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Abstract

Adolescents frequently encounter depictions of substance use on social media, with
numerous studies demonstrating that such exposure affects their offline behaviour. As
substance use initiation is often attributed to peer influence, it is crucial to identify the drivers
of adolescents’ exposure to substance-related content shared by peers online. Such insights
can inform prevention efforts targeting adolescents and support future research in assessing
exposure effects. In this article, we draw on both selective exposure theory and the concept
of curated flows to investigate adolescents’ exposure to their peers online. We conceptualise
exposure at the dyadic level—that is, as involving a recipient and a communicator acting as
communication partners. Exposure is influenced by four types of drivers: (1) individual
dispositions and media use patterns of both recipient and communicator, (2) dyadic
similarities and relationships, (3) communication structures among adjacent users and (4)
communication mechanisms of intermediaries. Applying this approach, we explore
adolescents’ exposure to alcohol, cigarettes, e-cigarettes and cannabis-related content
posted by peers on Instagram and Snapchat. Through social network analysis, we find that
exposure is associated with communicators’ display of alcohol and e-cigarettes on Snapchat,
gender and school class similarities and friendship relations. We discuss the implications of
these findings for prevention efforts and future research.
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Substance use during adolescence raises significant public health concerns due to its
association with immediate health risks (Jones et al., 2020; Thomson et al., 2020). Hence, a
deeper understanding of the drivers of substance use initiation during this stage of life is

Corresponding author:
Tobias Frey: t.frey@ikmz.uzh.ch


mailto:t.frey@ikmz.uzh.ch
https://doi.org/10.47368/ejhc.2026.105
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9190-8633
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8088-0113

Selective Exposure on Social Media Frey & Friemel

paramount. Adolescents’ substance use has been attributed to social factors, including identity
formation and peer influence (Erikson, 1974; Knoll et al., 2015), and it is therefore crucial to
understand adolescents’ exposure to associated behaviour in their immediate social context. As
a lot of adolescents’ daily interactions with their peers now take place online, it is unsurprising
that exposure to content related to alcohol, cigarette or cannabis consumption frequently occurs
on platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat (Boyle et al., 2017; Hendriks, van den Putte,
Gebhardt & Moreno, 2018; Kwon & Park, 2020; Massey et al., 2021; Park, 2019; Vanherle et
al., 2022).

While numerous social media studies have examined how exposure to substance-related
content—especially among peers—affects adolescents’ offline behaviour (for an overview, see
Steers et al., 2021; Vannucci et al., 2020), a nascent line of research has begun drawing on
selective exposure theory (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a; Zillmann & Bryant, 1985) to
demonstrate how individual dispositions predict exposure to substance use on social media
(Frey & Friemel, 2023b; Geber et al., 2021; Geusens & Beullens, 2020). Investigation of
adolescents’ preferences and choices when positioned as recipients and communicators of
content facilitates a better understanding of the mechanisms that shape their social media
environment, which encompasses their immediate social context. Indeed, insights into both the
content and the platforms that adolescents are drawn to can inform prevention efforts intended
to address the impact of social media use on their attitudes, normative beliefs and behaviours
related to substance use. Furthermore, such insights can inform future social media effects
research and improve assessment of exposure effects (e.g. Frey & Friemel, 2023a).

Understanding what drives adolescents’ exposure to substance-related content online while
considering their immediate social context requires a closer look at the preferences and choices
that lead to exposure to peers who share such content. Conceptualising and empirically
investigating adolescents’ exposure to peers on social media, however, presents a challenge.
Today’s networked communication structures online are characterised by the curation efforts
of recipients, communicators and intermediaries (Thorson & Wells, 2016). Hence, adolescents’
exposure to substance-related content by their peers is determined by their social media use,
their network of personal contacts and the posting behaviour in that network. It is therefore
crucial to consider adolescents’ active curation of their communication partners when acting
as recipients and communicators of content (Duffy & Chan, 2019; Frey & Friemel, 2023b;
LaBrie et al., 2021). To address this issue, we propose an approach that is particularly suitable
for investigating adolescents’ selective exposure to substance use via their personal network of
peers online.

