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Steer Clear or Get Ready: How Coping Styles Moderate the Effect of Informational Utility  

 

Abstract 

A 2x3x2 between-subjects experiment tested the effect of informational utility on selective 

exposure to online news stories. Trait coping styles were tested as moderators of informational 

utility. Informational utility intensity, characterized by greater magnitude, likelihood, and 

immediacy, increased selective exposure. A fourth dimension, efficacy, did not yield a main 

effect or moderate other message factors. However, coping styles demonstrated the proposed 

interactions. Individuals low on avoidant coping browsed messages with high informational 

utility longer than messages with low utility. Those low on problem-focused coping spent more 

time with high-efficacy messages; those high on problem-focus spent more time with low-

efficacy messages. 

 Keywords: informational utility, selective exposure, efficacy, coping, avoidance, 

individual differences 
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Steer Clear or Get Ready: How Coping Styles Moderate the Effect of Informational Utility  

Selective exposure has long been accepted to be a precondition for any media effects, as 

messages need to be selected for reception before they can produce any influence on people (e.g., 

McGuire, 1985). The concept has been examined for decades (see review by Donsbach, 2009), 

often focusing on the confirmation bias whereby individuals prefer messages that align with pre-

existing attitudes. However, in some situations it appears that people are motivated to choose 

accurate and useful information rather than seek out confirmation, a phenomenon Sears and 

Freedman (1967) termed informational utility. Recent operationalizations of informational utility 

in news messages have found empirical support for its influence on selective exposure (see 

overview by Knobloch-Westerwick, 2008). However, despite a recent surge of research about 

the confirmation bias (e.g., Garrett, 2009; Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009; Stroud, 2008), 

informational utility has garnered less attention among scholars, despite its substantial 

importance for media exposure processes (e.g., Arpan & Tüzünkan, 2011). This imbalance and 

gap in the literature in documented by a meta-analysis, which considered both confirmation bias 

and informational utility pivotal factors in selective exposure (Hart et al., 2009). Furthermore, 

recent evidence from the fear appeals persuasion literature (e.g., Krohne & Hock, 2011; Van ’t 

Riet, Ruiter, & De Vries, 2012) suggests that individual differences in coping play an important 

part in how messages conveying important yet potentially threatening messages are received. 

Therefore, the role of individual differences represent a pressing gap in research on how 

people select information that is of practical use to them. The present study aims fill this gap and 

to extend the existing research on informational utility by considering relevant traits. Namely, we 

examine trait coping styles as a possible moderator of informational utility’s effect on selective 

exposure to news messages. A study was conducted in which selective exposure was measured 

through unobtrusive observation of time spent reading news articles. This experiment tested 



INFORMATIONAL UTILITY AND COPING 4 

predictions regarding the influence of informational utility message features and coping styles on 

selectivity. Four utility message dimensions were manipulated (low vs. high) between-subjects 

for several news topics of interest, and presented along with distractor topics in a realistic online 

newsmagazine. Coping styles were then measured and tested as moderators. 

Informational Utility Resulting from Anticipated Communication 

 Early selective exposure research proposed informational utility as a factor that could 

account for situations where confirmation bias was absent or attitude-discrepant information was 

selected (Canon, 1964; Freedman, 1965; Freedman & Sears, 1965). Practical considerations and 

a motivation for accuracy drive exposure to high-utility messages. For example, experiment 

participants who expected to write an essay about an assigned position on an issue, when 

presented with a set of articles they could read regarding the issue, expressed more interest in 

articles that articulated the position their essay would be about, regardless of their personal 

position (Freedman, 1965). Attitude-consistent and -discrepant articles were equally preferred 

when they both carried high utility.  

These kinds of utility manipulations were examined in a meta-analysis (Hart et al., 2009) 

that considered the effect on selective exposure of motivation for accuracy (i.e., informational 

utility) compared to the classic attitude-consistent confirmation bias. Across selective exposure 

studies including an informational utility factor (information that “could facilitate accomplishing 

an immediate goal,” p. 573), a preference for attitude-discrepant messages emerged when those 

messages held greater utility or when attitude-consistent messages held low utility. The influence 

of informational utility accounted for 7% of the variance in selective exposure, beyond the 13% 

of variance explained by confirmation bias.  

