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Abstract

This research investigates how political polarization, participation, and ideologies of college-age

(18-26) students in the United States are affected by the social media platform TikTok.

Preceding studies have found that social media does have the ability to increase political

polarization and participation. Studies conducted on specific social media platforms have found

mixed results on the ability of said platforms to increase political extremism. Previous research

conducted on TikTok specifically has found a relationship between shifting political ideologies

and the use of TikTok, however, whether these changes became more or less extreme was

unclear in the research. This study was conducted using both data collected from an algorithm

audit as well as original survey data. The data shows that TikTok feeds users more political

content the more it is interacted with, with Republican content being shown almost 26% more

than Democrat content. While the results of the survey suggest that the use of TikTok does have

a positive relationship with voter turnout, these results were not statistically significant.

However, it appears there is a clear relationship between the two. Additionally, the data indicate a

significant correlation between large amounts of time spent on TikTok and holding extreme political

beliefs.
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Introduction

Is social media reshaping the way we think about politics? Television and the morning paper are

not the only way news is being consumed thanks to social media. Social media platforms have

allowed individuals of all ages to share their viewpoints with users all over the world in a matter

of seconds. In recent years, as the use of social media has grown rapidly and researchers have

taken interest in how information is being digested, some researchers argue that social media has

affected the way people act politically (Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, 2019, Lelkes et al., 2017). Lelkes

et al. found that access to the internet increases partisan hostility. However, Boxell et al. argue

that the internet cannot be linked to an increase in polarization (Lelkes et al., 2017, Boxell et al.,

2017). With the recent rise of MAGA and fierce quasi-socialists, there is no doubt that, at the

very least, people have become more confident talking about their political opinions regardless

of affiliation. It is through the internet, specifically social media, that many of these opinions

have spread and grown into massive movements. The question arises then, has social media,

specifically TikTok, helped push people down the pipeline of extremism? And subsequently, has

this affected the increased political polarization seen recently in the US? As the social media

space continues to grow and youth spend increasing amounts of time, it is crucial to understand

the impact of this new phenomena.

Early literature has been limited to social media sites such as Facebook (Kushin &

Kitchener, 2009). More recently, Twitter and Instagram have been investigated, and a few

studies have been conducted suggesting that social media can positively affect political

polarization (Pew Research Center, 2014. Finkel et al., 2020. Bail et al., 2018. Parmelee &

Roman, 2020). One of the most prominent forms of social media sweeping the world currently
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is TikTok, a social media app mainly designed to host short videos, spanning topics from

dancing to campaigning. TikTok has over 1 billion users monthly, making it one of the largest

social media apps in the world (Thanks a Billion! TikTok Newsroom, 2021). Recently, political

figures, such as congressman Jeff Jackson, have noticed the hold TikTok has on the nation and

have begun to use it to communicate directly with their constituents through the app. Due to the

relative newness of TikTok, there is very little research that has been done on how it impacts

political issues. As of yet, there is no research on the impact TikTok may have on political

polarization. As well, no research has been conducted on extremism pipelines within the app.

The purpose of this research is to understand where TikTok falls into the issue of political

polarization, extremism pipelines, and political participation or what the potential effects this

social media app may have on these matters. This work aims to close the gap in understanding

between the broader implications of social media, and TikTok specifically, to assist future work

in understanding the cultural importance of the app in the political sphere.

Literature Review

This portion of the paper reflects on some key studies that helped guide my research

process and understanding. It includes studies conducted on different social media sites, as well

as TikTok. These studies help provide a foundation for my research and have influenced my

hypotheses.

Political Participation

A common issue with political participation is that young people are eligible to vote but
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do not. However, there is hope social media could bring these levels of participation up.

Moeller et al (2018) discussed the importance of youth voters and questioned whether

youth-related digital news could influence young voters' participation. They found that digital

news was a significant and positive factor in youth participation, but that television and print

news had no significant effect. They expressed their concern for the lack of youth-related news,

as their study found that young people are more likely to participate when they are exposed to

it. Mustapha and Omar (2020) go a bit deeper in their recent study on Nigerian youth to

determine that online participation is the only thing significantly and positively affected by

digital media. And, while offline participation is positively affected, it is not statistically

significant.

In the literature, there is some concern of a recent phenomenon called “slacktivism”

wherein social media users participate in the least time-consuming way, such as watching a

debate. However, this interaction is limited, as it did not lead to offline political participation.

Vitak et al. (2011) investigated this issue and found some unsettling results. Using 683 randomly

sampled university students' responses, they found that although Facebook users who interacted

with political messages were highly likely to politically participate (p > 0.001), their method of

participation was with “low in resource intensity” in areas that do not have much impact (Vitak

et al. 2011).

Political Polarization

Political polarization is on the rise in the US, with a multitude of citizens growing

increasingly suspicious of the opposite party each year. A healthy debate between different

parties is extremely important to a democracy that wishes to remain healthy, however, over the

years, political discussions have swung away from these types of debates and towards a much
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darker manifestation. In 1994 only 16% of surveyed Democrats believed Republicans threatened

the nation's wellbeing; similarly, 17% of surveyed Republicans thought the same about

Democrats. This figure has grown at an alarming rate. As of 2014, 38% of Democrats' report

views of Republicans as being very unfavorable and 43% of Republicans expressing a similar

sentiment towards Democrats (Pew Research Center, 2014). Many scholars argue that this

polarization stems from social media use (Finkel et al., 2020 and Lelkes et al., 2017). As the rate

of social media use has increased, so too has polarization within the US.

As described by Finkel et al., a new type of polarization is on the rise. It has been

dubbed political sectarianism, and “consists of three core ingredients: othering – the tendency

to view opposing partisans as essentially different or alien to oneself; aversion – the tendency to

dislike and distrust the opposing partisans; and moralization – the tendency to view opposing

partisans as iniquitous (Finkel et al., 2020)”. The authors dig into the cause and consequences

of political sectarianism in this article to understand how polarization has changed in the US

over the years. They suggest that one major cause of this type of polarization is the

manifestation of “mega-identity,” wherein political orientation has shifted away from just

policy agreement to demographics such as race, gender, and education (Finkel et al., 2020).

