
 

 

USING GAMIFICATION TO HELP IDENTIFY BIASES, INCREASE MEDIA LITERACY, 

AND REDUCE POLITICAL POLARIZATION 

 

A CREATIVE PROJECT 

SUBMITTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL 

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE 

MASTER OF ARTS 

BY 

JULIE SVOBODA 

DR. ROBIN BLOM – ADVISOR 

 

BALL STATE UNIVERSITY 

MUNCIE, INDIANA 

DECEMBER 2021 

 

  



  Svoboda 2 

Introduction 

Watching or reading the news was simpler before there were multiple cable news programs 

and the internet became widespread and affordable, allowing most people unlimited access to 

information of their choice (Lelkes & Sood, 2017). The primary sources of information were 

either newspapers, radio broadcasts, or local or national news programs on one of a few 

television channels. The Telecommunications Act of 1996 relaxed federal regulations placed on 

news media, leading to permanent structural and ideological changes that allowed the 

proliferation of cable news, cross-ownership of news media outlets, and the consolidation of 

local and cable channels under fewer owners (Hmielowski, Beam, & Hutchens, 2016). Soon 

after, the Internet became ubiquitous in American society, and by the late 2000s, cellular data 

and smartphones were affordable enough for many people to have virtually 24-hour access to 

unlimited information. Although freely accessible information could have a democratizing effect, 

as the electorate should be able to quickly determine the benefit of policies or the integrity of 

politicians and make well-informed decisions, the opposite appears to be true. Both attitudinal 

and affective political polarization has increased at a more rapid rate since the 

Telecommunications Act of 1996 was passed (Hmielowski, Beam, & Hutchens, 2016). This 

polarization, facilitated by a confluence of biases held by the electorate and biased media, is a 

threat to democratic stability. 

Biases in the Electorate 

Because of the potential harm to society when people are not exposed to cross-cutting 

news media, the influences of confirmation bias, selective exposure, and perceived media bias 

have been widely researched. Westerwick, Johnson, and Knobloch-Westerwick (2017) used the 

elaboration likelihood model to explain how individuals choose and process political information 
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and the long-lasting attitude changes that happen. They found that people who use central-route 

processing, which requires the individual think carefully about a subject, use previous knowledge 

to provide deeper meaning, and reflect on new information, were more likely to spend more time 

looking for and consuming non-slanted news content. Those who rely on peripheral processing, 

which is not as in-depth and relies on heuristics to provide meaning, spent more time on 

congenial articles. The abundance of choice can become overwhelming to the news consumer; 

processing information with attitudinal congruence is easier (Van der Meer, Hameleers, & 

Kroon, 2020). In this context, confirmation bias can be considered a heuristic device. As such, 

using confirmation bias in information seeking is an unconscious process that might not be 

apparent to the affected person. 

Confirmation bias describes a preference of information that bolsters one’s already 

existing ideas or beliefs or a rejection of information that challenges them (Westerwick, Johnson, 

& Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017). One of the drivers of confirmation bias is explained by 

cognitive dissonance theory, which describes the discomfort felt when one’s beliefs or ideologies 

are challenged by new information (Pearson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2019; Mothes & Ohme, 

2019). Confirmation bias helps people avoid this discomfort by letting them curate an 

information bubble that protects them from conflicting or new concepts. Digital media are more 

likely to foster confirmation bias than print media, because digital media provide instant 

navigation to the story of one’s choice through linked headlines rather than requiring the user to 

read multiple stories to find one that is appealing (Pearson & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2019).  

Selective exposure, which describes when people choose which messages they will read 

or watch and do not spend equal time with all messages (Westerwick, Johnson, & Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2017), is a byproduct of confirmation bias. Selection bias can influence both 
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attending to or avoiding messages or the source (Van der Meer, Hameleers, & Kroon, 2020). 

Confirmation bias and selective exposure result in stronger partisan biases by reinforcing 

previously held beliefs because new beliefs are not introduced (Westerwick, Johnson, & 

Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017). Choosing and attending to objective, factual news reports can be 

difficult when internal biases such as confirmation bias and selective exposure are used to select 

media outlets.  

 Perceptions of media bias present challenges to the search of truth as well. Hostile or 

oppositional media perceptions are causing by the preexisting attitudes of partisan media 

consumers rather than the actions of the media (Gunther & Schmitt, 2006). Hostile media 

perception is a phenomenon in which a person perceives a story to be slated against his or her 

ideology (Gunther & Schmitt, 2006). While hostile media bias is directed at the story, 

oppositional media bias describes when people believe the source of the story, whether it is the 

journalist or media outlet, is biased against their beliefs (Peterson & Kagalwala, 2021). People 

who have strong partisan beliefs are more likely to perceive media as biased than people without 

strong partisan views (Vraga, Tully, & Rojas, 2009). The public develops negative attitudes 

towards some media based on partisan stereotypes associated with that media, creating a reliance 

on partisan, in-party media (Peterson & Kagalwala, 2021). The perception of media bias appears 

to increase with the potential reach of the stories (Vraga, Tully, & Rojas, 2009; Gunther & 

Schmitt, 2006). 