In the first part of this article, we briefly review selective exposure theory (Knobloch-
Westerwick, 2015a) and its application in social media research. To recognise the networked
communication structures utilised on social media platforms, we also consider the framework
of curated flows (Thorson & Wells, 2016). Next, drawing on both lines of theory and
considering a network perspective, we introduce a relational approach to selective exposure on
social media. In the second part of this article, we apply this relational approach to investigate
adolescents’ exposure to substance use online. Based on a network of exposure among
adolescents, we analyse how the display of alcohol, cigarettes, e-cigarettes and cannabis on
Instagram and Snapchat drives adolescents’ exposure to peers on social media. We also discuss
the implications of our findings for future research and prevention efforts.
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Selective Exposure in Social Media Research

The concept of selective exposure represents one of the oldest communication paradigms
(Valkenburg & Oliver, 2019). It assumes that (1) a person can only attend to a selection of
outlets, channels or messages, (2) that this selection depends on individual dispositions and (3)
only selected messages can potentially affect the media user (Klapper, 1960). Selective
exposure theory (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a; Zillmann & Bryant, 1985) builds on this
perspective and conceptualises selective exposure as the impact of attitudes, beliefs and
identities on the selection of information (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a). In this context,
selections can entail single observable choices or preferences reflected in an “abstraction of
concrete behavioural instances—a media choices pattern” (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a, p.
14). The main drivers of both choices and preferences are the tendency towards exposure to
content that accords with prior attitudes and beliefs (i.e. cognitive consistency) and the need
for information to make optimal decisions in a changing environment (i.e. information utility;
Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a). Theoretical models have identified additional drivers, such as
the role of self-concept (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015b; Slater, 2007) or evaluation of
alternative information and social validation by others (Rousseau, 2021). Moreover, empirical
evidence regarding selective exposure has been found among users of traditional media (for an
overview see Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a), the Internet (Jang, 2014) and social media
(Cinelli et al., 2020; Messing & Westwood, 2014; Parmelee & Roman, 2020).

To date, selective exposure on social media has mostly been studied at the level of individual
social media users as recipients. In terms of substance use, studies have drawn on
comprehensive research concerning exposure effects (for an overview, see Steers et al., 2021;
Vannucci et al., 2020) and both surveyed and analysed self-reported exposure in abstract
reference groups, such as friends (e.g. Geusens & Beullens, 2020). Posting behaviour has also
been investigated, with a focus on the individual who is posting and their selective sharing and
self-effects (Valkenburg, 2017). The dynamics that connect specific individuals in the
immediate social context are often assumed (Geber et al., 2021) but rarely investigated. In fact,
only one recent study has analysed the causes and consequences of exposure to alcohol-related
content and found evidence of selective exposure (Frey & Friemel, 2023a)—that is, drinking
behaviour predicted exposure to peers who posted alcohol-related content.

Curated Flows on Social Media

To better understand exposure to content on social media that originates from specific social
contacts, it is essential to understand the communication structures present on such platforms.
Due to rapid digitalisation, the ways in which information is searched for, selected and received
have changed. The number of sources available to engage with has increased dramatically,
while intermediaries (e.g. social media platforms) offer users a wide range of opportunities to
manage the visibility of content (Treem et al., 2020). Drawing on the work of Thorson and
Wells (2016), the implications of both these developments can be outlined as follows: new
media allow (1) recipients to curate their personalised information environment, (2)
communicators to curate content and audiences and (3) intermediaries to curate communication
among the involved actors. Consequently, unlike traditional media, communication in new
media environments is not characterised by a dominant flow of information from
communicators to selective recipients; rather, such networked communication structures
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comprise a variety of information flows curated by multiple actors involved in the ‘production,
selection, filtering, annotation, or framing of content’ (Thorson & Wells, 2016, p. 310).

These curated flows stem from the curation efforts of recipients (personal curation),
communicators (journalistic, strategic or social curation) and intermediaries (algorithmic
curation). Recipients’ personal curation is achieved by following, befriending or blocking
contacts and sources, as well as through social media use patterns (e.g. consuming certain feeds
or using multiple accounts). Thus, recipients are exposed to specific content because it is posted
by a journalist or news site they follow, it is strategically promoted, it is shared by a social
contact or it is assessed as suitable for them by the platform’s algorithm. In line with this,
studies have demonstrated that social media users curate contacts based on the news-related
content they provide (Haim et al., 2021) or the political views they express (Kaiser et al., 2022).
Adolescents in particular have been found to inhabit and arrange a variety of social contexts
online (e.g. friends and family) and to curate contacts by utilising features, multiple accounts
and various platforms (Boczkowski et al., 2018; Frey & Friemel, 2023b; LaBrie et al., 2021).

A Relational Approach to Selective Exposure on Social Media

In this section, we will introduce a relational approach to selective exposure on social media.
While selective exposure theory operates on the level of the individual, the framework of
curated flows suggests also taking other actors into account. Given the dynamics involved in
networked communication structures online, to accurately investigate selective exposure it is
necessary to consider the curation efforts of both recipients and communicators. This implies
that we need to ascertain whom instead of what adolescents are exposed to in order to examine
their choices and preferences regarding content. To account for the content of interest (i.e.
substance use), we must consider the curation efforts and posting behaviours of the personal
contacts that recipients are exposed to. In sum, a conceptual model of selective exposure on
social media must not only establish exposure as a communicative relation between recipients
and communicators but also consider multiple actors’ curation efforts and underlying drivers.