Other causes include increasing economic inequality within the US and the subsequent

movement towards a much more conservative ideology by the Republican party; this appears to

have lead citizens to view both parties as being much more extreme than they might be and

politicians to increasingly chase donations from “ideological extreme donors” (Finkel et al.,

2020). Lastly, this article suggests that social media has been a large contributor to the increase

of political sectarianism. The use of social media algorithms and the idea of ‘echo chambers’

(where users are only shown content they agree with and only interact with other users that

align with their viewpoints) are used by social media companies to increase engagement by
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keeping users in a space where their ideas are not challenged, and thus limiting exposure to

counter-attitudinal content (Finkel et al., 2020). In the same vein, a study published in 2020

looked at echo chambers specifically on Instagram and found that there was a high level of

‘selective avoidance’ behavior on the app (Parmelee & Roman, 2020).

Another article explores the ways in which the internet furthers political polarization.

Lelkes et al. (2017) found that broadband internet access is related to a much higher amount of

partisan media consumption compared to dial-up. Further, a review of studies conducted by the

NYU Stern Institute confirmed that social media does increase polarization due to both the

problem of echo chambers and algorithms that push like-minded content (Barrett et al., 2021).

Algorithms and interaction with them have been a major point of contention within the academic

field of social media study. Algorithms work to keep users engaged and interactive with the

content. The upside of these programs for their companies is that users are being shown content

they like and relate to. Unfortunately, the lack of opposing viewpoints has many researchers

interested in how the content can then influence user's perceptions.

Authors such as Barrett et al. (2021), Finkel et al. (2020), and Flaxman et al. (2016)

agree that, to some extent, political polarization is the result of echo chambers online. In their

study using an internet add-on application allowing the researchers to access web-browser

behavior, Flaxman et al. (2016) found that nearly all the participants existed in an echo chamber.

This is concerning because social media actively segregates information to provide content the

user is more likely to interact with (Flaxman et al., 2016). Congruent with these findings is a

study conducted by Ro’ee Levy in 2021 which focused specifically on Facebook. In the author's

field study participants opted into news subscriptions based on their treatment group; liberal,

conservative. Control groups were created to compare how pro-attitudinal and

counter-attitudinal news affected participants' views of the opposing party (Levy, 2021). There
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are a few important takeaways from this study. The first is that Facebook’s algorithm shows

fewer counter-attitudinal posts to individuals accounts, indicating that the algorithms used by

social media are more likely to provide users with content they already agree with. It also also

found that exposure to counter-attitudinal news decreased the negative feeling towards opposing

parties, suggesting that users who are exposed to information that does not Aline with their

beliefs can decrease polarization (Levy, 2021).

In a contrasting study published in 2018 about Twitter, Bail et al. found that exposure

to counter-attitudinal political content caused Republicans specifically to become more

conservative after the treatment. However, they caution the reader that this result may stem

from Republicans being exposed to political information rather than the fact that the messages

were from the opposing ideology (Bail et al., 2018).

The effect of echo chambers on political polarization is highly contested within the field,

as varying results have been found. Researchers have argued that while political polarization has

increased greatly, the main demographic that sees an increase in polarization were those aged 65

and older. This, coupled with the fact that social media use is the least used by this demographic,

leads researchers to assume that social media is not a direct cause of polarization (Boxell et al.,

2017). Another article suggests that while there has been evidence found that supports the

concept of echo chambers, many researchers do not take into account that most US citizens are

not informed on politics and do not take active steps to engage in content that contains political

information; only 20% of surveyed US adults report getting their news from social media

regularly (Guess et al., 2018). This suggests that those who do engage in political content on

social media regularly are the type of individuals that purposefully surround themselves with

pro-attitudinal content to stay informed with news sources they trust. The same article found that

a positive result on echo chambers leading to an increase in political polarization are dependent
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on the research methodology. Guess et al. (2018) found that studies using labs and surveys tend

to find more evidence for echo chambers and political polarization, while field behavioral data

tend to show weaker results. Another argument against this hypothesis is that the study of online

behavior may not translate into offline behavior, and, therefore, online news segregation cannot

compare to offline behavior. However, a 2011 study focusing on this argument found that while

online ideological segregation of news was slightly higher than most offline news, it was lower

than segregations of face-to-face interactions, suggesting that online and offline news

segregation are comparable (Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2011).

Other authors suggest that exposure to like-minded media can alleviate polarization. In

an online field study published by Donghee Jo in 2017, it was found that consumers are more

likely to ingest news media that corroborates their political ideologies because they trust

harmonious information. The author proposes that when participants were able to choose which

news source they consumed, they learned more, and their political opinions became more

moderate. This led the authors to suggest that bringing polarization down might be helped with

selective exposure to partisan media (Jo, 2017). When participants were able to choose what

information they consumed, it furthered their learning, and as Jo suggested, allowed for a

decrease in polarization (2017). The author argues that unfamiliar news media can lead to a

reduction in learning and an increase in polarization (Jo, 2017). In a Pew study conducted in

2020, it was found that Americans who consume news mainly from social media are less

knowledgeable about politics. Viewing this information with that of Jo (2017): 1) a reduction in

learning causes polarization and 2) Americans who consume news through social media are less

knowledgeable in politics, it can be inferred that social media use can be associated with the

increase in political polarization in the US (Pew Research Center, 2020).

Overall, the results are mixed and dependent on the research methodology. One study
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argues that the demographic which has the highest degree of polarization is the same

demographic that accesses social media the least and therefore, social media cannot be the cause

of political polarization (Boxell et al., 2017). Others argue that social media algorithms push

like-minded content, thus creating echo chambers and limiting counter-attitudinal news which

increases polarization (Levy, 2021, Flaxman et al., 2016, Barrett et al., 2021, Bail et al., 2018).

Further research into specific social media sites will help to bring consensus in the field and is

an important focus of this paper's research.

