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Abstract: Online expression provides people with a medium to voice their opinions publicly; however, the trend of 
conflicts, division, and polarization are becoming increasingly prominent. This study explored how the lay theory 
approach provides a paradigm for understanding which factors lead to the opposition of comment styles when a 
negative public event occurs. We proposed that the essentialist theory (i.e., certain phenomena reflect deep-seated, 
inalterable essences) versus the social constructionist theory (i.e., reality is socially constructed, changeable and 
contextual) are related to different information preferences that affect behavior choices when expressing public 
opinions online. The two types of lay theories were measured in Study 1 and primed in Study 2. The converged 
findings illustrated that the essentialism (vs. social constructionism) promotes individuals to express public opinions 
online in a polarized (e.g., verbal aggression, uncivil comments, extreme views) versus rational (e.g., deliberative 
discussion, problem-solving comments) manner and demonstrated a more (versus less) rigid attitude toward certain 
targets involved in public affairs. Furthermore, the effects were mediated by the trait (vs. context) preference when 
processing public affairs information. 
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1.Introduction 

In the digital age, online participatory media, 
such as discussion forums, blogs, and social 
networking sites, play a potent role in public opinion 
expression and are a cheap and easy way to participate 
in social public affairs (Brunsting and Postmes, 2002; 
Garcia et al., 2012). In China, however, because of the 
limited access to channels that permit participation in 
social public affairs, 92.2% of web users had never 
participated in offline collective actions (Qiu et al., 
2015). Networks provide channels and opportunities 
for people to participate in policy-making, complain 
about social issues, and demand changes in society. 
Furthermore, new technologies make it easier for 
people, especially passive readers, to discuss issues 
like public affairs with members of an online 
community without the typical constraints associated 
with face-to-face communication and play an active 
role in commenting on current events (Cicchirillo et al., 
2014).  

Despite these benefits, this same phenomenon 
has created the increasingly severe problem of opinion 
polarization, and the constant conflicts between 
opposing groups are highly prevalent in cyberspace 
(Davis, 2009). Even if the information presented about 

a social target is all the same, diverse reaction patterns 
can be observed. Studies have discussed how factors, 
like anonymity, personality, political ideologies, and 
group dynamics, shape the ways that netizens choose 
to participate in online expression (Camaj and Santana, 
2015; Fenoll and Cano-Oron, 2017; Halpern and 
Gibbs, 2013; Koban et al., 2018; Lapidot-Lefler and 
Barak, 2012; Ridings and Wasko, 2010). Notably, 
relatively less attention has been given to the stable 
cognitive characteristics of the participants that might 
cause these divergent opinion. This study attempted to 
search for factors about the individual differences in 
cognition associated with information processing and 
expressive behaviors in online public affairs 
participation. Specifically, we sought to investigate 
how lay theories of certain social targets link to 
information preferences and behavior choices in online 
public opinion expression. 

Social media platforms, such as Twitter and 
Facebook, are exerting an increasingly strong effect on 
public events as information providers, coordination 
mechanisms, and places of opinion expression. 
Simultaneously, networked public opinion expression 
is becoming increasingly fragmented and polarized 
(Hanna et al., 2013). This phenomenon has manifested 
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an online environment where network public opinion 
groups are hotly debating and verbally attacking each 
other, and netizens are attacking targets or events in 
real life unilaterally and sustainably (Wu and Zhang, 
2015). In these cases, the netizens filter information 
according to their own needs (Dong and Chen, 2015) 
and prefer to vent their emotions regardless of the 
consequences, leading to divided opinions and biased 
views (Yang and Lin, 2012). Up to 30% of messages 
posted on discussion boards have been identified as 
impolite, uncivil, or both (Papacharissi, 2004).  