Informational Utility Conveyed by Messages 
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 In addition to the situational factors described above, informational utility can also be 

treated as a message characteristic. Individuals may perceive that a message offers practical 

application to problem-solving needs (Atkin, 1973). Furthermore, conceptual models of 

informational utility predict that greater utility will lead to more selective exposure, as message 

recipients will be more likely to choose messages that prove more useful to their needs (e.g., 

Arpan & Tüzünkan, 2011; for an overview, see Knobloch-Westerwick, 2008). 

Knobloch, Dillman Carpentier, and Zillmann (2003) specified the nature of informational 

utility in a model, drawing from Atkin’s (1973) earlier work. Atkin proposed a comprehensive 

model of instrumental utility where individuals’ informational needs arise from discrepancies in 

knowledge certainty. The revised model of Knobloch and colleagues, the informational utility 

model (IUM), established three constituent message characteristics: issue magnitude, issue 

likelihood, and issue immediacy (Knobloch et al., 2003).When the content of a message conveys 

increased importance of the topic (magnitude), increased probability of the topic affecting the 

message recipient (likelihood), or increased temporal presence of the topic (immediacy), there 

should be greater selective exposure to the message due to these intensity dimensions of 

informational utility.  

 Experimental research employing ecologically valid measures of selective exposure 

documented the additive effects of the three utility dimensions (Knobloch et al., 2003). A study 

using radio stimuli also found selective retention effects for news stories higher on informational 

utility (Dillman Carpentier, 2008). Furthermore, a cross-cultural study conducted in the United 

States and Germany demonstrated that higher levels of informational utility increased selective 

exposure for both negative and positive news stories (Knobloch-Westerwick, Dillman 

Carpentier, Blumhoff, & Nickel, 2005).  

Efficacy as Informational Utility Dimension 
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This symmetrical aspect of the model – its applicability for both negative and positive 

issues – highlights a distinction between the IUM and persuasion models of fear appeals that 

employ similar typologies of message characteristics (e.g., Witte, 1992). Two of the three 

dimensions of the IUM – magnitude and likelihood – are conceptually and operationally 

equivalent to the severity and susceptibility dimensions of threat in the extended parallel process 

model of fear appeals (EPPM; Witte, 1992). However, the EPPM only concerns the potential risk 

an issue poses. In contrast, informational utility can apply to both risk and reward. Another 

difference between the EPPM conceptualization of threats and the IUM conceptualization of 

utility for negative topics is that the latter model includes a third dimension that is omitted from 

the EPPM: immediacy. Any threat consists of a temporal component – how quickly the threat 

will become manifest and affect the individual. This is conceptually distinct from likelihood, i.e., 

susceptibility (Hovland, Janis, & Kelly, 1953, see p. 67). Temporal construal is an important 

aspect of how people make sense of external phenomena (Trope & Liberman, 2003), despite its 

absence in conceptualizations of threat like the EPPM’s. 

On the other hand, the EPPM does incorporate one message characteristic that was 

initially lacking in the IUM: efficacy. Consisting of the dimensions of self-efficacy and response-

efficacy, it is a factor that plays a critical role in the EPPM. Efficacy has been proposed as a 

fourth dimension in an updated version of the IUM; it was found to play an additive role (i.e., it 

did not interact with the other utility dimensions of magnitude, likelihood, and immediacy) in 

increasing selective exposure (Knobloch-Westerwick, Hastall, Grimmer, & Brück, 2005). This 

indicates that information about greater efficacy also heightens the utility of a message. 

Of course, the EPPM is an explanation of how receivers respond to a message, whereas 

the IUM is an account of whether individuals will choose messages and become receivers in the 

first place. However, their shared conceptualization of message characteristics has allowed 
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recent studies to juxtapose the predictions derived from both models to assess selective exposure 

to health messages (Hastall & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2013; Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 

2012a, 2012b).  

 The EPPM proposes that efficacy will moderate a recipient’s response to a threatening 

message, but this interaction is not well supported by fear appeal studies (De Hoog et al., 2007; 

Popova, 2012; Witte & Allen, 2000). In contrast to this unsupported interaction, the IUM 

theorizes that greater efficacy will contribute its own effect, rather than moderate effects of other 

message characteristics. Initial evidence regarding selective exposure and related outcomes 

offers mixed evidence. Knobloch-Westerwick, Hastall, et al. (2005) found an increase in 

selective exposure due to message efficacy, yet Johnson and Knobloch-Westerwick (2012b) 

found the reverse effect for a news story about the health effects of stress. Additionally, research 

has found that the combination of high message threat and low message efficacy can lead to 

greater information seeking (Rimal & Real, 2003; Turner, Rimal, Morrison, & Kim, 2006), or 

that a discrepancy between severity (i.e., magnitude) and efficacy levels presented in messages 

(i.e., either high severity and low efficacy, or low severity and high efficacy) can foster selective 

exposure (Hastall & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2013). Therefore, further evidence is required to 

clarify the role of efficacy in the IUM. 

