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ABSTRACT

Adopting the spiral of silence framework, this study examines the association between
fear of isolation on social networking sites and willingness to self-censorship. Moreover, this
study investigates the mediating role of attitude strength in the relationship between contextual
fear of isolation and social media users’ willingness to self-censorship. Based on a cross-
sectional survey design, this study collected data through a self-administered questionnaire from
600 university students. Findings through structural equation modeling showed that
dispositional fear of isolation and contextual fear of isolation regarding judiciary lead social
media users towards willingness to self-censorship. A significant relationship was also observed
between contextual fear of isolation and attitude strength. Attitude strength significantly
predicted willingness to self-censorship in all institutions except the army. Locale and ethnicity
were significant predictors of the willingness to self-censorship. The findings further revealed
that attitude strength towards judiciary and religion significantly mediates between contextual
fear of isolation and willingness to self-censorship.

Keywords: Fear of Isolation, Willingness to Self-censorship, Spiral of Silence, Social
Networking Sites, Attitude Strength, Religious Extremism, State Institutions.

INTRODUCTION

On January 4, 2017, Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) Cyber Crime Wing detained
five bloggers for allegedly posting blasphemous content on Facebook. In reality, the missing
bloggers were human rights activists who openly criticized religious extremism and powerful
military establishment on social media. After their illegal detention, extremist elements launched
a virulent social media campaign and demanded their execution. Later investigations proved that
these bloggers were not involved in disseminating blasphemous content (Imran, 2017). To be
certain, this incident created an atmosphere of fear and discouraged enlightened voices on social
media.

Over the past decade, several incidents of enforced disappearance have taken place in
Pakistan. Recently, prominent journalists and human rights activists were investigated because
they protested upon the arrival of Saudi crown prince Mohammad Bin Salman by displaying
pictures of Jamal Khashoggi on their social media profiles (Farmer, 2019). In the past year, FIA
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arrested journalist Rizwanur Rehman Razi for posting derogatory remarks against the military
establishment on Twitter (Shahzad, 2019). In June 2018, a female journalist Gul Bukhari, a
vocal critic of the Pakistan army on social media, was abducted in Lahore by an intelligence
agency (Zulgernain, 2018).

According to Amnesty International, freedom of expression is being curbed in Pakistan
by threatening social media users. Social media activists are soft targets who face harassment
and threats of violence. How can we forget the lynching of Mashal Khan? In April 2017, a
Pashtun student Mashal Khan was brutally killed inside Abdul Wali Khan University by an
angry mob on false allegations of spreading blasphemous content on Facebook. Similarly, a
crowd of 500 people attacked at the police station to lynch a Hindu person Prakash Kumar who
reportedly posted an offensive image on social media (Guardian, 2017). The abovementioned
incidents unveil the seriousness of the situation.

It is an undeniable fact that people who think critically, raise questions, challenge facts,
and dislike the status quo suffer a lot. They have to face hostility from a loud majority.
Oftentimes, their opinion is suppressed. This grave situation leads them towards fear of isolation
(Neumann, 1974). It has been observed that social media activists are facing serious issues
around the world. In Pakistan, they have to face adverse circumstances in case of taking a hard
line contrary to state policies. A time comes when state institutions consider them a security
threat and they are illegally detained under controversial cyber-crime laws. When social media
users give their opinion on a controversial religious issue, religious elements issue verdicts of
blasphemy against them and call them infidels. Subsequently, social media users impose self-
censorship upon them while posting something on sensitive issues.