Social Media And Extremism Pipelines

In recent years there has been much discussion surrounding social media and the

algorithmic possibility to push users down an alt-right pipeline. With access to the internet

comes access to information on just about anything, and it has been questioned whether this has

made political extremism easier to fall into. In the previous section, social media algorithms and

echo chambers were discussed in the context of political polarization. However, there is

academic discourse surrounding the ability of social media algorithms to suggest content that

users might not have searched for on their own. The goal of social media companies is to make

money by keeping users interacting with their sites. How they do this may differ significantly

across platforms, however the end goal remains the same. Whether the algorithms are pushing

content that reinforces personal beliefs, or content that is dependent on its shock value, my

interest is to understand how algorithms can lead users down pipelines they might not have

happened upon independently.

YouTube, a video content-based social media site, has been the object of much research,
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as it has a unique algorithm that suggests new video content upon the completion of the previous

video, often recommending similar content to the ones already viewed. One study found

significant evidence that YouTube’s algorithm recommends ‘Alt-Lite’ (described as a middle

group that distances itself from white supremacy ideologies but often stays around the fringes of

the topic) content after videos that contain similar content (Ribeiro et al., 2020). The same article

argued that there is a significant correlation between users commenting on mild content and the

migration of said users into more extreme Alt-Right videos over a short period of time.

Alt-right videos had a very high concentration of comments compared to average video content,

and the authors believe this to be an indicator of the radicalization pipeline on YouTube (Ribeiro

et al., 2020).

Another report published in 2018 by Rebecca Lewis found that YouTube ‘influencers’

have created a community that, on the surface, might seem to be within the limits of

conservatism, however when individuals follow just a small amount of these influences they are

very likely to encounter other similar influencers. This demonstrates how easy it is for

individuals to find themselves engaging with more extreme influencers, regardless of how many

they interact with. Lewis argues that these social networks on YouTube help to normalize

extremist viewpoints and coupled with the algorithm's ability to suggest attention-grabbing

videos, allows for an Alt-Right pipeline on YouTube (2018). The academia is not in consensus

about this notion, however a contrasting study argues against the notion that YouTube’s

algorithm promotes extremist content. This article found that YouTube’s algorithm discourages

radical content and instead will suggest videos from mainstream media sources, rather than

smaller extremist channels (Ledwich & Zaitsev, 2019). The authors found, surprisingly, that the

algorithm suggests less extreme content even after watching videos deemed ‘conspiracy’

(Ledwich & Zaitsev, 2019). Once again, the academic consensus in this field is not homologous,
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prompting this paper's research into algorithms and content suggestions.

A Brief Overview of the Literature on TikTok

TikTok is a video-based social media platform, much like YouTube, that was released in

the US in 2018. Since then, the platform has grown astronomically. It is currently the most

downloaded smartphone application in 2020 (Guindaudeau et al., 2022). Due to the newness of

the app, there has been very little research conducted around it. Importantly, the app is owned by

a Chinese company, and data from the company is less accessible as compared to that of Twitter

or Facebook data, making this app more difficult to study. Nonetheless, three articles have been

selected due to their relevance to the topic. However, a reader would be hard-pressed to find any

other studies conducted.

The first study looks at the functionality of TikTok and attempts to understand its

popularity. The authors found three very important and distinctive elements that allow the app

to stand out against any other social media. The first is that follower count does not matter the

way it does on other platforms such as Instagram, where more followers equals more “success.”

Instead, it found that the number of followers is less likely to predict the success of a video

based on views (Guindaudeau et al., 2022). This means that the line between consumer and

creator is blurred. The second is that the interaction between consumer and creator is very high.

The number of those who create content is nearly as high as those who interact with it. Lastly,

the ‘virability’ of TikTok is unlike any other social media and far greater than its cousin site,

YouTube (Guindaudeau et al., 2022). This means that for any creator, regardless of follower

count or previous success, the ability to go viral is very achievable.
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The second article examines TikTok and its effect on political ideologies. Using surveys,

the author found that TikTok users between the ages of 18-25 majority shared that since

downloading TikTok they have shifted their political ideology “a great deal” or “a lot” (Church,

2022). While the author cautions the reader not to assume TikTok is the causal factor towards

the political shift in participants, the study still illustrates an important focus of TikTok's

influence on political ideologies. The final research study is a review of the methods used to

study TikTok. The authors found that due to the lack of data accessible through the company,

along with the newness of the app, there has been little to no congruency between methods used

to study the app (Kanthawala et al., 2022).

Guiding Hypotheses

Young voters are among the most important and influential demographic in the political

space. TikTok has already drastically changed many industries such as music and Hollywood, so

it is logical to assume it holds some power over politics. Rebeiro et. al. (2021) looked

specifically at YouTube and found that there is “user radicalization on YouTube” and that there

is evidence that YouTube can send users down an alt-right pipeline. If this is possible on a

long-form video content social media site, there is likely a connection to the short-form video

content found on TikTok. Through a unique feature called the “For You Page” (FYP), TikTok

can expose users to a wide variety of videos in a way that no other social media platform can,

leading to my exploration into how this broad range of video content might be narrowed down

by users' interaction with specific types of videos i.e., more political, or less political depending

on the user. Most of these studies had broad age ranges and were conducted when these social
15



media platforms were brand new, leaving a gap in the knowledge surrounding the younger

generation's interactions with the app. Current academic studies are limited and there is very

little research done on TikTok, specifically. The guiding questions for this research are: 1) Does

TikTok lead to more political polarization? 2) Does online TikTok political interaction correlate

with offline political participation? And 3) does TikTok lead users down the path of political

extremism?

H1: TikTok’s algorithm feeds users like-minded content thus creating an echo chamber

and increasing political polarization.

H2: The “For You Page” on TikTok pushes users down particular algorithm-presented

videos favoring either party thus allowing for exposure to extremist ideologies and

radical political thought.

H3: College-age students who use TikTok are more likely to vote in both midterm and

presidential elections.

H4: College-age students using TikTok are likelier to participate in offline political

events.

H5: College-age students who spend more than 3 or more hours daily on TikTok will

have more extreme political beliefs.