The present study makes use of negative news stories, posing tangible threats to readers, 

to test the prediction that heightened levels of informational utility dimensions will increase 

selective exposure to those stories. 

H1: Individuals will spend more time reading online news articles that (a) convey greater utility 

intensity in their magnitude, immediacy, or likelihood, (b) as well as greater efficacy, compared 

to articles that convey lower levels of these utility dimensions. Furthermore, (c) efficacy should 

not moderate the effect of utility intensity on time spent reading. 
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Coping as Trait Moderator 

 Inconsistent results in empirical tests of message efficacy effects on selective exposure 

suggest that moderating factors may be at work. Individual differences in responses to 

informational utility may account for these varied findings. Specifically, coping styles may 

moderate how individuals respond to messages about efficacy and will thus be examined in the 

present study.  

People respond to stressors and threats in the environment with a wide range of 

strategies, collectively referred to as coping. The use of coping techniques can be highly 

situational and variable within the individual, as well as dispositional and variable between 

individuals (Carver & Scheier 1994; Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989; Endler, Kantor, & 

Parker, 1994). In addition, typologies of coping tend to draw two different dichotomies in types 

of coping: approach/avoidance and problem-focus/emotion-focus (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; 

Krohne, 1989; Knobloch-Westerwick, Hastall, & Rossmann, 2009; Miller, 1987; Roth & Cohen, 

1986). Approach-oriented coping involves engaging with the stressor directly or indirectly in 

some way, while avoidance-oriented coping entails ignoring or distancing oneself from the 

stressor. The latter coping style can prove maladaptive in some situations. On the other hand, 

problem-focused coping refers to approach strategies that respond directly to the external stressor 

to attempt mitigation or removal. This is in contrast to emotion-focused coping, a more 

internally-focused set of approach strategies that involve managing one’s affective responses to a 

stressor—fixing the symptom of stress rather than the stressor cause. 

 Studies of how threatening information is processed point to the important moderating 

role of coping (e.g., Van ’t Riet et al., 2012), although a comprehensive and definitive picture has 

yet to emerge (Krohne & Hock, 2011). To date, an emphasis on outcomes like persuasion and 

recall contrasts with the absence of research on how coping styles influence information seeking 
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and selective exposure. As informational utility for negative issues involves threats in the 

individual’s environment, it might be expected that coping styles explain considerable variance 

in selective exposure driven by informational utility. Indeed, Kim, Kim, and Seo (2014) have 

called for more research examining the interactive effects of situation and personality on 

selective exposure, especially with regard to messages conveying threat information.  

Accordingly, Kim et al. (2014) used the selective exposure paradigm (which uses 

unobtrusive measurement of actual message browsing behavior; e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick & 

Meng, 2009) to test how coping styles and perceived threat would impact selective exposure to 

news with high or low levels of informational utility. They found that avoidant individuals spent 

more time reading topical news stories (about a recent financial crisis) than did other individuals. 

However, when perceived threat was high, individuals with vigilant (i.e., problem-focused) 

coping styles spent more time reading topically relevant messages (Kim et al., 2014) and other 

individuals did not. Despite its methodological strengths, this study did not differentiate among 

different dimensions of informational utility, and it tested a single news topic (financial crisis). 

Another study examined the moderating effect of trait coping styles on selective 

exposure, using the same experimental paradigm. It also used message stimuli that accounted for 

the multiple dimensions of the informational utility model: the message factors of magnitude, 

likelihood, immediacy, and efficacy (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2012a). Findings 

revealed that avoidant coping moderated message magnitude (i.e., severity), such that those with 

a highly avoidant coping style engaged in selective exposure to the low magnitude messages, a 

reversal of the standard IUM prediction. This tendency of avoidants to seek out low magnitude, 

potentially reassuring messages, also helps explain the Kim et al. (2014) findings. Additionally, 

the effect of message efficacy on selective exposure was clarified by the inclusion of problem-

focused coping style as a moderator. However, this effect was evident only among messages 
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framed along the magnitude dimension (whether low or high), but not the likelihood or 

immediacy dimensions. Specifically, those low on problem-focused coping spent more time 

reading high efficacy messages, while those high on problem-focused coping spent more time 

reading low efficacy messages (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2012a). However, once again, 

a major limitation of that investigation was the use of a single (health) topic.  