Following the reasoning of selective exposure theory (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a), we
recognise actively engaged recipients whose selective social media use is guided by their
dispositions and social media use patterns. Furthermore, we extend this perspective to
communicators whose communication is just as selective and determined by their dispositions
and media use patterns (Geber et al., 2021; Geusens & Beullens, 2020). In addition, in
accordance with the framework of curated flows (Thorson & Wells, 2016), we consider that
exposure to content on social media does not depend solely on recipients’ selection of content;
rather, it is contingent upon their curation of communicators who provide specific content.
Thus, we understand exposure to not only be determined by a recipient’s engagement with
social media but to also be contingent upon multiple actors’ curation efforts. To simultaneously
consider individual recipients and other actors involved in a communication network, we draw
on social network analysis, which theorises and examines the emergence and effects of network
ties (Snijders et al., 2010; Steglich et al., 2010).

Given these aspects of selective social media use, the networked communication structures
online and the theoretical and methodological advancements in terms of social network
analysis, we outline a conceptual model depicting a dyad that consists of a recipient and a
communicator (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. A Relational Approach to Selective Exposure on Social Media

In the figure, selective exposure is depicted as an arrow in the centre, which is directed from
the recipient to the communicator. This exposure is contingent upon the curation efforts of the
recipient, the communicator, the adjacent actors in the network and the intermediary.
Therefore, we distinguish four types of attributes that affect exposure: (1) the individual
attributes of the recipient and the communicator, (2) the dyadic attributes of both
communication partners, (3) the network attributes among adjacent actors and (4) the
technological attributes of the intermediaries. Throughout the subsequent description of the
model, terms that are depicted in Figure 1 will be emphasised using italics when first used in
the text.

Individual Attributes of the Recipient and the Communicator

Consistent with selective exposure theory (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a), we hold that
exposure on social media is contingent upon users’ dispositions and media use patterns. As we
understand selective exposure on social media to represent a communicative relationship
between users, we consider the attributes of both the recipient and the communicator. Here,
dispositions refer to individual behavioural, psychological and social attributes that impact
selective exposure. The extent to which recipients expose themselves to communicators might
be guided by their offline behaviours and interests, their need for cognition (e.g. regarding
news) or their fear of missing out (e.g. regarding peers). Similarly, the tendency of users to
communicate on social media might depend on offline behaviours or interests, the desire to
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inform or influence others regarding a specific topic or extraversion (e.g. regarding self-
display). Building on this, social media use patterns are linked to dispositions, as indicated in
the figure by the arrows connecting both types of attributes. However, these use patterns are
depicted separately from dispositions to emphasise that exposure on social media depends on
how users engage with social media when it comes to their curated contacts, general frequency
of'use or preferred platforms and features. In line with the framework of curated flows (Thorson
& Wells, 2016), exposure on social media is understood as being partly guided by users’
personal curation via the choice of preferred communication partners.

Dyadic Attributes of Communication Partners

Dyadic attributes address the relationship between the recipient and the communicator as
communication partners. This builds on the notion of cognitive consistency serving as the
dominant driver in selective exposure theory (Knobloch-Westerwick, 2015a) and on theoretical
work concerning the interactions between communication partners (Schonbach & Friih, 1991).
Depending on the research context, the identified similarities might entail recipients being
exposed to communicators who share a common offline context (e.g. place of residence,
workplace, school, school class), disposition (e.g. political views, interests, behaviours,
sociodemographic factors) or social media use pattern (e.g. use of platforms, features, posting
behaviour). Moreover, the existing associations between a recipient and a communicator might
increase the likelihood of exposure. Hence, exposure can be predicted by online connections
(e.g. befriending, following, subscribing) or offline relationships (e.g. if they are related,
friends, in a romantic relationship).

Network Attributes Among Adjacent Actors

In most settings, the recipient and the communicator are embedded in a broader network.
Consequently, it is necessary to consider network attributes that extend beyond a single dyad
and summarise the relevant attributes of the communication structures surrounding the
recipient and the communicator. Following the rationale of social network analysis, we take
into account the fact that structural characteristics impact the probability of individual
relationships (Lusher & Robins, 2013). For instance, the likelihood of a recipient being exposed
to a particular communicator’s content might be predicted by the recipient’s activity (i.e.
number of outgoing communicative relationships), the communicator’s popularity (i.e. number
of incoming communicative relationships) or the number of communication partners they share
(Malik & Lee, 2020). In the social media context, these structures might impact the information
flows due to the option to forward content (e.g. sharing, reposting) or the existence of
algorithmic curation that builds on the use patterns of adjacent recipients and communicators.

