identified in the Hallin and Mancini (2004)’s typology as belonging to the “lib-

eral” group, high level of media professionalism. The politics of the US is also distinct from the other 

two countries because of the domination of the two major political parties in the democratic pro-

cesses. These parties (Democratic and Republican) distance themselves ideologically at both the elite 

and electorate level (Webster & Abramowitz, 2017).  

There are widespread perceptions, among the American right, that the mainstream news me-

dia has a “liberal bias”. This narrative has been presented and reinforced by conservative politicians 

as well as conservative media sector. The notion of media bias, thus, are pervasive. With the increased 

media fragmentation and the rise of digital media outlets, public trust in the general quality of infor-

mation has also decreased consistently (Pew Research Center, 2009). It is, thus, expected that the 

levels of affective polarization in the US, as well as perceptions of biased media will be higher than 

those in Brazil and Mexico. In the following, we describe our data collection process and sample as 

well as the measures of the variables of interest.  
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Methods 

Samples 

Data were collected between April and June of 2016 using online survey panels administered 

by Survey Sampling International (SSI). The sample was designed to reflect the population of adults 

(age 18+) in Brazil, Mexico and the United States. SSI uses a two-stage sampling process. First, sub-

jects are randomly selected from each country’s online panel constructed along geographic and de-

mographic parameters. Next, subjects are presented with profiling questions to create a final sample 

that is balanced regarding certain demographics: age, gender and education.  

The Brazilian dataset was completed between June 22 and June 26, 2016 and contains 520 

complete responses; 14 responses were discarded due to excessive missing responses. The sample 

reflects well the Brazilian adult population in terms of gender (sample: 49% males; census1 48.5% 

males). In terms of age our sample is slightly younger than the population (sample: 18 to 39 years old 

54%, 40 to 64 years old 34%, and 65 and over 12%; census 18 to 39 years old 46%, 40 to 64 years old 

41%, 65 and over 13%), in terms of race more white than the general population (sample: white 56%; 

census 45%) and in terms of educational level significantly more educated than the general population 

(sample: did not complete high school 5.2%, high school and/or some college 52%, completed college 

43%; census data: did not complete high school 56%, high school and/or some college 30%, com-

pleted college 14%).  

The Mexican dataset was completed between April 11 and April 15, 2016 and contains 510 

complete responses; 17 responses were discarded due to excessive missing responses. The sample 

reflects well the Mexican adult population in terms of gender (sample: 47% males; census2 49% 

males). In terms of age our sample is slightly younger than the population (sample: 18 to 39 years old 

56%, 40 to 59 years old 32%, and 60 and over 13%; census 18 to 39 years old 51%, 40 to 59 years old 

33%, 60 and over 16%), in terms of race our sample is less white than the general population (sample: 

white 13%; population3 17%) and in terms of educational level significantly more educated than the 

general population (sample: did not complete high school 2%, high school and/or some college 37%, 

completed college 61%; census data: did not complete high school 44%, high school and/or some 

college 47%, completed college 9%).  

The United Sates dataset was completed between April 5 and April 10, 2016 and contains 514 

complete responses; 10 responses were discarded due to excessive missing responses. The sample 

 
1 Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (http://www.ibge.gov.br/home/estatistica/populacao/condicaodevida/in-
dicadoresminimos/sinteseindicsociais2016/default_tab_xls.shtm) describes 2016 Brazilian population estimates. 
2 Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía (http://www.inegi.org.mx/) provides description of Mexican population esti-
mates. 
3 INEGI, official Mexican statistics bureau, does not collect race information. This population estimate is based on less formal 
sources (https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demograf%C3%ADa_de_M%C3%A9xico).  
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reflects well the U.S. adult population in terms of gender (sample: 48% males; census4 49% males), 

age (sample: 18 to 44 years old 46%, 45 to 64 years old 38%, and 65 and over 16%; census 18 to 44 

years old 48%, 45 to 64 years old 35%, 65 and over 17%), educational level (sample: did not complete 

high school 10%, high school and/or some college 53%, college 37%; census data: did not complete 

high school 11.6%, high school and/or some college 55.9, completed college 32.5%), and race (sample: 

white 78%; census 77%).  