Given these initial findings, we predict that the moderating effects of coping styles seen 

in Johnson and Knobloch (2012a) will also be evident for a range of non-health news topics. 

H2: Avoidant coping style will moderate the effect of message utility intensity on selective 

exposure.  

H3: Problem-focused coping style will moderate the effect of message efficacy on selective 

exposure. 

Method 

Overview 

 A selective exposure experiment (N = 414) was conducted in which participants visited a 

computer lab and were asked to browse an experimental news website. Four of the eight news 

stories on the website were manipulated in a 2x3x2 between-subjects design (efficacy level x 

utility dimension x utility intensity). Selective exposure to these articles, operationalized and 

measured in seconds spent on each page on the website, was unobtrusively logged by software. 

This method of measurement has been applied to a wide variety of media contexts, where it 

shows high internal and ecological validity (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015), and the measures also 

shows convergent validity with eye-tracking and self-report measures of selective exposure and 

attention (Zillmann, Knobloch, & Yu, 2001). Afterward, participants completed a short 

questionnaire. 

Participants 
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 Students enrolled in communication courses at a large Midwestern university in the 

United States were recruited to participate in a lab session for extra credit. Completed sessions 

were obtained for 425 participants. These were screened for inactive participants who spent most 

of their session (≥ 230 s) on a single web page, indicating distraction or inattention. A total of 11 

participants showed this excessive period of inactivity, and were removed from the dataset, for a 

total of 414 valid cases. The sample was 53.2% female, with a mean age of 21.03 (SD = 3.04), 

and participants were 70.1% White, 13.3% Black, 11.2% Asian, 1.5% Hispanic, and 3.9% other. 

Stimuli 

 In the selective exposure task, participants saw a news website prototype that they were 

free to browse as interested them. The site consisted of an overview page that provided headlines 

and leads for eight news stories. These previews were linked to individual pages for each story, 

where individual pages used a large “Back to Overview Page” button for navigating back to the 

overview and other stories. The site was modeled on a news outlet in the UK, modified with 

deactivated links. All pages featured a large site banner, inactive navigation below the banner, 

and a vertical advertisement on the right side. The pages for each individual story reiterated the 

headline and lead, and then continued with the full story. 

 Four of the eight news stories were manipulated in a 2x3x2 (efficacy level x utility 

dimension x utility intensity) between-subjects design. Stories were adapted from real news 

articles. Each version was altered to convey either a high or low intensity of one of three utility 

dimensions (magnitude, likelihood, or immediacy) and was independently manipulated to 

convey the fourth utility dimension of either high or low efficacy. The manipulations occurred in 

two places: in the headline, where the main headline conveyed magnitude, likelihood, or 

immediacy information while the sub-headline conveyed the efficacy information; and in the 

lead, which conveyed the same utility manipulations as the headline. The story bodies for a given 
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topic used the same text across all conditions. The word counts of headlines and leads (M = 

48.75, SD = 0.44) and story body (M = 499.75, SD = 0.5) were consistent across manipulations 

and topics.  

The four topics used in the manipulated stories were nuclear power infrastructure 

collapse, identity theft, rising gas prices, and burglary (see Figure 1). So, for example, the high-

efficacy, high-magnitude headline and lead for the topic of identity theft read, “Identity theft 

lurking, leads to personal financial disaster: Simple steps will keep you safe,” emphasizing both 

the severe consequences and the ease of effectual action, in contrast to the low-efficacy, low-

magnitude headline and lead for that same topic that read, “Identity theft lurking, leads to 

annoying red tape: Very challenging to guard against theft.” Post-test manipulation checks 

ensured the desired inductions were present in the various versions of these news articles. 

 Four additional stories were distractor topics, which appeared across all conditions. Their 

topics were financial industry profits, grocery self-checkout lanes, selection of a Mars rover 

landing site, and cities’ efforts to curtail graffiti. The length of each distractor’s headline and lead 

(49 words) and story body (500 words) were the same as the experimentally manipulated stories. 

