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ABSTRACT 
 

COVID -19’s early spread in the United States raised many opposing perspectives on 

wearing a face mask in public, and hate crime towards the Asian community. This study is 

dedicated to understanding the Chinese students’ willingness to express their opinion about 

whether people should wear face masks in public before the Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention recommended doing so. We draw three factors: “fear of isolation”, “influence of 

media” and “lack of self-confidence” based on two communication theories “Spiral of Silence 

Theory” and “Magic Bullet Theory”.  

We intend to examine the three factors’ influence on Chinese students’ willingness of 

opinion expression. We employed a survey research method (n=66) and contingency table 

analysis. We were able to discover trends and patterns that corresponded with the assumptions of 

Noelle-Neumann, and also the results supported our hypothesis that Chinese students with low-

level fear of isolation tend to be more likely to share their opinion on mask wearing in public. 

Moreover, we surprisingly discovered that opinion efficacy is a significant predictor to predict 

Chinese students’ willingness to share their opinion through digital platforms.  
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

COVID -19’s early spread in the United States raised many opposing perspectives on 

wearing a face mask in public. People held different stands on this topic as well as the hate 

crimes towards Chinese residents and Chinese Americans that occurred during the pandemic. 

This paper will investigate how Chinese students’1 willingness to express their opinion on digital 

platforms about whether they should wear face masks in public were affected by the “fear of 

isolation,” “influence of media” and “lack of self-confidence” before the Center for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC) and media coverage first recommended wearing a face mask in 

public. 

Letting our voices be heard is a pivotal part of life and is central to building public 

opinion. Individuals hold their own opinions and take their stands via a variety of platforms that 

are available nowadays, such as the internet and mobile applications. The public responds to an 

event by leaving their comments online; people share their thoughts with one another in 

conversation; and members contribute their ideas through teamwork. However, there are times 

when one chooses to silence one  ’s voice and keep the opinion inside. One does not want to 

reveal any personal thinking on the internet to avoid potential cyber violence. One prefers to 

withhold his/her opinion when in a group to skip any potential disagreement with others’ wishes 

or views.  Or one listens to the views expressed on mass media and gives up one’s own opinion. 

Knowing what makes individuals withhold their opinions is consequential for our understanding 

of public opinion and potentially beneficial to political decision-making and communication in 

various contexts.  

 
1 The group of Chinese students involved in this study are all international Chinese students 
studying in the U.S. Chinese Americans and other Asian Americans were not part of this study.  
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This study was dedicated to understanding the willingness of opinion expression among 

Chinese students in the U.S during the early stage of the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020, during 

the early spread of COVID-19 in the United States, people possessed different beliefs on wearing 

a face mask in public before CDC and public officials had recommended doing so. This led to 

the rise of hate crime and violent conflicts towards people who identify as Chinese living or 

studying abroad and wearing face masks in public. According to NBC News (Coronavirus Hate 

Attack: Woman in Face Mask Allegedly Assaulted by Man Who Calls Her “Diseased,” n.d.), a 

Chinese woman was attacked for wearing a face mask in a New York City subway station. With 

the increases in news coverage on the Asian community getting insulted and attacked, it is left 

unknown how willingness of opinion expression among Chinese students in America was 

impacted. The goal of this research is to examine three main factors that may have hindered the 

Chinese students in the USA from speaking up about their own wishes and expressing their own 

opinion through digital platforms about wearing face masks in public before CDC had 

recommended doing so on April 3rd, 2020.  

The three factors this research will mainly focus on were drawn from two theoretical 

frames developed in the field of mass communication: “Spiral of Silence Theory” and “Magic 

Bullet Theory”. First, the “fear of isolation,” an idea brought up in Spiral of Silence Theory 

(Noelle-Neumann, 1974) purports that a social group will exclude and isolate other individuals 

who hold different opinions from their own. One may prevent oneself from experiencing the 

negative consequence of being isolated and choose not to disclose her/his own ideas to the group. 

This study examines individual Chinese student's concern about sharing their thoughts during the 

time when different voices and stands about whether one should wear a face mask in public were 



 3 

supported by different groups. This study hypothesizes that people with low-level fear of 

isolation tend to be more likely to share their opinion. 

The second factor drawn from “Spiral of Silence Theory” is “lack of self-confidence.” A 

factor that analyzes an individual's subjective mindset states that individuals with little self-

confidence may not feel comfortable expressing their opinion because they think that their 

opinion does not matter and will not make any impact or contribution. In the article “Attitude 

and Prediction of Behavior,” Sample and Warland suggest that the certainty that one possesses in 

one’s belief influences the person’s behavior ((John Sample & Rex Warland, 1973). In this case, 

it is possible that people who possess different levels of uncertainty about the application of face 

masks present various levels of willingness to express their opinion about whether people should 

wear masks in public. This study hypothesizes that Chinese students with higher levels of self-

confidence tend to be more likely to share their opinion. 

The third factor is the “influence of media,” including news reports and social media. A 

majority of the public obtain and absorb messages delivered from all sorts of news media on 

television and online. At the same time, the public is exposed to the views shared by individuals 

who possess professional knowledge from their own experiences and share messages and 

opinions via online digital platforms. According to the Magic Bullet Theory (also known as 

Hypodermic Needle Model), audiences (receivers) uncritically accept and absorb all information 

and messages that are delivered to them from the sender (Lasswell, 1938). This study examines 

the extent to which mass media coverage influences people’s willingness to express their opinion 

by analyzing how likely an individual is to share their opinion about wearing face masks in 

public during the time when the media claimed that there was no need to apply face masks in 
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public. We assume that the Chinese students who are barely influenced by the media coverage 

are more likely to share their opinion.   

Overview       

This study starts with a comprehensive literature review on the four main sections: “The 

Development of Public Opinion,” “Magic bullet theory,” “Two-Step Flow of Communication,” 

“The Spiral of Silence Theory” and “The Uses of Face Masks.” In this chapter, I provided a 

comprehensive understanding of previous work other scholars and professionals have 

contributed to the theoretical framework applied in this research: "spiral of silence theory" and 

"magic bullet theory," as well as background information about the public’s attitudes towards the 

use of face masks since the pandemic.  

Chapter three is the major part of the research: the analysis. In order to find out to what 

extent these three factors impact Chinese students' willingness to express and stand up for their 

own opinions about whether people should wear face masks in public before CDC recommended 

to do so, I applied a quantitative research methodology. I employed survey research methods and 

statistical data analysis (contingency table analysis and chi square tests) to identify any 

statistically significant effects of the three factors and to examine the extent to which they affect 

individuals' willingness to express opinions. Moreover, in this chapter, I described the process of 

how I defined my sample, distributed the surveys and collected my data as well as described the 

characteristics of my sample. 

Chapter four displays s frequencies on the dependent and independent variables in this 

study and discusses the patterns we discovered from our data. We also present our major findings 

and some non-findings in this chapter. In the last chapter, we discuss the major limitations of this 

study and the directions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Development of Public Opinion  

The discussion of public opinion has been around since the 17th century. William Temple 

demonstrated the idea of “general opinion” in his essay On the Original and Nature of 

Government written in 1672 (Speier, 1950). The term public opinion was first used in the 18th 

century (Davison, 2020), although nowadays ambiguity still exists in the definition of such a 

term (Glynn et al., 2015). Scholars hold various views when it comes to defining public opinion. 