TikTok Algorithm Audit

While the core research for this paper surrounds individuals' interactions with TikTok, it

is important to begin with brief supplemental information about the TikTok algorithm, and how

it may increase polarization and lead users down extremism pipelines, specifically among
16



college-age students. The college-age demographic is one of the most influential in elections

currently, and it is also one of the most influenced by social media (Winograd et al., 2023,

Demographics of Social Media Users and Adoption in the United States, 2021). TikTok’s unique

algorithm can feed users information they might not normally seek out. Using a field technique

called an audit study, three TikTok fictious accounts were created. Each of these accounts had a

role to play. One account aimed to mimic a person who interacts only with Republican political

content, a second aimed to mimic a person interacting with only Democratic political content,

and a third aimed to act as a control. This field experiment will attempt to control the

environment on TikTok to understand how interacting with certain specific content can alter the

type of TikTok videos that are presented to a user.

Methods

To further understand how users might be presented with videos, and how interacting

with said content can change how users interact with the app, I first made three separate TikTok

accounts, each using a brand-new email, and provided no other information. Throughout the

process of collecting this data, I categorized the type of videos consumed and the frequency with

which they appeared. After creating a spreadsheet, I inserted time stamps for each video that was

interacted with. I then recorded the URL of the TikTok post, the username of the person who

posted the video, a brief description of the video, why it was considered political, and the

political hashtags that were used in the caption of the video, as seen in Figure 1. By allowing the

algorithm to naturally take me in any direction, it mimics how new users interact with the app

and provides a basis for my understanding of the algorithm and its potential pipelines.
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Figure 1: Screenshot of TikTok Algorithm Audit Recordings

Table 1: Summary of Results of the TikTok Algorithm Audit

Time Spent Time Between Start

and First Political

Video

Number of Videos

18



Control 1 hour 35 minutes 1

Republican 1 hour 15 minutes 22

Democrat 1 hour 58 minutes 7

The first account acted as a control whose main purpose was to observe how TikTok’s

For You Page (FYP) works when users do not interact in any way other than watching the

videos, such as liking the video, commenting, saving, or clicking on the profile of the creator.

While logged into the control account, I scrolled through the TikTok FYP and noted any

political content that arose but did not interact by “liking” the video.

I made the second account to better understand how Republican/conservative content is

presented, when the users only interact with conservative content. With this account, I scrolled

through the FYP and only “liked” content that had a conservative viewpoint. Figure 1 below

shows an example of the type of content that appeared on the Republican account. I considered

something to be conservative if it: 1) was from a known conservative news source such as Fox

News, 2) was from an account that described itself as a conservative TikTok page, 3) contained

content that shed a negative light on the democratic party in any way, 4) contained content

posted by conservative politicians, 5) contained content that is tied to conservative viewpoints

such as anti-abortion ideology or second amendment rights or, 6) made fun of democrats in any

way.
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Figure 2: Example of Republican Content on the TikTok For You Page
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The third and final account was created to understand how Democrat/liberal content is

pushed to users when only liberal content is interacted with. I followed the same methods used

for the conservative account and only “liked” content demonstrating democrat and left-leaning

ideologies. I considered something to be liberal content if it: 1) was from a known liberal news

source such as CNN, 2) was from an account that described itself as a liberal TikTok page, 3)

contained content that shed a negative light on the Republican party in any way, 4) contained

content by liberal politicians, 5) contained content that is tied to liberal viewpoints such as

pro-choice abortion ideology or gun control, or 5) made fun of Republicans in any way. Figure 3

shows an example of this type of content that was interacted with.
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Figure 3: Example of Democratic Content on the TikTok For You Page

22



I spent a total of one hour on each of these accounts across multiple days. For example,

on day one using the conservative account I spent a total of 35 minutes on TikTok and on day

two spent 20 minutes on TikTok. I did not search for anything, nor did I follow any accounts. I

did not comment or click on any of the hashtags or account profiles, to maintain as few biases

on the account. All the accounts maintained their auto generated usernames and were not linked

to me in any way. TikTok has released very little information on how its algorithm works, but

according to a New York Times article by Ben Smith, which had access to insider information,

the algorithm prioritizes keeping people on the app as long as possible (2021). Watch time, or

the amount of time spent watching or rewatching a video is another important factor that can

change how an individual's FYP behaves (Smith, 2021). Each video is given a score based on

an equation used by the company, those videos with the highest score are pushed to a wider

range of users than videos with a lower score (Smith, 2021).

Results

The guiding hypothesis for this audit is that the more each account interacts with its

specific content the more that type of content will be pushed onto the FYP. In doing this audit, I

found the results to be supportive of H1 and H2. It does appear that TikTok feeds user’s

like-minded content. With both the Democratic and Republican accounts, the more I interacted

with each respective content type, the more that type of content appeared on the FYP. The

control account saw only one political video within the hour showing that when political content

is not interacted with it is not shown widely on the FYP.

Interestingly, the Republican account pushed more like-minded content within the hour
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than either other account. After fifteen minutes, the account saw its first conservative video

consisting of a Fox News report. After another six minutes of scrolling the account saw its

second conservative video. It took an average of thirteen minutes between the next three videos

to see more Republican videos. However, after those first five videos the rest of the account saw

almost purely conservative content. The posting of new content averaged 1.5 minutes between

each conservative video and decreased to 0.57 seconds between each conservative video by the

end of the hour. In total, over the entire hour, the Republican account interacted with 22

individual videos which then created an FYP that was completely saturated with conservative

content.

The Democratic account also saw an increase in like-minded content over time, but it

was not nearly as quick or as much as the Republican account. It took 58 minutes for the first

Democratic video to show up on the FYP, which was a creator showing Republicans in a

negative light. After this first interaction, it took an average of 1.86 minutes between each video,

with a total of seven videos during the hour. This difference was dramatic, as compared to the

Republican account and provides an interesting insight into what types of political content

TikTok may be pushing.

Over the hour the control account saw only one slightly Republican-leaning video. This

video was seen 45 minutes into the hour and showed a woman wearing a shirt with Donald

Trump on it and the caption was #Trump. Over the entire hour, there was no other political

content.