[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 

Procedure 

 Participants were recruited to attend a lab session conducted at private computer 

workstations. After completing an unrelated study about health attitudes, each participant 

accessed the study site to begin. The study site software randomly assigned participants to one of 

the study design’s 12 conditions. A set of instructions advised participants to “read whatever you 

find interesting” and that a questionnaire would automatically load after an unspecified amount 

of time. These directions have been shown to foster naturalistic browsing behavior in diverse lab 

and field studies (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015). The site was then presented to each participant 
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for 4 min, during which time they freely browsed the news site while software unobtrusively 

logged their browsing behavior. After time elapsed, a questionnaire appeared on the screen that 

consisted of a manipulation check, a coping style inventory, and basic demographic questions. 

Participants were then debriefed and awarded their incentive. 

Measures 

 Selective exposure. Each participant received 4 min for browsing the news website. 

During that time, each hyperlink click in the online newsmagazine was recorded unobtrusively 

by software, so that the time spent viewing the overview page, manipulated articles, and 

distractor articles was recorded in seconds. Recording exposure in seconds provides a precise 

and ratio-level measure of which messages individuals choose to view. This allowed for 

computing the selective exposure that was allotted to the manipulated articles, and for making 

comparisons between experimental groups’ selective exposure given the message characteristics 

presented to them. Time spent with the overview page ranged from 16 to 227 seconds (M = 

58.79, SD = 36.29), and time spent with the set of manipulated stories ranged from 0 to 230 

seconds (M = 101.52, SD = 66.89).  

 Manipulation check. The successful manipulation of message characteristics was 

ensured by a manipulation check in the post-exposure questionnaire. The study site presented the 

four manipulated headlines and leads that each participant had just seen in the selective exposure 

task. Participants rated story headlines on the manipulated dimensions of magnitude (“How large 

are the consequences of the event, as suggested in the news lead?” 0 = No consequences at all to 

10 = Very large consequences), likelihood (“How likely is it that you will be impacted by the 

event, as suggested in the news lead?” 0 = Not likely at all to 10 = Very likely), immediacy 

(“How soon would the consequences of the event occur, as suggested in the news lead?” 0 = Not 

soon at all to 10 = Very soon), and efficacy (“Based on the news lead, how easily can you 



INFORMATIONAL UTILITY AND COPING 14 

manage consequences of the event for yourself?” 0 = Very difficult to manage to 10 = Very easy 

to manage). To rule out possible confounds, stories were also rated on the dimensions of valence 

using similar 11-point scales. All four manipulated stories and one distractor story were rated by 

participants. 

 Coping style. The Brief COPE, a short inventory of coping strategies that can be framed 

to measure either situational or dispositional coping (Carver, 1997), was used to measure trait 

coping. Each item asks about a specific coping strategy, using a four-point response scale (from 

0 = I haven’t been doing this at all to 3 = I’ve been doing this a lot). Eight items, for four 

strategies, denial, self-blame, substance use, and behavioral disengagement, were averaged to 

form a scale to identify an avoidant coping style, α = .78, M = 0.76, SD = 0.55. Another eight 

items for the strategies of active coping, planning, positive reframing, and acceptance were used 

to form a problem-focused coping style scale, α = .79, M = 1.98, SD = 0.55. Finally, an emotion-

focused coping style was also indicated by a scale composed of eight items regarding the use of 

emotional support, instrumental support, venting, and self-distraction, α = .79, M = 1.50, SD = 

0.63. These coping style scales and their items correspond to literature on trait coping (Carver, 

Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989; Endler & Parker, 1990), and follow reliable factors used in prior 

work (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2012a) on coping styles, message features, and 

selective exposure. Each coping style represents an individual difference, but the styles are not 

mutually exclusive. Individuals may exhibit different combinations of problem-focused, 

emotion-focused, and avoidant coping (Carver & Connor-Smith, 2010). In the present sample, 

problem-focus and emotion-focus were positively correlated, r = .48, p < .001, emotion-focus 

and avoidance were correlated, r = .36, p < .001, and problem-focus and avoidance were 

independent, r = .03, n.s. 