Media Bias 

 When news media use political or other preferences to frame news stories rather than 

reporting with truth an honesty, it is called media bias (Groseclose & Milyo, 2005). There are 

multiple types of media bias, in which news outlets either use ideological bias to decide which 
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stories are relevant (gatekeeper bias), give one side of an issue more coverage than another 

(coverage bias), or when an issue is presented unfairly (statement bias, Kaye & Johnson, 2016). 

Additionally, there is partisan media bias, which is when the news is slanted by the media in a 

way that praises or criticizes political actors, events, or issues (Shultziner & Stukalin, 2021). 

Exposure to partisan media appears to have a cumulative effect, as even small amounts of 

exposure can influence the way a person is likely to vote (Lelkes & Sood, 2017). 

Traditionally, journalistic norms and integrity and the risk of being perceived as partisan 

or lacking in journalistic integrity moderated partisan media bias (Shultziner & Stukalin, 2021). 

However, the competitive nature of for-profit news media made partisan media more acceptable. 

After corporate takeovers of news media, newsroom budgets were reduced, and the tone of news 

programming was changed to be more entertaining for higher profits (Hmielowski, Beam, & 

Hutchens, 2016).  

Because many major news stories have little impact on daily life, news consumers use 

heuristics to process the information contained. Media organizations develop a narrative for the 

stories that their audience will prefer (Xiang & Sarvary, 2007). An example of this is Fox News, 

which began its cable broadcasting in 1996 as an alternate source of “fair and balanced” news for 

people who were disenchanted with liberal media (Hmielowski, Beam, & Hutchens, 2016; 

Morris, 2007). Since that time, Fox News Channel has surpassed CNN in the number of viewers 

and ratings and has become increasingly popular among Republicans (Morris, 2007). Multiple 

studies indicate that while Democrats report watching one of three major news providers 

(MSNBC, NPR, or CNN), most of the Republicans report watching only Fox News Channel 

(Fridman, Gershon & Gneezy, 2021; Xiang & Savary, 2007). During the 2020 election cycle, 

Newsmax and One America news rose in popularity as right-wing media organizations but failed 



  Svoboda 6 

to overtake Fox News as the source of political news for viewers who identified as conservative. 

Those who turned to Newsmax and One America News were more likely to be white males over 

50 years of age with no college degree (Mitchell, 2021).   

Researchers hypothesized that large numbers of conscientious consumers who disliked 

biased reporting would lead to less biased media, however, they found the opposite to be true. 

While conscientious consumers will turn to multiple news media to get more comprehensive 

information, media outlets will increase their bias to avoid competing with other media outlets 

for partisan viewers, leading to more biased news reporting (Xiang & Sarvary, 2007). 

Impact on Democracy 

Insecurity in the ability of the government to function properly can amplify the effects of 

confirmation bias. When trust in government declines, so does trust in traditionally delivered 

media (Kaye & Johnson, 2016). People who do not trust traditional or “mainstream” news media 

turn to the internet to find news that seems truer. The increase in people using the internet to find 

news has increased political polarization, which is dangerous in a democracy because people are 

unwilling or unable to think and react rationally and reach agreements about what is best for 

society (Westerwick, Johnson, & Knobloch-Westerwick, 2017). A lack of crosscutting 

information can result in marginal knowledge of political issues, increasing the level of 

incompetence described by the Dunning-Kruger effect in which people overestimate their own 

political knowledge (Anson, 2018). Marginal knowledge and heuristic processing can be 

explained by rational ignorance theory, which that states a voter knows his or her vote is unlikely 

to cast a decisive vote, therefore many voters do not educate themselves enough about issues to 

make an informed decision (Taylor, 2020). 
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Two types of polarization have become more extreme since the Telecommunications Act of 

1996. Attitude polarization happens when there is an extreme gap between the political attitudes 

of the electorate (Hmielowski, Beam, & Hutchens, 2016). Affective polarization describes the 

increasing disdain between members of political parties (Hmielowski, Beam, & Hutchens, 2016). 