Measurement 

Survey instruments were originally written in English. Then using back translation tech-

niques, a Spanish and Portuguese version were developed. 

Affective polarization, our core criterion variable, was measured using four items that asked 

whether they would describe people who vote for a political party as “intelligent,” “ignorant and mis-

guided,” “intolerant,” and interested in “the welfare of humanity.” Subsequently, survey respondents 

had to answer parallel questions for major political parties in their country (Brazil: Partido dos Tra-

balhadores -PT, Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira –PSDB and Partido Socialista Brasileiro –

PSB); Mexico: Partido Revolucionario Institucional –PRI, Partido de la Acción Nacional –PAN, and 

Movimiento de Regeneración Nacional -MORENA; United States: Democratic Party and Republican 

Party). In the United States, for each dimension of polarization, the gaps in the scores given to mem-

bers of each party were coded as one (e.g., members of one party are more intelligent than members 

of the other party), whereas a lack of discrepancy (e.g., everyone is intelligent, or no one is intelligent) 

was coded as zero. In Brazil and Mexico, the gaps in the scores given to members of each party were 

averaged. The resulting variable for each individual then can range from zero (no discrepancies) to 

four (a discrepancy on every characteristic). For descriptive information on affective polarization see 

Table 1.  

Third-person perceptions. Perceived media influence on others was measured by subtracting 

the degree of agreement with "The media have a lot of influence on my own opinion" from the state-

ment "The media have a lot of influence in the opinion of people" (0: strong disagreement, 5: strong 

agreement). A positive value (from 1 to 5) indicated strong perceived media influence on others.  

Perceptions of media bias. Respondents were asked to place their political ideology and the 

ideology of the mainstream media on a scale where 0 is the left, 5 is the center and 10 the right. The 

ideology discrepancy is calculated by subtracting one score from the other and taking the absolute 

value that indicates a perceived gap between one's own ideology and the mainstream media ideology 

(a similar method was used in other studies, for example, Rojas, 2010). 

 

 
4 United States Census Bureau QuickFacts (https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/) describes US population estimates as of July 
1, 2016. 

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/
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Table 1. Descriptive analysis 
 United States 

(N = 514) 

Brazil 

(N = 520) 

Mexico 

(N = 511) 

 M SD M SD M SD 

Gender 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 

Age 45.9 16.0 40.8 15.7 40.0 14.6 

Education 6.0 1.3 6.1 1.3 6.6 1.1 

Income 2.7 1.4 3.2 1.1 2.8 1.3 

Political interest 3.1 1.7 3.4 1.7 2.9 1.6 

Partisanship 0.7 0.5 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.5 

Media use 2.9 1.2 3.7 1.1 3.3 1.1 

Political talk 1.4 1.0 1.9 1.0 1.5 0.9 

Perceptions of media bias 1.2 1.4 2.0 2.5 2.3 2.5 

Third-person perceptions 1.8 1.7 2.0 1.7 2.0 1.7 

Affective Polarization 1.7 1.4 1.3 1.2 1.3 1.1 

 

Control variables: 

Party ID. Party identification was measured from a single item asking respondents to indi-

cate if they were a supporter or lean towards any particular political party. In the US survey, respond-

ents placed their party preference on a 7-point scales (1: strong Republican, 7: strong Democrat). This 

was transformed into a dummy variable, with 0 indicating respondents identifying as independents 

and 1 indicating respondents identifying as a member of the Republican or Democratic party. In the 

other three countries subjects were asked if they identified with one of the main parties. A dummy 

variable was created in which 0 signifies no identification and 1 identifying with a one of the main-

stream parties.  

Political interest. Political interest was measured by asking respondents how interested they 

were in national politics on a scale ranging from 0 “not at all,” to 5 “a lot.”  

Political talk. Frequency of political conversation was measured with a single item asking 

how frequently respondents talk about public affairs to other people on a 4-point scale ranging from 

“never” to “nearly every day.”  

News media use. Respondents answered questions about their use of different media outlets 

including national daily newspapers, regional or local newspapers, national television news, regional 

television news, online news and social media news on six-point scales ranging from “never” to “fre-

quently.” These items were averaged to create an index of news media use in each country (Cronbach’s 

alpha for Brazil .81; for Mexico .78; and for the United States .77).  
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Results 

Before formally testing our hypotheses, a series of one-sample t-tests was conducted to examine the 

prominence of third-person perceptions, hostile media perceptions and affective polarization in each 

country. The results show that the means of each variable are statistically different from zero.  