Results 
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Manipulation Check 

 Perceptions of informational utility were measured after exposure, to provide a check of 

the manipulations of intensity for magnitude, likelihood, and immediacy groups and the 

manipulation of efficacy across all groups. Across all four article topics, the manipulations led to 

the desired perceptions of intensity for magnitude, F(1, 136) = 28.67, p < .001, ηp
2 = .17, 

likelihood, F(1, 137) = 50.20, p < .001, ηp
2 = .27, and immediacy, F(1, 134) = 5.98, p = .02, ηp

2 

= .04. Likewise, the manipulation of low and high efficacy had the desired effect on perceptions 

across all topics, F(1, 411) = 104.14, p < .001, ηp
2 = .20. Perceived message valence and 

participant interest in the stories were also examined for any unintended effects. With one 

exception, message manipulations did not significantly influence perceived story valence or self-

reported story interest. High message efficacy was, however, associated with greater perceived 

positivity, F(1, 411) = 4.20, p = .04, ηp
2 = .01. In summary, all of the message manipulations had 

the desired effects on message perceptions. 

Effects of Message Characteristics 

 To test the first hypothesis, ANCOVAs examined the effects of the experimental factors 

on selective exposure, using time spent on the overview page as a covariate to account for 

differences in initial orientation to the stimulus site. With regard to H1a, informational utility 

intensity had a positive impact on seconds spent reading news articles, F(1, 411) = 5.67, p < .02, 

ηp
2 = .01. Participants in the high intensity group spent M = 109.20 s (SD = 63.83) on the 

manipulated news articles, compared to M =  93.91 s (SD = 69.10) in the low intensity group. 

Greater informational utility intensity in news articles led to more selective exposure to these 

messages, supporting H1a. This effect was not moderated by the dimension at work (magnitude, 

likelihood, or immediacy), F(2, 407) = 0.67, p = .51. With regard to the effect of efficacy on 
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selective exposure, there was no difference between low and high efficacy messages, F(1, 411) = 

0.004, p = .95. The high efficacy condition spent M = 99.95 s (SD = 68.01) on the manipulated 

news articles, which did not differ from the M = 103.16 s (SD = 65.84) spent by the low efficacy 

conditions. Thus, H1b was not supported. Furthermore, there was not a significant interaction 

between messages’ utility intensity and efficacy, so that H1c was supported, with no clear 

evidence for a moderating role of efficacy on intensity, F(1, 409) = 2.81, p = .09. 

Effects of Coping Style 

 To test the interaction hypotheses, the SPSS macro MODPROBE (Hayes & Matthes, 

2009) was used to test regression models using message manipulation as focal predictor and 

coping style as moderator, controlling for time spent on the overview page. Avoidant coping 

style was found to be a significant moderator of message utility level’s effect on selective 

exposure to the stimuli, b = –27.45, SE = 11.43, t = –2.40, p = .02, ∆R2 = .02. Using 

MODPROBE to test this interaction with the Johnson-Neyman technique (for identifying regions 

of significance) found that, for individuals scoring below 0.83 on the avoidant coping scale 

(which, it should be noted, lies above the mean), greater utility intensity level had a significant 

positive effect on selective exposure.  

[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE] 

In contrast, for those scoring above 2.60 on avoidant coping, greater utility intensity only had a 

marginally significant negative effect on selective exposure to messages. Highly avoidant 

participants were not significantly more likely to prefer reading low-utility messages over high-

utility messages, but those low on trait avoidance preferred the informational utility of high-

utility messages over low-utility messages. The presence of a significant interaction (and a large 

region of significance) supports H2. 

 No interaction was detected between message efficacy and problem-focused coping in 
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the full study sample, b = –13.46, SE = 11.24, t = –1.20, p = .23. However, the interaction did 

emerge among participants who saw magnitude-framed messages, i.e., groups assigned to a low 

or high intensity manipulation of magnitude (n = 137), b = –40.86, SE = 17.53, t = –2.33, p = 

.02, ∆R2 = .03.  

[INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE] 

This replicates an earlier finding examining health messages (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 

2012a). Only under a magnitude or “severity” frame does a problem-focused coping style seem 

to moderate the effect of efficacy messages, providing partial support for H3. Use of the 

Johnson-Neyman technique identified significant regions at both high and low levels of problem-

focused coping. For individuals who scored low (below 1.11) on problem-focus coping style, 

there was a positive effect of high message efficacy on selective exposure. Those who were high 

on trait problem-focus coping (above 2.81) spent less time with high-efficacy magnitude-framed 

messages, preferring to read low-efficacy magnitude-framed messages. Finally, there were no 

moderating effects of emotion-focused coping on informational utility. 

