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Introduction

Recent government and policy debates have drawn a clear link between social media, 
post-truth politics and disinformation, underlining how digital communications can 
damage trust in democratic institutions, particularly during periods of crises (Bayer 
et al., 2019; European Commission, 2018; Ireton and Posetti, 2018; Lewandowsky 
et al., 2020). This is particularly relevant to the European Union (EU), which is still 
grappling with the aftermath of the 2010 sovereign debt crisis, Brexit and the COVID-
19 pandemic, as well as multiple refugee waves, democratic backsliding in certain 
member states and, most recently, the Russian attack on Ukraine. Similarly, academic 
research has highlighted the many challenges that arise for democracy from the near 
monopolistic ownership of online platforms and the communication structure that they 
promote – which favours virulent spread of information and amplification of biases 
(Caplanova et al., 2021; Engesser et al., 2017; Hameleers, 2020; Jennings et al., 2021). 
In this context, the EU has taken on a leading role – not without shortcomings 
(Bechmann, 2020; European Court of Auditors, 2021) – in combating misinformation 
and preserving democratic values in the digital era at both the European and global 
level. However, where policy documents identify a causal relationship between the use 
of social media as news sources and decrease in trust in democratic institutions, aca-
demic researchers have typically remained more sceptical of this relationship’s causal 
direction (Bail et al., 2018; Bode, 2016: 37; Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017; Hameleers, 
2020; Iosifidis and Nicoli, 2021; Kiratli, pre-print, 2023; Strömbäck et al., 2020).

We set out to make a methodological contribution to this literature and the approaches 
traditionally used to investigate social media effects on support for the EU by implement-
ing an instrumental variable (IV) methodology. IV allows us to answer the research ques-
tion ‘Does reliance on social media as a news source affect citizens’ trust towards 
European Union institutions?’ We, thus, take a different tack from previous contributions 
that seek to cover some of the same ground (Kiratli, pre-print, 2023), in two ways. First, 
we focus specifically on how the active choice to rely on social media for one’s news 
about the EU alters trust in the EU as a polity. Second, our methodology allows us to 
establish causal, rather than correlational, relationships between social media use and 
trust in the EU.

Our motivation for using this methodology is two-fold. On the one hand, the existing 
literature provides sound reason to expect that we can corroborate the negative effects of 
news consumption via social media observed on individuals’ attitudes towards the EU at 
aggregate level (Lorenz-Spreen et al., 2023). By exploiting variations in causally important 
variables only attributable to an instrument uncorrelated to the outcome, an IV approach lets 
us come closer to measuring the causal effect of social media use on trust in EU institutions 
– a key measure of the public legitimacy of the EU (Hobolt and Tilley, 2014) – than what is 
possible using traditional regression modelling. On the other hand, we wanted to use a 
method that minimises common biases, such as endogeneity and omitted variable bias, to 
investigate the aggregate effects of social media use on trust in the EU. Previous studies 
deploying IVs with the aim of measuring causal and correlational evidence on the link 
between digital media and a decline in trust in democratic or state institutions, or a decline 
in democracy more broadly, have either not distinguished between Internet use/Internet 
access in general and the use of social media platforms (such as Twitter, Facebook, 
Instagram, TikTok) as news sources in particular; or have not focused on democratic institu-
tions but have measured trust towards government institutions or societal groups in non-
democratic states or flawed democracies (Lorenz-Spreen et al., 2023).
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Working with repurposed Eurobarometer data from 2015 to 2021 (European 
Commission, 2015, 2019a, 2019b, 2020, 2022), we deploy the frequency of use of tradi-
tional TV sets as an IV for social media news reliance. Because such use is correlated 
with social media news consumption but unlikely to be directly correlated with trust in 
EU institutions, we can investigate the correlation between social media news reliance 
and trust in the EU using only the variation in social media news reliance driven by TV 
use rather than relevant control variables. Taking only this variation into account, which 
is highly likely to be unrelated to trust in EU institutions, lets us come closer to a causal 
effect of social media news reliance (Morgan and Winship, 2014: 291; Sovey and Green, 
2011). Our analysis has produced null-hypothesis outcomes, which, albeit unexpected, 
raises important methodological and empirical questions regarding the ways in which we 
investigate social media effects and the true role it plays in shaping social trust.