Davison argues that public opinion is a complex term to define as it is a number of things rather 

than just a label (Sills, 1972). Speier (1950) states that the public is anyone but the government 

and that public opinion is a conversation between the citizens and their government. Noelle-

Neumann (1993, p. 62-63) claims that public opinion is “opinions on a controversial issue that 

one can express in public without isolating oneself.” 

         The arguments about defining public opinion still continue; however, the deep connection 

between public opinion and public policy is undeniable. Works of literature discussing this 

connection between public policy and public opinion often focus on their relationship and how 

strong this relationship could be (Burstein, 2003). In the equation below, public opinion has a 

positive relationship with policy as presented by Wlezien and Soroka, (2016): 

P = f {O}, 

In this ideal equation, P (Policy) increases as O (Opinion) increases. In other words, the policy is 

supposed to reflect the opinion of the public and public opinion, therefore, leads the process of 

policymaking.  Critically speaking, in real-world cases, scholars also argue that public opinion 

may not always influence policy (Page & Shapiro, 1983).  
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This delivers the second discussion of public opinion: how much impact does public 

opinion have on the policy process? Lippmann (2000) places doubt on an individual’s ability to 

provide a reliable opinion on current matters regardless of how much information they possess. 

He argues that: (1) Public opinion is the pictures in men’s heads that are subject to stereotypes 

and responses to the environment, (2) the limitation of the access to facts and information, as 

well as not the spontaneous truth itself that the press delivers indicates that there is always a 

distance between the public and events.  And Blumer argues that public opinion is not 

representative and accurate given the fact that the standpoint of things the individual holds can 

vary (Blumer, 1948). Likewise, Worcester (1997) suggests that the attitudes and values one 

possesses are the two influential factors in the formulation of public opinion. Values are not 

likely to change since they are adopted at the early stage of one’s life; therefore, values can be a 

crucial predictor of studying one’s opinion on public matters. Attitudes comparatively are less 

stable when individuals encounter an “opinion leader” whose views one respects and when one 

does not have full information about an issue. On the contrary, Yankelovich (1991) believes that 

the government should acknowledge the ability of the public because of the fact that they 

perceive political issues from various perspectives and priorities. Yankelovich names this ability 

as “public judgment.” Different from off-the-cuff opinion, public judgment can be a high-quality 

opinion based on careful consideration of information and the range of opinions on an issue.  

Second, interest groups are another factor that influences the power of public opinion. 

Interest groups as defined by Truman (1951, p. 33) consists of “any group that, on the basis of 

one or more shared attitudes, makes certain claims upon other groups in the society for the 

establishment, maintenance, or enhancement of forms of behavior that are implied by the shared 

attitudes.” Interest groups are concerned with a wide range of topics, such as politics and 
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economics, and hold sophisticated knowledge that cultivates the formation of public 

opinion  (Davison, 2020). The previous literature often focuses on the power of interest groups to 

sway public opinion. The nature of interest organizations allows them to possess more resources 

and power to support opinions that are in their favor (Burstein, 2003). Truman (1951) points out 

that interest groups guide and control public attitudes. Berry (2007) compares interest groups to 

cancer, slowly weakening the body politic. Two recent pieces of research (Gray et al., 2004); 

(Dür, 2018) suggest that interest groups do influence the formulation of public opinion and 

public policy, although such effects are marginal. 

The third factor is the number of responses to opinion polls. Burstein (2003) claims that 

the influence of public opinion on policy presents a downward trend that can be observed when 

comparing the data longitudinally. The decrease in the number of responses obtained from the 

public explains such a decrease in public opinion’s impact. One reason that causes different 

responses rates is the salience of public matters (Burstein, 2003). The public tends to deliver 

more responses to the government when salience, the amount of importance assigned to an issue, 

is high. The more responses the government collects from the public, the more representative the 

opinion is, and vice versa. Taking COVID-19 as an example, what CDC called a “global health 

threat” has drawn much attention and discussion from the public in both online and face-to-face 

communication. Likewise, racial tension has been a trending topic through social media 

platforms. The “BlackLivesMatter” movement has spread over the nation and spurred mass 

protests over the death of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd in 2020. In contrast, issues like 

“reparations for slavery” are less salient comparatively and barely obtain the public’s attention.  
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Spiral of Silence Theory 

Noelle-Neumann (1993) noted the effect of the “Spiral of Silence” for the first time after 

the appearance of last-minute swing after both German elections in 1965 and 1972. Myriad polls 

show that voting intentions in both the Christian Democratic and Social Democratic parties had 

been neck-to-neck among the public for months and researchers could barely predict who would 

win. However, 3-4 percent of voters were swept to the Christian Democratic Party at the last 

minute and this dramatic and sudden shift determined the winner in 1965. The same 

phenomenon also was observed in the 1972 election, and both incidents supported Noelle-

Neumann’s assumptions about the Theory of Spiral of Silence. 

The Theory of Spiral Silence builds upon the understanding of public opinion that 

suggests that people who possess a majority standpoint tend to express their opinion openly with 

others whereas those who possess a minority standpoint are more likely to remain silent (West & 

Turner, 2018). “The view that was receiving vocal support appears to be stronger than it really 

was and the other view weaker” (Noelle-Neumann,1993, p. 5), This is what Noelle-Neumann 

called this dynamic process of spiral of silence. The theory, as illustrated in the German election 

case above, explains the growth and spread of public opinion, and how it affects individuals’ 

willingness to voice their opinions in public. Noelle-Neumann addresses fear of isolation as the 

factor that drives this spiral mode (1993). 

Fear of Isolation  

Noelle-Neumann starts the discussion about fear of isolation by referring to the well-

known Solomon Asch’s experiment (Asch, 1951). The ten participants were requested to 

recognize which of three given three lines best match a fourth test line in length. Two out of ten 

participants who were the assistants of the experimenters named the wrong line that obviously 
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did not match the fourth line. Interestingly, the researchers find that majority of the participants 

choose to act in accordance with such a wrong judgment. “They dreaded isolation more than 

error” (Noelle-Neumann, 1993, p. 39). Noelle-Neumann argues that social nature makes 

individuals respect and follow commonly accepted judgments regardless of their reliability. This 

fear of isolation functions as a dominant factor that influences the public’s willingness to express 

their opinion on issues. Lee et al. (2014) also supports this claim in his study surveying 369 

college students about their willingness to voice their opinions on gun possession and climate 

change. This research demonstrated that fear of isolation suppresses the public’s willingness to 

speak while the active groups whose positions are in line with the dominant position are more 

likely to speak.  

The contemporary discussion of the fear of isolation and spiral silence focuses on its 

environmental settings (“Exploring the Predictors of the Spiral of Silence in Online News 

Discussions,” 2017). Noelle-Neumann (1993) discovered the effect of spiral silence in a face-to-

face communication setting, and some scholars speculate that its impact remains unclear in 

cyberspace. Scholars (Short, 1976) argue that the option of being anonymous on social 

networking sites can moderate the impact of fear of isolation. Li and Yang’s study (2016) 

supports this claim and finds that fear of isolation is not significantly correlated with people’s 

willingness to voice their opinions on social networking sites. Moreover, Salmon and Kline’s 

study (1983) refutes Noelle-Neumann’s assumption and indicates that some individuals with 

personal or group support express their opinion regardless of its dominance.  