Technological Attributes of Intermediaries

Finally, we consider the technological attributes of intermediaries that enable and actively
impact communication between recipients and communicators via communication
mechanisms. Intermediaries can indirectly curate information flows by providing features that
guide the personal curation of recipients and communicators (e.g. features used to access
specific feeds and address curated audiences) or facilitate associations (e.g. features used to
connect with or block users). Moreover, intermediaries can directly curate information flows
through algorithmic curation (e.g. recommended, promoted or censored content). Thus,
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communication mechanisms can impact most curation processes. While algorithmic curation
is difficult to examine and, therefore, seldom considered in media use and media effect studies,
these mechanisms must be kept in mind when exploring selective exposure.

Investigating Networks of Exposure

Our conceptual model of selective exposure on social media summarises the relevant drivers
of exposure in a dyad comprising a recipient and a communicator. It also acknowledges that
this dyad forms part of a larger network. Therefore, the introduced drivers not only relate to
the likelihood of a recipient being exposed to a specific communicator but also indicate what
drives recipients to be exposed to more communicators (e.g. consumption behaviour), what
compels communicators to reach more recipients (e.g. posting behaviour) and what impacts
the disproportional occurrence of certain kinds of ties (e.g. same gender) or structures (e.g.
triads). As a consequence, an effective methodological approach for investigating exposure has
to conceptualise it as a relational construct that connects the distinct recipients and
communicators embedded in a given network.

This kind of relational data cannot be derived from a survey conducted among randomly
sampled participants; instead, it requires a network approach. At first glance, it seems feasible
to achieve this by analysing the connections among actors using online social network data
(e.g. befriending or following). However, these digital traces are actually inadequate because
such connections are neither necessary nor sufficient for exposure. For instance, a recipient can
be exposed to the content of actors they are not directly connected to (e.g. through algorithmic
curation) or they may never be exposed to the content of a connected contact (e.g. due to a lack
of communication). Similarly, it may not be sufficient to simply track the content displayed in
personal social media feeds if actual exposure is to be measured.

For these reasons, it seems appropriate to measure exposure more explicitly by asking
participants to denote the actors they are exposed to (e.g. whose content they often see on a
specific platform or online in general). Due to reflecting the main assumption of selective
exposure on social media outlined above, such an operationalisation does not entail what
content recipients are exposed to; rather, it concerns what actors recipients are exposed to. In
network surveys, such ties are collected using so-called ‘name generators’, where a participant
can choose actors from a list or name them in response to open questions.

In the last few decades, the statistical methods available to analyse this kind of relational
data have advanced significantly. These methods facilitate prediction of the existence of
network ties dependent on individual, dyadic and network attributes at specific time points,
such as exponential random graph models (ERGMs; Lusher & Robins, 2013), or explore the
formation of ties over time, such as stochastic actor-oriented models (Snijders et al., 2010). In
the context of selective exposure on social media, the network analysis approach provides
insight into the drivers of online exposure and allows investigation of why certain recipients
are exposed to the content of specific communicators. In the remainder of this article, we will
use our conceptual model to investigate adolescents’ exposure to the social media content of
their peers, with a particular focus on substance use displays.
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Exploring Selective Exposure Among Adolescents on Social Media

Peer influence plays a central role in adolescents’ substance use initiation (Erikson, 1974; Knoll
et al., 2015), while substance use display is ubiquitous on adolescents’ social media (Boyle et
al., 2017; Hendriks, van den Putte, Gebhardt & Moreno, 2018; Hendriks, van den Putte,
Gebhardt & Moreno, 2018; Kwon & Park, 2020; Massey et al., 2021; Moreno et al., 2016;
Park, 2019; Park & Holody, 2018; Vranken et al., 2020; Yoo et al., 2016). As a consequence,
it is particularly important to examine adolescents’ selective exposure in their online personal
networks. Doing so will not only allow for a better assessment of exposure effects in future
research but also guide evidence-based intervention strategies.

Most health communication studies focus on content related to a single risk behaviour and
its effect on offline behaviour, while the majority of studies regarding selective exposure
concentrate on alcohol-related content (Frey & Friemel, 2023a; Geber et al., 2021; Geusens &
Beullens, 2017, 2020). Hence, to gain a more in-depth understanding of selective media use
among adolescents, we use the relational approach to exposure on social media to examine
various drivers that might predict why adolescents are exposed to each other on different
platforms. In addition to drivers described at the level of the recipient and the communicator,
both communication partners and adjacent actors, we focus on the role of content related to
substance use. More specifically, we consider the display of content related to four substances
on the two most popular social media platforms among adolescents and address the following
research question: How does the display of alcohol, cigarettes, e-cigarettes and cannabis on
Instagram and Snapchat drive exposure on social media among adolescents?

