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The dissemination of misinformation and disinformation has increased the need for news media literacy. This study administered a self-developed questionnaire to measure the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia among college students in China (N = 430). The questionnaire measured five variables: news media literacy, xenophobia, blind patriotism, perceived threat, and intellectual humility. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was used to validate this five-variable survey, and the analyses indicated satisfactory construct validity. Results from structural equation modeling indicated that intellectual humility was a significant predictor of news media literacy, and blind patriotism and perceived threat mediated the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia. This study provides insights for researchers and instructors who are promoting news media literacy education in schools.
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Introduction

News media literacy is an important form of literacy in the post-truth era in which social media are rife with various kinds of misinformation, and some news agencies work with politicians to advance their respective agendas. The post-truth era has not only threatened individuals’ ability to explore what is true (Barzilai and Chinn, 2020), but the accompanying mass dissemination of misinformation has also led to misperceptions and has influenced decision-making based on false beliefs, especially in terms of popularizing and perpetuating biases and ethnic stereotypes (Erba et al., 2019), as well as posing threats to individuals, organizations, and society as a whole (Talwar et al., 2019).

At present, although there is still a lack of clarity regarding the differences between the concepts of misinformation and disinformation, some preliminary consensus has been reached (Søe, 2017; Tucker et al., 2018). According to Born and Edgington (2017), misinformation is inaccurate information that is promulgated unintentionally, but it is intentionally neutral. In contrast, disinformation is spread knowingly to support the interests of individuals or organizations, and is motivated by a desire to destroy public confidence or to deceive or mislead. Therefore, it is reasonable to define the two notions as fully distinct concepts, which cannot simply be referred to as “fake news.”

Given the complexity of misleading information, people need to be careful with the information they receive. Affected by misleading information, people could be emotionally clouded and hence engage in behaviors that endanger themselves and others. Xenophobia might be one of the consequences. Previous studies on xenophobia have suggested its tremendous psychological impact on individuals and communities (Suleman et al., 2018). People with xenophobic beliefs have reported significant emotional distress, including vulnerability, depression, and loneliness (Vromans et al., 2011). In countries where xenophobia holds sway, incidents of violence happen repeatedly, and it seems to affect many people (Onah, 2008). On a global scale, the failure to address the issue of xenophobia threatens political transformation and further exacerbates irreconcilable national differences (De Master and Le Roy, 2000). Xenophobia warrants further attention as it threatens worldwide peace and harmony. By concluding the tragic events fueled by xenophobia during the COVID-19 pandemic, Mamun and Griffiths (2020) suggested that avoiding unreliable or untrustworthy sources of information might be beneficial for the public to reduce fear or panic about certain issues. Specifically, how people process and perceive information might influence their attitudes. Thus, news media literacy needs to be considered when discussing xenophobia.

The relationship between obtaining and perceiving information and some irrational behaviors or cognition is complex and could be influenced by multiple factors. The factors identified so far include hate speech exposure (Abdul et al., 2019), inherent stereotyping (Arendt, 2013), and political ideology (Tully et al., 2020). As Faulkner et al. (2004) suggested, there are many other personality factors or societal variables that may contribute to xenophobic attitudes. For example, the realistic group conflict theory and symbolic racism theory suggest that the perceived threat from an outgroup largely contributes to negative attitudes or feelings of prejudice toward those outgroups (Nshom et al., 2022). Symbolic politics theory proposes that the words and symbols political elites employ would increase negative stereotypes of specific groups and evoke emotional reactions (Fussell, 2014). In other words, emotional reactions depend on knowledge of a specific group and, therefore, can be manipulated to some extent by information people receive. Studies have also found that blind patriotism promotes preferences for a more homogeneous culture, and people who are blindly patriotic show more xenophobic reactions to some specific groups (Parker, 2010). These intergroup relations provide a more holistic view when exploring the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia, including how one’s beliefs contribute to one’s information access, and what attitudes or behaviors one might have. Therefore, the roles of perceived threat and blind patriotism were also examined in this study.

Considering these issues, the importance of news media literacy is clear. However, published studies have analyzed only a limited number of factors that contribute to people’s news media literacy. Only need for cognition and media locus of control were found to be significant predictors (Su et al., 2022). Considering the importance of news media literacy, more potential factors need to be explored.