Third-person perceptions were common in all three countries: Brazil (M = 2.0, SD = 1.7, t = 

26.64, p < .001); Mexico (M = 2.0, SD = 1.7, t = 25.93, p < .001); and the United States (M = 1.8, SD 

= 1.7, t = 24.64, p < .001).  

In the same fashion, hostile media perceptions were recurrent in: Brazil (M = 2.0, SD = 2.5, 

t = 18.09, p < .001); Mexico (M = 2.3, SD = 2.5, t = 21.59, p < .001); and the United States (M = 1.2, 

SD = 1.4, t = 18.91, p < .001). 

With regard to our criterion variable, affective polarization, we also find significant values in 

all countries: Brazil (M = 1.3, SD = 1.2, t = 24.14, p < .001); Mexico (M = 1.3, SD = 1.1, t = 26.22, p < 

.001); and the United States (M = 1.7, SD = 1.4, t = 27.05, p < .001).  

To formally test our expectations, we performed a series of OLS regressions predicting affec-

tive polarization. In the analyses, demographics, media use patterns, political predispositions includ-

ing political talk and political interest were included as control variables; then hostile media percep-

tions and third person perceptions were put in as separate blocks. To answer research question 2, we 

tested a possible interaction between hostile and third person perceptions, but it was not significant 

in any of the countries considered and thus results of the interaction block are omitted. In the three 

countries, we run separate models with identical variables. 

Table 2. OLS Models Predicting Affective Polarization in Brazil 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.04 0.04 0.03 

Age 0.08 0.08 0.07 

Education 0.06 0.05 0.05 

Income 0.10* 0.09 0.09 

Political interest 0.13** 0.12* 0.11* 

Partisanship 0.18*** 0.18*** 0.19*** 

Media use -0.05 -0.04 -0.03 

Political talk 0.03 0.03 0.04 

Perceptions of media bias  0.10* 0.09* 

Third-person perceptions   0.06 

Incremental R2  0.9% 0.3% 

Total R2 11.3%*** 12.2%** 12.5% 

Note: Entries are standardized regression coefficients. N = 520. Significance at: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  
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Table 3. OLS Models Predicting Affective Polarization in Mexico 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Gender (Male = 1) 0.09* 0.09* 0.09* 

Age 0.07 0.07 0.07 

Education -0.03 -0.04 -0.04 

Income 0.01 0.00 0.00 

Political interest 0.12* 0.11* 0.11* 

Partisanship 0.12** 0.14** 0.14** 

Media use 0.05 0.05 0.05 

Political talk 0.06 0.06 0.06 

Perceptions of media bias  0.12** 0.12** 

Third-person perceptions   0.01 

Incremental R2  1.4% 0.0% 

Total R2 7.0%*** 8.4%*** 8.4% 

Note: Entries are standardized regression coefficients. N = 511. Significance at: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  

 

In the Brazilian sample, political interest (β = .13, p < .01) and party identification (β = .18, p 

< .001) are significantly and positively related with evaluations of out-party members as more igno-

rant, misguided, less intelligent and less interested in general welfare. Perceptions of media bias is 

also significant (β = .09, p < .05), indicating that hostile media perceptions increase one’s level of 

negative partisan affect. Third person perceptions were not related to affective polarization.  

 

Table 4. OLS Models Predicting Affective Polarization in the United States 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Gender (Male = 1) .02 .02 .01 

Age .04 .04 .02 

Education .02 .00 .00 

Income -.01 -.01 .00 

Political interest .13* .11* .09 

Partisanship .19*** .18*** .19*** 

Media use .00 .02 .04 

Political talk .11** .08 .08 

Perceptions of media bias  .21*** .19*** 

Third-person perceptions   .15*** 

Incremental R2  4.3% 2.3% 

Total R2 10.3%*** 14.6%*** 16.9%*** 

Note: Entries are standardized regression coefficients. N = 514. Significance at: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  
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In Mexico, there was a positive association between political interest (β = .11, p <.05) and 

party identification (β = .14, p < .05) with affective polarization. A perception of media bias was also 

significant (β = .12, p < .001).  

