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Abstract: Numbers of researches have been conducted on the spiral of silence since 
Noelle-Neumann formulated the theory a quarter of a century ago. As a whole, these 
researches have paid attention to different aspects of the spiral of silence. In this paper, 
we aim to conduct the limitations of this theory. First, we contend that spiral of silence 
studies in different cultures have failed to take into account cultural difference variables 
that may influence people’s speaking out. Second, fear of isolation is considered as a 
crucial factor in Noelle-Neumann’s spiral of silence theory. Finally, online 
communication might be a challenge for the spiral of silence theory. As a result, we are 
going to probe some considerations for furfure theoretical conceptualizations for this 
theory. 
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1. Introduction 
 
When Noelle-Neumann (1974) formulated the spiral of silence theory, she is essence 
posited that an individual’s willingness to express his or her opinion was a function of 
how he or she perceive public opinion (Scheufele & Moy, 2000). Also, we can say the 
theory has provided a useful framework with which to observe the likelihood of opinion 
expression. Numerous studies have been conducted on the spiral of silence since 
Noelle-Neumann formulated the theory 40 years ago. As a whole, these studies have 
drawn upon different perspectives by using different kinds of research methods. 
However, this paper seeks to explain the spiral of silence theory and conduct the 
limitations of this theory in three perspectives. First, we contend that spiral of silence 
studies in different cultures have failed to take into account cultural difference variables 
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that may influence people’s speaking out. Second, fear of isolation is considered as a 
crucial factor in Noelle-Neumann’s spiral of silence theory. Actually, there are lots of 
researches have proved that the fear of isolation may not be the only reason for 
people’s silence. It will be much suitable to see the fear of isolation as a variable rather 
than an assumption. Finally, online communication might be a challenge for the spiral 
of silence theory. Noelle-Neumann (1981) claimed that each individual’s exposure to 
the mass media, such as television and newspaper, is used in their evaluation of public 
opinion (Gearhar & Zhang, 2014). However, an online application of the spiral of silence 
recently has been a popular topic for research. Results of research testing the spiral of 
silence in computer-mediated communication environments have been mixed (Wanta 
& Dimitrova, 2000). Hence, there do have some limitations about the spiral of silence 
theory, and we call for a return to a more macroscopic focus in spiral of silence 
research. 
 

2. The spiral of silence theory 
 
The spiral of silence is a mass communication theory introduced by Elizabeth 
Noelle-Neumann (1974) to describe the process of public opinion formation. 
Noelle-Neumann defines the ‘spiral of silence’ as the process an individual experiences 
when “he may find that the views he holds are losing ground; the more this appears to 
be so, the more uncertain he will become of himself, and the less he will be inclined to 
express his opinion”. Neumann’s spiral of silence explains the growth and spread of 
public opinion, which is a powerful force. 

The assumptions of the spiral of silence can be outlined in the form of the following 
hypotheses (Noelle-Neumann 1991):  

Threat of Isolation: the social collective cohesion must be constantly ensured by a 
sufficient level of agreement on values and goals. To guarantee this agreement, 
society threatens with isolation those individuals who violate the consensus. 

Fear of Isolation: one of the most crucial factors that increase the power of spiral of 
silence is fear of isolation (Noelle-Neumann 1974 and 1993). Human beings are afraid 
of being isolated. Thus, fear of isolation influences people’s willingness to express their 
opinions to the public. When people are afraid of being isolated, they will not express 
their opinions, which they perceive as the minority opinion (Noelle-Neumann 1974). 

Quasi-Statistical Sense: Noelle-Neumann emphasizes the human ability to discern 
the climate of public opinion accurately. When swings in opinion occur, they are sensed 
everywhere at the same time. She believes that assessing the present or future public 
mood is a natural human activity. Judging public opinion is exhausting, but the 
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information allows one to avoid the greater strain of becoming isolated with an 
unpopular opinion. 

Willing to Speak Out and Tendency to Remain Silent: individuals tend to publicly 
express their opinions and attitudes when they perceive their view to be dominant or 
on the rise. In contrast, when people sense their view is in the minority or on the 
decline, they become cautious and silent. 

The interaction of these four factors leads to a process of formation, change and 
reinforcement of public opinion. The tendency of the one to speak up and the other to 
be silent starts off a spiraling process which increasing establishes one opinion as the 
prevailing one (Noelle-Neumann 1974). The process of the spiral of silence theory is 
illustrated in Figure 1. Over time, changing perceptions of the opinion climate influence 
people’s willingness to express minority opinions and establish one opinion as the 
predominant one.  
 