As a virtue, intellectual humility may promote news media literacy. According to Whitcomb et al. (2017), intellectual humility increases one’s propensity to admit one’s intellectual limitations to oneself and to others. It also helps one to consider alternative ideas, listen to the views of others, and spend more time trying to understand someone with whom one disagrees. These traits of intellectual humility encourage people to rationally access news content instead of being caught up in an echo chamber. A previous study suggested that people’s ratings of intellectual humility were associated with their information processing (Deffler et al., 2016). Therefore, the relationship between intellectual humility and news media literacy was explored in this study.

To clarify the situation and the underlying sociopsychological mechanisms involved in the relationship, this study focuses on the above three factors, namely intellectual humility, blind patriotism, and perceived threat. We gained empirical data from young adults in China to investigate: (1) whether intellectual humility may act as a predictor of news media literacy, (2) the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia, and (3) whether the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia is mediated by blind patriotism and perceived threat.



Literature review and hypotheses development


News media literacy

News media literacy refers to the knowledge and abilities needed to identify and engage with news (Maksl et al., 2015). Having news media literacy is important as it is the main competency that people need to rely on to avoid negativity bias (van der Meer and Hameleers, 2022). Recent research has revealed several long-established benefits of news media literacy. Maksl et al. (2015) reported that teenagers with higher levels of news media literacy were more critical of news reports and were likely more knowledgeable about current affairs. This may allow them to gain a good understanding of the media landscape, and help them to interact with the media to achieve pro-social and personal goals.

The significance of studying news media literacy has also been highlighted. As Ashley et al. (2013) suggested, cultivating news media literacy helps people to have a more holistic understanding of how news is produced. This knowledge equips people to better access, evaluate, and analyze news content. However, although a number of media literacy interventions have been developed in the past 30 years, meta-analytic assessment of the effects and factors which increase news literacy application are still unavailable (Jeong et al., 2012). In addition, there are insufficient studies on the contexts in which news literacy is performed (Swart, 2021). Thus, more studies on news media literacy would be beneficial.

Given the importance of news media literacy, researchers have found some educational ways to enhance it, such as integrating news and current affairs into instruction (Moore, 2013). Hobbs (2004) also noticed that some schools emphasize the importance of media issues studies, and students are taught to critically evaluate news content. Opportunities for media production are also offered in some places. However, researchers believe that educators have not grasped the whole picture of news media literacy.

Based on the above results, researchers have highlighted the need to explore potential factors which may have associations with news media literacy in future research, especially forming a model which includes multiple influences that might stimulate people to critically consume news (Tamboer et al., 2022). This could promote more effective initiatives to stimulate the involvement in current affairs. Although young people are called digital citizens and tend to be adept at using media as a way of obtaining information, their ability to examine media content is still limited (Musgrove et al., 2018), and little empirical evidence exists demonstrating the positive role of the new media literacy in assisting young people in discerning facts from falsehoods (Luo et al., 2022).

Considering the above suggestions, the present study focused on surveying young adults in Mainland China to explore the relationship between news media literacy, intellectual humility, and xenophobia. In addition, although news media literacy and related education are welcomed by the Chinese government, no educational policy has been developed in this field, and not many schools in China actually put news media literacy education into practice (Lee and Tiande, 2016). Therefore, this study also aimed to assess Chinese students’ news media literacy.



Xenophobia

Xenophobia has become an important public issue in the context of cultural diversity. According to The United and Nations Organization (2001), xenophobia describes “attitudes, prejudices and behavior that reject, exclude and often vilify persons, based on the perception that they are outsiders or foreigners to the community, society or national identity” (p. 2). On the generation of xenophobia, Rydgren (2004) argued that xenophobic beliefs may be formed by stereotyping, as what people apprehend when confronting a new thing is contingent upon what they already know. Xenophobic values are prevalent in all societies, and there is no sign that such value will disappear (Hjerm, 2001). New concerns about xenophobia emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic as the debate and stigma over the origin of COVID-19 fueled xenophobia and even led to a “pandemic of hate” (Ittefaq et al., 2022).

Although some scholars believe that xenophobia should be regarded as an appeal for national and ethnic unity, the negative effects of xenophobia can still lead to considerable disastrous consequences. Studies on HIV-infected people found that xenophobia was one of the barriers for them to access medical care and other health assurance (Alvarez-del Arco et al., 2012). In Europe, increasing immigration has created problems for many Europeans, pushing some toward more conservative or extreme positions. De Master and Le Roy (2000) believed that these situations threaten the balanced political environment of the European Union. Hence, xenophobia constantly threatens the harmony of society and personal wellbeing. Unfortunately, xenophobia can be easily spread through social media.