This study aims to explore the relationship between dispositional/contextual fear of
isolation and willingness to self-censorship. Furthermore, this study investigates the mediating
role of attitude strength in the relationship between contextual fear of isolation and willingness to
self-censorship. The extant literature on the spiral of silence framework showed a strong
relationship between fear of isolation and willingness to self-censorship (Chan, 2021; Chen,
2018; Fox & Holt, 2018; Matthes et al., 2012). Several studies have tested the spiral of silence
theory in online context (Fox & Holt, 2018; Hampton et al., 2014; Ho & McLeod, 2008; Lee &
Kim, 2014; Yun & Park, 2011). However, a little is known about the mediating role of attitude
strength. This study bridges this gap exploring the mediating role of attitude strength in the
relationship between contextual fear of isolation and willingness to self-censorship. In short, this
study tests the spiral of silence phenomenon in the context of new media with special reference
to Pakistan.

LITERATURE REVIEW

After reviewing previous scholarly studies, researchers have come to know that a lot of
studies have been conducted on this specific topic. In this portion, a critical review of previous
scholarly work is presented. At the end of the literature, the research gap will be identified.

Noelle-Neumann (1974) asserted that minority opinion holders fall prey to fear of
isolation due to the dominancy of the majority. As a result, they refrain from expressing their
views. Hayes et al. (2005) argued that willingness to self-censorship had a great influence on
opinion expression. This trait-based characteristic varies from one individual to another. Before
voicing opinion publicly, most of the people relied on information derived from the social
environment. Hayes et al. (2011) observed that fear of social isolation leads people to get more
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information about the social environment. They observed the social environment before
commenting on a controversial topic.

Erichsen & Bolliger (2011) tested the tenets of the spiral of silence theory among 64
international students. The results revealed that international students who were in the minority
had a high level of fear of isolation. Likewise, the study of Lee et al. (2014) clearly showed that
fear of isolation was one of the major factors that curbed free speech about controversial issues.
Individuals who felt less fear were more likely to express their views. Lang (2014) also observed
the same results in his study. Those who experienced less fear were more likely to express their
views on social media. There was a significant difference in willingness to express views
between members with a low and high level of attitude certainty. People felt more fear of being
isolated in personnel communication. A Pew Research Center report based on the analysis of
Hampton et al. (2014) identified the spiral of silence on social media regarding Edward
Snowden’s 2013 leaks. The majority of respondents were less willing to express their views on
this specific issue on SNS. Only 42% of Facebook and Twitter users were willing to express
their views on this specific issue.

Ho and McLeod (2008) tested the spiral of silence phenomena in both offline and online
contexts. The results indicated that respondents were more willing to express their views on
controversial issues in online stetting. The study of McDevitt et al. (2003) resulted that
participants didn’t reveal their real views in online chat room discussions on the issue of
abortion. Yun & Park (2011) in their study found that respondents were more comfortable
expressing their views in a friendly environment as compared to hostile conditions. Croucher et
al. (2014) analyzed the spiral of silence phenomena in the US presidential election of 2008
among 569 respondents selected through convenience sampling technique. In this study, religion
and religiosity were found to have a great influence on the willingness to express views. Those
who were more inclined towards religion were more interested in discussing ethnicity as a voting
issue.

Fox & Holt (2018) examined fear of isolation on social media concerning police
discrimination among a sample of 399 respondents. The results demonstrated that dispositional
and contextual fear of isolation regarding police lead towards self-censorship. However, there
was a negative relationship between attitude strength towards police and self-censorship.
Similarly, Chen (2018) analyzed the spiral of silence phenomenon in the context of new media.
This study collected online data in two waves. The results showed a positive association between
trait fear of isolation and willingness to self-censorship. Moreover, the willingness to self-
censorship was found to be negatively associated with expressing views. Kushin et al. (2019) in
their study found a negative relationship between fear of isolation and willingness to express
views. Like most of the previous studies, Matthes et al. (2012) also observed a strong
relationship between fear of isolation and willingness to self-censorship. Chan (2021) also found
the same results in his study. This study not only identified a positive association between fear of
social isolation and willingness to self-censorship but also found the mediating effects of
willingness to self-censor between fear of social isolation and express support for the party
candidate.