Methods

Sample

To answer the above-mentioned research question, we examined social media use and
substance use among secondary school students in Switzerland. This study was designed as a
network survey, which was approved by the University of Zurich Ethics Commission
(No. 19.6.7). In Switzerland, secondary school forms part of students’ post-compulsory
education, and beginning that level of education entails changes regarding both the school and
the composition of school classes. We approached all the listed public secondary schools (no
technical/specialised schools) in two cantons and were able to organise surveys among first-
year students at five schools. The on-site classroom surveys were conducted in the autumn of
2019, within six weeks of the start of the school year. Any absent students were contacted via
e-mail and asked to participate in the study from home. In accordance with legal regulations
and the decision by the ethics committee, parental consent was not required. To incentivise
participation, an iPad was offered as a raffle prize. In this study, we analysed cross-sectional
data from one secondary school—that is, data derived from all 12 first-grade classes. Overall,
94% of students participated in the study, meaning that the sample consisted of 273 first-year
students aged between 14 and 17 years (M = 15.5, SD = 0.7). Just over half of the survey
respondents were female (55%).
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Measure of Exposure on Social Media

To measure respondents’ exposure to their peers, we drew on the understanding of selective
exposure on social media as a communicative relationship and asked the following question:
‘Of which people do you see most often on platforms such as Instagram or Snapchat, what they
do after school or on weekends?’ Respondents were instructed to name up to 10 peers from
their grade using the search box and dropdown menu provided. In combination with a question
that prompted respondents to identify themselves on the same list, network data were created
that represented a network of curated exposure on social media among all 273 first-year
students. The data file only included anonymised identifiers; the separate key file containing
the students’ names was deleted after the data collection.

Measures Predicting Exposure on Social Media

Regarding social media use patterns, we first assessed whether the respondents used Instagram
and Snapchat. Subsequently, using a scale ranging from “never” (1) to “very often” (5), the
respondents were asked to indicate how frequently they looked at ‘photos or stories’ on
Instagram and ‘snaps and stories’ on Snapchat. Utilising the same wording and scale, the
respondents were then asked to indicate how frequently they posted ‘photos or stories’ on
Instagram and ‘snaps and stories’ on Snapchat. They were also asked four questions intended
to determine how frequently they posted content on Instagram related to alcohol, cigarettes, e-
cigarettes and cannabis, as well as four identical questions regarding their posting behaviour
on Snapchat, again using a scale ranging from “never” (1) to “very often” (5).

In terms of dispositions, we collected information on respondents’ gender (0 =male,
1 = female), age (open question) and school class (1-12).

Regarding associations, we collected friendship ties. Respondents were asked the following
question: “Now think about your friends: With whom in your grade do you often spend time
or like to spend time?” Here, the collected network data represented a friendship network.

Analysis

All of the analyses were performed using R statistical software (version 3.6.1). First,
descriptive statistics regarding media use were computed. Both the friendship network and the
network of curated exposure on social media were visually inspected, and the related
descriptive statistics (e.g. density, rate of reciprocity) were computed. To explore the network
of exposure in greater detail, ERGMs (Hunter, 2007) were fitted using the ergm package
(version 3.10.4; Hunter et al., 2008) in R. This is important because ERGMs provide insight
into the likelihood of tie formation within a network (Lusher & Robins, 2013), enabling
investigation of how individual, dyadic and network attributes predict the number of outgoing,
incoming and connecting ties on the level of actors. Based on the concept of selective exposure
on social media, we considered the impact of (1) the individual attributes of the recipients and
communicators and (2) the dyadic attributes of the communication partners, while (3)
controlling for the network attributes. Due to the lack of insights into (4) the technological
attributes of the intermediaries, the latter potential drivers could not be included in the analysis.

Regarding the individual attributes of the recipients, we considered the impact of general
Instagram and Snapchat use on the number of communicators who the recipients were
frequently exposed to online. In terms of the individual attributes of the communicators, we
investigated the impact of both general and specific posting behaviour on Instagram and
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Snapchat on the number of recipients who the communicators frequently reached online. Given
our research question, we were particularly interested in the impact of the display of content
related to the four types of substance use on both platforms. With regard to the dyadic attributes
of the communication partners, we explored whether similarities in gender, age and school
class, as well as association through friendship, more often co-occurred with frequent exposure.
After inspecting the data, to improve the model fit, we also controlled for belonging to a
specific school class (i.e. belonging to the sport class whose members are only loosely
structurally related to the other classes). Regarding network attributes, we followed the
approach of Lusher and Robins (2013) and considered seven parameters when modelling the
basic structure of the network—namely, density, reciprocity, popularity, activity, triangulation,
cyclic closure and multiple connectivity. A conceptual description and network analytic
definition of these parameters is provided in Supplementary Material A. Notes on the
optimisation of the model fit and goodness-of-fit statistics for the estimated model are available
in Supplementary Material B.