Notably, scholars have observed that public 
opinion in cyberspace tends to evolve from 
polarization to rationality (Dong and Chen, 2015), that 
is, some netizens are inclined to express their views 
objectively and rationally, paying close attention to 
public affairs as they exercise their role as responsible 
citizens. As a result, two styles of comments are 
observed in online public opinion expression, in 
particular, after a relatively negative social public 
event has occurred: polarized expression (i.e., an 
uncivil and aggressive emotion-venting way of 
communicating) and rational expression (i.e., civil and 
deliberative comments that emphasize 
problem-solving). Comments that exemplify polarized 
expression are abusive or pass subjective judgement 
on social targets featured in these social events without 
evidence; additionally, they commonly convey 
extreme anger and disappointment regarding society, 
which may be sufficient to cause public panic. By 
contrast, in rational expression, the commenters 
always make an effort to call for finding the truth and 
passing fair-minded judgements by evaluating social 
targets cautiously and impartially, reminding the 
online community to create solutions that improve the 
current social situation. Without question, polarized 
expression is destructive to society and creates a toxic 
environment for online public expression in which the 
general public loses basic trust and mutual respect for 
each other, whereas rational expression is constructive 
and facilitates the best possible decisions.  

Which factors lead to the two types of online 
public opinion expression? We referred to a lay theory 
approach to understand this division. Lay theories are 
theories that people use in their daily life to understand 
people and phenomena in the social world (Hong et al., 
2001). These theories resemble scientific theories by 
providing logical interpretations, convincing 
predictions, and rules of action on certain issues for 
common people, and could be regarded as structured 
and functional meaning systems established by 
themselves implicitly, without rigorous tests, to make 
sense of everyday social life (Levy et al., 2006). Lay 
theories, a joint name, contain a diverse set of specific 
theories (Levy et al., 2006), such as essentialism 
(DeLamater and Hyde, 1998; Haslam et al., 2000) and 

social constructionism (DeLamater et al., 1998; 
Durrheim, 1997), which represent opposite viewpoints 
for understanding social phenomena and are critical 
for interpreting divergent ways of engaging in online 
discussion. 

As introduced to psychology by Medin and 
Ortony (1989), essentialism is firstly regarded as a 
philosophical concept, indicating a belief that certain 
phenomena have underlying true forms or essences, 
which are natural and inevitable and determined 
biologically or culturally (DeLamater et al., 1998; 
Irvine, 1990). This concept asserts that a discontinuity 
exists between different forms and the absence of 
change is over time (DeLamater et al., 1998). After 
Rothbart and Taylor (1992) introduced essentialism 
into the research field of social categories in social 
psychology, it was examined in the literature and 
covered many topics in this field, such as race 
(Hirschfeld, 1998), ethnic groups (Gil-White, 2001), 
and gender (Mahalingam, 2003). This work has shown 
that essentialists believe that categories have an 
unobservable essence, deep and universal, that bring 
about the surface features of category members, and 
this is changeless and inalterable by human 
intervention (Haslam et al., 2006; Haslam et al., 2000). 
As a result, essentialism exerts great implications on 
group processes and intergroup relations and leads to 
stereotyping, prejudice and discrimination toward 
outgroups (Bastian and Haslam, 2006; Haslam and 
Levy, 2006; Haslam et al., 2002). The fundamental 
belief in essentialism is immutability of essence and 
that the effects are always in negative terms. 

As a counterpart and alternative to essentialism, 
social constructionism tells a different story. Social 
constructionism posits that reality is not what we 
observe but what we construct by language (Durrheim, 
1997; Sayer, 2008). There is no ubiquitous essence; 
therefore, certain phenomena are the products of a set 
of culture, history, and language and are dynamic and 
changeable (Balnaves and Caputi, 1993; DeLamater et 
al., 1998). Social constructionism was introduced into 
research on racial conflict by No and her colleagues 
(2008) as the opponent of essentialism. This concept 
asserts that race was constructed by sociopolitical 
factors; thus, racial classification was arbitrary and 
often created by the dominant group to make 
inequality between these races justified and reasonable 
(Hong et al., 2009); hence, the meaning of 
classification would change if social circumstances 
changed (Fairchild et al., 1995; Zuckerman, 1990). As 
a result, racial minority members with social 
constructionist beliefs could benefit from this concept 
by becoming more flexible in navigating between 
cultural frames and showing more consistent 
identification toward the majority culture (No et al., 
2008). In summary, for social constructionism, the 
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basic belief is that reality is socially constructed and 
constructing and the impacts seem to be optimistic for 
future social contexts. 