Important issues such as protective measures against illnesses like wearing a mask or getting 

vaccinated, the outcome of the 2020 United States presidential election, or the existence of 

climate change have been politicized in the media, resulting in polarized attitudes within 

American society. This polarization, combined with confirmation bias, can have tragic 

consequences. A recent study about vaccine hesitancy and political views indicated that those 

who self-identified as Republicans were more likely distrust traditional media and the 

government and were less likely to get vaccinated (Fridman, Gershon, & Gneezy, 2021). Highly 

partisan conservatives were more likely to share anti-science social media posts than moderate or 

liberal users, who were more likely to share pro-science posts (Rao et al., 2021). Amplifying this 

effect is the polarization feedback loop that is created when a viewer is attracted to the ideology 

of a news source, resulting in increased consumption that then reinforces the ideology of the 

viewer (Martin & Yurukoglu, 2017).  

Media and Information Literacy 

Media consumer biases, media bias, and the media noise created by the proliferation of cable 

and digital journalism converge to create an environment that allows people to choose news 

stories or sources that align with their beliefs and avoid divergent or challenging information 

(Lelkes & Sood, 2017). When liberals and conservatives use different media and have differing 

opinions about the credibility of each other’s media choices, it creates a partisan gap (Kaye & 

Johnson, 2016) and polarization. Providing media literacy, digital media literacy, and 
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information literacy resources to the public may help the public recognize their own biases and 

media bias, and give them the skills required to conduct research to validate the news to which 

they are exposed. 

The goal of media literacy is to facilitate the public’s knowledge of media so they can be 

discriminating consumers or producers of audiovisual media (Jones-Jang, Mortensen, & Liu, 

2019). Knowing how journalistic decisions are made and the processes behind news stories can 

increase media literacy and decrease perceptions of media bias (Vraga, Tully, & Rojas, 2009). 

Likewise, digital media literacy is a vital component of reducing polarization caused by online 

content. Digital media changed the way people access mediated messaged by providing a way 

for anyone to self-publish with few barriers, allowing equal access to messages from legitimate 

journalistic sources, editorializing laymen, and entertainment or satire sites (Kamerer, 2013).  

Information literacy could be the most important tool against media-led polarization, as it 

trains news consumers to intelligently comprehend, evaluate, use, and act on information 

(Kamerer, 2013; Jones-Jang, Mortenson & Liu, 2019). A study by Jones-Jang, Mortenson and 

Liu (2019) showed that people who rated themselves as highly knowledgeable about fake news 

were less likely to identify fake news because they felt their knowledge was sufficient that 

research was not required, while people who were more information literate were more likely to 

identify fake news because they could quickly find verifiable information.  

Despite the tendency to consume congenial news, there is research that indicated people may 

be amenable to viewing information from sources outside their usual media diet. Kaye and 

Johnson (2016) found that although people were more likely to select news sources that support 

their ideologies, they will also use neutral news media that uphold journalistic standards. Pearson 
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and Knobloch-Westerwick (2019) found that before an election, people whose political party 

was projected to lose were more likely to search for and read divergent articles.  

Gamification and Social Determination Theory on Social Media 

 Increasing awareness of confirmation and media bias in the electorate could bolster 

media literacy and decrease polarization.  However, people who perceive themselves to be 

competent media consumers do not have intrinsic motivation to challenge their self-perceptions 

and increase their media literacy (Jones-Jang, Mortensen, & Liu, 2019). Gamified learning on 

social media creates an environment in which intrinsic motivation to learn can develop, as the 

combination satisfies the psychological needs required for personal growth outlined by Self 

Determination Theory (Akbari & Simons, 2018). Self Determination Theory is a macro-theory 

that describes how a person’s psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are 

affected by their environments (Jeno, Adachi, Grytnes, Vandvik, & Deci, 2019). Autonomy is a 

person’s ability to choose how or when to complete a task. Competence is the feeling of mastery 

of a subject, and relatedness is the ability to interact with others, compare results, or give 

feedback (Akbari & Simons, 2018). Among the three requirements of Self Determination 

Theory, the strongest influencers on motivation to learn are autonomy and competency (Akbari 

& Simons, 2018) 

 Gamification is using elements of games in a non-gaming context such as learning 

(Hasan, Mohyaldinn, Aziz, Afzan, & Mohamed, 2017). Gamification requires a reward or 

recognition of some kind that signifies the user has mastered the content or reached some level of 

achievement (Buckley & Doyle, 2014). This acknowledgement fulfills the competency 

requirement of Self Determination Theory. The most common reward elements adapted for 

gamification are points, badges, and leaderboards (Martinovec, et al. 2013, Ofosu-Ampong, 
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Boateng, Kohog, & Anning-Dorson, 2021). Hasan et al. (2017) found that the leaderboard was 

most likely to stimulate intrinsic motivation to engage in gamified learning, as students could 

compare their progress with others and work to improve their standings. Additionally, a gamified 

learning environment must provide the user the opportunity to win or lose and change their 

answers to explore different outcomes (Martinovec et al. 2013).  