Social media have been widely named as a major factor in the increase of expression of hate (Bursztyn et al., 2019), and it is clear that the emergence of modern media has influenced where and how xenophobia occurs, and its effect. For example, news websites’ comments have already become an important space for spreading hate speech (Erjavec and Kovačič, 2012). Nevertheless, due to the lack of news media literacy, people rely on low-quality information, and they are easily influenced by such media content. Specifically, as many people cannot process and perceive information objectively and rationally, the echo chambers created by news media fuel ideological homophily and give audience good reason for relying on them without much reflection. Political consumers in particular are increasingly turning to social media for information, but these sources are not beholden to traditional journalistic standards. More importantly, these sources play a deleterious role in shaping hostile attitudes toward specific groups or organizations (Lajevardi et al., 2022).

Although most studies on racism, nationalism, and xenophobia emphasize how biased messages and media influence audience attitudes, especially in inspiring favoritism for their own countries and questioning information provided by out-group media sources (Golan et al., 2021), much remains unclear. Firstly, although news media literacy seems to help people objectively access news content, the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia has not been explored. Secondly, xenophobia has become an international phenomenon, but the previous measurements were mainly conducted in countries outside of Asia. Therefore, they need to be cross-culturally validated, with empirical data from China providing an Asian perspective on xenophobia. In this study, a specific xenophobia scale developed by van der Veer et al. (2011) was used to examine the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia in China. Based on the above research gaps, hypothesis one was formulated as follows:








	

	H1. News media literacy would be negatively associated with xenophobia.







Blind patriotism

According to Parker (2010), blind patriotism is defined as an “uncritical support for national policies and practices” (p. 97). In other words, blind patriotism creates exclusive group boundaries, negative attitudes toward external groups, and denial of the nation’s transgressions against others (Schatz, 2020).

People who are biased with blind patriotism show different attitudes toward citizens and foreigners because they tend to fuse their personal identity with their social identity as in-group members. For example, Spry and Hornsey (2007) surveyed 95 Australians and found that people with higher scores on blind patriotism had more negative attitudes toward multiculturalism, immigration, and providing cultural services to immigrants. On the contrary, they had more positive attitudes toward cultural assimilation because they were worried about their national culture being “contaminated” by foreigners.

However, blind patriotism does not emerge from a vacuum; rather, it is related to the information people possess. By comparing two groups of college students who professed blind or constructive patriotism, researchers found that they had different types of information exposure (Parker et al., 2009). This finding was possibly because the bias in information access affects individual cognitive patterns. Moreover, stronger interpersonal bonds with fellow nationals can also predict a higher level of blind patriotism (Finell and Stevenson, 2022). This is because tight intergroup relationships may create an echo chamber, thus blocking group members from accepting diverse information.

Although research has found that prevalent ideologies and norms influence individuals’ attitudes toward other cultures, the role of blind patriotism has rarely been analyzed. This is especially so in China, where patriotism is different from that in Western countries (Hamada et al., 2021). Based on the above reasons, the Chinese geo-cultural context represents a large research gap. In addition, as nationalist historical beliefs are part of the structure of Chinese national identity (Gries et al., 2011), blind patriotism may profoundly affect the Chinese perception of the country’s problems, and this kind of orientation may help people to form subjective perceptions of the outside world.

Given the fact that blind patriotism is associated with obtaining and processing information, and might trigger irrational beliefs such as bias and stereotypes against out-groups, hypothesis two was posited:








	

	H2. Blind patriotism would mediate the association between news media literacy and xenophobia.







Perceived threat

According to the integrated threat theory, a threat happens when different groups perceive each other as competing for the allocation of scarce resources that are necessary for their security (Nshom et al., 2022). Hence, as Semyonov et al. (2004) concluded, perceived threat can be seen as a competitive threat to one’s actual interests and prerogatives, which in turn might increase hostility, antagonism, and discrimination against other groups.