In the United States, political interest (β = .13, p < .05), party identification (β = .19, p < .001), 

and political talk (β = .11, p < .05) are significant upon entry, with party identification (β = .19, p < 

.001) remaining significant in the final model. Perceptions of media bias (β = .19, p < .001) and third-

person perceptions (β = .15, p < .001) significantly predicted affective polarization.  

 

Discussion 

Overall, our findings provide support for our expectation that perceptions of media bias (H1) 

and, to some extent, third-person perceptions (H2) positively correlate with affective polarization. In 

the three countries (Brazil, Mexico, and the United States), perceptions of media bias are significantly 

related to affective polarization. However, only in the United States, both perceptions of media bias 

and third-person perceptions are related with affective polarization. 

Unsurprisingly, party identification is the most consistent predictor of affective polarization 

in the three countries considered, but our findings provide evidence that beyond party identification, 

perceptions about media content and how such content is perceived to influence others, also matter. 

As one of our research questions, we sought to elucidate whether perceptions of media bias 

or third-person perceptions were more consistent predictor of affective polarization. The results sug-

gest that perception of media bias seem to be the more stable predictor, with significant results in 

three out of the three countries considered. We also pondered whether both perceptions would inter-

act, amplifying their effect on affective polarization, but did not find a significant interaction in any 

of the cases. This might be due to the close relation between these two perceptions, i.e., third-person 

effects occur when information is considered undesirable, as in biased media, and perceptions of bi-

ases have been related to fears that neutral “others” would be swayed by the “incorrect” information, 

thus considering media to be influential on others.  

The most significant contribution of this paper is providing evidence that in fact perceptions 

of media bias and third-person perceptions do relate with affective polarization. This finding is par-

ticularly significant in a new communication environment in which perceptions of media bias and 

affective polarization are on the rise. Our country results also follow an interesting pattern: In the 

United States, the country in our study with the highest levels of affective polarization and the lowest 

gap between one’s own position and the position of the mainstream media, perceptions explain close 

to 7% of change in levels of affective polarization, while in Brazil and Mexico they explain 1.2% and 

1.4% respectively. 
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So, in the United States, a country with higher levels of journalistic professionalism and mod-

erate party system polarization, the perception of bias in media and their influence is extremely im-

portant in predicting affective polarization, while in Brazil and Mexico, with lower media profession-

alism and higher party system polarization, their impact, while significant, is less powerful. One could 

argue that in Brazil and Mexico, as media professionalism is lower, the perception of bias is “accu-

rately” higher and thus more extended, which in turns makes it less of an explanatory factor, while in 

the U.S., as actual professionalism is higher, having the perception of bias becomes a central aspect 

resulting in affective polarization.  

Some limitations of our study are the cross-sectional nature of our design and the limited 

number of countries that do not allow for formal multilevel testing. It is plausible that people who are 

more affectively polarized also see media as more biased against them. However, if affective polariza-

tion leads to perceiving media bias and not the other way around, as we posit, it is hard to understand 

why in the U.S., where we have the highest levels of affective polarization, we have the lowest levels 

of perceived bias. The pattern of perceived media biased in our results and journalistic professional-

ism (“World Press Freedom Index”, 2016), suggests to us that there is a relation between potential 

bias and perceived bias, in that in systems where the perception of bias is less tied to actual bias, its 

explanatory potential on affective polarization is higher. Further research that is experimental or lon-

gitudinal in nature is warranted to sort the thrust of the causal influence. In the same vein, research 

that incorporates a higher number of countries is also desirable to allow for more formal testing of 

system level variables. Another limitation of the study is that the samples from both Brazil and Mexico 

had a higher level of education compared to the general public. This could potentially lead to overes-

timating the level of affective polarization in these nations, as well as the extent of biased perceptions 

related to the media. The findings presented here thus might not accurately represent the opinion of 

the general public. 

Nevertheless, based on the results of this study, we are convinced that exploring the role of 

media perceptions with respect to affective polarization, poses a fruitful path for the expansion of the 

literature concerned with the impact of media perceptions, as well as expands our understanding of 

the factors at play in an increasingly affectively polarized world.  
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