Results

Descriptive Analysis

We found that 92% of respondents used either Instagram (90%) or Snapchat (82%). While
Instagram (M = 4.1, SE = .08) was used more frequently than Snapchat (M = 3.5, SE =.10) to
consume content when measured on a five-point scale (diff. = 0.63, 95% confidence interval
[CI] [0.46, 0.79], #272) =7.35, p <.001), respondents posted content more frequently on
Snapchat (M = 3.4, SE = .09) than on Instagram (M = 2.0, SE = .05) according to the same scale
(diff. =—1.44, 95% CI [-1.61, —1.27], #(272) =-16.68, p <.001). Regarding respondents’
posting behaviour, the findings indicate that content related to substance use was seldom posted
on either platform. However, alcohol-related content was more commonly posted on Snapchat
than on Instagram (Snapchat: M = 1.7, SE = .06; Instagram: M = 1.2, SE = .03; diff. =—-0.51,
95% CI [-0.61, —0.40], #272)=-9.18, p<.001), as was content related to cigarettes
(Snapchat: M = 1.1, SE =.03; Instagram: M = 1.0, SE = .01; diff. =-0.11, 95% CI [-0.16, —
0.05], #(272) =-4.02, p < .001), e-cigarettes (Snapchat: M = 1.1, SE = .02; Instagram: M = 1.0,
SE =.00; diff. =-0.08, 95% CI [-0.12, —0.03], #272)=-3.46, p<.001) and cannabis
(Snapchat: M = 1.2, SE =.04; Instagram: M = 1.0, SE = .01; diff. =—0.18, 95% CI [-0.25, —
0.11], 1(272) =-5.18, p <.001). On average, respondents named 2.6 fellow students to whom
they were frequently exposed online (26% did not nominate anyone, 1% nominated 10 people),
which resulted in a network of curated exposure with a density of 0.95% (indicating the ratio
of actual connections to total possible connections in the network). Moreover, 25% of the
nominations were reciprocated. Regarding friendship ties, on average, respondents named 6.0
friends (0.3% did not nominate anyone, 12% nominated 10 people), which resulted in a
friendship network with a density of 2.2%, where 62% of the nominations were reciprocated.
Visual inspection of the network data indicated the role of similarity in terms of gender and
school class (see Figure 2).
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Selective Exposure on Social Media Friendship

Figure 2.  Networks of Selective Exposure on Social Media and Friendships Among First-
Year High School Students (N = 273, circle = female; colours = school classes)

ERGM

The fitted ERGM indicates how the individual attributes of the recipient and communicator,
the dyadic attributes and the network attributes are associated with exposure. The parameters
displayed in Table 1 reflect the drivers introduced into the conceptual model of selective
exposure on social media and reveal the impact of each attribute on the extent to which
respondents were frequently exposed to each other on platforms such as Instagram and
Snapchat. Depending on the type of attribute, the parameters indicate who was exposed to more
peers, who reached more peers and whether similar or associated adolescents were more
frequently exposed to each other. Similar to a loglinear regression, positive parameters indicate
an increasing probability of the existence of exposure, whereas negative parameters indicate a
decreasing probability of the existence of exposure (see Supplementary Material A—Table 1
for more detailed information concerning the interpretation of the parameters).

Regarding the individual attributes of the recipient, the ERGM indicates that the frequency
of Snapchat and Instagram use did not impact the number of peers to whom an adolescent was
frequently exposed on social media. However, the finding for the individual attributes of the
communicator demonstrates that the frequency of general posting on the two platforms
significantly increased the number of peers frequently reached by a communicator.
Furthermore, the findings indicate that posting alcohol- and e-cigarette-related content on
Snapchat significantly increased the number of peers frequently reached by a communicator.
In contrast, respective effects regarding Instagram were not found.