As unfounded perceived threats may lead to many negative effects, researchers have explored the underlying mechanism. A study in Lebanon showed that there was a significant decrease in the number of vaccinated people due to exposure to false or verified news in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic (Ghaddar et al., 2022). These unconfirmed messages may convey a sense of unease or a potential threat, leading to public distrust in vaccines. That is to say, the information people access is important, as their cognition or behaviors might be highly influenced by that information. Calvillo et al.’s (2020) research involving 346 US citizens found that the perception of threat was related to which channel people obtained information from. For example, the researchers found that participants who got more news from Fox News would perceive less threat as they believed that the media were exaggerating the threat of the pandemic. However, participants who got more news from CNN would perceive more threat as they believed that COVID-19 was more severe. These findings suggest that there are relationships between perceived threats and the information that people receive. More specifically, what views people form about outgroup members or issues is related to how they understand information and what information they choose to believe.

Thus, focusing only on perceived threat might obscure our understanding of what triggers xenophobia since perceived threat mainly comes from the information people choose to believe. Therefore, the role of perceived threat should be considered in the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia. Additionally, although previous research has found that blindly patriotic individuals or those who believe in an inflated image of an ingroup would perceive more threat from outgroups, samples are mainly from western countries (Spry and Hornsey, 2007; de Zavala et al., 2009; Willis-Esqueda et al., 2017). In China, researchers believe that Chinese people’s nationalist historical beliefs powerfully predict their perceptions of threats from foreign countries, which in turn directly affect their preferences for specific countries (Gries et al., 2011). Moreover, the study of public attitudes toward foreigners or immigrants can also contribute to the study of Chinese public opinion, which appears to play an increasingly important role in Chinese policy decision-making processes (Han, 2017).

Therefore, it is necessary to verify this relationship among non-western populations. Moreover, the conclusion that news media literacy might reduce the perception of fear or threat remains controversial, so the relationship between the two factors needs further investigation (Bergan and Lee, 2018). Therefore, hypotheses three and four were posited:








	

	H3. Perceived threat would mediate the association between news media literacy and xenophobia.












	

	H4. Blind patriotism would be positively associated with perceived threat.







Intellectual humility

Intellectual humility is a cognitive virtue that can be defined as an individual’s acceptance of their personal limitations in adopting an absolute epistemic position (Leary et al., 2017). More specifically, it shows the degree to which an individual recognizes that a particular personal belief may be wrong (Deffler et al., 2016).

Intellectual humility could promote rational thinking. For example, samples from two American communities showed that intellectual humility predicts less political bias, helping individuals to escape from the echo chamber (Bowes et al., 2022). In the context of COVID-19, people with high intellectual humility are more likely to review online information rationally, rather than easily believing in misinformation (Koetke et al., 2022; Newman et al., 2022). These studies report the importance of intellectual humility in rationality development, which is also one of the significant components of news media literacy.

In addition, intellectual humility is related to the way individuals process information and think about their beliefs. Specifically, people with a high level of intellectual humility can recognize the limitations of evidence for their beliefs and are aware that their ability to acquire and evaluate relevant information is limited (Deffler et al., 2016). More importantly, having intellectual humility does not mean “being self-effacing or always yielding to others”; rather, it is a balance between dogmatically rejecting information that questions one’s views and giving in too quickly (Krumrei-Mancuso and Rouse, 2016). This evidence suggests that intellectual humility may be an important aspect when considering the formation of news media literacy.

Although previous findings suggested that intellectual humility is related to how people critically assess knowledge claims, there is not yet much research on the relationship between intellectual humility and individuals’ behaviors or cognition. Koetke et al. (2022) suggested that intellectual humility may provide some of the motivation behind engaging in behaviors that fight against misinformation as those who realize their tendency to make mistakes or be wrong may verify the accuracy of information more frequently to ensure that their beliefs will be accurate and objective. Thus, we suspect that intellectual humility is important for news media literacy and might be a predictor of it. Hence, hypothesis five is posited:








	

	H5. Intellectual humility would be positively associated with news media literacy.





Based on the above research assumptions, we formulated the following structural equation model (Figure 1). In this study, we hoped to clarify the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia, and explore the role of intellectual humility, blind patriotism, and perceived threat in that relationship.
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FIGURE 1
The hypothesized model.





Materials and methods


Background

The present study’s geo-cultural context is China, where information is regulated by governmental control (Guo, 2020). Nonetheless, the prevalence of misinformation contributed by nearly two billion internet users inevitably makes China a post-truth society. Misinformation is accelerating and affecting the way individuals interpret daily affairs, which has resulted in serious societal and political consequences (Cheng and Lee, 2019; Guo, 2020). It is worth noting that news media literacy and xenophobia related studies have not been adequately conducted in China. Compared with developed Western countries, China’s news media literacy education is not universal, and knowledge of students’ levels of news media literacy is insufficient (Zhao, 2022). With the lack of news media knowledge, people may not realize that the press may serve as a “mouthpiece” (Zhang, 2021) for people in power. Therefore, it is necessary to understand the situations of news media literacy and xenophobia in China’s sociocultural and media environment.