Discussion 

 This study presented participants with articles on four news topics, manipulated on the 

four dimensions of informational utility in a 2x3x2 (efficacy level x utility dimension x utility 

intensity) between-subjects design. The manipulated articles were displayed in an online 

newsmagazine embedded in distractor articles. Unobtrusive observation of selective exposure 

revealed that greater utility intensity significantly increased time spent browsing articles, 

supporting H1a. With regard to efficacy, H1b was not supported, as efficacy did not impact 

browsing time. Neither did efficacy moderate intensity, providing support for the IUM’s additive 

effects as specified in H1c.  

To make further sense of these effects of informational utility message characteristics on 
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selective exposure, coping styles—avoidance, problem-focus, and emotion-focus—were tested 

as moderators. Indeed, in keeping with H2, avoidant coping style was found to moderate the 

effect of utility intensity (high vs. low intensity), so that for highly avoidant individuals, the 

effect of informational utility (whether magnitude, likelihood, or immediacy) was reversed. Low 

and moderate trait avoidance was associated with more selective exposure to high intensity news 

articles.  

As predicted in H3, problem-focused coping moderated the effect of the fourth IUM 

dimension, message efficacy, on selective exposure. Those high on problem-focus spent more 

time reading low efficacy messages, while those low on problem-focus spent more time with 

high efficacy messages. These interaction effects of avoidance and problem-focus coping styles 

with specific message characteristics replicate findings from a prior study using a single health 

topic (Johnson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2012a). They also build on previous research showing 

interactive effects between coping styles and threat perceptions (Kim et al., 2014) which also 

showed specific patterns of selective exposure connected to avoidant and problem-focused 

coping. 

 A limitation of the present study is its reliance on a student sample, which limits 

generalizability to the larger population. Although we expect that the effects of message 

characteristics and stable trait-like coping styles should not vary considerable across the life 

cycle and demographics, future research should explore how variables such as age influence 

informational utility effects. Certainly different issues will be more or less salient or relevant to 

different groups, although the essential process of selective exposure to information may remain 

the same. Another possibility for future research is to examine how the medium of presentation 

might also shape the selection of high-utility information. Dillman Carpentier (2008) tested the 

IUM in a radio news context; studies could employ further contexts such as videos or mobile 
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browsing. Another limitation of this investigation is that it does not allow for identification of the 

process by which greater problem-focused coping style leads to a preference for low efficacy 

messages. Turner et al. (2006) have provided evidence that anxiety mediates a relationship 

between low perceived efficacy and information seeking. This is a promising explanation, but it 

does not necessarily fit with the present finding that selective exposure to low efficacy messages 

is conditioned on a problem-focused coping style. Future research should explore the 

possibilities for other mechanisms (e.g., efficacy bolstering, novelty, or counter-arguing) by 

which a problem-focus leads to greater selective exposure to low efficacy messages. An 

additional question for future inquiry is whether coping styles have any moderating effect on 

informational utility-driven selective exposure to positive information. Coping may strictly be 

relevant for the IUM to the extent that utility refers to threat and risk, and not to reward. 

The observation that avoidant coping style moderated the effect of the IUM dimensions 

of magnitude, likelihood, and immediacy is consistent with results from studies of avoidant 

coping styles: These studies found greater trait avoidance to be associated with lower levels of 

information processing, persuasion, and recall in response to threatening information (Hock, 

Krohne, & Kaiser, 1996; Krohne & Hock, 2011; Nestler & Egloff, 2010; Schwartz, Lerman, 

Miller, Daly, & Masny, 1995). Not only does an avoidant coping style influence how messages 

are processed, the present findings show that this trait also influences what messages are chosen 

for self-selected exposure in the first place. 

While the selection or avoidance of messages that provide informational utility due to 

coping styles is a novel and important finding, the effect of coping styles on selective exposure 

to efficacy messages is even more intriguing. Those individuals who scored high on problem-

focused coping style (i.e., those who are proactive, make plans, accept their situation, and 

reframe stressors positively) exhibited a selective exposure preference for low efficacy messages 
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– news articles claiming that any steps that could be taken to address the issue were difficult to 

do and not likely to succeed. Low problem-focused coping individuals exhibited the opposite 

pattern. They spent more time reading articles with high message efficacy – articles where the 

solution was said to be easy and effective. In the absence of a strong problem-focused coping 

style, high efficacy messages – which offer informational utility by providing practical 

knowledge about what can be done to address an issue – were chosen despite the incongruence 

between the utility of that information and the likelihood of the individual using it.  