Lee & Kim (2014) examined journalists’ willingness to express views on Twitter. The
results showed that journalists who felt the difference in their opinion in both offline and online
settings on controversial issues were less willing to express their views on Twitter. Conservative
journalists were less willing to discuss controversial issues. The study of Neuwirth (2000) also
showed that neutral respondents, who didn’t have a definite opinion, were not willing to express
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their views. Moreover, respondents who had views consistent with the majority were more
willing to participate in political debate. Gearhart & Zhang (2014) found a negative relationship
between willingness to self-censorship and opinion expression. People who were more willing to
self-censor their views less commented on Facebook. The overall results demonstrated that the
spiral of silence theory is still valid in the context of new media. Baldassare & Katz (1996)
analyzed the impacts of attitude strength on willingness to express one’s opinion publicly. The
results demonstrated that attitude strength plays a crucial role in predicting willingness to discuss
opinions. People who had a great interest in politics were more willing to express their views
publicly. The results further revealed that attitude strength is a dominant agent for breaking the
spiral of silence.

Empirical literature showed that minority opinion holders have a high level of fear of
isolation (Erichsen & Bolliger, 2011; Noelle-Neumann, 1974; Yun & Park, 2011). Fear of social
isolation leads towards willingness to self-censorship (Chan, 2021; Chen, 2018; Fox & Holt,
2018; Hayes et al., 2012). We know very little about the indirect effects of attitude strength
between fear of isolation and willingness to self-censorship.

Spiral of Silence

The theoretical framework of this study is based on the spiral of silence theory which was
developed by a German political scientist Elizabeth Noelle-Neuman in 1974. This theory reflects
a powerful effect model of the media and focuses on societal-level consequences. This theory
states the reasons for disguising opinion, preference, and views of those who fall in minority
groups. According to McQuail (2010), people try to hide their opinion if they feel they are in a
minority and are more willing to express if they realize they are dominant. Subsequently, the
dominant point of view gains more space and an alternative point of view become weaker.
People’s fear of separation is the main cause of concealing views. They try to hide their true
opinion in case of falling into a minority group (Baran & Davis, 2012).

According to the tenets of this theory, people fear to express their views on a
controversial issue. Fear of isolation, fear of reprisal, and fear of segregation are major hurdles in
the expression of views that force the public to observe the social environment before expressing
views. The notion of fear of isolation was introduced by Elizabeth Noelle-Neuman in her book
“The spiral of silence” in 1984. She wrote that we feel fear of being isolated because it is in
human instinct to get respect and appreciation from other human beings. Now the question is
when does spiral effect occur? A spiral effect occurs when minority opinion holders remain
silent in front of a dominant majority opinion. The silence of the minority makes the majority
opinion more powerful. Ultimately, the minority fall prey to fear of social isolation (Rosenberry
& Vicker, 2017). Willingness to self-censor is an important factor of this theory that simply
means to suppress a true opinion due to the disagreement of the audience (Hayes, 2005).

In many ways, the spiral of silence theory is in line with the present study. Social media
users avoid writing critical posts due to the fear of the dominant majority and powerful state
institutions, especially in third world countries. They can’t freely express their views about
political and religious issues. They can neither challenge the dominance of the political elite nor
promote moderate teachings of religion. In the case of sensitive and controversial issues, they
fear to express their views. Minority opinion holders don’t express their views publicly due to
the fear of the loud majority. As a result, the mainstream media don’t report minority opinions
(Rosenberry & Vicker, 2017). Expressing views spontaneously may cause of fear of isolation.
Fear of isolation is the main reason that affects the willingness to speak publicly on a
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controversial topic (McQuail, 2010). That’s why social media users who have minority opinions
prefer silence over expression. The ultimate result of fear of isolation is that it leads users
towards willingness to self-censorship. It is important to mention here that spiral of silence
phenomenon mostly occurs when the topic of conversation is controversial (Neumann, 1993). In
Pakistan, powerful establishment and religious elements are sacred cows. Researchers will find
out whether social media users have a fear of isolation while commenting on state institutions
and religious issues or freely express their views. If they feel fear, does this fear lead them
towards willingness to self-censorship? Figure 1.
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PROPOSED HYPOTHETICAL MODEL
HYPOTHESES

H;:  Dispositional fears of isolation lead social media users towards willingness to self-
censorship.