In this study, we were curious about the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia as information can affect public perceptions or shape human emotions (West, 2022). Also, we hypothesized that people with lower news media literacy may have higher blind patriotism and perceived threat, which might be the predictors of some extreme behaviors or cognition.

In this study, we recruited participants from Project 985 universities, Project 211 universities, and unranked universities. Most Project 985 universities are in the top 500 QS World University Rankings, while Project 211 universities are in the 500–1400th QS World University Rankings. The rest are listed as unranked universities as they have no world or national rankings. There is a significant gap in academic achievement between the universities of different levels. Therefore, students of these universities are also considered to have significant differences in their academic performances.



Participants

A total of 430 participants (females = 197, males = 233) volunteered to take part in this research (Table 1); their average age was 22.28 years (SD = 0.13). The sample consisted of 104 top QS 500 university students, 107 middle-class university students, and 219 unranked university students. Of the 430, 191 were bachelor students, 217 were master’s students, and 22 were doctoral students. They were invited to complete an online survey at their own pace, and were compensated with a small monetary reward at the end of the study.


TABLE 1    The demographic characteristics of all the participants.
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Instrument


Background factors

Age, gender, degree, and academic performance were selected as background factors. Although GPA has been widely used in defining students’ academic performance, the grading schemes of universities are different and hard to unify and standardize (Garipagaoglu et al., 2012). In order to avoid fallacy in the interpretation of the students’ academic performance, the university ranking was selected to identify their general academic standing in this study.



News media literacy scale

The news media literacy scale developed by Ashley et al. (2013) was selected to measure participants’ notion of the gap existing between representation and reality in media reporting. This is a nine-item scale including items such as “Individuals can find news sources that reflect their own political values,” “Two people might see the same news story and get different information from it,” and “News makes things more dramatic than they really are.” Participants were asked to use a Likert scale to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement with each statement (from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”). The overall Cronbach’s alpha values reported by Jones-Jang et al. (2021) and Stamps (2021) were 0.82 and 0.90, respectively, which indicated that the coefficient of internal consistency for the total scale was high. The reliability of the news media literacy scale in this study was 0.94.



Xenophobia

With reference to and modification of a prior research scale (van der Veer et al., 2011), xenophobia was assessed using five items. The respondents were asked to rate their agreement with five statements using a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”) including “Immigrants cause increase in crimes,” “Interacting with foreigners makes me uneasy,” “I worry that foreigners may spread unusual diseases,” “I am afraid that in case of war or political tension, immigrants will be loyal to their country of origin,” and “I am afraid that our own culture will be lost with increase in immigration.” In this study, the xenophobia scale showed an acceptable reliability of 0.88.



Blind patriotism

Drawing from Schatz et al. (1999), four items were used to assess blind patriotism. Participants were asked to rate their agreement on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree” to determine whether individuals love their country irrationally. Sample items included “I would support my country whether it was right or wrong.” The scale has been used with an Australian population (Spry and Hornsey, 2007) and an American population (Parker, 2010) and showed a high coefficient of internal consistency of 0.73 and 0.78, respectively. The scale showed a good reliability of 0.85 in this study.



Perceived threat

Each participant responded to the perceived threat scale to self-report their perception of threat from foreigners. This survey was developed and validated by Semyonov et al. (2004) and consists of four items that measure perceived threat (e.g., “Foreigners who live in China are a strain on the welfare system”). Each item uses a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree” for participants to select from. The reliability of the perceived threat scale in this study was 0.83.



Intellectual humility

The general intellectual humility scale of Leary et al. (2017) was selected to measure the intrapersonal aspects of intellectual humility. Participants were asked to rate their agreement with six items from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree.” The scale has been widely used and presented high Cronbach’s α = 0.89 and 0.84 among different groups (Bowes et al., 2022). The Cronbach’s α of this scale was 0.88 in this study.