 
 

Figure 1 the process of the spiral of silence 
 

Three additional factors need to be taken into account to fully explain the process of 
the spiral of silence. 

Moral Component of Public Opinion: the process of the spiral of silence only works 
for issues with a moral component, or value-laden issues ‘by which the individual 
isolates or may isolate himself in public’ (Noelle-Neumann 1993). It is only from that 
moral or normative element that public opinion asserts its threat of isolation 
(Noelle-Neumann 1983). 

Time factor: the perceived climate of opinion and its future development are critical 
factors in the spiral of silence. Which point of view is dominant or likely to become 
dominant, and which is held by a minority and likely to lose. This perception influences 
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their perception of the climate of opinion. The result is a spiral process which 
establishes one opinion over time as the predominant public opinion. 

Role of Media: Noelle-Neumann believes that the media accelerate the muting of the 
minority in the spiral of silence. Although every human being comes equipped with a 
quasi-statistical organ with which to analyze the climate of public opinion, that early 
warning system requires data to process. Direct observation gives us only a small 
proportion of the information we use; the print and electronic media provide most of 
our knowledge about the world around us. 
 

3. Three limitations of the spiral of silence theory 
 

3.1 Cross-cultural differences: a key factor in predicting speaking out? 
 
A question that has remained virtually unanswered concerns whether the spiral of 
silence is a universal, cross-cultural phenomenon. Salmon and Kline (1985) suggest 
that as a macro theory, the spiral of silence should be applicable across national 
boundaries. Indeed, the theory has been tested in a number of countries including 
Germary (see Noelle-Neumann), Japan (Ikeda 1989, Tokinoya 1989, 1996), Korea 
(Yang 1997), and the USA (see Scheufele 1999). In their meta-analysisi of over 20 
published and unpublished studies from six countries, Flynn (1997) found small but 
significant effects of perceived congruency between own and perceived public opionion 
on people’s willingness to express their opinion on controversial issues. Their 
meta-analysis, however, is plagued by the same problems of commensurability 
confronting cross-national comparisons of spiral of silence research. 

Although the spiral of silence has been studied in various cultural contexts, the 
findings have been inconsistent. However, cultural differences have been largely 
ignored. Therefore, willingness or unwillingness to express one’s opinion in public 
varies from culture to culture and depends on how such a behavior is perceived in a 
social context. As such, the concepts of individualism and collectivism are significant for 
the spiral of silence theory. Collectivist cultures tend to emphasize the interests of the 
group or social collective over those of the individual (Gudykunst , 1998; Gudykunst & 
Matsumoto, 1996; Gudykunst et al., 1996; Hasegawa & Gudykunst, 1998; Triandis, 
1989). However, individualistic cultures do just the opposite. 

Also, some studies using the spiral of silence theory to explain people’s expression of 
political opinions have been conducted in many countries. Willnat (1995) examined 
participants’’ willingness to express their political opinions pertaining to Hong Kong’s 
political future. Mcdonald, Glynn, Kim and Ostman (2001) conducted a secondary 
analysis of the 1948 Presidential election by using the date collected in Elmira, New 
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York. Glynn and Mcleod (1984) investigated people’s willingness to express their 
opinion on candidates during the U.S. Presidential election in 1980. Yang (1997) has 
tested this theory in Korea. We have to admit that cross-cultural research has the 
potential to promote theory-building in this area. 

Lee et al. (2004) has tested the spiral of silence theory in Singapore and the United 
States. This study examines the influence of individual-level characteristics on the 
spiral of silence effect in these two countries. In two identical representative telephone 
polls of 668 adults conducted in Singapore and 412 adults in Washington, DC, 
respondents were asked to indicate how likely they would be to discuss publicly two 
controversial issues: interracial marriage and equal rights for homosexuals. The 
findings provide partial support for the spiral of silence hypothesis in Singapore, but not 
in the United States. Respondents’ perception of the further opinion climate in 
Singapore interacted with issue salience to influence their level of outspokenness; 
American respondents did not exhibit such an interaction effect. In both countries, 
however, outspokenness was associated with respondents’ perceived importance of 
the issue and their communication apprehension. Media exposure was not associated 
with outspokenness in either country. 

Huang (2005) has tested the spiral of silence theory in United States and Taiwan. It 
explores the effects of cultural conditions, particularly the dimension of 
individualism/collectivism, and the effects of individual motives on opinion expression 
by drawing two probability samples from these two countries. While the more 
individualistic culture of the United States is characterized by a subordination of 
collective goals to personal goals, the more collectivistic culture of Taiwan is 
characterized by an emphasis on collective coping. Results show that an incongruency 
between one’s own and the perceived future majority opinions. For Americans, it is 
only motives for not expressing opinions, including lack of efficacy and issue 
disorientation, that make them less willing to express their views. The findings indicate 
that the spiral of silence theory receives support in collectivistic culture of Taiwan, but 
not in the individualistic culture of the United States. Furthermore, when Taiwanese are 
in the minority, they may withhold their opinions in order to maintain collective 
harmony rather than doing so out of a fear of isolation. 

