Demand for Slant:  How Abstention Shapes Voters' Choice of News Media

By Santiago Oliveros and Felix Vardy, Haas School of Business, UC Berkeley

Abstract:

Many pundits believe that today's wide array of news media induce people to withdrawinto information cocoons that isolate them from opposing points of view.
This is consistent with standard theory which shows that, for purely instrumental reasons, decision makers prefer information sources whose biases conform to their own.
By contrast, empirical work suggests that "cross-over" in news consumption (i.e., conservative voters consulting liberal media---and vice versa) is actually quite common.
We explain this phenomenon by showing that, for voters with pronounced prior beliefs, cross-over is in fact an optimal response to voluntary voting.

Specifically, the option to abstain makes it optimal for voters with considerable leanings towards a particular candidate to demand information that is less biased towards that candidate than voters who are less leaning towards that candidate.

Hence, the demand for slant is non-monotonic in voter ideology, and voters with different political beliefs optimally choose to consult the same media outlet.
This pooling of voters generates disproportionate demand for media outlets that are either centrist or only moderately biased.