Media Effects and EU Contestation

Media effects research shows that the mode and structure of communication of digital 
legacy media (newspapers, television) can influence audiences both through shaping the 
communicative process and by favouring certain narratives about the EU, either positive 
or negative, particularly during period of elections (e.g. De Vreese et al., 2016; Ernst 
et al., 2019; Mosca and Quaranta, 2017; Van Spanje and De Vreese, 2014). However, 
empirical evidence thus far shows no unconditional ‘dose–response’ relationship between 
media discourses and changing political attitudes (De Vreese and Boomgaarden, 2006; 
Van Klingeren et al., 2017). For instance, Van Spanje and De Vreese (2014: 336–337) 
have shown that the probability of voting for Eurosceptic parties depends on media expo-
sure to Eurosceptic parties and beliefs. Furthermore, they have shown that exposure to 
frames emphasising the benefits of the EU decreases the probability of voting for 
Eurosceptic parties. At the same time, exposure to media content focusing on the conflict 
between two positions or showcasing opposing sides to an argument also appears to rein-
force existing beliefs. Consistent empirical observations of this process have led to the 
thesis positing social media as an arena of further polarisation and entrenchment (Dubois 
and Blank, 2018; Karlsen et al., 2017). The entrenchment effect is compounded by the 
diminishing-knowledge effect that Gil de Zúñiga et al. (2017) have found, whereby those 
who rely on social media as a staple of their news diets end up less knowledgeable about 
politics and thus potentially more susceptible to polarisation.

The ‘polarisation arena’ thesis is essential to our conceptualisation of social media use 
as an enhancing mechanism of distrust towards EU institutions or of the EU polity, par-
ticularly in the context of the last decade’s multiple crises. These have triggered increas-
ingly negative media coverage of the EU (Joris et al., 2018; Marquart et al., 2019). 
Increasingly polarised views about the EU may not necessarily stem from individuals 
selectively choosing content that confirms their own beliefs. Instead, the brief, emotive 
and symbol-based communicative style that social media facilitates may allow users to 
process this content through familiar cognitive frames and refine arguments for their pre-
viously held beliefs (Karlsen et al., 2017). Thus, our theorised causal mechanism does not 
rely on citizens using social media as their primary source of news about European poli-
tics getting access to frames that are distinctly different from those seen by users of other 
media, even though there is evidence to suggest that social media users are more likely to 
share Eurosceptic content (De Wilde et al., 2014; Galpin and Trenz, 2017; Quinlan et al., 
2015). Indeed, Europeans getting news from social media are more likely to encounter 
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diverse views than other news consumers (Mitchell et al., 2018), even though micro-tar-
geting and algorithms that tailor content to each user have been shown to polarise debate 
at the societal level (Bayer et al., 2019: 58, 134). Moreover, it is likely that many of the 
same news items will be seen by users of both social and non-social media: Many journal-
ists are active – and often influential – on social media in their professional capacity, 
while news media outlets maintain official profiles and rely on social media channels to 
disseminate their content (Lecheler and Kruikemeier, 2016; Neuberger et al., 2019; 
Paulussen and Harder, 2014; Von Nordheim et al., 2018).