On the other hand, some researchers recognize fear of isolation as an influential factor 

that impacts people’s willingness to speak up and acknowledge the effect of Spiral of Silence in 

a digital age. Ho and McLeod (2008) in their study embedded with survey data find that the fear 
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of isolation does impact people’s willingness on opinion expression, however, this effect is 

found to be attenuated in the computer-mediated setting. Yu Won Oh (2019) finds that fear of 

isolation is still the main reason for the silence of people holding less popular viewpoints. Two 

Chinese researchers (Weichong LI & Yanshu SUN, 2017) examined the applicability of Spiral of 

Silence in a computer-mediated environment using data collected from Weibo on the given issue 

of banning a talk show that pertains to a speaker who endorses homosexuality. They found that 

the willingness to express was negatively correlated with fear of isolation as Noelle-Neumann 

assumes. And it is worth noting that this fear of isolation can be downplayed under 

circumstances where anonymity is guaranteed. A survey study (NW et al., 2014) involving 1801 

adults conducted by Pew Research Center inquired about social media users’ willingness to 

express their opinions about Edward Snowden’s 2013 revelations about government 

surveillance. The study found that Facebook users were more willing to share their opinions 

when their followers appeared to share congruent views.  

Magic Bullet Theory  

The Magic Bullet Theory (also known as the Hypodermic Needle Model) is one of the 

communication models that prior researchers built in the 1930s (Lasswell, 1938). This 

communication model simply defines the receiver and sender as two roles in the communication 

process. The messages that contain values, attitudes and ideas go directly and linearly from 

sender to receiver. The magic Bullet Theory states that audiences uncritically accept and absorb 

all information and messages that are delivered to them, and meanwhile largely mitigate the 

receivers’ ability to select the informative messages and filter out the unreliable ones. The 

messages are like bullets shot from guns into the head of the receiver (Berger, 1995). According 

to the Magic Bullet Theory, the audiences’ behaviors also reflect the messages that they receive. 
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During World War II, the influence of media and the use of political propaganda heavily 

impacted the people’s minds in both the countries of Germany and the United States, and 

people’s behaviors were subject to the propagandist messages they received (UK Essays, 2017). 

A 1938 radio drama has been cited as an illustration of Magic Bullet Theory. In 1938, the 

radio program, The Mercury Theatre on the Air, broadcast “The War of the Worlds,” an episode 

based on the novel The War of the Worlds written by H.G. Wells. In this episode, the reporter 

vividly demonstrated an image of catastrophe in which Martians invaded the earth and started 

wiping out the human species. Orson Welles, who was an actor and narrator of the episode, 

compellingly described the entire process of Martians killing people in Princeton, New Jersey 

and releasing a toxic cloud, and how citizens ran for their lives. As a result, a group of audience 

members who listened to the show mistook this planned drama for a reliable news message and 

suffered panic from the so-called alien invasion (Schwartz, 2015), although they did not take 

action to escape from their homes. The incident did not lead to nationwide chaos due to the fact 

that only about two-hundred households were listening to The Mercury Theatre on the Air 

(Socolow, 2013).  

In 1940, two years after the radio drama, Paul Lazarsfeld and Herta Herzog initiated a 

research project that eventually disapproved of the reliability of the Magic Bullet Theory. 

According to the book The People’s Choice: How the Voter Makes Up His Mind in a 

Presidential Campaign originally published in 1948 (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 2021), 

the authors acknowledged the influence of media, but  meanwhile criticized the direct impact 

between media and the audiences proposed by the theory. They supported this assumption using 

data from the election of Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1940. They found that the majority of the 

voters did not make their decisions under the influence of propagandist messages during the 



 12 

Roosevelt campaign as reported by the voter’s responses to survey questionnaires.  On the 

contrary, they suggested that individuals are able to actively filter the messages from media, and 

discovered that interpersonal influence was more powerful than the media. They proposed a two-

step flow of communication. They claimed that “opinion leaders” play a special role in the 

network of personal relationships. Opinion leaders who are not easily persuaded and manipulated 

by the mass media deliver the messages from the media down to a group of less active audience 

members. To conclude, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues debunked the idea that the mass media 

exert a direct influence on people’s views; instead, they emphasized the essential role of opinion 

leaders.  

As society developed, the ideas that the Magic Bullet Theory purports became outdated. 

Yet it is without a doubt that the media had a direct and immediate effect on individuals during 

World War I when the influence of Darwin was at its peak. Individuals were thought to be rather 

uniform with one another and people’s inherited human nature tended to interpret the messages 

and act in a uniform way (DeFleur, 1989). Today, the emergence of Information and 

Communication Technologies allows scholars to think about whether the Magic Bullet Theory 

applies in the digital age. Nwabueze and Okonkwo (Nwabueze, 2018) raise two arguments in 

favor of rethinking the Bullet Theory in the digital age: (1) the large increase of the media 

platforms and greater access given to the individuals allow the media to directly deliver the 

contents to the audiences and make a direct impact among the public, (2) the proliferation of the 

social media and the similar content can intensify the power of the media. Moreover, Xu (2015) 

purports that the development of “big data” grants the media ability to make a more precise 

prediction about the preferences of audiences based on their previous user history. This accurate 
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prediction and content feeding can weaken the urge of the public to actively seek information 

and strengthens the influence of the media that the Magic Bullet Theory projects.  

It may be undecided whether audiences are capable of identifying the quality of the 

information and formulating a mature perception of the events happening around them. Scholars 

who appraise the Magic Bullet Theory in the digital age do not present reliable evidence and data 

to support the validity of the theory. 

Two-Step Flow of Communication 

In the book, People’s Choice, where it first raised the discussion of the two-steps flow 

model was first raised, the authors (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 2021) find that voters 

during the election of Franklin D. Roosevelt who made their decisions later in the campaign were 

influenced by their personal contacts. Moreover, personal influence is found as a major reason 

that changed the minds of three-fourths of voters who originally decided not to engage in the 

election.  

The discourse of personal influence’s impact on the 1940 election led to the development 

of the Two-Step Flow model of communication. The model suggests (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and 

Gaudet, 2021) that the message from the media flows to the opinion leaders and then passes 

down to the “less active section of the population” (p. 151). Opinion leaders are more likely to 

participate in political discussions and events than the general public, and the influence of media 

is more effective on opinion leaders. Instead, the “less active section of the population” is more 

susceptible to the person-to-person influence that serves as “a bridge over which formal media of 

communications extend their influence” (p. 152). Taking the recent Asian hate crime during the 

pandemic as an example, a 91-year-old was seen attacked on the street in Chinatown Oakland, 

moreover, the brutal 2021 Atlanta shootings killed eight people and six of whom were Asian 
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women. The massive Asian hate crimes raised the public’s attention on Asian lives in America, 

and A few Asian American influencers stood up and spoke out for the Asian community such as 

Daniel Wu, Jeremy Shu-How Lin and Andrew Yang, and their opinion and attitudes on fighting 

against Anti-Asian crimes widely impacted the Asian community. In late March 2021, a 

movement for “Stop Asian Hate” and “Asian Lives Matter” took place in a couple of cities 

across the nation and a great number of Asians rallied and chose to let their voices be heard. 

According to the two-steps flow model, the Asian influencers imposed a direct impact on 

Asian communities in America and led them to actively participate in the movement against 

Anti-Asian crimes. On the other hand, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues (2021) argued that personal 

influence weighs more than the media for its non-purposiveness. They found in their study of the 

1940 election that voters hold awareness against political messages because they believe that 

political activities often come with purposes and pursue certain benefits from the public. 

However, personal influences can be pervasive and catch individuals unprepared, therefore they 

can have much more impact than formal media.  