In terms of the dyadic attributes of the communication partners, we considered both
similarities and associations. The similarity-related parameters indicated that classmates,
particularly members of the sport class, were disproportionately exposed to each other on social
media. No such effects were found regarding gender or age. With regard to associations, it
became clear that friends were more likely to be exposed to each other on social media.
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Table 1.  Exponential Random Graph Model: Explaining Selective Exposure Among Peers
on Social Media with Individual, Dyadic and Network Attributes

Attributes

Estimate (SE)

Individual attributes of the recipient

Social media use patterns (who is exposed to more peers)
Snapchat consumption
Instagram consumption

Individual attributes of the communicator
Social media use patterns (who reaches more peers)
Snapchat: posting of...
...content in general
...alcohol-related content
...Cigarette-related content
...e-cigarette-related content
...cannabis-related content
Instagram: posting of...
...content in general
...alcohol-related content
...cigarette-related content
...e-cigarette-related content
...cannabis-related content

Dyadic attributes of the communication partners
Similarities (are similar peers more often exposed to each other)
Sex
Age
School class
Sports class
Associations (are associated peers more often exposed to each other)
Friendship

Network attributes
Communication structures (do certain structures occur more often)
Density
Reciprocity
Popularity
Activity
Triangulation
Cyclic closure
Multiple connectivity

0.04
0.06

0.11
0.12
0.14
0.15
-0.01

0.29
0.13
-0.14
-1.25
-0.12

0.10
0.16
1.79
1.53

2.54

-6.85

0.75
-1.23
-1.31

0.77
-0.31
-0.09

(0.04)
(0.05)

(0.05)*
(0.05)*
(0.08)
(0.07)*
(0.06)

(0.05)***
(0.07)
(0.16)
(0.67)
(0.26)

(0.11)
(0.11)
(0.13)%**
(0.37)***

(0.13)**x*

(0.85)***
(0.24)**
(0.24)%**
(0.22)***
(0.10)***
(0.15)*
(0.02)***

Note. N = 273; ¥*=p < .05, **=p < .01, ***=p <.001

Concerning network attributes, there were tendencies related to social networks that are
typically found in network analytical studies (Lusher & Robins, 2013). More specifically, the
density parameter was negative, indicating that random exposure was unlikely to occur. The
positive reciprocity parameter indicated that the communication partners were often mutually
exposed to each other. The popularity and activity parameters were both negative, suggesting
that only a few recipients were frequently exposed to a disproportionately high number of peers
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and that only a few communicators frequently reached a disproportionately high number of
peers. The positive triangulation parameter and the negative multiple connectivity parameter
both indicate the existence of clusters of users who were exposed to each other’s content
(Supplementary Material A—Table 2 contains more detailed information on the interpretation
of the structural parameters).

Discussion

In this article, we proposed the use of a relational approach to selective exposure on social
media to obtain insights into how the display of alcohol, cigarettes, e-cigarettes and cannabis
on Instagram and Snapchat drives adolescents’ exposure to their peers on social media. This
perspective allowed us to identify multiple predictors of exposure, such as social media use
patterns, sociodemographic similarities between users and friendship as a relevant association.
With respect to the research question, we identified general preferences towards peers who post
content related to alcohol and e-cigarette consumption on Snapchat, which accords with
previous research (Cabrera-Nguyen et al., 2016; Geusens & Beullens, 2020; Jun et al., 2019).
As we controlled for the general use of the two platforms (consumption and posting behaviour),
the differences between them must be attributed to the quantity or quality of specific posting
behaviour. With regard to the quantity of substance-related posting, we found that alcohol-
related posting takes place more frequently on Snapchat, while posting related to e-cigarettes,
cigarettes or cannabis is almost non-existent on Instagram.

As the frequency of posting is a necessary but not sufficient condition for exposure among
adolescents, these findings must also be explained by qualitative differences between the
platforms. Snapchat’s emphasis on ephemeral content and more private interactions creates a
context in which substance-related posts might be more socially acceptable or less
consequential. In fact, prior studies have found that alcohol consumption is portrayed more
explicitly on Snapchat, including extreme forms of alcohol use (Atkinson & Sumnall, 2016).
Furthermore, adolescents frequently consume content from public figures and pages on
Instagram (which reduces the visibility of specific peers), whereas the primary focus on
Snapchat is on close friends and peers (Boczkowski et al., 2018; Frey & Friemel, 2023b). A
preference for peers who post such explicit and, presumably, interesting content is thus more
plausible on Snapchat. Moreover, the preference seen for peers who post e-cigarette-related
content on Snapchat indicates that such content does play a significant role in exposure among
adolescents online and so should receive more attention in future studies. This is particularly
important because we found no effects for more frequently posted cigarette- and cannabis-
related content. These findings highlight how different social media environments might shape
exposure (Vanherle et al., 2022; Vranken et al., 2020) and indicate the need for further research
into both platform-specific affordances (Frey, 2023) and substance-specific characteristics of
online content.