However, the strong presence of professional journalists on some social media plat-
forms does not translate to misinformation correction mechanisms as rigorous as those 
found in professional news media outlets. The absence of such correction on social media, 
found by previous literature to mitigate misinformation effects (Maertens et al., 2020), 
could be particularly important in the case of the EU, whose citizens, regardless of their 
preferred news source, are likely to have less knowledge of the EU than their own national 
polities (Wilson and Hobolt, 2015). In combination with the more aggressive promotion 
style and negative framing used by right-wing Eurosceptic actors on social media (Lappas 
et al., 2019; Nai et al., 2022) and the tendency of social media users to share more negative 
news and narratives (Hansen et al., 2011; Heidenreich et al., 2022), this absence of correc-
tion mechanisms increases the probability that those who are primarily getting their news 
about the EU from social media will be exposed to both more negative and less accurate 
coverage of the EU than other news consumers. Crucially, those choosing to consume 
news through social media are more likely to already trust neither institutionalised media 
nor national and European institutions (Ceron, 2015; Hameleers et al., 2022). Kiratli (pre-
print, 2023) also finds results suggesting a strong negative correlation between using social 
media for information about the EU and trust in it. This body of literature on the profile of 
news-via-social-media consumers, type of content one is exposed to on social media and 
effects of said content on political attitudes leads us to our first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Trust in EU institutions will be lower among those who get their 
news about European politics primarily from social media.

To get a more nuanced understanding of the interrelation between social media news 
consumption and trust (or lack thereof) in EU institutions, we factor in the role that ideol-
ogy plays as trust moderator, particularly for social media users. News consumers are 
likely to seek out sources that conform to their own views of the EU, take cues from politi-
cal leaders they trust and be more likely to remember negative news stories (Leruth et al., 
2017; Soroka and McAdams, 2015; Steenbergen et al., 2007). They are also likely to reject 
opposing viewpoints they encounter through this process. Karlsen et al. (2017: 270) define 
this process as ‘the double set of echo chamber and trench warfare effects’. Confirmation 
and disconfirmation bias mechanisms may, therefore, be pulling towards the same out-
come, namely, polarised opinions. We expect those who consume EU news primarily 
through social media to also form their opinions through this same mechanism.

Existing research shows that both far-right and far-left voters tend to distrust tradi-
tional media sources and be sceptical of the EU (Bartlett, 2014; Van Elsas and Van der 
Brug, 2015), meaning that polarisation is unlikely to be restricted to the right. There is 
also evidence suggesting that right-wing populist communication on social media about 
EU issues frequently targets EU institutions or ‘supranational elites’ (Engesser et al., 
2017: 118). We, thus, hypothesise the following:
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Hypothesis 2 (H2): Trust in EU institutions will be lower for non-centrist EU citizens 
that rely primarily on social media for news about European politics than for other 
similar citizens.

Another important correlate of support in the EU and trust in its institutions is specific 
knowledge of the EU (Harteveld et al., 2013; Karp et al., 2003). As Wilson and Hobolt 
(2015: 107–108) show, the average EU citizen is more likely than subject-matter experts 
to believe that the EU has a more substantial influence over national policies than what is 
actually the case. Thus, knowledge about the EU could also moderate the extent of social 
media effects, as social media users with less knowledge of the EU would be less likely 
to detect misinformation about the EU and may be more strongly influenced by frames 
that blame the EU for national challenges. EU knowledge level has not been explicitly 
considered a likely moderator of social media news reliance in previous treatments of this 
question (Mosca and Quaranta, 2017; Nguyen and Vu, 2019). The same can be said for 
how negative views of the EU may lead to a differentiated social media effect. We, thus, 
hypothesise the following:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Trust in EU institutions will be lower among social media news 
consumers with low levels of knowledge of the EU.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): Trust in EU institutions will be lower among social media news 
consumers with a negative image of the EU.

Data and Methods

Our analysis proceeds by using repurposed data from several waves of Standard 
Eurobarometer surveys in 2014–2018 and in 2021 (European Commission, 2015, 2019a 
2019b, 2020, 2022). There is a gap in the coverage between 2018 and 2021 because the 
relevant question about social media news reliance was not asked in surveys in 2019 and 
2020. Nevertheless, we have opted to use EB surveys, because they give us the opportu-
nity to measure support for a broad range of EU institutions across a representative sam-
ple of all EU countries across several years. Because of the large samples found in all 
surveys, the lack of data from 2019 and 2020 do not pose a substantial challenge to the 
statistical power of our analysis.