However, contrary to their expectations, they found no correlation between 
willingness to self-censor (WTSC) and fear of social isolation (FSI) for Chinese data. 
One explanation might be that China was the country with the highest collectivism 
score and the lowest democracy index. This pointed to a number of differences 
between China and the other countries in their sample, both in regard to culture but 
also in regard to the political system. It could be speculated that FSI might not be major 
force to self-censorship for their Chinese sample. In other words, self-censorship might 
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not be primarily driven by a FSI but could rather be an independent, basic human 
motive in itself. Taken together, they have reached some preliminary conclusions 
about the universal scope of spiral of silence theory, but they are far from having a 
comprehensive analysis of all the factors that can elicit or impede a spiral of silence in 
different cultures.   

Matthes et al. (2012) tested the cross-cultural generality of one tenet of spiral of 
silence theory using an individual difference approach. They argue that the spiral of 
silence phenomenon is, in part, a manifestation of individual differences in stable 
personality traits that can be measured universally regardless of country or 
context-specially, fear of social isolation (FSI) and willingness to self-censor. In 
accordance with the theory’s prediction, they examine whether people relatively high in 
trait FSI are more likely to self-censor their opinions in hostile opinion environment 
online sample of over 2200 participants spread across four continents and nine 
countries. Results of partially measurement-invariant multigroup confirmatory factor 
analyses confirmed the prediction in all countries except for China. 

Mattes (2014) proposed an individual differences perspective to address the problem 
on spiral of silence theory. The main underpinning of their approach is the supposition 
that the spiral of silence can be investigated as a manifestation of stable personality 
traits that can be measured comparably regardless of country or context. In 
accordance with spiral of silence theory predictions, we examine whether people 
relatively high in trait fear of social isolation are relatively more likely to self-censor 
their opinions in hostile opinion environments. They tested this hypothesis with survey 
data from the US, Mexico, Chile, China, Russia, Germany, France, South Korea, and the 
UK. They have provided spiral of silence scholarship with an analysis strategy that 
builds on personality measures rather than context-dependent measure. Although this 
approach has clear weaknesses as a full test of the theory, it is one possible way to 
establish a cross-cultural research strategy.  

There are essentially two reasons for this lack of knowledge. First, as Lee et al. (2004) 
have argued, inconsistent conceptualizations and a lack of standard measurements 
impede cross-cultural comparisons. Second, even when using the same concepts and 
measures in different countries, context idiosyncrasies make it hard to meaningfully 
compare findings across countries (Scheufele & Moy, 2000). More specifically, what 
has been found in one country is specific to a certain issue, sample or context, and 
therefore cannot easily be generalized or applied to other countries or contexts. 

The main challenge of cross-cultural spiral of silence research is that differences in 
finding between countries are hard to interpret because we usually cannot be sure if 
between countries vitiations in results are issue-, situation-, or context-specific, or an 
indicator of fundamental cultural differences. To address this problem, we argue that 
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the correlation between traits can provide valuables insights about cross-cultural 
differences and are a means of empirically testing the cross-cultural validity of the 
theory’s key assumptions. 
 

3.2 The fear of isolation (FSI): a variable or an assumption? 
 
In social psychology, ‘fear of isolation’ refers to fear or anxiety in situations where a 
person experiences loneliness or lack of community (Gilbert, 2001; Walters, Marshall & 
Shooter, 1960). Communication researchers have defined fear of isolation as one’s fear 
of being negatively evaluated by other people (Kennamer, 1990; Shoemaker et al., 
2000). Prompted by this fear, people tend to conceal their opinions and ideas when 
they perceive they are in the minority (Noelle-Neumann, 1984). 

It is important to make a distinction between two types of fear of isolation in the 
spiral of silence process (Neuwirth et al., 2007). First, fear of isolation can be thought 
of as a personality trait based on individual differences. There are people who do not 
fear being isolated in general, while there are also people who always worry about it. 
Those who express their views regardless of an unfavorable climate-the so-called 
“hardcore” individual (McDonald, Glynn, Kim, & Ostman, 2001) – may belong to the 
first category. Second, fear of isolation may represent a transitory fear that is triggered 
by an opinion expression situation, but disappears later. This fear refers to a negative 
emotional state associated with the prospect of voicing an unpopular opinion. 
Conceptually, this transitory fear is not based on static individual differences or traits, 
but rather relies on transitory mental stares, that may lead to avoidance of particular 
communication behaviors (Neuwirth et al., 2007). 