A review of essentialism and social 
constructionism reminds us of implicit theories, 
another specific set of lay theory, because of the 
overlap of research logic and the close connection 
between them. Implicit theories relate to how people 
understand the nature of human attributes and propose 
a distinction between two mindsets: one prompts 
people to consider that human characteristics are a 
fixed and changeless entity determined by inheritance 
and innateness (entity theory), and the other 
encourages people to deem personal qualities as 
malleable, changeable, and influenced by upbringing 
and environment (increment theory) (Chiu et al., 1997; 
Dweck et al., 1995a, 1995b; Dweck et al., 1993; 
Huang et al., 2017). These two theories can exist 
simultaneously within the mind of a single person but 
differ in chronic accessibility (No et al., 2008). 
Moreover, it is enticing to unfold the relationship 
between theories. Haslam et al. (2006) concluded that 
the cornerstone of entity theory is immutability belief, 
which should be regarded as a portion of essentialist 
belief; therefore, essentialist theory could be 
considered as an extension of entity theory. 
Incremental theory could be an element of social 
constructionist theory as well. This commonality 
provides plenty of advantages for this study because 
the diverse and rigorous methodology of implicit 
theories might supplement novel research paradigms 
for the field of essentialist theory and social 
constructionist theory, and the focus on social 
cognitive process of the former is lacking in the social 
psychological research of the latter (Haslam et al., 
2006). 

When a typical or negative public event occurs, 
citizens must process information and explanations 
and decide whether and how to express their views or 
feelings in the event-relevant online discussion. This is 
a process of social judgment. We propose that people 
who hold an essentialist theory might adopt a different 
path to comprehend information and form social 
judgment compared with those who possess social 
constructionist theory. 

First, it could be hypothesized that different 
people would prefer different types of information 
under the influence of their lay theory about social 
phenomena when making social judgments. In this 
process, they must invoke their mindset of lay theory 
to perceive and organize information, which would 
activate the core belief in their meaning systems. As 
aforementioned, the nucleus of essentialist or social 
constructionist theory is closely associated with that of 
entity or incremental theory, that is, immutability or 
malleability; then, individuals would base their 

thinking on implicit theory.  
According to the literature, entity theorists were 

prone to request additional information about actors’ 
dispositions and made their decisions about one actor’s 
behavior based on trait-relevant information, whereas 
incremental theorists wanted to know more about the 
status of mediating psychological units (e.g., 
psychological states, goals, and expectancies) before 
they made a final decision (Gervey et al., 1999; 
McConnell, 2001). Thus, it could be inferred that the 
trait and process focus on information in implicit 
theory (Molden and Dweck, 2006) might be consistent 
in the field of essentialism and social constructionism. 
Additionally, Chao (2009) found that essentialists 
were more sensitive to trait differences (e.g., face) 
between races compared with social constructionists, 
who were less sensitive. Therefore, we expected that 
essentialists, compared with social constructionists, 
would be more likely to pay attention to trait-relevant 
information (e.g., personality, attitude) rather than 
context-relevant information (e.g., motives, emotional 
states) to construct a dispositional rather than dynamic 
representation of the actor when processing public 
event information and proposed the following: 

Hypothesis 1a: An essentialist theory will be 
positively associated with a trait preference when 
processing information relative to certain public 
events. 

Hypothesis 1b: A social constructionist theory 
will be positively associated with a context preference 
when processing information relative to certain public 
events. 