To investigate how social media use impacts support for the EU we implement a two-
stage least squares IVs’ regression known to provide robust causal inference, whether this 
leads to a rejection of the hypothesis or not, where its assumptions are met (Sovey and 
Green, 2011). This IV approach potentially minimises endogeneity between the treat-
ment, social media news consumption, and trust in EU institutions. Minimising such 
endogeneity is important because those with low levels of trust in EU institutions may in 
fact select social media as a news source due to a broad distrust in institutions (Hameleers 
et al., 2022). IVs, thus, also reduce the potential for omitted variable bias. Our instrument 
is a variable asking people how often they watch TV on a traditional TV set. As appendix 
item A6 suggests, the use of traditional TV sets is still widespread, both in the number of 
respondents who use them and the frequency with which they do so.

Our method has two stages: We first regress reliance on social media as a primary 
source of news about European politics (D) on use of traditional TV sets (Z) and a full set 
of control variables. In the second stage, the fitted values of the social media news reliance 
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coefficient from the first regression are inserted into a second ordinary least squares regres-
sion as our treatment variable, together with the same control variables. Given a valid 
instrument, the estimated effect of social media news reliance from the second stage mim-
ics the estimates from a randomly assigned treatment. This method relies on two assump-
tions: First, the values of the instrument must correlate with the values of the treatment, in 
this case social media news reliance. Thus, a person’s propensity to use a traditional TV set 
must be correlated with their reliance on social media for news about the EU. Second, 
there must be no direct path through which the instrument is likely to influence the value 
of the dependent variable after we control for relevant variables.

We expect any links between use of traditional TV sets and trust in EU institutions to 
stem from either (a) correlations between this use and age, gender, education, media trust 
or media use, which also correlates with trust in EU institutions (Harteveld et al., 2013); 
or (b) the fact that lower levels of use of traditional TV sets may lead users to choose non-
traditional media sources, such as social media, instead of digital versions of professional 
news media. We control for the relevant variables mentioned in our discussion of pathway 
(a) and believe we have sufficiently severed direct links between TV use and trust in the 
EU institutions that do not go through pathway (b). This is supported by a robustness test 
(A5), which shows that the independent relationship between the use of a traditional TV 
and trust in the EU is zero. Thus, our instrument fulfils both conditions needed for it to be 
valid: It is robustly correlated with our treatment, social media news reliance, and has no 
independent relationship with our outcome variable.

While some research suggests a link between television use and political attitudes, 
both at the national and European level (Aarts and Semetko, 2003; De Vreese, 2007; De 
Vreese and Boomgaarden, 2006; Ejaz, 2018; Marcinkowski and Starke, 2018; Peter, 
2003), the literature is clear that the mechanism through which this manifests itself is 
through exposure to certain frames. Our instrument, on the other hand, focuses solely on 
the frequency of use of TV sets, rather than exposure to a specific broadcast or sets of 
programmes or genres. It is unlikely that the choice to watch a programme on a traditional 
TV set, as opposed to webcasted TV, itself will shift trust in EU institutions, as we do not 
know of a theoretical framework positing a causal chain between the use of traditional TV 
sets and increased Euroscepticism.

We also run a weak instruments F test (Stock et al., 2002) to test the strength of our 
instrument. Our results suggest that the instrument is strong enough and usable for causal 
identification in all samples that we analyse, as the F statistics are consistently >10. 
These statistics are reported in A4. The strength of the instrument may also reduce bias in 
cases where weak correlations between the instrument and the dependent variable exist 
(Sovey and Green, 2011: 190).

We repeat this procedure on data from the full sample, and subsets of respondents with 
low levels of political sophistication regarding the EU, respondents belonging to the left 
and right and those with a negative image of the EU. We use fixed effects for country-
years to account for invariant sources of trust specific to each country and year and cluster 
the standard errors at the same level to account for clustered correlations of the residuals 
(Zeileis et al., 2020).