H,:  Contextual fear of isolation regarding police on social networking sites lead social media
users towards willingness to self-censorship.

Hs:  Contextual fear of isolation regarding the judiciary on social networking sites lead social
media users towards willingness to self-censorship.

Hs:  Contextual fear of isolation regarding the army on social networking sites lead social
media users towards willingness to self-censorship.

Hs:  Contextual fear of isolation regarding religion on social networking sites lead social
media users towards willingness to self-censorship.

He:  Attitude strength towards police mediates between the relationship of contextual fear of
isolation regarding police and willingness to self-censorship.

H;:  Attitude strength towards judiciary mediates between the relationship of contextual fear
of isolation regarding judiciary and willingness to self-censorship.

Hg:  Attitude strength towards army mediates between the relationship of contextual fear of
isolation regarding army and willingness to self-censorship.

5 1939-4691-27-2-108

Citation Information: Arshad, A., Ali, F., Ans, M., Awais, M., & lkhlag, A. (2023). Fear of Isolation on Social Networking Sites
Regarding State Institutions in Pakistan: Attitude Strength as a Mediating Variable. Journal of Organizational
Culture Communications and Conflict, 27(2), 1-14.



Journal of Organizational Culture Communications and Conflict Volume 27, Issue 2, 2023

Ho:  Attitude strength towards religion mediates between the relationship of contextual fear of
isolation regarding religion and willingness to self-censorship.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure

By employing a cross-sectional survey design, this study collected data through a self-
administered questionnaire from 600 university students from various public and private higher
education institutes of Lahore, Punjab, Pakistan with the help of the convenience sampling
technique. The questionnaire contained 61 close-ended items that covered all possible
dimensions of the research topic. Overall, participants took 15 minutes to complete the
questionnaire.

MEASURES

Demographics

This study measured the demographic characteristics of respondents such as gender,
locality, age, ethnicity, sect, qualification, and institution.

Social networking sites usage

Respondents were asked how much time they had spent on Facebook and Twitter
regularly and weekends. The response options include a minimum of 30 minutes and a maximum
of 240 minutes.

Fear of isolation

This study measured dispositional and contextual fear of isolation by adopting a scale
from the study of Hayes et al. (2011). Dispositional (Trait) fear of isolation scale included five
items such as “It is scary to think about not being invited to social gatherings by people I know.”
Apart from measuring dispositional fear of isolation, this study also measured contextual fear of
isolation regarding police, judiciary, army, and religion. Each sub-scale contained four items
such as “I worry about being isolated if people disagree with me if | express my opinion about
Police misconduct on Facebook/Twitter”, “I am afraid that others will judge me if I express my
opinion about the wrong decisions of Judges on Facebook/Twitter”, “I feel I will lose friends or
hurt relationships if | express my opinion about army’s role in politics and their intervention in
government policies on Facebook/Twitter” and “I feel I will lose friends or hurt relationships if |
express my opinion about religious institutions role in spreading extremism in the country on
Facebook/Twitter.”

Attitude strength

Attitude strength towards police, judiciary, army, and religion was measured by adapting
a scale developed by Fox and Holt (2018). Each sub-scale included 7 items such as “If a rich
person and a poor person were under consideration for the same crime, the cops would be more
likely to suspect the poor person”, “Judges who give verdict contrary to law should be charged
with the same crime”, “The military relies on reports of intelligence agencies when they have to
take action against militants” and “Religious scholars/institutions are more likely to discriminate
if the suspect does not belong to their religion.”
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Willingness to self-censorship

Willingness to self-censor scale was adapted from the study of Hayes, Glynn, and
Shanahan (2005). It included eight items such as “It is difficult for me to express my opinion on
Facebook/Twitter if I think others won’t agree with what I say” and “I’d feel uncomfortable if
someone asked my opinion on Facebook/Twitter and I knew that he or she wouldn’t agree with
me.” The responses of the above all constructs were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale
(1=strongly disagree; 2=Disagree; 3=Never; 4=Agree; 5=Strongly Agree).