Second, people with different lay theories choose 
different ways of expressing their opinions online 
when negative public events occur. It has been 
revealed that entity theorists responded more 
negatively toward moral transgression (Miller et al., 
2007); made more rigid, rapid, and generalized social 
judgements about the target in negative terms (Erdley 
and Dweck, 1993; Gervey et al,, 1999); and 
recommended stronger punishments for criminal 
offenders (Tam et al., 2013). By contrast, incremental 
theorists highlighted people’s changeable 
psychological states. These states were easily 
influenced by circumstances, and tended to be 
dynamic, temporary, and soft judgments (Dweck et al., 
1995b; Levy et al., 1999) where individuals 
recommended less-severe punishments for the target 
who had exhibited immoral actions (Erdley et al., 1993; 
Gervey et al., 1999). Obviously, two styles of implicit 
theories lead to different behavior tendencies.  

The essentialists emphasis on the deep and 
unobservable essence of social phenomena might 
eliminate room for human intervention; hence, nothing 
could be done except for showing anger and calling for 
severe punishments (Fischer and Roseman, 2007). By 



 Report and Opinion 2018;10(4)           http://www.sciencepub.net/report 

 

17 

contrast, social constructionists might expect the 
possibility of change and act with the intention 
promoting the existing situation. Therefore, we 
inferred that when a typically negative public event 
occurs, essentialists might intend to engage in 
polarized (e.g., aggressive, uncivil, biased) online 
expression and call for severe punishments, whereas 
social constructionists might intend to participate in 
rational (e.g., deliberative, problem-solving, 
responsibly) online expression and call for less severe 
punishments. We proposed the following:  

Hypothesis 2a: An essentialist theory will be 
positively associated with a polarized way to express 
opinions online when a negative public event occurs. 

Hypothesis 2b: A social constructionist theory 
will be positively associated with a rational way to 
express opinions online when negative public event 
occurs. 

Finally, we are also interested in whether the 
information preferences of the two types of lay 
theorists produce the different styles of online opinion 
expression. This research proposed that essentialist 
theorists would be more inclined to search for and pay 
attention to “essential” information about the target 
individuals in certain phenomena; hence, they are 
more likely to take a gloomy view on problem-solving 
and engage in an expression of emotional venting. 
Conversely, social constructionist theorists would 
prefer to base their judgments on developmental 
information; thus, they are more likely to act in an 
optimistic manner to express their opinions. As such, 
the following hypotheses were proposed: 

Hypothesis 3a: The effect of essentialist theory 
on polarized expression will be mediated through trait 
information preference in a positive direction. 

Hypothesis 3b: The effect of social 
constructionist theory on rational expression will be 
mediated through context information preference in a 
positive direction. 

 
2. Current Research 

The main purpose of this research was to 
systematically explore the specific effects of the 
essentialist and social constructionist theories on 
polarized and rational ways of participating in online 
public opinion expression and the potential mediating 
effects of information preferences, especially when a 
negative social public event occurs. 

The hypotheses were tested in two studies in 
which the participants were asked to read a concise 
transcript of a piece of fictitious negative public event 
news online and make judgments about the target 
individuals. We simulated a typical scenario of online 
public expression where users could read about 
specific news and receive others’ viewpoints; then, we 
allowed the participants to express their viewpoints. 

All the key variables were measured to explore the 
predicted model. In Study 1, this process was 
performed preliminarily through a cross-sectional 
survey. In Study 2, the two types of lay theories were 
primed to try to replicate the findings in Study 1.  

 
3. Study 1 

Study 1 aimed to test the hypothesized model in 
the context of a specific social public event in which 
public security was threatened. We expected the stable 
orientation of essentialism or social constructionism 
among the participants would be associated with 
different reactions after they read the information 
about the event, including the information preferences 
and opinion expression styles.  

3.1 Method 
3.1.1 Participants 
The self-report online survey was completed by 

128 participants who received ¥5 (about US$0.8) for 
their participation. The participants’ age range was 
18–50 years and 47.6% were females. Data from 16 
participants were excluded for failing to pass the item 
for attention detection. Finally, 112 participants (61 
males, 51 females) were included in analysis.  