As the original scales shown above were all written in English, we asked English major students to help translate them into simplified Chinese. The scales were reviewed by two professors who majored in Chinese and English language, respectively. We also provided items in both English and Chinese to ensure the accuracy and minimize the errors. Then five university students were recruited to take part in a pilot test. They were required to give comments on the statement of each item, including the differences in expressions between the Chinese and English versions and the clarity of the translations. After that, we revised the statements according to their feedback. Finally, five more university students were recruited to take part in the second round of the pilot test; they all gave positive feedback on the Chinese version.




Data collection

An online survey was conducted to help us verify the double mediator hypothesized model we proposed. On the first page of the questionnaire, participants signed a consent form (IRB Reference No. EDU2022-055), and they were fully informed of the purpose, hypotheses, and conditions of this research. In addition, we emphasized that this survey was for academic research only, participation was completely voluntary, and participants might withdraw at any time. We collected data by using the Tencent Survey Platform,1 a well-known data service platform in China. Participants could open the survey link directly in WeChat, which created a convenient environment for our investigation.



Data analysis

A series of statistical analyses was performed to examine the data. Firstly, Pearson correlation and Spearman’s rank correlation analysis were used to analyze the relationships between the factors. With reference to Huang et al. (2017), as the sample size of this study was large, the correlation analyses were employed with a 0.001 level of statistical significance to prevent any Type I errors. Secondly, indicator reliability, construct reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity were assessed by indices including factor loadings, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, composite reliability (CR), average variation extracted (AVE), and heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT). Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed using SPSS Amos 24.0 with 5,000 bias-corrected bootstrap samples and 95% confidence intervals (CIs). The SEM analysis was also used to examine all the relationships among the factors. In addition, indices including χ2/df, the adjusted goodness-of-fit statistic (AGFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the non-normed fit index (NNFI), the comparative fit index (CFI), and the incremental fit index (IFI) were employed to assess the comprehensive goodness of fit of the research model. Next, User-defined estimands were used to test our hypothesized model.

Before the analyses, univariate and multivariate normality tests were conducted. Firstly, we noted that both skewness (range: from –0.46 to 0.10) and kurtosis (range: from –1.07 to –0.60) were satisfied with the required range. Secondly, to test the multivariate normality, we noted that the standardized multivariate kurtosis was –0.961, which means that the data conformed to multivariate normal distribution (Noar, 2003).




Results


Correlations between variables

Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to investigate the correlations among continuous variables, such as news media literacy, xenophobia, blind patriotism, intellectual humility, and perceived threat. Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient was also used to investigate the correlations between ordinal variables (university and degree) and other variables. As noted in Table 2, news media literacy is positively associated with intellectual humility, but it is negatively associated with blind patriotism, perceived threat, and xenophobia. On the other hand, blind patriotism is positively associated with perceived threat, and both factors are positively associated with xenophobia.


TABLE 2    Correlation between variables included in the study (N = 430).
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The measurement model

The measurement model of this study was examined through convergent validity and reliability (see Table 3). The standardized factor loadings of news media literacy, xenophobia, intellectual humility, blind patriotism, and perceived threat were greater than 0.5. The Cronbach’s alpha values were 0.94, 0.88, 0.89, 0.85. and 0.83, respectively. According to Taber (2018), a Cronbach’s alpha value above 0.7 is considered as indicating an acceptable level of reliability. The constructs also exhibited CR values greater than 0.7, and the AVE values exceeded the recommended threshold value of 0.5. Therefore, all the variables indicated satisfactory convergent validity and reliability.


TABLE 3    The item factor loadings, CR, Cronbach’s alpha values, and the instrument variable descriptive statistics (N = 430).
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In addition, regarding the goodness of fit for this model construct, χ2/df = 1.54, GFI = 0.92, AGFI = 0.91, IFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.97, CFI = 0.97, and RMSEA = 0.035 were acquired. The fit scale showed a sufficient fit for this model as these indices were approaching the criterion of a good fit according to some researchers (Bentler and Bonett, 1980; Bollen, 1989; West et al., 2012; Cangur and Ercan, 2015; Kline, 2015; Kim et al., 2019).

The discriminant validity was examined through HTMT. As shown in Table 4, all the values are below the stringent criterion of 0.80, as suggested by Henseler et al. (2015). This means that discriminant validity was also met. Therefore, according to the above results, all measures were found to be adequately valid and reliable, and both the convergent and construct validities were confirmed for all questionnaires in this model.