Dependent Variable

Using multiple indicators to capture the many dimensions of trust in EU institutions is 
well-established in recent literature on this issue (Torcal and Christmann, 2019; Van Elsas 
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et al., 2020). As we are primarily interested in trust in the EU institutions as a group, 
rather than the differentiated impact of social media use on each of them, we create an 
equally weighted index of trust in the European Parliament, Commission and Central 
Bank. We prefer this approach over using single-indicator indicators of trust, as combin-
ing multiple indicators into one measure of an underlying dimension lets us measure the 
overall trust that a citizen has in the EU’s institutional framework. Our measure also 
allows us to measure the theoretical concept ‘Trust in EU institutions’ more comprehen-
sively than single-indicator operationalisations of the same concept do. As shown by a 
factor analysis (Brown, 2015), all three variables measure one underlying dimension, 
which may be termed ‘Trust in EU institutions’. Appendix items A11–A13 show how the 
correlations between social media news reliance and our preferred operationalisation sub-
stantially overlap with those found when using indicators of trust in each institution as 
dependent variables. This yields a continuous variable scaled between 0 and 1, where 
0.33 corresponds to expressing trust in only one of the institutions, 0.66 corresponds to 
expressing trust in two of them and 1 corresponds to trust in all three institutions. The 
factor loadings are found in appendix item A2.

Independent Variable of Key Interest and Instrument

Our key independent variable is whether respondents primarily use what the Eurobarometer 
question refers to as online social networks (which we will otherwise refer to as social 
media) to gain access to news about European politics. This is a dummy variable, where 
those who mention social media as their primary source of news about European politics 
(A7) are coded with a 1, and everyone else with a 0. The question is phrased in the fol-
lowing manner: ‘Where do you get most of your news on European political matters? 
First?’

This variable has a key benefit compared to variables asking about general social 
media use: As news consumption is just one of many reasons that people may choose to 
use social media, a more general question would likely capture a lot of social media use 
that would be highly unlikely to lead to exposure about news related to the EU and 
European politics. Using this question, we are, thus, more likely to capture the effect of 
exposure to what we assume to be predominantly Eurosceptic discourses regarding the 
EU. It is, however, important to be aware that content recall on the part of news consum-
ers is known to be an imprecise measure (Prior, 2013). There are also two other limita-
tions of this variable: First, those who get their news about the EU primarily from other 
sources may still get a lot of exposure to news about the EU from social media. This may 
understate the effects of social media use. This limitation is difficult to mitigate through 
our chosen methodology. Second, our strategy risks comparing heavy users of news 
media who nevertheless get their news primarily from somewhere other than social 
media, with social media users who do not engage as strongly with news. We partly miti-
gate this limitation by including measures of both knowledge of the EU, general media 
use and trust in the media. This helps ensure that we compare news consumers that are as 
similar as possible.

Our instrument, described above, is a variable that asks ‘Could you tell me to what 
extent you. . .? Watch TV on a TV set’. The variable features an ordinal scale of responses, 
from ‘Everyday’ to ‘No access to this medium’. We code ‘Don’t know’ responses as miss-
ing. This reduces the N of the data but is necessary as valid responses on the instrument 
are how we leverage the methodological benefits that the IV approach offers.
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Control Variables

We rely on a broad range of control variables common in the literature on EU media 
effects (Brosius et al., 2020; De Vreese et al., 2016; De Vreese and Boomgaarden, 2006; 
Mosca and Quaranta, 2017). We first include a measure of political sophistication regard-
ing the EU, which measures a respondent’s objective knowledge of the EU through three 
questions. Those with three ‘Do not know’ or wrong answers to the survey’s factual ques-
tions are coded as having low EU sophistication. Those with three correct answers are 
coded as having high sophistication, whereas those with two are coded as having an aver-
age level of knowledge. This is identical to the Eurobarometer operationalisation of the 
same measure. We include low political sophistication regarding the EU and measures of 
general media use and media trust as control variables. The latter is likely to correlate 
with social media use, as news consumption among such individuals is often driven by a 
distrust of traditional media sources (Hameleers et al., 2022).