In addition, the present study contributes to the literature through four theoretical and
methodological advancements. First, we comprehensively controlled for the offline context in
terms of school class and friendship circles, which proved to be relevant predictors of exposure
in this study. In particular, exposure to friends—which is often posited as a cause of selective
exposure among adolescents online (Geusens & Beullens, 2017, 2020)—was considered more
thoroughly than in previous studies. Second, we considered that exposure on social media
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extends beyond personal friendship circles. Instead of the commonly applied focus on content
produced by friends (e.g. Geusens & Beullens, 2019), we included potential exposure to both
classmates and peers from the same school grade. Third, we took the general consumption and
posting behaviour of recipients and communicators into account, validating the observed
preferences for content related to specific types of substance use. Fourth, we identified these
preferences without resorting to self-reported exposure to content, instead relying on
information provided by the communicators. Arguably, this allowed for a more unobtrusive
approach to investigating selective exposure that circumvented the common limitations of
direct questions about exposure (e.g. social desirability).

Through exploring adolescents’ preferences for content related to four substances on two
platforms, this study provides guidance on where the relevant dynamics are most likely to be
found. Therefore, future studies might focus on selective exposure to content displaying
alcohol and e-cigarettes on Snapchat and investigate additional attributes in an effort to better
understand those preferences. While it seems important to control for sociodemographic
similarities and friendship, it may prove fruitful to consider additional individual attributes of
the recipient (e.g. offline substance use, sensation seeking) and the communicator (e.g.
popularity, other status markers), dyadic attributes (e.g. recreational activities) or
characteristics of the content (e.g. private vs. public, permanent vs. ephemeral; Vanherle et al.,
2022).

The present findings highlight the need for interventions that foster critical engagement with
social media and encourage adolescents to reflect on the content they encounter. Beyond
addressing adolescents as recipients of content, it is important to also consider their role as
active communicators. Encouraging reflection on their posting behaviour and the potential
impact of their content on peers may support a more conscious and responsible approach to
social media use. Additionally, the role of social media platforms should not be overlooked,
given that their design and recommendation algorithms influence what content is seen and
engaged with. Raising awareness of these mechanisms should help adolescents to better
understand how their media environment is shaped and allow them to develop strategies to
navigate it more critically. Interventions may prove particularly effective in settings wherein
adolescents can be addressed with their peers, such as schools, as these environments provide
opportunities for both discussion and collective reflection on media influence.

Limitations

The proposed conceptual model and its empirical implementation contribute in various ways
to the current literature, although they also have some limitations. First, the conceptual model
focuses on the curation of and exposure to communicators in the immediate social context.
Hence, it is well suited to examining the dynamics on social media platforms among
adolescents and their close peers or other self-contained groups (e.g. organisations,
associations). However, the model cannot cover communication structures beyond these
groups or explain how and why content produced by additional communicators or public
content in general is perceived. Second, the methodological approach does not allow to account
for algorithmic curation that may prevent deliberate selection by recipients. Furthermore, it
does not consider technological attributes that impact the visibility of private and public content
(e.g. hashtags, tagging, likes). Regarding the specific implementation of the model in this study,
it should be noted that social media use and posting behaviour were measured using a five-

European Journal of Health Communication 2026, Vol. 7(1) 91-110 CC BY 4.0 104



Selective Exposure on Social Media Frey & Friemel

point scale that leaves room for interpretation and does not cover the type of use in detail. In
addition, this study was based on self-reported data obtained from students at a single school.
This limits the generalisability of the findings. Third, the data collection focused on peer groups
from the same school cohort and did not account for social contacts developed through
extracurricular activities. Yet extending the scope of the research setting would have been very
challenging because respondents might have been overwhelmed by needing to provide
information beyond their immediate or most relevant contacts.

Conclusion

In this article, we examined the drivers of decisions and preferences that result in adolescents’
exposure to health-related content on social media. To allow for a deeper understanding of
adolescents’ exposure to specific peers, we introduced a relational approach that explains
exposure based on (1) the dispositions and social media use patterns of recipients and
communicators, (2) the similarities and associations between communication partners, (3) the
communication structure among adjacent actors and (4) the communication mechanisms of the
involved intermediaries. Applying this approach to the topics of alcohol, cigarettes, e-cigarettes
and cannabis on Instagram and Snapchat, we found a relevant degree of selective exposure for
both alcohol and e-cigarettes—that is, adolescents are more likely to follow and perceive peers
who post content related to alcohol and e-cigarette consumption on Snapchat. Our approach
allowed us to study adolescents’ exposure to specific peers while controlling for important
factors (e.g. the social media behaviour of recipients and communicators) and associations
between adolescents (e.g. friendships, belonging to the same school class). This study therefore
extends the literature on selective exposure by providing robust evidence derived from a
relational perspective. Furthermore, it lays the foundation for future studies to use the relational
approach to assess selective social media use more rigorously.
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