Analysis
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At the beginning of this research the question was asked: does TikTok lead to more

political polarization? The literature indicates a debate on whether different types of social

media can cause political polarization. Some researchers argued that Facebook and Twitter cause

this polarization ( (Levy, 2021, Bail et al., 2018), while others argued that the age group which

reports the highest level of political polarization is the one which frequents social media the least

(Boxell et al., 2017). The problem of echo chambers is also contested in the field, with some

studies finding evidence that political polarization results from echo chambers (Barrett et al.,

2021, Finkel et al., 2020, Flaxman et al., 2016) while others arguing this is not the case (Guess et

al., 2018). The results of the algorithm audit show that TikTok does feed users like-minded

content constantly, prompting echo chambers and possible polarization. The algorithm seems to

have the ability to manipulate how much political content is pushed onto the user’s FYP. In the

case of the Republican account, conservative content almost entirely dominated the feed within a

very short amount of time. After the first five videos were “liked,” the feed became saturated

with conservative narratives. On the other hand, the Democratic account saw much less

interaction with liberal content, and it took longer for the feed to become more saturated, but the

feed was never filled entirely with liberal content. The control account provided an important

baseline that highlighted how important interaction with videos is to the content of a user's FYP.

When scrolling on the FYP users need to interact with the content by liking, commenting, or

saving, for the algorithm to understand users' preferences. The control account also shows that

when there is no interaction on the FYP, political content is not presented often. Users must

interact with political content to see it on their FYP.

The hypothesis surrounding this audit suggested that the more each respective content

post was interacted with, the more the feed would become saturated, leading to users finding

more extreme content the more time they spent on the app. The results of this audit were in
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support of the hypothesis: there was indeed more Republican/Democratic content depending on

interaction. As seen in Table 1, both accounts saw an increase in their respective political content

the more it was interacted with, with the control seeing only one political video the entire time.

This is no surprise, as most social media push content that users seem to enjoy keeping

people engaged. The surprising result of this audit shows how much faster Republican content is

fed to users as opposed to the Democrat account. Interestingly, the Republican account saw a

much larger amount of political content than any other account. This might suggest that TikTok

pushes more conservative content than liberal. While TikTok does not indicate any sort of

political association, it would be interesting for future research to explore why this might be the

case. The main bulk of the videos seen on the Republican account were Fox News clips, and the

second largest majority were videos making fun of Democrats or attempting to show them in a

negative light. There were no videos from official government personnel, and the only official

account that was shown on the FYP was a video from the NRA.

The Democrat account saw drastically fewer videos and, of the seven total videos, five

of them attempted to shed a negative light on Republicans. Many of these videos were recycled

content from Twitter or clips taken from news reports. There were no official accounts seen and

none by government officials. Overall, while H1 and H2 are supported by these findings, it also

seems that Republican/conservative content is shown more than Democrat content. The control

account supports H1 and H2, showing that when no political videos are interacted with,

political content is rarely shown on the FYP.

The results of the algorithm audit show the importance of understanding how social

media giants push content, as well as how easy it is for users to fall into extreme echo chambers

while on TikTok specifically. During the algorithm audit, the accounts were created and accessed

on my personal phone. This means that information could have been acquired about the
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accounts' owner, which may have influenced what content was shown on the FYP. The control

account did show that there was almost no political content, which could indicate that no data

was taken off my personal device to curate a particular FYP feed.

TikTok Survey

To understand how college-age students interact with TikTok and politics, a survey was

conducted. The surveys aim to increase understanding around whether there is a relationship

between TikTok, polarization, and extremism pipelines. This data will allow me to study how

TikTok is correlated with users' political feelings towards others and attempt to measure

polarization potentially caused by the app. These questions can uncover how college-age

students spend their time on TikTok and how political content is consumed.

Methods

This research was conducted from March 8th to the 21st, 2023 with an original survey.Using an

online software called Qualtrics, the survey was sent out to college-age students to understand better how

TikTok might influence the respondent's political viewpoints. This survey was shared via email by

professors who agreed to host the survey in their classes and through social media. This survey was shared

with over 3,000 college students to obtain a sample that mimics the demographics of US college students.

Any individual was welcome to participate, however, there were some qualifications required to finish the

survey.
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To participate in the survey, individuals first had to consent to participate.Individuals also had to

have been within the ages of 18 to 26 years, they must have been enrolled in a university, and they must

have been US citizens. Individuals who did not qualify for this research were automatically blocked from

completing the survey. The first half of the survey questions consisted of demographic questions and were

used to compare the data to a nationally representative sample. The second half consisted of questions

such as how often do you access TikTok, how much time do you spend on TikTok per day, do you follow

political creators on TikTok (political creators can be defined as candidates, government officials, news

reporters who center around politics, and those who make political commentary), and have you ever

changed your mind about a political issue or candidate based on what you've seen on TikTok? The full list

of questions can be found in Appendix A. These questions are based on the Pew Research Center topline

questionnaires in similar research to maintain the best survey structure. 380 individuals began the survey,

but only 229 individuals met my inclusion criteria. I first calculated descriptive statistics of my sample

and then used bivariate correlations to test my hypotheses.

Demographic Information

Figures 4 and 5 show the demographics of the sample. It is important to note that about

80% of the sample identified themselves as both white and a woman, with only 17% of the

samples identifying as male. These demographics are not quite similar to the national

representative sample, as 75.8% of Americans identify as white, and 50.5% identify as women

(Quick Facts United States, 2022). Instead, this data gives an account of a white woman's

interaction with TikTok more than any other demographic.
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Figure 4: Gender Demographic Results

Figure 5: Race Demographic Results

Measures
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This survey contained multiple-choice, Likert-style scale on both a 5 and 10-point scale and

included drop-down selection questions. Within the Likert-style questions, the points assigned

value varied by question. The same version of this survey was offered to all those who qualified.

However, students were not required to answer any question they did not feel comfortable with.

TikTok For You Page Content

This survey included questions regarding the type of content respondents have

encountered while scrolling through the FYP on TikTok. “How often do you see the following

types of content on TikTok? 0 being never and 10 being constantly” prompt the respondents to

scale how often they interacted with different categories of content such as political, comedy, and

sports. See Appendix A for a full list of the categories. Respondents could scale their responses

for each category of content on a scale between zero and ten, zero being never, five being a

moderate amount, and ten being constantly.