Data Analysis

Partial least squares (PLS) based structural equation modeling (SEM) technique was used
to empirically test the proposed hypothetical model. This study used a two-stage approach to
assess PLS-SEM results: measurement model and structural model. Through PLS-SEM, we can
test complex model that carries multiple predictors and outcome variables and above all, it works
very well with smaller sample size (Hair et al., 2019). Besides, it can easily handle the reflective
measurement model and provide more accurate results having the greatest statistical power (Hair
et al., 2017). First of all, researchers evaluated the measurement model to examine convergent
and discriminant validity (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). After analyzing the measurement model,
the association and strength between latent variables were explored through structural model
testing after controlling demographic variables Figure 2. PLS bootstrapping (number of bootstrap
samples is 5000) was run through which each coefficient’s significance was evaluated (Streukens
& Leroi-Werelds, 2016).

RESULTS

The results of Table 1 showed the sociodemographic characteristics of the participants.
Of the 650 questionnaires distributed, 600 were retrieved. Out of 600 respondents, there were
327 (54.50 %) males and 273 females (45.50%). Whereas 179 (29.87%) respondents belonged to
rural areas and 421 (70.17%) respondents from urban areas. An overwhelming majority of
respondents 467 (77.83%) were between 18-22 years old, 121 (21.17%) were 23-27 years, 28-32
aged people were 7 (1.2%), and more than 32 age 5 (.8%). The majority of the respondents were
belonging to Punjabi ethnicity 513 (85.50%), Pashtun participants were 30 (5%), 17 (2.83%)
respondents were Baloch and 40 respondents (6.67%) belonged to other ethnicities. Majority 464
(77.33%) were Ahle-Sunnat, 72 (12%) respondents were Ahle-Hadith, 33 (5.50%) respondents
were Ahle-Tasih, 31 respondents (5.17%) belonged to other sects. So far as qualification is
concerned, 426 (71%) were studying at Bachelor level, 141 (23.50%) at Master and 33
respondents (5.50%) were students of Master of Philosophy. 46 respondents (7.67%) were
studying at Government College University, Lahore, 50 respondents (8.33%) at National
University of Modern Languages, Lahore, 156 (26%) at Punjab University, Lahore, 222 (37%)
respondents at University of Central Punjab, Lahore, 55 (9.17%) respondents at University of
Management and Technology, Lahore, and 71(11.83%) respondents were studying at University
of Education, Lahore.

Table 1
SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF
THE PARTICIPANTS

Demographics Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Male 327 54.50
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Female 273 45.50
Locale Rural 179 29.87
Urban 421 70.17
Age 18-22 467 77.83
23-27 121 20.17
28-32 7 1.2
More than 32 5 .8
Ethnicity Punjabi 513 85.50
Pashtun 30 5
Baloch 17 2.83
Any other 40 6.67
Sect Ahle-Sunat 464 77.33
Ahle-Hadith 72 12
Ahle-Tasih 33 5.50
Any other 31 5.17
Qualification Bachelor 426 71
Master 141 23.50
M. Phil 33 5.50
Universities GCU 46 7.67
NUML 50 8.33
PU 156 26
UcCP 222 37
UMT 55 9.17
UOE 71 11.83