Perhaps high efficacy messages are soothing and reassuring to people not inclined toward 

problem-solving. This could fit with the hypothesis that anxiety explains why low perceived 

efficacy results in information seeking. Messages conveying greater efficacy could reduce 

anxiety. However, the anxiety hypothesis does not account for why those high on problem-

focused coping would prefer low efficacy messages. One explanation would be that, for 

individuals oriented toward problem-focused coping, the appearance of low efficacy message is 

seen as a challenge. Reading more about this issue (and how difficult it is to manage) might be a 

way of facing that challenge and attempting to bolster their efficacy as much as possible. 

Alternatively, the presentation of low efficacy information might be appealing to problem-

focused individuals because of the message’s novelty (news articles tend to stress what can be 

done, not what can’t) or due to reactance on the part of the individual (“don’t tell me what I can’t 

do”). Future research should test these possible mechanisms to understand why those equipped to 

manage would rather read that they cannot do so, and those ill-equipped would rather read that 

they can manage. Finally, an important caveat is that, as with previous findings (Johnson & 

Knobloch-Westerwick, 2012a), the interaction between message efficacy and problem-focused 

coping only achieved statistical significance when the story was framed in terms of magnitude. 

Further work is needed to clarify the relationship between message efficacy and the other 
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dimensions of informational utility. 

This study, by employing a topically diverse set of threatening news stimuli in a selective 

exposure experiment, and by also accounting for individual differences in coping styles, offers 

new perspective on the IUM. The finding that coping styles moderate selective exposure to both 

the intensity (magnitude/likelihood/immediacy) and efficacy components of informational utility 

can help account for earlier findings. The moderation results illustrate how greater efficacy may 

not always drive greater selective exposure (H2 in the present study; Johnson & Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2012b) or that cross-cultural differences in responding to an issue in the news may 

be evident (Hastall & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2013). It also helps to reconcile the IUM with 

models of fear appeals. The IUM has predicted that selective exposure will always increase as 

informational utility increases. Yet fear appeal theories tend to expect either approach or 

avoidance as potential (persuasion-based) outcomes, depending on combinations of message 

features or coping strategies that are activated. By accounting for coping styles, it becomes 

evident that messages with greater informational utility may be avoided at times, and do not 

always lead to increased selective exposure.  

The results offer insights into the practice of crafting messages (whether informational or 

persuasive) about issues that represent threats or risks. Authors and message designers should 

generally emphasize the intensity of a threat. By highlighting the potential for the magnitude, 

likelihood, and immediacy of a threat, the message is more likely to be selected and read for a 

longer period of time by potential audiences. Furthermore, all three of the utility intensity 

dimensions should be emphasized, as each contributes to selective exposure. However, care 

should be taken when targeting audiences prone to avoidance-type coping. And, if message 

tailoring is possible, avoidant coping should be accounted for. These avoidant individuals are 

less responsive to selecting messages that emphasize threat intensity. Finally, with regard to 
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efficacy, the role of coping styles is very important in influencing whether messages will be 

chosen and read. People with a problem-focused coping style will gravitate toward low-efficacy 

messages; targeting and tailoring could present threats and risks as very difficult challenges, 

which appears to appeal to this group. In contrast, messages geared toward those low on 

problem-focus should emphasize efficacy and provide reassurance, to maximize exposure. 

The present findings offer new evidence as to the importance of individual differences in 

understanding how news recipients select, process, and use information about relevant issues in 

their environment. Results also point to important and promising directions for future research – 

the reasons why some media users prefer low efficacy messages, and the precise nature of 

efficacy’s relationship to other utility dimensions. Interestingly, as with classic attitude-

consistent selective exposure, we find that those who would find the most utility in a message are 

often those least likely to allow themselves to be exposed to it. 
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Figure 1. Example stimulus screenshot. 
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Figure 2. The moderating role of avoidant coping style on the effect of message utility intensity 

on selective exposure. Selective exposure is seconds spent browsing. Interaction is probed at M 

and ±1 SD on avoidant coping. N = 414. 
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Figure 3. The moderating role of problem-focused coping style on the effect of message efficacy 

on selective exposure. Selective exposure is seconds spent browsing. Interaction is probed at M 

and ±1 SD on problem-focused coping. Magnitude-framed message groups only, n = 137.  

 
 