TABLE 4    Heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations result.
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The structural model

The path analysis results are presented in Table 5 and Figure 2. Specifically, blind patriotism is positively associated with perceived threat (β = 0.486, p < 0.001), and both are positively correlated with xenophobia (β = 0.314 and 0.350, p < 0.001). As for news media literacy, it is negatively correlated with xenophobia (β = –0.147, p < 0.01), blind patriotism (β = –0.411, p < 0.001) and perceived threat (β = –0.219, p < 0.001). Intellectual humility was the positive predictor for explaining news media literacy (β = 0.387, p < 0.001). In summary, the above results indicate that the hypotheses in the model were all verified.


TABLE 5    Standardized regression weights according to the path model.
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FIGURE 2
Structural path model.


In addition, χ2/df, AGFI, RMSEA, NNFI, CFI, and IFI were employed to assess the comprehensive goodness of fit of the research model (see Table 6). Results of structural equation modeling showed that the proposed model for the whole yielded a good fit.


TABLE 6    Model fit indices.
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Test of mediation

To further validate the structural relationships of our model, we assessed the serial mediation with blind patriotism and perceived threat serially mediating the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia by plugin PROCESS 4.1 in SPSS 24.0 (see Table 7). The 95% confidence calculated by the tests showed that a mediating effect occurs when the range of intervals does not cross zero. The results showed that news media literacy had a significant indirect effect on xenophobia via blind patriotism [Effect = −0.10, p < 0.001, 95% CI = (−0.14, −0.07)], and news media literacy showed an indirect effect of −0.07 on xenophobia via perceived threat [p < 0.001, 95% CI = (−0.10, −0.04)]. Regarding the serial mediation analysis, we found a significant indirect effect serially via blind patriotism and perceived threat [Effect = −0.04, p < 0.001, 95% CI = (−0.06, −0.03)], and the path serially via blind patriotism and perceived threat contributed slightly more than the Ind 1 path but had no significant difference from the Ind 2 path. Thus, the mediation effects in the hypothesized model existed. In addition, as the direct effect of news media literacy on xenophobia is significant, the mediated effect and direct effect both exist and point in the same direction. According to Zhao et al. (2010), there is complementary partial serial mediation of blind patriotism and perceived threat on the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia.


TABLE 7    Mediation result.
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Discussion and conclusion

News plays a role in establishing public agendas, while misinformation presented as news can contribute to severe social consequences and influence people’s perceptions of outgroup or specific events (Corser et al., 2022). Although there is increasing evidence for various media effects on public opinion, the relationship between news media and societal attitude is symbiotic. Societal attitudes such as xenophobia imply that such reports attract audiences. This would obviously affect the production of news as it affects the profits of news agencies (Hansen and Goligoski, 2018). Understanding this relationship is important, as reducing xenophobia may require effort regarding both sources. At the consumer end, cultivating news media literacy is important (Tully and Vraga, 2017). It helps individuals to access news content objectively to avoid media manipulation.

Although news media literacy has received much attention in the current complex media environments, and xenophobia has become more intensive with the Covid-19 pandemic, the relationship between the two factors among college students has rarely been explored, especially in the Asian context. As previous research has suggested, although contemporary young adults are always considered to be digital natives or cyber experts, they are vulnerable media users, which places them in a paradoxical situation (Livingstone and Helsper, 2010; De Leyn et al., 2022). Considering that students must be prepared for exposure to a media environment full of uncertainty, it is important to investigate the news media literacy and how it could combat xenophobia. In addition to this, it is also necessary to investigate factors that can serve as a predictor of news media literacy, which informs educators on how to cultivate news media literacy.

In this study, we investigated the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia based on Chinese university students. Considering that news media literacy would affect how people obtain information, which further influences their perceptions of the outside world, this study also investigated the mediating role of blind patriotism and perceived threat. In addition, since news media literacy is about reviewing and processing information rationally, we also hypothesized that intellectual humility would be positively associated with news media literacy. Findings from 430 college students in China indicated that the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia was mediated by blind patriotism and perceived threat. Specifically, people with higher news media literacy might perceive less threat and would not be so blindly patriotic. Therefore, they might have less xenophobic beliefs. In addition, blind patriotism was positively associated with perceived threat, and intellectual humility was a positive predictor of news media literacy. The results of this study are consistent not only with studies indicating that news media literacy affects individuals’ perceptions (Vraga et al., 2012), but also with studies which found that intellectual humility reliably predicts desire for authenticity (Koetke et al., 2022). Our findings suggested that to develop stronger news media literacy skills to combat xenophobia, educators may need to help cultivate students’ intellectual humility. In addition, blind patriotism and perceived threat are also two perspectives to understand xenophobia. The implications of this study are discussed below.