Table 2 indicated the results of the convergent and discriminant validity of reflective
constructs. While evaluating reflective measurement models, most of the studies reported these
things (Ringle, et al., 2020). Measurement models with reflective indicators require .70
reliability values for internal consistency reliability and composite reliability (Hair et al., 2019).
All constructs have up to the mark reliability except dispositional fear of isolation and
willingness to self-censor. Chin (1998) suggested that the Average Variance Extracted (AVE)
should be minimum .50 to attain reasonable convergent validity. As shown in the above table,
four constructs attitude strength towards the army, attitude strength towards religion,
dispositional fear, and willingness to self-censor don’t fulfill this criterion due to lower AVE.
Besides, the researcher measured the discriminant validity through the criteria of Fornell &
Larcker (1981). Diagonals (bold values) represent the square root of the AVE while the other
entries represent the correlations. Beta values can be observed in the inner model, loading of
items of different constructs in the outer model, and R? values in constructs. The R® value is
helpful in evaluating the PLS-SEM measurement model Figure 2. According to Falk and Miller
(1992), it should be at least 0.10. In the opinion of Chin (1998), the R? value of 0.67, 0.33, and
0.19 are considered as powerful, moderate, and weak. The R? value of willingness to self-censor
is moderate and attitude strength has extremely lower R? values.

Table 2

ASSESSMENT OF CONVERGENT AND DISCRIMINANT VALIDITY OF

REFLECTIVE CONSTRUCTS

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
AS Army 0.66
AS Judiciary | 0.35 | 0.72
AS Police 0.39] 034 | 0.71
AS Religion | 0.50 | 0.36 | 0.44 | 0.69
CFlArmy (022 014 | 0.09 | 0.08 | 0.80
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CFI Judiciary | 0.16 | 0.17 | -0.06 | 0.05 | 0.59 | 0.79
CFl Police | 0.10| 0.17 | -0.05 | -0.04 | 0.43 | 0.61 | 0.80
CFI Religion | 0.30 | 0.20 | 0.12 | 0.22 | 0.54 | 0.44 | 0.33 | 0.79
DFSI 0.07 | 0.16 | 0.05 | 0.08 | 0.16 | 0.17 | 0.22 | 0.15 | 0.62
WTSC 0.36 | 0.37 | 0.27 | 0.37 |0.28 | 0.30 | 0.24 | 0.29 | 0.21 | 0.57
Cronbach's
Alpha 0.74| 0.76 | 0.81 | 0.78 | 0.81 | 0.80 | 0.82 | 0.80 | 0.63 | 0.66
Composite
Reliability | 0.82| 084 | 0.86 | 0.85 | 0.87 | 0.87 | 0.88 | 0.87 | 0.75 | 0.77
AVE 043 | 051 | 051 | 0.48 | 0.64 | 0.62 | 0.64 | 0.63 | 0.38 | 0.33

Note: AS=Attitude Strength; CFI = Contextual Fear of Isolation; DFSI=Dispositional
Fear of Isolation; WTSC=Willingness to Self-Censorship; AVE=Average Variance Extracted.

FIGURE 2
MEASUREMENT MODEL

Table 3 revealed the results of this study. The results indicated a significant relationship between
dispositional fear of isolation and willingness to self-censorship (3=0.097, t=2.38, p= 017). H1
was supported. The relationship between contextual fear of isolation regarding police and
willingness to self-censorship was non-significant (=0.065, t=1.39, p=0.163). H2 was not
supported. H3 was supported as the relationship between contextual fear of isolation regarding
judiciary and willingness to self-censorship was significant (=0.14, t=2.74, p=0.006). This
study found no relationship between contextual fear of isolation regarding army and willingness
to self-censorship (p=0.08, t=1.65, p=0.09). H4 was not supported. Similarly, the association
between contextual fear of isolation regarding religion and willingness to self-censorship was
non-significant (=0.031, t=0.62, p=0.53). H5 was not supported.