Lazarsfeld, et al. (2021) provides four assumptions elaborating the power of personal 

influence over the media. First, personal contacts are able to hold face-to-face conversations that 

the formal media cannot. Such conversations are so flexible that they allow the speaker to 

observe the listeners, and change the content or the tone of the voice based on the simultaneous 

and immediate feedback from the listeners. Second, the “rewards of compliance” (p. 154) make 

personal influence powerful. To avoid discomfort is the human nature developed in early 

childhood. Similarly, according to Spiral of Silence (Noelle-Neumann, 1993), the fear of 

isolation drives an individual to remain silent or defer to others’ opinions if they are in 

disagreement. Lazarsfeld et al. state that the majority of the public does not like to be out of line 
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and tends to keep consistent with other personal contacts. The third reason is “trust in an intimate 

source” (p. 155). Individuals tend to take as their own the judgments of people who share similar 

status and interests. The last reason is different from the media aiming to change one’s behavior 

by affecting one’s attitudes about the given issue. Lazarsfeld et al. point out that a group of 

voters at the polls justifies that they voted simply because their friends wanted them to do so. 

The Two-Step Flow model was developed during the time period where the newspaper 

and broadcast were the major media platforms prior to the emergence of the internet and social 

media.  Scholars have argued about its applicability in the digital age. Some scholars (Bennett & 

Manheim, 2006) contend that the proliferation of social media grants the public access to directly 

receive information and therefore weakens the power of the opinion leaders. Walter and 

Brüggemann (2020) challenge that the two-step flow assumes the message flows from the media 

to opinion leaders. Taking the 2015 United Nations Climate Change Conference as an example, 

the attendees of the conference no longer relied on the media for first-hand information.  

However, their physical presence allowed them to share what they experienced with their 

followers through Twitter. Hilbert (Hilbert et al., 2017) in his study not only states that 

“traditional media outlets receive 80-90% of their mentions directly through a direct one-step 

flow from the users” (p. 457) but also acknowledges that the average Twitter user mainly 

mentions opinion leaders in their tweets. Also, Choi (2014) acknowledges the social impact that 

opinion leaders make among their followers on social media platforms.  

The Use of Face Masks  

Face masks have been a protection against plague among health professionals since the 

Middle Ages (Mowery, 2020). Such a common action has gone through a relatively intricate path 

ever since the outbreak of the COVID-19 in the United States. The Centers for Disease Control 



 16 

and Prevention (CDC) recommended people with no sickness not to wear face masks in January 

2020. Moreover, the U.S. surgeon General Jerome Adams tweeted to the public “STOP 

BUYING MASKS” (Taylor, 2020).  

In response to the pandemic, people living in East Asian countries were urged to wear 

face masks in public as a precaution against the virus whereas citizens in North America were 

repeatedly informed that face masks were not for use by the general public (Javid et al., 2020). 

The group of Chinese residents in the United States accepted the recommendations from the 

Chinese government to wear face masks in the public while the majority of Americans followed 

instructions from CDC. This discrepancy of reacting to COVID-19 led to an argument about the 

use of face masks in public among people living in the United States, and violent conflicts 

towards people who identify as Chinese and wear face masks in public. Krystal Ji, a Chinese 

American working in California was discriminated against in public for wearing a face mask 

(Zhou et al., 2020). According to NBC News (Li & Abdelkader, 2020), a Chinese woman was 

attacked for wearing a face mask in a New York City subway station. Another Chinese designer, 

Yiheng Yu, was vilified by a woman when she was standing outside her office wearing a face 

mask (Caspani, 2020).   

The phenomenon of “maskaphobia” brought not only anxiety to the American public but 

also the rise of hate crime. In San Francisco, an unidentified man yelled at Yuanyuan Zhu, 

shouted an expletive about China, and swore to “run them over” (Tavernise & Jr, 2020). In Los 

Angeles’ Carson area, a fake flyer with a fake seal of the World Health Organization was posted 

in the community telling residents to keep their distance away from Asian-American businesses. 

And there were many more anti-Asian bigotry like this was recorded and reported by the 

authorities (Caspani, 2020). 
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Turning Point 

On the evening of April 3rd, 2020, the CDC updated its recommendations and made an 

announcement telling all Americans to wear face masks in an effort to prevent the spread of 

COVID-19 (Division, 2020). The discussion about the use of face masks did not reach an end 

after the official announcement from the CDC. Instead, the public opinion and attitudes toward 

the use of face masks in public were still divided. Former President Trump mocked the wearing 

of face masks in public and initially indicated that he would not do it personally (Taylor, 2020). 

Under such influence, according to a poll by the Kaiser Family Foundation (Scherer, 2020), only 

58 percent of Republicans wore face masks in public compared to 89 percent of Democrats and 

72 percent of Independents. On the other hand, a study conducted between April 3rd and April 7, 

2020, found some positive results regarding the public’s mask-wearing and buying behavior. 

After the announcement by the CDC recommending the public wearing face masks, the 

percentage of the American public wearing a face mask is increased by 12 percent (Goldberg et 

al., 2020).  

The adoption of face masks as protective equipment against the pandemic continued to 

expand across the United States. In June 2020, more than 20 U.S. states officially commanded 

the public to wear face masks in the public (Chappell, 2020). On January 20th, 2021, President 

Biden signed an executive order mandating that the public be required to wear face masks on all 

federal properties (Biden, 2021).  

In this study, we focus on the time period before the CDC first announced its 

recommendation to wear face masks in public when the hate crimes and arguments over the face 

masks were rising. In this environmental setting, we seek to find out how Chinese students in the 

U.S. expressed their opinion about the use of masks in public.  
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CHAPTER 3. METHODS 

This study seeks to discover to what extent to which factors drawn from Spiral of Silence 

Theory and Magic Bullet Theory - “fear of isolation,” “influence of media” and “lack of self-

confidence”-- impact people’s willingness to express their opinions about whether individuals 

should wear a face mask in public. It examines people’s opinion expression before the CDC and 

media coverage first recommended mask wearing on April 3rd, 2020.  

Three hypotheses were tested in this study using a primary dataset collected from 

Chinese students in the United States (n=66) in the U.S.. 

H1: Chinese students who were less influenced by the media coverage are more likely to 

share their opinion about mask wearing in public. 

H2: Chinese students with higher levels of self-confidence tend to be more likely to share 

their opinion on mask wearing in public. 

H3: Chinese students with low-level fear of isolation tend to be more likely to share their 

opinion on mask wearing in public. 

Research Design 

This study discusses the controversy of whether individuals should wear face masks in 

public before the CDC first recommended that people do so in April of 2020. It explores Chinese 

students’ willingness to express their opinion through digital platforms. In selecting research 

methods to employ in this study, we refer to Noelle-Neumann’s study of spiral silence (Noelle-

Neumann, 1993) and other scholars’ research designs, such as Powers et al. (2019). Noelle-

Neumann employed surveys to explore the climate of opinion on Germany’s political situation as 

well as interviews that tested people’s tendency to speak out or keep silent about issues of raising 

children. Likewise, the study of Powers et al. (2019) employed both quantitative and qualitative 
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research methods to examine college student’s willingness to express their opinion online about 

2016 presidential election in the U.S. 

