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Research Article

Does the Internet Exacerbate Social Discontent
Among Youth? Internet Use and Perception of
Social Equity: Information Exposure as

a Mediator

Yingjie SHI

Abstract

This study analyzed the effects of “information exposure” and internet use
mechanisms on the sense of social fairness among young people in China.
Using secondary survey data, multi-layer logistic regression and bootstrap
intermediation tests were conducted. The findings showed that the effects of
internet use on young people’s sense of social fairness differed and that
heterogeneity exposure had a mediating effect on several dimensions. Internet
use was shown to enhance young people’s sense of opportunity fairness by
reducing exposure to structural heterogeneity. However, internet use reduced
young people’s sense of outcome fairness and overall fairness with increased
exposure to content heterogeneity. Moreover, the individual characteristics of
the study respondents had a differentiating effect on the cultivation effects of
the internet. These findings contribute to cultivation research by empirically
challenging the network empowerment hypothesis. Finally, compared with
online media use, traditional structural positions, such as social economic

Yingjie SHI (Postdoctoral Fellow). Department of Journalism, School of
Journalism, Fudan University. Research interests: media effects and youth social
attitudes.



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2024). Published by The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Does the Internet Exacerbate Social Discontent Among Youth?

status, had limited effects on the sense of social fairness, which was likely to
be affected by information exposure rather than structural position.
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