The results further illustrated that there was no relationship between contextual fear of
isolation regarding police and attitude strength towards police (p=-0.05, t=1.01, p=0.31).
Contrary to this, there was a significant relationship between contextual fear of isolation
regarding judiciary and attitude strength towards judiciary ($=0.173, t=3.56, p=0.000),
contextual fear of isolation regarding army and attitude strength towards army ($=0.223, t=5.16,
p=0.000), and contextual fear of isolation regarding religion and attitude strength towards
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religion ($=0.229, t=4.95, p=0.000). Moreover, a significant association was observed in the
relationship between attitude strength towards police and willingness to self-censorship
(B=0.096, t=2.16, p=0.03). Likewise, the relationship between attitude strength towards judiciary
and willingness to self-censorship was statistically significant (f=0.167, t=3.59, p=0.000). The
relationship between attitude strength towards army and willingness to self-censorship was not
significant (=0.09, t=1.74, p=0.08). However, there was a significant relationship between
attitude strength towards religion and willingness to self-censorship (f=0.197, t=3.66, p=0.000).

The results of the indirect effects showed that attitude strength towards police was not a
significant mediator between the relationship of contextual fear of isolation regarding police and
willingness to self-censorship (p=-0.005, t=0.86, p=0.386). H6 was not supported. The results of
this study supported H7 indicating the significant mediating effects of attitude strength towards
judiciary on contextual fear of isolation regarding judiciary and willingness to self-censorship
(B=0.029, t=2.47, p=0.01). In addition, the mediating effects of attitude strength towards the
army were nonsignificant between the relationship of contextual fear of isolation regarding army
and willingness to self-censorship (f=0.022, t=1.56, p=0.117). H8 was not supported. The results
of this study demonstrated a significant mediating role of attitude strength towards judiciary in
the relationship between contextual fear of isolation regarding religion and willingness to self-
censorship (f=0.045, t=3.01, p=0.003). H9 was supported.

Apart from identifying direct and indirect relationships, this study checked the
association between demographics and willingness to self-censorship. Locality (p=0.127,
p=0.003) and ethnicity (=0.082, p=0.04) were found significant predictors of the willingness to
self-censorship. In the below structural model Figure 3, beta and p-values can be seen in the
inner model and t-values in the outer model. A minimum of 1.96 t-values is recommended and
the relationship is significant at .05 levels.

Table 3
RESULTS OF THE DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS
Hypothesis Path B SD | t-value | p-value

DFSI -> WTSC 0.097 | 0.041 | 2.38 0.017
CFI Police -> WTSC 0.065 | 0.047 | 1.39 0.163
CFI Judiciary -> WTSC 0.14 | 0.051| 2.74 0.006
CFl Army -> WTSC 0.08 | 0.048 | 1.65 0.097
CFI Religion -> WTSC 0.031 | 0.049 | 0.62 0.531
CFI Police -> AS Police -0.055 | 0.054 | 1.01 0.311
CFI Judiciary -> AS Judiciary 0.173 | 0.048 | 3.56 .000
CFI Army -> AS Army 0.223 | 0.043 | 5.16 .000
CFI Religion -> AS Religion 0.229 | 0.046 | 4.95 .000
AS Police -> WTSC 0.096 | 0.044 | 2.16 0.031
AS Judiciary -> WTSC 0.167 | 0.047 | 3.59 .000
AS Army -> WTSC 0.099 | 0.057 | 1.74 0.081
AS Religion -> WTSC 0.197 | 0.054 | 3.66 .000
CFI Police -> AS Police -> WTSC -0.005 | 0.006 | 0.86 0.386
CFI Judiciary -> AS Judiciary -> WTSC | 0.029 | 0.012 | 2.47 0.013
CFIl Army -> AS Army -> WTSC 0.022 | 0.014 | 1.56 0.117
CFI Religion -> AS Religion -> WTSC | 0.045 | 0.015| 3.01 0.003
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FIGURE 3
STRUCTURAL MODEL

DISCUSSION

Building on the spiral of silence theory, this study investigates the relationship between
fear of isolation and willingness to self-censorship through the mediating role of attitude
strength. The result derived from this study demonstrates that dispositional fear of isolation has a
significant relationship with willingness to self-censorship. These results are compatible with
previous studies (Chan, 2021; Chen, 2018; Fox & Holt, 2018). It is clear from these results that
social media users are more willing to self-censor their views due to the fear of social isolation.