3.1.2 Measures 
Lay theories of essentialism and social 

constructionism. We adapted a questionnaire that 
measured lay theories of racial essentialism and social 
constructionism created by No et al. (2008). There 
were 8 items: 4 measured essentialism (e.g., “It is very 
difficult to change one’s group identity”) and 4 
measured social constructionism [e.g., “A lot of an 
individual’s characteristics (disposition, ability and 
status) are rooted in his group so that they cannot be 
changed”]. The participants were then asked to 
indicate how they agreed with each item on a 6-point 
scale (1 = totally not agree, 6=totally agree). 
Cronbach’s alpha for essentialism and social 
constructionism were.87 and.76, respectively. 

Information preference. The participants were 
asked to read a piece of news that was fake but similar 
to a real one. The text is as follows: “On the 15th of 
June, one middle-aged man hurt three children with an 
axe at Dadongmen Kindergarten in Wuhan City. Two 
children were critically wounded and one was slightly 
wounded. The policemen arrived quickly and subdued 
a man with the surname Liu. The preliminary 
investigation found that Liu had been wandering near 
the gate before classes were over and had tried to get 
into the kindergarten, but his motive was still 
unknown.”  

After reading the news, the participants answered 
questions to assess whether they had understood the 
news. Next, they were asked to answer a 12-item 
measure of information preference that was 
self-developed. Six items measured trait preference 
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(e.g., “I want to know more about the personality of 
Liu”) and the other six measured context preference 
(“I want to know more about what happened before 
Liu decided to do this”). Then, participants were asked 
to indicate how much they agreed with each item on a 
6-point scale (1 = totally not agree, 6=totally agree). 
Cronbach’s alpha for trait and context preference 
was.88 and.75, respectively. 

Ways of online public opinion expression. After 
completing the information preference measure, 
participants were asked to read six comments about 
this event by netizens and answer how much they 

agreed with the opinions they read on a 7-point scale 
(1 = totally not agree, 7=totally agree). Three of them 
reacted in a polarized way (e.g., abusive, venting 
anger), for example, “It’s hard to eliminate all the hate 
in my heart even though Liu would be under sentence 
of death, and I’m so angry that we don’t have more 
severe punishments.” The other three commented in a 
rational way (e.g., problem-solving, calling for the 
truth), for example, “We should adopt more-detailed 
and carefully protective measures to avoid this tragedy 
reemerging.” Cronbach’s alpha for polarized and 
rational reactions were.81 and.75, respectively. 

 
Table 1. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for the Variables in Study 1 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1. gender —       
2. social constructionism .08 —      
3. essentialism .13 -.45*** —     
4. context preference .12 .30** .20* —    
5. trait preference .11 -.07 .39*** .28** —   
6. polarized way -.02 -.12 .25** .09 .35*** —  
7. rational way -.11 .32** -.37*** .28** .01 -.07 — 
M 0.54 4.18 3.94 4.36 4.30 5.31 5.97 
SD 0.50 0.82 1.01 0.70 0.83 1.25 0.99 
Note. Gender was dummy-coded as 0 = female and 1 = male. *p <.05, **p<.01, ***p <.001. 

 
3.2 Results 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and 
correlations of the variables in Study 1. To test the 
hypothesized model and take the covariance among 
variables, we conducted structural equation modeling 
that included all the variables we considered. After 
deleting the insignificant paths, the model reached a 
great fit, in which χ2 =22.42, df=7, χ2/df=3.20, p=.002, 
GFI=.94, NFI=.83, CFI=.87, RMSEA=.14 (0.78, 0.21), 
RMR=.08, TLI=.71, and IFI=.88.  