Political Self-Censorship

Two more questions on this survey used the Likert-style scale to understand how respondents

self-censor themselves around family and friends as well as online. “How often do you

self-censor your political views in person?” and “How often do you self-censor your political

views online?” were both asked on a five-point scale. One being never, two being rarely, three

being occasionally, four being often, and five being always.
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Results

The results of the survey show that more than half of the respondents identified as Democrat

(54.15%), as seen in Figure 6. The second largest group identified as Independent (19.21%). The

percent of people identifying as Republican (17.90%) was similar to those identifying as

Independent. About 4% of respondents were not sure how they identified. 2.62% identified with

parties not listed, and about 2% of the respondents preferred not to reveal their political

identities. About 78% of the respondents indicated they had voted in the last presidential

election. 21% did not vote, and less than 1% preferred not to say whether they had or not. The

full list of these results can be found in Appendix B.

Figure 6: Respondents Partisanship Demographics

Generally, all the respondents indicated they used TikTok (89.95%) and 36% indicated

they spend 1 to 2 hours daily on the app. A little over 27% of respondents use TikTok for 2 to 3
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hours daily, while about 9% spend 3 to 4 hours and about 7% spend over 4 hours on the app.

About 18% indicated they spent less than an hour daily on TikTok. See Appendix B for the full

results.

Figure 7: Percentage of Respondents Who Indicated they Used TikTok

Over half of the respondents indicated that their FYP was mostly political content and

that this content aligned their political viewpoints. About 30% of the respondents indicated that

the video content they experienced on TikTok was more extreme than their personal

viewpoints. Only about 10% of the respondents indicated they saw less extreme content than

their personal political ideologies. (See Appendix B).

Testing H3 and H4

Figure 8 shows the bivariate correlations between those who indicated they voted in the
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most recent presidential election, and how they interacted on TikTok. As indicated below, those

who voted had a statistically significant positive relationship with their FYP containing

political content at the 0.05 level.
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Figure 8: Bivariate Correlations between TikTok Use and Voting in the 2020

Presidential Elections

The other statistically significant result showed that those who learned new political information

on TikTok, those who were considered highly frequent TikTok users, and those who spent at

least 3 hours daily on TikTok were negatively associated with voting in the presidential elections.

These bivariate relationships were statistically significant at the 0.05 level.
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Figure 9: Bivariate Correlations between TikTok Use and Votes in the 2022

Midterm Elections

Interestingly, those who indicated they voted in the midterm elections had similar results

as those who indicated they voted in the presidential election. As seen in Figure 9, there was a

positive correlation between those who voted in the midterm and saw political content on the

FYP. This relationship was statistically significant at the 0.05 level. While following political

creators and interacting with political content on TikTok showed a negative correlation with

voting the most recent midterm, these bivariate correlations are not statistically significant.
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Figure 10: Bivariate Correlations between TikTok Use and Offline Political

Participation

Figure 10 shows the relationship between offline political participation and TikTok use.

Respondents who indicated they saw political content on the FYP are positively associated with

participating in political actions such as voting or attending a protest at a statistically significant

level of 0.05. Using TikTok and interacting with political content on TikTok are both positively

correlated with offline political participation; however, these results are only marginally

significant at the 0.05 level. The rest of the relationships seen in Figure 10 are not significant

and cannot provide evidence of a relationship between the bivariate correlations.
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Testing H5

Figure 11: Bivariate Correlations between TikTok Use and Extreme Political

Beliefs

Respondents who reported they changed their mind because of content they saw on the

FYP on TikTok show a positive correlation with having extreme political beliefs. Spending at

least 3 hours a day on TikTok and reporting an FYP that contains political content is also

positively correlated with holding extreme political beliefs. As seen in Figure 11, all these results

are statistically significant at the 0.05 level. Interestingly, interacting with political content on
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TikTok, following political creators, and learning new political information on TikTok does

provide evidence of a positive relationship with holding extreme political beliefs. However,

these results are not statistically significant. There were no other significant findings in these

results.

Figure 12: Bivariate Correlations between TikTok Use and Seeing Extreme

Political Content on TikTok

As seen in Figure 12, there is a statistically significant negative relationship with

respondents indicating they saw extreme political content on their FYP and interacting with
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political content and following political creators on TikTok. Seeing political content on the FYP

showed a marginally significant negative correlation with seeing extreme content on the FYP on

TikTok. Those who indicated they were both high-frequency internet users and spent at least 3

hours on TikTok daily had a slight positive correlation with seeing extreme content on TikTok,

though these results are not statistically significant at the 0.05 level. For full regression tables

and estimates, see Appendix B

Analysis

The results stemming from the descriptive survey data provided interesting results in

regard to H3, H4, and H5. The research questions guiding this study attempt to fill a gap in the

existing literature surrounding the topic of specific social media applications and political

participation and ideologies. In general, the results provide suggestive evidence that supports

two of the three hypotheses.

H3: College-age students who use TikTok are more likely to vote in both

midterm and presidential elections.

Does online TikTok political interaction correlate with offline political participation? The

research questions lead me to hypothesize that the use of TikTok results in offline political

participation, and a great deal of time spent on TikTok leads college-age students to become

more extreme in their political viewpoints. The academic field argues that some social media use

results in offline participation due to their mobilization abilities (Gil de Zuniga, 2012). However,

others argue that “slacktivism” has resulted in youth, in particular, becoming less politically
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engaged. I expected to find similar results as those found for social media on a broader scale.

The results of the survey provide significant evidence of a positive correlation between voter

turnout in both midterm and presidential elections and seeing political content on the FYP. As

seen in Figures 8, 9 and 10, there was some suggestive evidence that seeing political content on the FYP

correlates with voter turnout, but the explicit use of TikTok does not. The results of this survey data

cannot show why this is the case. However, the data does provide evidence of a relationship between

voting and political content on the FYP. While this suggests that using TikTok would indicate a similar

result, i.e., TikTok would be necessary to view political content on the FYP, the data does not support

this fact. Due to the small sample size, this could mean that almost everyone who indicated they saw

political content on the FYP also voted, which would explain why these results were significant. While

most respondents indicated they used TikTok and voted, the tests ran showed there is not a correlation

between the two.