Firstly, this study employed Amos 24.0 to establish a valid and reliable five-variable structural equation model that measures the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia among college students, and which integrates intellectual humility, blind patriotism, and perceived threat into the model. More interestingly, this study confirmed the mediating role of blind patriotism and perceived threat and the predicting role of intellectual humility. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first model that incorporates these variables to examine the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia. Our model implies that the students’ news media literacy played a role in their acquisition and review of online information. Intellectual humility is significant (Whitcomb et al., 2017), and the traits it involves may be helpful for promoting news media literacy. Therefore, encouraging students to cultivate intellectual humility should be beneficial. However, students with perceived threat and blind patriotism may be discouraged from rationally perceiving the relationship with outgroups. Specifically, the results showed that people with low levels of news media literacy may perceive more threats and be more likely to be blindly patriotic, and therefore generate xenophobic beliefs. By comparing the effect size of each path, blind patriotism showed a stronger effect than perceived threat in the relationship between news media literacy and xenophobia.

The current results imply that the way students process information influences their views about outgroups, which also corresponds to the cognitive behavioral theory, indicating that one’s cognition would shape one’s behavior and vice versa (Potter, 2004). From a practical perspective, our survey findings from around 400 respondents can serve as useful input for courses on news media literacy. For example, educators should integrate communication strategies of news coverage and social media postings into the course to help students build a holistic view of the operation system of online information, to mitigate the negative psychological impacts of perceived threat and outgroup and ingroup relationships and to improve individual and societal wellbeing. Moreover, the results also imply the importance of some personal inner traits. For example, the inclusion of intellectual humility, rational perception of outgroup and ingroup relationships in the news media literacy education would help students to build a more scientific epistemology of news media literacy.

Secondly, this study enriches the research on news media literacy and xenophobia by broadening the samples to include data from China. Also, it helps better understand the news media literacy of college students from mainland China. Moreover, the results show that students with a higher level of news media literacy had positive perceptions of outgroup relationships, which is the same as the previous findings in western samples. It implies that news media literacy should also be promoted for Chinese students to reduce the chances of them developing negative outgroup perceptions.

Furthermore, Mason (2021) believed that Confucius started the work of outlining the concept of intellectual humility a long time ago. Therefore, it is necessary to explore it in the Chinese context. Within the Web of Science Core Collection database, we identified 382 studies containing the search term “intellectual humility.” However, further separate searches within this result using “Chinese” identified only one study (Wei and Wang, 2021). In this study, we noted that the mean score of students’ intellectual humility was also greater than the neutral point, and it was a significant predictor of news media literacy. This study could therefore further enrich the applicability of intellectual humility in the Chinese context and help gain a deeper understanding of this trait and virtue.

In conclusion, the emergence of the Internet and social media has changed the spread of information, and people must learn how to face this complex situation to avoid being emotionally affected by misinformation and disinformation. Students should develop news media literacy, which will form knowledge for their future decision making and allow them to examine information critically and to understand group relationships objectively. We also recommend that educators pay attention to the impact of intellectual humility on news media literacy and emphasize the danger of blind patriotism and perceived threats in the formation of xenophobia. This would help people to navigate an increasingly convoluted information ecosystem, promote harmonious relationships, and prevent violent extremism.



Limitation

Study limitations and areas for continued research are important to note. Firstly, this study did not consider the influence of some underlying reasons, such as news bias and political bias. In addition, as Tully et al. (2020) suggested, understanding attitudes, motivations, and decision-making processes could also help to know more about news media literacy and its effects. More importantly, although some participants may have received news media literacy education before, we did not measure their achievements. Therefore, more empirical studies involving underlying factors and using longitudinal research designs are needed in future research. Thirdly, we acknowledge the limitations of the sample size and the lack of sample diversity. Future research can be expanded to other populations and larger groups in order to test the reasonability of our model. Furthermore, news media literacy includes far more than a set of skills that aim to identify misinformation—skills that will likely be made redundant or insufficient as technologies continue to develop, as the advent and application of new techniques is highly uncertain and unpredictable (Corser et al., 2022). In the increasingly complex information environment, the flaws of traditional media literacy have been shown (McGrew, 2020). Therefore, future research should continuously broaden the theoretical understanding and practical experience of news media literacy to keep people from falling into different traps.
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