In the model, the bootstrapped (5,000 times) 
unstandardized indirect effect of essentialism on 
polarized expression was b =.14 (SE =.08), and the 95% 

confidence interval, ranging from 0.025 to 0.322, did 
not include zero (p =.005); thus, trait preference totally 
mediated (in a positive direction) the effect of 
essentialism on polarized expression; moreover, 
essentialism could also be negatively associated with 
the rational way (b = -.43, p <.001). By contrast, the 
bootstrapped (5,000 times) unstandardized indirect 
effect of social constructionism on rational way was b 
=.13 (SE =.07), and the 95% confidence interval, 
ranging from 0.017 to 0.278, did not include zero (p 
=.019); thus, context preference totally mediated (in a 
positive direction) the effect of social constructionism 
on the rational way. 

 

 
Figure 1. Structural equation model and unstandardized path coefficients in Study 1.  

Note. ***p<.001, **p<.01. 
 

3.3 Discussion 
The findings in Study 1 indicated that people 

who hold different lay theories focus on different types 
of information when they process the materials of a 
certain social public event, and this results in people 

choosing different ways to express their opinions 
online. Specifically, when a public security event 
occurred, essentialist theorists would allocate more 
attention to the traits or personality of the suspect, that 
is inner and stable characteristics, and it was rather 
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difficult to change their views. As a result, they would 
attribute behaviors to unchangeable internal factors, 
and then vent their anger to just one person. By 
contrast, the social constructionist theorists allocated 
more attention to the context information and tended 
to make a situational attribution; thus, they were more 
inclined to explore various explanations and solutions. 

The results of Study 1 were consistent with our 
predictions; however, the causal relationship among 
the variables was not tested. Because the lay theories 
could display as relatively stable, trait-like, measurable 
beliefs, as well as a state-like mental representation, 
which could be activated by theory-related stimuli, in 
the next study, lay theories are primed rather than 
self-reported. 

 
4. Study 2  

In Study 2, two types of lay theories were primed 
by a reading task to replicate the results from Study 1. 
We again provided the participants with a specific 
situation of a negative social public event to examine 
their information preferences and expressive styles 
online. It was expected that, compared with the 
participants primed with essentialist theory, those 
primed with social constructionist theory would 
allocate more attention to context information and 
intend to take expressive actions that were more 
rational and showed a higher propensity for 
forgiveness to those involved in the events. 

4.1 Method 
4.1.1 Participants 
The self-reported online survey was completed 

by 180 participants who received ¥5 (about US$0.8) 
for their participation. The participants’ age range was 
18–40 years and 60.4% were females. Twenty-four 
participants failed to pass the item for attention 
detection, and their data were excluded. Finally, 156 
participants (62 males, 94 females) were included in 
analysis: 76 participants in the essentialism condition 
and the remainder in the social constructionism 
condition. 

4.1.2 Materials and Procedure 
First, the participants were asked to read a 

detailed description comprising 1,500 words that 
explained research advancements regarding people’s 
basic attributes. The material was adapted from 
Bergen (1991) and disguised as published papers from 
Science Express.  

There were two versions. The purpose of Version 
one was to prime essentialism. This material explained 
that gender difference in aggression and kindness was 
mainly determined by genes; hence, changes in an 
individual’s acquired environment would not be a 
significant influence. The purpose of Version two was 
to prime social constructionism. This material asserted 
that gender difference in aggression and kindness was 

decided by acquired environment in 88%, that is, the 
demands on and cultivation of individuals in relation 
to their cultural environment would determine their 
gender roles and cause them to show aggression or 
kindness more obviously. 

The participants were randomly allocated into 
two groups and then read one of the two versions. 
After reading, the participants were asked to answer 
three choice questions to determine if they had read 
the material carefully, including “There is a boy who 
has grown up in peaceable circumstances and a girl 
who has grown up in circumstances full of competition 
and aggression, which one would be more aggressive?” 
If the participants responded with two or more wrong 
answers, they would be regarded as not reading 
carefully and their data was excluded. After that, as a 
manipulation check, the participants were asked to 
complete the questionnaire about the two types of lay 
theories used in Study 1 (Cronbach’s α=0.81 for 
essentialism, Cronbach’s α=0.79 for social 
constructionism).  