There are two important reasons why they could be. First, because such a large

percentage of respondents indicated they use TikTok (almost 90%) and voted in the presidential

election (78%), there might not be enough data to indicate whether it has any effect. If there

were more respondents that did not use TikTok there would have been more data to compare the

use of TikTok and voter turnout. Secondly, the last presidential election took place in 2020, 3

years before this survey was released. Respondents could have downloaded TikTok after they

voted, which could explain why there was no relationship between the two variables.

The results of the survey provide inconclusive evidence that the use of TikTok indicates

any type of relationship with voter turnout. Though the data does indicate that political content

seen on the FYP is correlated with voter turnout, we cannot say that the data supports H3. A

larger sample size that includes more individuals who do not use TikTok would be useful to test

this hypothesis in the future.
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H4: College-age students using TikTok are likelier to participate in offline

political events.

Similarly to H3, this hypothesis was a result of the existing literature. Previous studies show that

social media is a very good tool for political mobilization, and I was interested to see whether

this carried over to TikTok specifically. The results show that TikTok use is positively

associated with offline political participation. However, these results were not quite statistically

significant. The reason behind this could be similar to that explained in the previous section.

Almost all the respondents reported using TikTok, which makes it difficult to test the

relationship between those who use TikTok and those who do not. Those who indicated they say

political content on their FYP did have a positive, and statistically significant, correlation with

offline political participation. While it cannot be assumed that seeing political content on the

FYP causes people to get offline and participate in political events, there is a significant

relationship between the two variables.

Seeing political calls to action on TikTok might cause people to act more frequently than

those who do not see political content on their FYP, which could be an explanation for this

result. Similarly, many protests and petitions are created and organized on social media and

TikTok, and with geolocation (the ability for applications to track the physical location of users

using cell towers and other software and hardware), local events can be shown on the FYP

(Brussels Privacy Hub, 2018). Individuals might take note of a particular protest or petition that

they saw on TikTok and choose to participate, while their non-TikTok-using counterparts might

not have access to the same information.

The results of the survey data show that there is a positive relationship between TikTok

use and offline political participation, however, it is not statistically significant. Therefore, H4
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must be rejected. Nevertheless, the evidence provides a positive correlation, and with further

testing of a larger sample size, the results could become significant.

The data does show the importance of understanding how political content on TikTok can

lead to offline political action. Future research should be conducted to understand further how

TikTok can help with political mobilization and offline action. With a larger sample size with

broader demographics, the results might give more conclusive and comprehensive evidence to

this question.

H5: College-age students who spend 3 or more hours daily on TikTok will

have more extreme political beliefs.

I asked if TikTok leads users down the path of political extremism. There was some debate

within the field on whether social media can increase political extremism, with some arguing

that YouTube specifically can lead users down a politically extreme pipeline (Lewis, 2018)

while others find that YouTube actually discourages politically extreme content (Ledwich &

Zaitsev, 2019). TikTok is very similar to YouTube in the way that they both use video-based

content. However, TikTok uses more short-form video content which leads to this hypothesis.

The results of my survey, as seen in figures 11 and 12, show that spending a large amount

of time on TikTok does have positive correlations with extreme political beliefs and, therefore,

the data suggest that TikTok can lead users down a path of political extremism. The survey data

also indicates that having both political content on the FYP and reporting to have changed one's

mind is positively and statistically significantly associated with extreme political beliefs. This

means that individuals who changed their minds based on political content they saw on TikTok

are positively associated with those who hold more extreme political viewpoints. However, it is
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important to note that respondents were not asked if TikTok caused them to change their minds

to a less or more extreme view of a certain issue. Nevertheless, the fact that holding extreme

beliefs and reporting a change of mind have any relationship at all indicates that TikTok could be

correlated with an increased degree of extremism in political ideology.

Spending at least 3 hours daily on TikTok showed a positive relationship with holding

extreme political beliefs and these results were statistically significant. This suggests that

spending a large amount of time on TikTok might lead to users becoming more extreme in their

viewpoints. The issue of confirmation bias comes into play in this scenario because users with

extreme political viewpoints could be seeking out similar content, helping to maintain their own

opinions. Respondents might be looking for extreme content on TikTok, which could mean that

TikTok itself is not the causal reason why their beliefs are extreme or become more extreme.

To begin to assess the direction of this relationship, I also investigated the relationship

between TikTok use and exposure to extreme content on the app itself. Spending at least 3 hours

on TikTok resulted in an association with seeing extreme content on the FYP; these results were

not statistically significant. There was a negative relationship between interacting with political

content and following political creators and exposure to extreme political content on TikTok.

This suggests that spending at least 3 hours on TikTok is more likely the reason why respondents

were exposed to extreme content rather than users seeking out extreme political content that

matches one’s pre-existing political viewpoints. Again, my observational survey data cannot test

the causal relationship between these variables, however, the results do provide suggestive

evidence in support of H5.

Researchers should understand the implications of these results, as I have found that

TikTok does expose users to extreme content, and this might have a causal relationship, though

my data cannot confirm this. This may mean that users' political identities can be changed by the
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content they see on TikTok, and that change could be towards extremism. Future research should

attempt to understand if there is a causal relationship between TikTok and political extremism.

There are a few limitations to this survey data. The results of the survey show that the

data represents a major white, woman-identifying, democratic interaction with TikTok and

therefore this research cannot assume the results would be the same with a nationally

representative population of college students. Due to time constraints during this research, only

229 survey responses that met my inclusion criteria were recorded. The hypothesis would be

better tested with a larger sample to obtain more statistical power. All the data analysis was

working with observational data therefore the causal effects of the different types of TikTok use

on the outcomes I examined cannot be measured. While the possibility of desirability bias might

come into play, as I did ask users about the extremity of their political ideologies, the questions

were worded in a way to mitigate this issue. Lastly, the survey did not ask when respondents had

downloaded TikTok which would have helped me to further understand how TikTok relates to

voter turnout.