This study employs quantitative research methods to test the three hypotheses above. An 

original questionnaire consisting of fifteen questions was designed by the author and distributed 

for data collection among Chinese students using both convenience sampling and snowball 

sampling techniques. I reached out to a few individual Chinese students within my networks who 

studied in graduate programs in universities in America, such as Georgetown University, John 

Hopkins University, and the University of Illinois, and asked their help in distributing surveys to 

other Chinese students in their networks. We first reached out to graduate students from 

Communication, Culture and Technology (CCT) program at Georgetown University, and asked 

them to help with distributing surveys. The majority of respondents recruited from those CCT 

fellows are also graduate students from other programs at different Universities. In order to 

ensure that participants involved in this study were all international Chinese students in the U.S, 

we distributed surveys to Chinese students through digital platforms such as WeChat and the 

Chinese Student Scholar Association (CSSA).  The web-based questionnaire was distributed 

between February 24th, 2021 and March 5th, 2021. In total, we received 99 responses; 33 of 

them were considered invalid responses and discarded for the stage of data analysis.2  

Sample Characteristics 

The respondents involved in this study were all Chinese international students in the U.S.  

They ranged in age from 20 to 30. As Figure 3.1 shows, the majority (40%) of students were 24 

years old. Moreover, according to Figure 3.2 most of the respondents (59%) were currently 

 
2 The 33 responses were treated as invalid data due to the large amount of survey questions were 
left blank and unfilled by the respondents.  
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enrolled in or had obtained a post-graduate degree due to the fact that the sample was collected 

through convenience sampling and snowball sampling techniques. Overall, this study received 

63% female and 32% male respondents.  

 

Figure 3.1 Age 

 

Figure 3.2 Education level 
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Measurement 

The survey questions measured the dependent variable, willingness of opinion 

expression, and the three categories of predictors, influence of media, lack of self-confidence, 

and fear of isolation. 

Dependent Variable 

Willingness of opinion expression. In our survey, we measure Chinese students’ 

willingness to express their opinion about the use of face masks through digital platforms. We 

asked the respondents about their frequency of opinion expression using the following question: 

“How often did you share your opinion through digital platforms about whether people should 

wear face masks in public?” The scale of responses ranges from 1 “Very often” to 4 “ Never.”    

Independent Variables 

Influence of media. In this study, we focus on the power of media coverage on the 

formulation of public opinion about whether people should have worn face masks in public 

before the authoritative recommendations of the CDC. This concept was measured using three 

survey questions: (1) Media representation: “On a scale of 1 - 5, where 1 is not at all and 5 is 

very much, how much does media coverage represent your stand?” Respondents rated their 

agreement or disagreement using the scale. (2) Frequency to follow the news: “How often do you 

follow the news and information about whether people should wear face masks in public?” The 

scale ranges from 1 “Very often” to 4 “Never.” (3) Influence of media: “How much did the 

media coverage shape your opinion about whether you should wear a face mask in public?” The 

scale ranges from 1 “A great deal” to 4 “Not at all.” 

Lack of self-confidence. We examined the level of self-confidence one possessed in their 

own judgment and opinion about public matters which was the use of face masks in this study. 
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We measured this concept with three questions: (1) Confidence in your own thinking: “On a 

scale of 1 - 5, where 1 is not at all and 5 is very much how much you think your thoughts may 

not be right?” (2) Confidence in your own knowledge: “How confident did you feel about your 

understanding and knowledge of whether people should wear face masks in public?” with a scale 

that ranges from 1 “Very confident” to 4 “Not at all confident.” (3) Opinion efficacy: “How 

much do you think that your opinion about whether people should wear face masks in public 

matters?” with a scale that ranges from 1 “A lot” to 4 “Not at all.” 

Fear of isolation. The concept of fear of isolation refers to Noelle-Neumann’s Spiral of 

Silence Theory (Noelle-Neumann, 1993) meaning a negative emotion one may experience when 

one expresses opinions opposite to those of others. This study measures this concept with four 

indicators. We inquired of respondents, “How much do you agree or disagree with the following 

statements when it comes to sharing your opinion through online digital platforms about whether 

people should wear face masks in public?” (1) Low-level fear of isolation: “I share my own 

thoughts without hesitation” (2) Mid-level fear of isolation: “I will think of the potential 

consequences before I speak up” (3) High-level fear of isolation: “I do not express any opinions 

for avoiding conflicts with others.” The scales of these three questions range from 1 “Strongly 

agree” to 5 “Strongly disagree” with a midpoint of 3 “Neither agree nor disagree.” Last, we 

asked the respondents to rate their tendency to avoid conflicts: “How much do you want to avoid 

any conflicts with others” on a scale of 1 - 5, where 1 is not at all and 5 is very much.”  
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

We sought to discover whether the three factors discussed above impacted Chinese 

students’ willingness to express opinions about wearing face masks, and to explore the strength 

of this impact. A total n of 65 respondents were used in the analyses in this study. This study 

applied a contingency table analysis to examine the interrelationships among the variables.  

For running the contingency table analysis, we recoded the dependent variable 

“frequency of opinion expression” from the original scale “Very often” to “Never” to 

“Always/Sometimes” and “Rarely/Never” to ensure each cell in the table contained at least five 

cases to meet the requirements of the chi square test of statistical significance and to have more 

reliable results with less error. All the independent variables used in the crosstab analysis were 

recorded as shown in the following figures below.  

Frequencies of Dependent and Independent Variables 

In our questionnaire, we focused on inquiring about the individuals’ attitudes and 

opinions towards the use of face masks during the early stage of the pandemic before the first 

announcement the CDC made that recommended that the public wear face masks. Meanwhile, 

we designed a few general questions that dedicated to understanding the views about the use of 

face masks among Chinese students at the time the survey was fielded and to explore the 

potential differences in their attitudes towards the same controversy at different time periods. 

According to our results, we find that nearly all the participants, 97% choose to wear face masks 

in public, whereas only 1.5% of respondents never wore face masks at all during the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

Likewise, the data collected with a question inquiring “how important is it to wear a 

facemask since COVID-19” shares a corresponding finding that 95.4% of respondents think that 
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it is very important to wear a face mask while only 1.5% possess an opposite view. The policy of 

President Joe Biden’s administration initiated upon his inauguration and the media coverage that 

restrictively requires people to apply face masks in public can explain the two similar findings. 

President Biden issued a national mask mandate on January 20, 2021, that urged the public to 

wear face masks across the states for a 100 day commitment. This authoritative announcement 

made reasonable the pervasive awareness we discovered on the use of face masks in public. 

Different from the results above that reveals a current pattern for when the survey was 

administered, the following chart demonstrates the frequency of respondents sharing their 

opinion about whether individuals should wear face masks in public between March when 

COVID-19 started to heavily spread across the nation and April 3rd when the CDC first 

informed the public about the use of masks. According to the results shown in Figure 4.1, 43.1% 

of respondents shared their opinion through digital platforms with moderate frequency whereas 

more than half the number of respondents, 56.9% rarely or even never shared their opinion. In 

this study, we are dedicated to finding out to what extent the following three factors – media 

influence, lack of self-confidence, and isolation - impacted Chinese students’ willingness to 

express their opinion on digital platforms. 

 

Figure 4.1. Respondents’ frequency of sharing opinion through digital platforms about 

whether people should wear face masks in public 
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Influence of Media 

This study focuses on the time period between the early spread of COVID-19 in America 

in March and April 3rd, 2020. According to the survey data, about three quarters of the 

respondents often or sometimes followed news and information about the use of face masks 

(73.8%), as shown in Figure 4.2. The majority of these respondents claimed the media did not 

impact their formulation of opinion. 