In addition, we include a wide range of control variables that are, to our knowledge, not 
previously used in the study of the effect of social media on support for the EU. These are 
more common, instead, in the literature on public support for the EU. The first is trust in 
national institutions. We create an equally weighted index composed of variables measuring 
trust in the national government, parliament, and political parties. This has previously been 
found to predict support for the EU (Harteveld et al., 2013; Hooghe and Marks, 2005). The 
index features an equally weighted average of three variables, trust in national government, 
trust in parties and trust in parliament, found by a factor analysis (Brown, 2015) to measure 
the same latent variable. The factor loadings are found in appendix item A2. We also include 
a control variable that asks the respondents about their image of the EU.

We include similar measures measuring each respondent’s evaluations of the national 
and personal financial and job market security. Previous literature has consistently shown 
that positive evaluations of the economy are associated with higher levels of support for 
the EU (Harteveld et al., 2013: 554; Hooghe and Marks, 2005). We assume that support 
for the EU flows from positive evaluations of the national economic situation, confound-
ing relationships between social media and support for integration. Appendix item A1 
shows the factor loadings of all variables on both factors.

We also use demographic variables used in the literature on public support for the EU 
(Gabel, 1998; Harteveld et al., 2013; Hooghe and Marks, 2005). The first is political orien-
tation on a left-right scale, with 0 being very left-wing and 10 very right-wing. We also 
include gender, age, level of education and manual worker status as a proxy for low income.

To operationalise pre-existing political polarisation, we add variables for left- and 
right-wing ideology. Those who have reported values between 1 and 2 on a 10-point 
scale, where 1 signifies far-left ideology, are coded as being left-wing. Those who self-
report values between 9 and 10 are coded as right-wing. Such identification has, as previ-
ously stated, been found to correlate with Eurosceptic beliefs. A dummy for manual 
worker status acts as a proxy for lower income, which has previously been found to pre-
dict lower support for integration (Gabel, 1998: 346; Hooghe and Marks, 2005: 434). 
Appendix table A10 shows descriptive statistics for all variables.

Regression Model

The model of trust in EU institutions (Y) for each individual i in country-year t can be 
expressed as a function of a constant B0, social media news reliance (Di), the IV television 
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use (Zi), and a vector of control variables (knowledge of the EU, trust in national institu-
tions, image of the EU, media use, perception of the economy, left-wing politics, right-
wing politics, gender, age, education and a dummy signifying manual worker status) Χit. 
The two-stage IV approach estimates two regressions. The first uses social media news 
reliance as its dependent variable D and uses OLS to regress this on our instrument and 
our control variables. This can be formalised as:

 D Bit it it= + + +     0 Ζ Χ β ε  (1)

In the second stage, the fitted values of Dit, the variation in social media news reliance 
that can be attributed only to use of traditional TV sets, are used as a treatment variable in 
an almost identical OLS regression. This regression can be formalised as:

 Y B Dit i it= + + +     0 ι β εΧ  (2)

Results and Discussion

Our results show inconclusive effects of social media news reliance on trust in EU institu-
tions: Whereas the overall effects are weak, we find signs that the interaction between 
social media news reliance and ideology leads to a differentiated response. We, thus, fail 
to reject our null hypotheses, as none of the coefficients of social media use is signifi-
cantly correlated with a decreased trust in the EU’s institutions. An identical analysis of 
trust in the three institutions covered by our aggregate measure (see appendix items A11–
A13) confirms the same broad picture of a non-significant relationship. While the rela-
tionship between social media use and trust in the European Parliament in the full sample 
is significant, its positive sign directly contradicts our hypothesis. The only significant 
effects consistent with our hypotheses relate to the European Central Bank. Here, we find 
negative correlation between social media news consumption and trust towards this insti-
tution among the full set of respondents. This result is affected by the significant negative 
correlation between those who identify with the political left and trust in the European 
Central Bank. This suggests that while social media news reliance may in very specific 
contexts lead to less trust in individual EU institutions, this does not necessarily lead to 
generalised distrust towards the EU polity. The polaris ed nature of social media may, 
thus, not inevitably lead to a decline in trust towards supranational institutions. Indeed, 
we find evidence of an opposite effect.