Next, the participants read a brief piece of fake 
news as follows: “In September, Gao harmed five 
passengers, two men and three women, with a knife on 
Shi Li Bridge. The cause remains in doubt. The 
wounded were sent to a hospital and one man died.” 
After reading, the participants completed the 
information preference measure, which is the same as 
in Study 1 (Cronbach’s alpha for trait and context 
preferences were.84 and.76, respectively). 

Finally, the participants were asked to choose one 
favorite comment between two comments for releasing 
to a social network platform. The two comments were 
“The world is so terrible that it is appropriate to go out 
as little as possible” and “So many people have a 
mental illness nowadays and the government should 
do more to prevent mental disorders”, representing the 
polarized and rational ways, respectively. Choosing 
the polarized or rational comment scored 0 and 1, 
respectively. At last, the participants were asked to 
indicate to what extent they would support severe 
punishment with three items (e.g., “We should amend 
the Criminal Law to have heavy sentences and 
penalties for criminals that commit offences”) on a 
6-point scale (1 = totally not agree, 6 = totally agree). 
Cronbach’s alpha was.81. The higher the total score, 
the stronger approval of severe punishments.  

4.2 Results 
First, the manipulation check showed that the 

essentialism group (M = 3.92, SD = 0.84) had a 
significantly higher score than the social 
constructionism group (M =3.12, SD = 0.83; t (154) = 
6.00, p <. 001) in the essentialism measure items. 
Similarly, the score of the social constructionism items 
was significantly higher for the social constructionism 
group (M = 4.48, SD = 0.56) than for the essentialism 
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group (M =3.55, SD = 0.72; t (154) = 9.13, p <. 001).   
 

Table 2. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Variables in Study 2 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1. gender —      
2. lay theories (manipulated) -.07 —     
3. trait preference  .05 -.17* —    
4. context preference -.11 .25** -.33*** —   
5. comment choice -.11 .26** -.23** .24** —  
6. support for severe punishment -.09 -.17* .29*** -.26** -.14 — 
M 0.40 0.51 3.74 4.20 0.63 2.94 
SD 0.49 0.50 0.91 0.73 0.48 0.99 
Note. Lay theory was dummy-coded as 1 for social constructionist theory and 0 for essentialist theory. *p<.05, 
**p<.01, ***p<.001. 

 
Table 2 reported the results of the descriptive 

statistics and correlations in Study 2. Next, exploiting 
the comment choice as the dependent variable, the 
results of the one-way ANOVA indicated that lay 
theories exerted a significant main effect (F (1, 153) = 
10.75, p =.002, ηp

2 =.064). The participants in the 
social constructionism-primed group (M = 0.75, SD = 
0.44) chose the more rational comments than those in 
the essentialism-primed group (M = 0.50, SD = 0.50).  

Likewise, utilizing the support for severe 
punishment as another dependent variable, the results 
of the ANOVA demonstrated that individuals primed 
by essentialism (M = 3.11, SD = 0.95) tended to 

support more severe punishment for the target in the 
event than those who were primed by social 
constructionism (M = 2.77, SD = 1.00; F (1, 153) = 
5.22, p =.024, ηp

2 =.033). 
Finally, to test the potential mediating effect of 

information preference, a parallel multiple mediator 
model (Preacher and Hayes, 2008) was applied 
through the PROCESS macro (Model 4) for SPSS 
(Hayes, 2013). The analysis revealed that the 
mediating effect of trait preference and context 
preference were significant whether the dependent 
variable was comment choice or support for severe 
punishment (Table 3). 