 

Figure 4.2. How often did you follow the news and information about whether people 

should wear face masks in public 

According to Figure 4.3, near half of the respondents (49.2%) agreed that they shared the 

same perception as media coverage whereas the minority (33.8%) held a different view. Similar 

results are depicted in Figure 4.4. A great number of respondents  (67.7%) acknowledged that the 

media coverage played a dominant role in shaping their opinion about whether the public should 

wear face masks outdoors, and 26.6% of respondents though that the media coverage had a 

trivial effect on their own perceptions. 
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Figure 4.3. How much do you agree or disagree that  media coverage represents your stand  

 

Figure 4.4. How much did the media coverage shape your opinion about whether you 

should wear a face mask in public  

Lack of Self-Confidence  
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respondents possessed a strong level of self-confidence in their own thinking about the use of 

face masks. Meanwhile, only a small number of people (20.0%) had doubts about their own 

thoughts as shown in Figure 4.5. Congruent results can be found in Figure 4.6 and Figure 4.7. 

According to Figure 4.6, overall 90.8% of respondents expressed a strong level of confidence in 

their knowledge of face mask used as a precaution against COVID-19, while only 4.6% of 

respondents showed scant self-confidence. 
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Figure 4.5.  How much confidence you think you possess in your own thinking 

 

Figure 4.6. How confident did you feel about your knowledge of whether people should 

wear face masks in public 

In Figure 4.7, the majority (67.7%) demonstrated a high level of confidence about 

expressing their opinion for they think that their opinion matters. However, such a high level of 

confidence among the respondents indicates an inconsistency with the influence of media at that 

time. As we discussed above, the media, following the CDC’s instructions, informed the public 

that it was unnecessary to use of face masks as precautions against COVID-19 in the early days 

of the pandemic. The CDC only recommended that medical personnel and first responders wear 

face masks. And this announcement by the media conflicted with Chinese students’ endorsement 

of the reliability of face masks, therefore a low level of confidence should have been detected. 
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pattern to exist. It may be the case that the majority of Chinese students put their trust in the 

procedures Chinese citizens and officials took on the reduction of COVID-19 transmission. A 

Chinese survey (n=10,165) (Tan et al., 2021) found that nearly all the local Chinese respondents 

(99%) wear a face mask during the pandemic and a cohort study (Wang et al., 2020) in China 

delivers the first evidence of the effectiveness of mask use against COVID-19. 

 

Figure 4.7. How much do you think that your opinion about whether people should 

wear face masks in public matters 

Fear of Isolation 

We explored the extent to which the fear of isolation influenced individuals’ willingness 

to express their opinion through digital platforms. Survey questions depicted in Figures 4.8, 4.9 

and 4.10 represent different levels of fear of isolation when it comes to sharing opinions through 

digital platforms. In Figure 4.8, most people (47.7%) agree that they share their own opinions 

without hesitation comparing to 27.7% who disagreed. Therefore, we speculated that the number 

of respondents who agree that they did not express opinions in order to avoid conflicts is 

supposed to be fewer than the number of respondents who disagreed. However, this result was 

not discovered in Figure 4.9, as more respondents (78.5%) claimed that they tend to avoid 

conflict with others while 7.7% disagreed. 
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Figure 4.8. How much do you agree or disagree with the statement when it comes to 

sharing opinion - I share my own thoughts without hesitation 

 

Figure 4.9. How much do you agree or disagree with the statement when it comes to 

sharing opinion - I will think of the potential consequences before I speak up 

Given this confusion, we looked at Figure 4.10 and found that the people who agreed that 

they would think of potential consequences before they speak represented the greater portion of 

the respondents (41.5%) compared to 33.8% of respondents who disagreed. Correspondingly, the 

results in Figure 4.11 point out that more people (40.0%) attempted to bypass any conflict with 

others when they shared different opinions online compared to 33.8% of respondents who 

present little tendency to avoid conflict with others. Similar to the data presented in Figure 4.10 

and 4.8, the difference in people who held high-level fear of isolation and low-level fear of 

isolation was relatively small. We may conclude that the majority of respondents recognized the 
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potential threat as an influential factor when they thought about whether to share their thoughts 

online, although the power of this influence remains unknown.    

 

Figure 4.10. How much do you agree or disagree with the statement when it comes 

to sharing opinion - I do not express any opinions for avoiding conflicts with others 

 

Figure 4.11. How much do you want to avoid any conflicts with others when you share 

opinion online  
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Results 

Influence of Media 

We conducted a contingency table analysis for the dependent variable “frequency of 

opinion expression” and independent variables “frequency to follow news,” “media 

representation” and “influence of media.” The contingency Table 4.1 below indicates that 78.6% 

of Chinese students who often followed news and information often expressed their opinion 

online compared to 21.4% of Chinese students who followed news and information with less 

frequency. Meanwhile, 70.3% of Chinese students rarely or never shared theire opinion even 

though they often followed news and information. Similar findings were discovered among 

frequency of opinion expression, media representation and influence of media. In terms of media 

representation, 48.1 % of Chinese students who agreed that the media represented their stands 

often expressed their opinion online compared to 37.0% of students who disagreed with this 

statement. More students (51.4%) claimed that they rarely or never shared their opinion even 

though they agreed that the media represented their stands. Lastly, 80.0% of Chinese students 

who thought that the media imposed too much influence on their opinion formulation tended to 

frequently express their opinion online, whereas fewer Chinese students (68.6%) under the same 

influence rarely or never expressed their opinion. To sum up, we did not discover any 

statistically significant differences at the p ≤ .05 level among Chinese students’ opinion 

expressions and “influence of media,” “media representation” and “frequency to follow the 

news” according to the Chi-Square significance value. 
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Table 4.1 Influence of Media 

 
 

Frequency of opinion expression 
Very often/ 
Sometimes 

Rarely/Never Chi-Square 
sig. 

Frequency to follow news 
 
Very often/Sometime 
Rarely/Never 

 
 

78.6% 
21.4% 

 
 

70.3% 
29.7% 

 

 
 

.57 

Media representation 
 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
 

 
 

48.1% 
14.8% 
37.0% 

 
 

51.4% 
16.2% 
32.4% 

 
 

.93 

Influence of media 
 
Very much 
Not much/Not at all 

 
 

80.0% 
20.0% 

 
 

68.6% 
31.4% 

 
 

.39 

 

Lack of Self-Confidence 

The contingency Table 4.2 below depicts the interaction among “frequency of opinion 

expression” and “confidence in your own thinking,” “confidence in your own knowledge” and 

“opinion efficacy.” We found that 60.7% of Chinese students who showed strong confidence in 

their own thinking frequently expressed their opinion compared to 10.7% of Chinese students 

who showed little confidence. And 51.4% of students presented less frequency on opinion 

expression although they felt confident in their own thinking. Moreover, 100.0% of respondents 

who showed strong confidence in their own knowledge about the use of face masks as a 

precaution against the spread of COVID-19 frequently expressed their opinion online. There 

were also 91.7% of students with much confidence in their own knowledge who still rarely or 

never shared their opinion. Last but not least, 84.6% of students who believed that their opinion 

matters a lot often expressed their opinion compared to 15.4% of students who thought their 
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opinion matters very little. And many fewer students (61.1%) with high opinion efficacy chose 

rarely or never to share their opinion online. Overall, we did not find a statistically significant 

difference among frequency of opinion expression and confidence respondents’ own thoughts 

and knowledge. However, opinion efficacy was a statistically significant variable to predicting 

an individual's willingness to share their opinion online with a p-value at .05 level. 

Table 4.2 Lack of Self-Confidence 

 Frequency of opinion expression 

Very often/ 
Sometimes 

Rarely/Never Chi-Square 
sig. 