Gamified learning is an accepted practice in the military and in healthcare settings where 

it provides a low-risk method of learning new skills that can be applied in a high-risk 

environment (Martinovic et al., 2013). Mobile applications like FitBit use gamification to keep 

users motivated and engaged through achieving goals and competing with others (Muntean, 

2011). People who play video games can be motivated to learn through gamified education 

because they are familiar with the concept of digital entertainment and they receive immediate 

feedback for their efforts (Martinovic et al., 2013).   

The structure and use of social media make them effective media from which to inform 

the user about confirmation bias and media bias. People choose when and how to use social 

media. Users are familiar with the look and function of social media and are comfortable using it. 

The point of social media is to interact with it and others to share opinions.  

Project 

 The interaction of publics with confirmation bias and biased media creates an 

environment in which the electorate is unable to discern which the electorate is misinformed and 

polarization between people of different political parties grows. Compounding the issue is the 

influence of Dunning-Kruger thought processes, which reinforce previously held beliefs and 

discourage introspection or further research because there is no perceived benefit of challenging 

these beliefs. Media and information literacy training could increase consumption of cross-
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cutting information and potentially reduce polarization as politically slanted news stories would 

be recognized and the perspectives of members of the out-group will be more familiar. This 

shared reality would make compromise more likely and decrease animosity between people with 

different political ideologies. However, some of the people who would benefit most from media 

and information literacy are the least likely to do the work required to increase their knowledge. 

Moreover, trying to force the knowledge on people could result in increased resistance against 

media literacy. Therefore, this project attempts to present simplified information about 

confirmation and media biases in a non-threatening, gamified environment. 

The project will be an online quiz that is designed to be used on social media. The quiz 

will present three headlines to the user with a brief description of the event being described and 

the instructions to choose the headline that is least biased.  

Because people are more likely to see bias in political headlines, the headlines chosen 

would be political in nature. One source will be from a news outlet with a conservative slant, one 

will be neutral, and one will have a liberal slant. The order in which the different categories of 

headlines appear will be random, and there will be no difference in any icons or font that will 

indicate which headlines are biased in what way. The Media Bias Chart on Ad Fontes Media  

will be used to identify which media outlets fit into the conservative, neutral, or liberal 

categories.  

Each group of headlines will be on a separate screen. The user will click on the headline 

he or she believes is the most factual. After the user selects a headline, the quiz will 

automatically navigate to the next screen (see Appendix A). There will be a total of 11 headlines 

to ensure a dominant answer trend. After all headlines have been selected, the quiz will navigate 

to a results screen that will have an image and text telling them which slant, if any, they chose 
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most during the quiz (see Appendix B). The results page will give the option to start the quiz 

over if the user wants to try to achieve a different result. After the quiz is completed, the user can 

click a link to landing page that will provide further information about the quiz and biases (see 

Appendix C). 

Gamification techniques will be used to present information about confirmation and 

media bias to the user, and Self-Determination Theory will provide the framework for the design 

of the quiz. Because the quiz is available online without restrictions, the potential users have the 

autonomy to decide the conditions under which they will complete the quiz. They will also 

decide whether to share the quiz or not. The form and content of the quiz will fulfill the 

competence requirement of Self- Determination Theory. The appearance and function will be 

based on current popular personality quizzes that will be familiar to social media users. This 

format creates the feeling of competence in the user, as he or she has likely completed this type 

of quiz before. The quiz will ask the user to analyze headlines that describe events that were 

widely publicized in American mass media. Social media will be the platform for the quiz 

because it is used by many people and easily accessed on any device with internet connection. 

Using social media allows the quiz taker to share results with their network, increasing the 

chance that other people will take the quiz as well and facilitating engagement between parties 

about what they discovered about bias, and whether they agree with the result, which provides 

the relatedness factor of Self-Determination Theory. 

 Although there will not be a leaderboard or points assigned, the quiz will have gamified 

elements because the percentage of quiz takers who answered the same will be displayed and the 

user is trying to determine the most factual headline out of three choices. They will then receive 

their score in the form of a screen revealing the slant of the headlines they chose. If they share 
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the results on their own social media page, they can compare their results to those of their social 

network, which can function as a casual leaderboard, as the user can determine how many of 

their social network achieved the same results. Likewise, the user can retake the quiz to change 

their outcome and improve their “score” if they do not agree with the initial results.  
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Appendix A 

Quiz Questions 
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Appendix B 

Quiz Outcomes 
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Appendix C 

Landing Pages 
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