 
Table 3. Results of parallel multiple mediation analyses on lay theory and comment choice & support for severe 
punishment (5,000 bootstraps). 
Independent variable Mediators Dependent variable  Effect of IV on M Effect of M on DV Direct effect  Indirect effect 
IV M DV (a) (b) (c’) (a × b) 95% CI  

lay theory 
(manipulated) 

trait preference  
comment choice 

-.30(SE=.14)*** .24(SE=.09)*** .20(SE=.15)* -.07 (-.19, -.01) 
context 
preference 

.28(SE=.11)** -.24(SE=.12)** .20(SE=.15)* -.07 (-.18, -.01) 

lay theory 
(manipulated) 

trait preference  
support for severe 
punishment 

-.30(SE=.15)*** .39(SE=.22)*** -.83(SE=.37)*** -.11 (.01,.46) 
context 
preference 

.28(SE=.11)** -.44(SE=.27)*** -.83(SE=.37)*** -.12 (.03,.40) 

Note. Lay theory was also dummy-coded as 0 for essentialist theory and 1 for social constructionist theory. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. 

 
4.3 Discussion 
A reading task primed lay theories in Study 2. As 

predicted, Study 2 again revealed, compared with the 
essentialist theory, the social constructionist theory 
was associated with a higher level of context 
preference rather than trait preference and results in 
more rational expression and less support for severe 
punishment. Again, the mediating effects of 
information preference were verified. 

 
5. General Discussion 

The idealized aim of democratic theorists, to 
some extent, is to have people participate in abundant 
civil discussions, resulting in the best possible 
decisions. However, there is evidence that the Internet 
has the potential to harm deliberative practices by the 
increasing incivility and opinion polarization during 

online discussions (Davis, 2009).  
This research examined how potential 

information preferences may affect the opinion 
division in online public expression in view of 
essentialist versus social constructionist theories. 
Across two studies, we found that the lay theory 
shaped information processing and comment styles in 
online public opinion expression. Specifically, 
essentialism (stressing that social phenomena are 
rooted in fixed, inalterable essences) would drive 
individuals to allocate more attention to trait-relevant 
information and then engage in a polarized expression, 
whereas social constructionism (underling that social 
reality is constructed, malleable and arbitrary) would 
orient individuals to allocate more attention to 
context-relevant information and then engage in a 
rational expression. 
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First, our findings provide a useful and novel 
explanation for online opinion division. Two styles of 
lay theories about social phenomena implicitly 
promote people to process information and make 
decisions in a different fashion when expressing public 
opinions online. Essentialist theorists, who believe in 
the fixity of social phenomena regarding social 
categories as reflection of distinction about the nature 
of humans, tend to evaluate and diagnose static 
qualities of people, resulting in a pessimistic view of 
change and resolution. Consequently, they participate 
in online public expression for emotional release. By 
contrast, social constructionist theorists, who are 
willing to focus on dynamic processes and complex 
reasons that underlie social reality as well as a 
person’s behavior, tend to engage in civil discourse 
and express in deliberation.  

Second, our findings also illuminate the role of 
media in opinion polarization. Because individuals 
who were exposed to online uncivil exchanges about 
political debate would perceive the political 
polarization of the general public as more extreme 
(Hwang et al., 2014) and this study suggests that a 
trait-relevant information preference leads to uncivil 
discourse, it might be valid to present and emphasize 
more context rather than trait information in media 
reports of negative social public events.  

Finally, the limitations of this study should be 
considered. The target events in this study are negative 
events. As we believe that negative events are more 
likely to promote distinct and extreme opinions, future 
research could investigate whether the effect found in 
expression about negative events also exists around 
positive or neutral public events. Additionally, this 
research only studies expression styles in cyberspace 
while ignoring other action choices by which netizens 
participate in social public affairs online, such as 
interacting with groups holding similar views, 
launching online collective actions, directly voicing 
demands to official accounts, or criticizing 
government policy (called online political participation) 
(Chen and Chan, 2017). These actions reflect the 
social-ecological reality of online social public event 
participation and deserve future attention. Finally, this 
study focused on the mediating role of information 
preference only, other potential mediators (e.g., 
emotions, goals) could be explored. 
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