Confidence in your own  
thinking 
 
Confident 
Neutral 
Not confident 
 

 
 
 

60.7% 
28.6% 
10.7% 

 
 

 
51.4% 
21.6% 
27.0% 

 
 

 
.26 

Confidence in your own 
knowledge 
 
Confident 
Not confident 
 

 
 

 
100.0% 
0.0% 

 
 

 
91.7% 
8.3% 

 
 
 

.26 

Opinion efficacy 
 
A lot 
A little 

 
 

84.6% 
15.4% 

 
 

61.1% 
38.9% 

 
 

.05 

 

Fear of Isolation 

This study focuses on whether fear of isolation influences the public's willingness on 

opinion expression. The contingency Table 4.3 we computed below reveals the relationship 

among frequency of opinion expression, different levels fear of isolation and the tendency to 

avoid conflicts. We found that 81.5% of Chinese students with low-level fear of isolation often 

engaged in opinion expression online. The much smaller number of students (24.3%) with low-



 34 

level fear of isolation rarely or never shared their opinion. Moreover, 88.5% of Chinese students 

with mid-level fear of isolation presented a high frequency of opinion expression. On the other 

hand, 77.8% Chinese students with mid-level fear of isolation rarely or never engaged in opinion 

expression online. 42.3% of students with high-level fear of isolation often or sometimes shared 

their opinion compared to 44.4% of students with the same level fear of isolation rarely or never 

expressed their opinion online. Last we looked into students’ tendency to avoid conflicts and we 

found that 44.4% of students who tended to avoid such conflicts often or sometimes expressed 

their opinion in an online discussion whereas fewer people (37.8%) who also showed the same 

tendency rarely or never express their opinion. Overall low-level fear of isolation presents as a 

statistically significant predictor of one’s willingness to express their opinion online at p = .00 

level while the other variables had non-significant results.  
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Table 4.3 Fear of Isolation 

 Frequency of opinion expression 

Very often/ 
Sometimes 

Rarely/Never Chi-Square 
sig. 

Low-level fear of 
isolation 
 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
 

 
 
 

81.5% 
11.1% 
7.4% 

 
 

 
24.3% 
32.4% 
43.2% 

 
 
 

.00 

Mid-level fear of isolation 
 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
 

 
 

88.5% 
7.7% 
3.8% 

 
 

77.8% 
11.1% 
11.1% 

 
 

.50 

High-level fear of 
isolation 
 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
 

 
 
 

42.3% 
19.2% 
38.5% 

 
 
 

44.4% 
22.2% 
33.3% 

 
 
 

.91 

Tendency to avoid 
conflicts 
 
Very much 
Neutral 
Very little 

 
 
 

44.4% 
18.5% 
37.0% 

 
 
 

37.8% 
29.7% 
32.4% 

 
 
 

.53 
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This study is dedicated to examining how the influence of media, fear of isolation and 

lack of self-confidence impacted Chinese students’ willingness on opinion expression using a 

survey research method and contingency table analysis. From our results, we learned that the 

online opinion expression among Chinese students in the U.S is impacted by fear of isolation and 

self-confidence, although the influence of media was found irrelevant to their willingness to 

express an opinion. 

First, the results of our study failed to support the H1 and reject the null hypothesis. We 

found that the majority of our respondents followed the news and information about the use of 

face masks in public during the time period this study focused on. However, among the people 

who followed the news, the number of respondents who often expressed their opinion online was 

only 8.3 percentage points3 more than the number of respondents who rarely or never expressed 

their opinion, which did not present a relatively large difference as we expected. Meanwhile, we 

also speculated that Chinese students whose views aligned with mass media were more likely to 

express their opinion online. Nonetheless, the results indicate that there were 3.3 percentage 

points fewer Chinese students who shared similar opinions with the mass media claimed that 

they often express their opinions. In other words, more Chinese students who shared similar 

views rarely or never shared their opinion through digital platforms. Moreover, we intend to 

discover the effects of Magic Bullet Theory (Lasswell, 1938), which purports that the media 

impose direct influence on the individual’s perception of public matters. With our results, we 

 
3 The percentage point difference is computed by subtracting the percentage in category of 
people very often/sometimes share opinion from the percentage in category of people 
rarely/never share opinion. The following percentage point difference mentioned in this study all 
followed such a formula. 
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were not able to present any reliable evidence to support such an idea, although the majority of 

respondents acknowledged that the messages from media shaped their understanding and opinion 

of the use of face masks. In addition, we discovered the trend that people who are under the 

influence of media are more likely to express their opinion, although we were not able to support 

that this trend did not happen by chance.   

Regarding self-confidence, the results we found were consistent with our assumptions 

although we were not able to support H2 and reject the null hypothesis. From the data, we can 

conclude that nearly half of the respondents held a strong level of confidence in their own 

thinking, and many more people (90.8%) felt confident in their own knowledge about whether 

people should wear face masks. Nonetheless, their confidence level in their own thinking and 

knowledge did not come out as significant predictors of Chinese students’ willingness to express 

their opinion. Only 9.3 percentage points more Chinese students who felt confident in their own 

thinking expressed their opinion with moderate frequency, and also 8.3 percentage points more 

Chinese students who felt confident in their own knowledge often or sometimes expressed their 

opinion. We were not able to point out if their confidence level made a powerful impact on their 

willingness of opinion expression due to such insignificant differences. On the other hand, we 

discovered opinion efficacy as a statistically significant variable to predicting Chinese students’ 

opinion expression on digital platforms. The majority of respondents who believed that their 

opinion matters a lot attempted to express their opinion frequently and these people outnumbered 

ones who barely expressed an opinion by 23.5 percentage points. Overall, this study did not 

support that Chinese students with a higher level of self-confidence tend to be more likely to 

share their opinion. Our data indicated a large number of respondents possessed strong 

confidence in both their thinking and knowledge, however, there was also a great number of 
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respondents among these people with confidence who did not demonstrate a high frequency of 

opinion expression. Instead, opinion efficacy as a new predictor we discovered was able to make 

predictable assumptions about whether an individual would show a high tendency on opinion 

expression through digital platforms. 

Last our study was able to provide some significant evidence to support the Spiral of 

Silence effect that first was raised by Noelle-Neumann, where she argues different levels of fear 

of isolation are a key factor that influences an individual’s willingness to express opinions about 

public issues. In our study, we inquired about Chinese students’ frequency of opinion expression 

on digital platforms under three levels fear of isolation: low, mid and high. We were only able to 

provide statistically significant support for the interrelationship between low-level fear of 

isolation and frequency of opinion expression. Most of our respondents claimed to possess little 

fear of isolation when they shared opinion online and this group of respondents also presented a 

high frequency of opinion expression. In other words, more Chinese students with low-level fear 

of isolation frequently expressed their opinion – a 57.2 percentage point difference than other 

students. On the other hand, data from the analysis of mid-level and high-level fear of isolation 

was not able to make significant predictions about Chinese students’ opinion expression. The 

majority of respondents who possessed a mid-level fear of isolation claimed that they would 

think of potential consequences before they spoke up online, and it is uncertain whether students 

with mid-level fear of isolation often chose to express their opinion online. Moreover, the data 

showed that the group of students with high-level fear of isolation tended to withhold their 

opinion rather than share with others, which corresponds with Noelle-Neumann’s study about 

Spiral of Silence effects. However, the difference between the number of respondents who 

withheld their opinion and who often expressed their opinion was relatively small. In addition, an 
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individual’s tendency to avoid conflicts was an unreliable predictor and its result was not able to 

provide any meaningful patterns that explain people’s willingness of opinion expression. To sum 

up, we found that low-level fear of isolation is a statistically significant variable  predicting 

Chinese students’ online opinion expression and H3 was supported.  