Conclusion

The purpose of this research was to understand the relationships between TikTok and political

behaviors. Using descriptive survey data, my research fills the gap in the existing literature and

aids researchers in better understanding the political implications of TikTok on the behavior of

young adults specifically. As the application continues to grow in monthly users, the way TikTok

shapes political participation, polarization, and ideologies is important to understand. This study

investigated the relationship between TikTok use in young adults and political ideologies,
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participation, and polarization. Two means of descriptive data were collected, one through an

algorithm audit and the other through an original survey distributed to college students aged 18

to 26. The algorithm audit provided evidence that TikTok feeds users content that they regularly

interact with. This has the potential to create echo chambers and possibly increase the level of

polarization in the US. One of the most interesting discoveries found while conducting this audit

shows that Republican content was encountered at a much higher rate than any other content.

While this data cannot prove why this is happening, it does provide new and important

information in the field regarding TikTok and political content.

While this study was not able to confidently prove there was a relationship between

TikTok use and voter turnout, it was able to state with significant confidence that those who see

political content on the FYP are positively related to voter turnout. Even with a small sample

size, these findings are statistically significant, which should indicate the importance of this

research. Researchers and politicians alike should not turn a blind eye to the effects of TikTok on

the young adult population and their voting habits. This study was able to show that using

TikTok for large amounts of time daily, specifically 3 hours or more, has a positive relationship

with holding extreme political beliefs. While spending this amount of time on TikTok does not

confidently prove that users were exposed to extreme political content, the evidence suggests a

positive correlation. With a larger sample size, future results might show just how significantly

the time spent on TikTok can affect users' political ideologies.

Despite its limitations, this study provides evidence that TikTok influences young adults'

experiences with politics, both through political participation and personal ideologies.

It emphasizes the need for more studies concerning TikTok and its political implications. Future

studies with larger and more nationally representative sample sizes will provide further insight

into the evidence found here. As TikTok continues to grow in popularity, the importance of
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studying this social media cannot be understated. There is clear evidence that even at a small

level TikTok is associated with voter turnout and extreme ideologies, therefore further exploring

these relationships and their casualties would be beneficial.
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Appendix A

● Are you currently enrolled in college/university?

● What year in college are you?

● What category does your major fall into?

● How old are you?

● How do you identify?

● Please select your race

● Are you a US citizen?

● Where is your home located?

● Are you an international student?

● What is the highest level of education you have completed?

● Do you have access to a device that connects to the internet?

● How often do you access the internet?

● Do you have Social Media platforms downloaded on your devices?

● Do you have TikTok downloaded on your devices?

● If yes, how often do you access TikTok?

● How much time do you spend on TikTok?

● Which of these main categories of TikTok videos do you interact with the most?

● Do you follow political creators on TikTok (political creators can be defined as

candidates, government officials, news reporters who center around politics, and

those who make political commentary)?

● How much of your “For You Page” contains political content as defined above?
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● How often do you see the following types of content on TikTok? 0 being never and

10 being constantly.

○ News articles about social or political issues

○ Funny or parody videos that reference political or social issues

○ Petitions to raise awareness or encourage political or social change

○ Political memes

○ Campaign advertisements

● Did you vote in the last presidential election?

● In Politics today how would you identify?

● In Politics today what do you consider yourself?

● Do you feel well-represented by current political parties?

● Do you feel like your political viewpoints are:

○ Less extreme than the political party I identify with

○ Similar to the political party I identify with

○ More extreme than the political party I identify with

● Have you learned new information about politics from TikTok?

● Have you ever changed your mind about a political issue or candidate based on

what you've seen on TikTok?

● Has TikTok content ever influenced you to participate in a political event?

(Fundraising, voting, march/protest etc.)?

● How often do you make political decisions based on content seen on TikTok (i.e.

choosing to vote for a candidate because they posted a TikTok that you liked or related

to)?

● The political content I see on TikTok is often:
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○ Less extreme than my political viewpoints

○ Similar to my political viewpoints

○ More extreme than my political viewpoints

● Have you ever participated in a political event (fundraising, voting, march/protest etc)?

● How frequently do you converse with friends or family about politics?

● Did you vote in the most recent midterm elections?

● How did you vote?

● How often do you self-censor your political views In person? 1=never

2=rarely 3=occasionally 4=often 5=very often

● How often do you self-censor your political views Online? 1=never

2=rarely 3=occasionally 4=often 5=very often

● Have you seen content on TikTok from any of these groups?
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Appendix B

Figure 13B: Bivariate Correlation With Political Participation

Figure 14B: Bivariate Correlation With Democratic Partisanship

Figure 15B: Bivariate Correlation With Frequent Political Conversations
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Figure 16B: Bivariate Correlation with Republican Partisanship

Figure 17B: Bivariate Correlation with Unrepresented Political Beliefs
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Figure 18B: Percentage of TikTok Content Interacted With

Figure 19B: Percentage of Internet Use
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Figure 20B: Percentages of Respondent's Majors

Figure 21B: How TikTok Content Compares to Respondent’s Political Viewpoints
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Figure 22B: Content Interacted with on TikTok

Figure 23B: Frequency of TikTok Use

Figure 24B: Percentage of Respondents who Follow Political Creators on TikTok
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Figure 25B: Percentage of TikTok FYP that Contains Political Content

Figure 26B: Percentage of Respondents who Use TikTok

Figure 27B: Percentage of Respondents who Voted in the Midterm Election
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Figure 28B: Respondents Year in College

Table 2B: Content Type
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Table 3B: Gender

Table 4B: Internet Use

Table 5B: Majors
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Table 6B: Partisanship

Table 7B: Political Content

Table 8B: Political Creators
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Table 9B: Political FYP

Table 10B: Race

Table 11B: Bivariate Correlation Table Voting Presidential
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Table 12B: Bivariate Correlation Voting Midterm

Table 13B: Bivariate Correlation Extreme Political Beliefs

Table 14B: Bivariate Correlation on Unrepresented Political Beliefs

Table 15B: Bivariate Correlations Political Events
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Table 16B: Bivariate Correlations Frequent Political Conversation

Table 17B: Bivariate Correlations Democrat

Table 18B: Bivariate Correlations Republican
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Table 19B: Bivariate Correlations Extreme Political Content on TikTok

Table 20B: States
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Table 21B: TiTok Extreme Content
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Table 22B: TiTok Frequency

Table 23B: Time Spent on TikTok

Table 24B: TikTok Use
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Table 25B: Voting In Presidential Election

Table 26B: Year
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