The relationship between contextual fear of isolation regarding police and willingness to
self-censorship is nonsignificant. This result is contrary to the study of Fox and Holt (2018). In
Pakistan, social media users openly criticize ‘Thana culture’ (Traditional police culture) on
social networking sites. They are even more comfortable criticizing the loopholes of police as
compared to other state institutions. In 2019, Punjab Police’s Counter-Terrorism Department
murdered a couple along with a Taxi driver in an encounter based on the wrong intelligence
information. Social media users denounced Sahiwal killings and supported victims. So, the
observed results seem compatible with ground realities.

The relationship between contextual fear of isolation regarding judiciary and willingness
to self-censorship is significant. Right now, judicial activism is on the rise. Judiciary has gained a
lot of power after Pakistan’s Lawyers Movement. Judges in higher courts are demonstrating their
power by taking Suo Moto notices. Recently, the Supreme Court took suo moto of a video viral
on social media. This video contains derogatory remarks against a judge. People fear while
commenting on decisions of the judiciary because it leads them towards self-censorship.
Contrary to researchers’ expectations, this study doesn’t find a direct association between
contextual fear of isolation regarding army and religion and self-censorship. Future studies must
take into consideration this important point and investigate this relationship in different opinion
climate conditions. Powerful military establishment and religion are sacred cows in Pakistan.
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These two institutions are above the law. Nobody can dare to challenge the supremacy of these
two institutions. Apparently, the results of military and religion seem irrational. Neuman (1974)
claimed that people try to hide their true opinions when they fall into a minority group. The
insignificant results may be the outcome of this proposition of a spiral framework. In addition to
the loud majority and silent minority factors, researchers collected data in Lahore, the capital of
Punjab. Punjabis are usually considered conservatives who have a higher inclination towards
army and sympathy for militant Jihadi groups. The results will be probably different if we test
this theory in other areas of Pakistan.

This study has made a little effort by investigating a psychological antecedent attitude
strength that significantly predicted the willingness to self-censorship. Contextual fear has also
positive effects on attitude strength. Besides, this study also observed the indirect effects of
attitude strength. The results indicate that attitude strength towards judiciary and religion are
significant mediators between fear of isolation and self-censorship (see Table 3). The overall
results of this study have testified the authenticity of the spiral framework.

This study is limited in terms of generalizing results. This study collected data through
convenience sampling technique. Due to applying a sampling technique of non-probability
sampling, the results can’t be generalized to the overall population. Future studies need to
generalize results by having a representative sample. Besides, it also remains for future
investigations to test CFl -> AS -> WTSC under different opinion climate conditions. Future
researchers should move a step forward and explore the moderating mechanism e.g. network
heterogeneity. Despite limitations, this study contributes to the existing literature of the spiral of
silence by investigating the mediating role of attitude strength and testing the basic proposition
of the spiral of silence framework in the context of Pakistan.

CONCLUSION

To summarize, this study examines the fear of isolation on social networking sites
regarding religious extremism and state institutions and checks its effects on willingness to self-
censorship under the framework of the spiral of silence. Furthermore, this study investigates the
mediating effects of attitude strength. The results showed that dispositional fear of isolation has a
positive and direct relationship with willingness to self-censorship. Furthermore, contextual fears
of isolation regarding judiciary lead social media users towards self-censorship. Attitude strength
significantly predicted willingness to self-censorship in all state institutions except army. This
study also observed statistically significant indirect effects of contextual fear of isolation on
willingness to self-censorship via attitude strength towards judiciary and religion.
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