To conclude, our study discovered patterns from the data that correspond with the 

assumptions of the Magic Bullet Theory and the Spiral of Silence Theory. Our findings were 

congruent with previous studies and we did not find any statistically significant evidence to 

support what the Magic Bullet Theory purports, which the mass media directly influences the 

individual’s attitudes on a public issue. However, the trends we discovered in our data 

demonstrated that more than half of the respondents were heavily influenced by the mass media. 

We may speculate that such a linear influence between media and the public still exists although 

many scholars have raised the discussion of the Two-Step Flow communication model. Our 

study filled a research gap in testing the effectiveness of the Magic Bullet Theory in 

contemporary times with the survey research method. And the results allowed us to rethink it 

may not be appropriate to discard such a communication theory. 

In addition, the finding of our study was inconsistent with previous researches that 

refuted Noelle-Neumann’s assumptions (e.g. Salmon & Kline, 1983; Li & Yang, 2016). Instead, 

the results of this study were able to support Noelle-Neumann’s assumptions of Spiral of Silence 

Theory (1993) with statistical significance. We found that the public with low-level fear of 

isolation showed a high tendency on opinion expression during the early stage of the COVID-19 

pandemic. And we acknowledged that the effect of Spiral of Silence that first was built upon the 

face-to-face communication setting can also take account of the online opinion expression in a 

digital age.  
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Moreover, regarding the theoretical implications, this study provided a new perspective 

of the Spiral of Silence studies - opinion efficacy. Different from the previous researches that 

examined the interrelationships between fear of isolation and opinion expression, we also 

discovered with consolidated support that opinion efficacy explained the public’s willingness to 

express their opinion. In other words, the group of the public who believed that their opinion 

matters showed a high likelihood to express their opinion. We contributed to the empirical 

studies of this pattern and offered an idea for future studies about the expression of public 

opinion.  

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The major limitation we recognized in this study is the small sample size. We were only 

able to obtain 99 survey responses across the ten days of survey distribution and thus had a low 

response rate. Moreover, we found 33 survey responses invalid due to the fact that most survey 

questions were left unchecked. Meanwhile, the direct negative influence of such a small sample 

size is that we were not able to provide a statistical significance at p = .05 level for some 

relationships although our data aligned with assumptions of Spiral of Silence theory. On the 

other hand, our operational measurement of the three factors in this study: “influence of media,” 

“lack of self-confidence” and “fear of isolation” requires more exhaustiveness. Taking “fear of 

isolation” as an example, we inquired of our respondents how much fear of isolation they 

possessed when they shared opinions online based on three levels of measurement. Instead, the 

six-item scale developed by Scheufele et al. (2001) offers a more comprehensive 

operationalization of such concepts.  

This study discussed how three factors impact individuals’ willingness of opinion 

expression among Chinese students in the U.S. Future research could target not only the Chinese 
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students, but also the whole Asian American community in the U.S.. due to the whole hate 

crimes towards Asian community and the anti-Asian hate movement in the year of 2021. The 

Chinese community was not only the victims of bias and discrimination during the COVID-19 

pandemic, and it can be pivotal to understand the opinion expression of Asian community as a 

whole. Moreover, the future researches could also dive deeper into the impact of “self-

confidence” and “fear of isolation,” which we found was significant and reliable in this study. 

Research also could examine whether the impact of these factors on Chinese students’ opinion 

expression also exists in face-to-face communication in addition to the computer-mediated 

environment explored here.  
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APPENDIX: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

Q1 Do you consent to take the survey? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 
Q2 What is your age? (Please only fill in Arabic numbers below) 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Q3 How often do you wear a face mask in public since COVID-19? 

o Very often  (1)  

o Sometimes  (2)  

o Rarely  (3)  

o Never  (4)  
 
Q4 How important do you think it is to wear a face mask since COVID-19? 

o Very important  (1)  

o Somewhat important  (2)  

o Not too important  (3)  

o Not at all important  (4)  
 
 As you are answering the questions, please keep in mind that the entire study focuses on 
the time period before April 3rd, 2020 when the CDC and media coverage first 
recommended wearing face masks in public. In other words, please select an 
answer that mostly applies to what happened after the outbreak of COVID-19 in the U.S 
and before April 3rd, 2020. 
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Q5.1 How often did you share your opinion through digital platforms about whether people 
should wear face masks in public? 

o Always  (1)  

o Sometimes  (2)  

o Rarely  (3)  

o Never  (4)  
 
Q5.2 How often did you follow the news and information about whether people should wear face 
masks in public? 

o Very often  (1)  

o Sometimes  (2)  

o Rarely  (3)  

o Never  (4)  
 
Q5.3 Below are some reasons why people may choose not to share their opinions about wearing 
face masks in public. On a scale of 1 - 5, where 1 is not at all and 5 is very much, how much do 
each of the following reasons explain why you would be reluctant to share your opinion about 
wearing face masks in public on social media? 

 1 (1) 2 (2) 3 (3) 4 (4) 5 (5) 

What I am 
thinking may 
not be right 

(1)  
o  o  o  o  o  

Media 
coverage 

represented 
my stand (2)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I want to 
avoid any 

conflicts with 
others (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  
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 Other reasons (Please specify in words below) 
 
 
Q5.4 How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements when it comes to 
sharing your opinion through online digital platforms about whether people should wear face 
masks in public? 

 Strongly 
agree (1) 

Somewhat 
agree (2) 

Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(3) 

Somewhat 
disagree (4) 

Strongly 
disagree (5) 

I share my 
own thoughts 

without 
hesitation (1)  

o  o  o  o  o  
I will think of 
the potential 

consequences 
before I speak 

up (2)  
o  o  o  o  o  

I do not 
express any 
opinions for 

avoiding 
conflicts with 

others (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

 
Q5.5 How much did the media coverage shape your opinion about whether you should wear a 
face mask in public? 

o A great deal  (1)  

o Some  (2)  

o Not much  (3)  

o Not at all  (4)  
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Q5.6 How confident did you feel about your understanding and knowledge of whether people 
should wear face masks in public? 

o Very confident  (1)  

o Somewhat confident  (2)  

o Not too confident  (3)  

o Not at all confident  (4)  
 
Q5.7 How much do you think that your opinion about whether people should wear face masks in 
public matters? 

o A lot  (1)  

o Some  (2)  

o Very little  (3)  

o Not at all  (4)  
 
Q5.8 How much do you think your opinion about wearing face masks in public was similar to 
the opinions of ___ ?  

 Very similar (1) Somewhat similar (2) Not similar (3) 

Your family (1)  o  o  o  
Your close friends (2)  o  o  o  
Casual acquaintances 

(3)  o  o  o  
People at work (4)  o  o  o  

People at school (5)  o  o  o  
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Q6 What is your gender? 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Non-binary / third gender  (3)  

o Prefer not to say  (4)  
 
Q7 What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? If currently enrolled, 
highest degree received. 

o Less than high school  (1)  

o High school graduate  (2)  

o Some college, no degree  (3)  

o Associate’s degree  (4)  

o Bachelor’s degree  (5)  

o Post graduate  (6)  
 
Q8 Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an 
Independent, or something else?  

o Republican  (1)  

o Democrat  (2)  

o Independent  (3)  

o Something else  (4)  
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