There are several correlations that go in the expected direction, such as the negative 
correlation between social media use and trust in EU institutions among left-wing citi-
zens. The overall non-significant results are surprising, given previous research find-
ings discussed earlier in this article. This shows the need for further research to further 
establish whether media source effects exist in the case of social media use as news 
source, as distinct from exposure to particular frames regarding the EU that one may 
encounter on any format of news media sources (digital, print, broadcast; professional 
or citizens’ journalism). This nuance is crucial to verify, as it has direct implication for 
the EU’s regulatory actions that aim to safeguard media freedom, quality journalism 
and democracy in the EU.

Another implication of our (non)findings is that, as A9 clearly shows, missing data 
presents an analytical challenge: Using multiple imputation (Rubin, 1996) to impute 
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realistic missing values, we find that the effect of social media use in the full sample 
becomes both strongly negative as well as significant at conventional levels. However, 
the non-significance of the regressions performed on the imputed subsets, for instance of 
right- and left-wing partisans, suggests that our primary results may be robust.

The robustness of our results is further supported by figure A10: The figure shows that 
there are small differences in the patterns of missing data between those who use social 
media and those relying on other news media. However, because the same figure shows that 
there are differences between those who have not responded to questions about their pre-
ferred news source and everyone else, future research should replicate our research in new 
contexts to further probe whether the non-significance of our results is driven by systematic 
missingness or a genuine attitudinal overlap between these two groups of news consumers.

Concluding Remarks

While our study does not explicitly challenge experimental results showing a clear con-
nection between narratives found in the news and attitudes towards European integration, 
it does show the necessity of complementary approaches. While experiments seek to 
precisely mimic the contexts that social media news consumers experience, the data and 
quasi-experimental methods used in this study serve as an essential test of these experi-
ments’ external validity. It also offers an important test of whether the effects of exposure 
to negatively framed media messages are driven by the communicative context surround-
ing the message or the message itself.

Our analysis opens two avenues for further research: One important question for future 
research is how prolonged exposure to social media content with a uni-directional bias 
shapes views of the EU. Another question is whether the impact of social media content 
on trust is platform-specific. Platform-specific characteristics have for instance been 
found to impact the extent to which they successfully increase beliefs in COVID-19 con-
spiracies (Theocharis et al., 2021). The IV method employed in this article is particularly 
relevant for investigating both of these questions, either as a stand-alone tool of enquiry 
or in combination with experimental and observational methods.

Declaration of conflicting interests
The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or publica-
tion of this article.

Funding
The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publica-
tion of this article: We gratefully acknowledge the funding support received by the following projects and fund-
ing bodies, which allowed for the cross-project research presented in this article: Democracy and Expert Rule: 
The Quest for Reflexive Legitimacy (REFLEX) 2016–2021, funded by the Research Council of Norway; 
Coordinator: ARENA Centre for European Studies; EU Differentiation, Dominance and Democracy (EU3D) 
2019–2023, funded by the European Commission, Horizon 2020 Grant Agreement number 822419, Coordinator: 
ARENA Centre for European Studies; The Jean Monnet Network on Post-truth politics, nationalism and the 
(de-)legitimation of European integration (PTP) 2019–2023, funded by the Erasmus + Programme of the 
European Union; Coordinator: the University of Iceland.

ORCID iDs
Martin Moland  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9570-323X

Asimina Michailidou  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6240-4583

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9570-323X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6240-4583


12 Political Studies Review 00(0)

Supplemental Material
Additional supplementary information may be found with the online version of this article.

Testing causal inference between social media news reliance and (dis)trust of EU institutions with an 
instrumental variable approach: Lessons from a null-hypothesis case

Appendix
A1. Factor loadings for indices of sociotropic and egotropic economic evaluations. Source: the authors.
A2. Factor loadings for trust indices. Source: the authors.
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the same level. Source: the authors.
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A8. Multiply imputed instrumental variable regression in all samples from A2. Source: the Authors.
A9. Multiple imputed instrumental variable regression in Schengen frontier and destination countries, 
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