Conceived by Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann in the mid-1960s (Noelle-Neumann, 1974), 
spiral of silence theory postulates that public opinion about some topic or person is 
governed by the tenor of media coverage that person or topic receives as well as, to a 
lesser extent, the frequency in which certain perspectives are articulated publicly 
during social discourse. According to this perspective, people who hold a particular 
position but see that position losing group in the public and media discourse will be less 
likely to articulate that position publicly due to the fear of socially imposed sanctions, 
such as isolation from friends and community, which can result from the appearance of 
deviating from majority opinion. Over time, as proponents of a particular perspective 
self-censor, others come to perceive that perspectives as losing further ground, to the 
point where the perspective largely disappears from the opinion landscape. 

There are many researches focus on ‘the fear of isolation’, which is considered as an 
assumption in the spiral of silence theory of Noelle-Neumann. However, some 
researches have begun to prove whether the fear of isolation is the only reason for 



Volume 4 Issue 3 2017 

283 

people’s silence. Researchers have examined various contingent conditions other than 
fear of isolation under which individuals are in fact willing to express their opinions in 
public (Lasorsa 1991, Neuwirth 1995, Noelle-Neumann 1974, Salmon and Neuwirth 
1990). The problem is that while Noelle-Neumann (1974) does not provide a 
systematic control for antecedents of the willingness to speak out other than fear of 
isolation, others have controlled for other factors but not for fear of isolation (Lasora 
1991, Salmon and Neuwirth 1990, Weimann 1991, 1994). 

Vincent and Scott (1990) questioned Noelle-Neumann’s fear of isolation concept. 
They argued that this concept was based on the conformity of the majority opinion in 
small group experiments. The results from small group experiments might not 
represent actual public opinion, which generally took place in mass communication 
settings. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1991) raised the issue about the individual differences on public 
opinion expression. The willingness to express the opinion might not rely on fear of 
isolation variable. Other varialbles might influence people’s willing to speak out to the 
public. He stated that people differed in their responsiveness to social influences and 
pressures. Some people might be more sensitive to social influences than others. Thus, 
individuals’ reactions to public opinion might not be similar among those individuals. He 
also asserted that even though human beings are generally afraid of being isolated, 
individual differences in psychological traits made them differed in their willingness to 
express the opinion. 

According to Vikanda (2000)’s paper, the spiral of silence theory would be the 
appropriate theory to explain the expression of political opinions among Thai people. 
Generally, Thais tend to comply with their group opinions. They are more likely to 
express their opinions when they believe that their opinions will be supported by their 
group members. Fear of isolation and rejection may affect how Thais reveal their 
opinions. Nevertheless, not all Thais are afraid of rejection by the group. Some groups 
of Thais were more likely to speak up about the controversial issues than were other 
groups of people. The questions are whether or not minority opinions will influence 
majority opinions and whether or not fear of isolation will keep Thai people from being 
honest and open about their opinions. 

Andrew (2011) tested an uninvestigated proposition from spiral of silence theory 
that fear of social isolation prompts people to seek out information about the climate of 
public opinion. Taking a trait-based individual difference perspective, they developed 
and validated a measure of FSI that is less likely to produce the interpretational 
problems that plague existing measures. Then, using data form eight countries spread 
across four continents, the authors examine whether those who fear social isolation to 
a greater extent are more likely to attend to a particular source of information in the 
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social environment about public opinion-mass media reports polls. Study results 
supported spiral of silence theory’s prediction-FIS does appear to motivate people to 
ascertain what the public thinks. However, there may be some cultural boundaries to 
this process. Their data only support the proposal that FSI can influence perceptions of 
public opinion through increase attention to information pertinent to the current 
opinion landscape. We cannot say that fear influences congruence between one’s own 
opinion and the perceived opinions of others, as some have proposed, although it is 
possible it could, by influencing accuracy in the perception of public opinion or 
exacerbating biases in such perceptions. 

The spiral of silence theory reflects a fundamental social psychology of individuals’ 
cognition and behaviors. Human beings are fearful of being isolated, ignored, and 
excluded. Public opinion is not always as powerful as Noelle-Neuman described. Many 
people conform to public opinions because of fear of isolation. They will not express 
their opinions when they perceive them as the minority opinion. However, some people 
are not afraid to express their opinion even though they perceive their opinion as the 
minority view. People are different in many respects including traits, perceptions and 
opinions. Further study should include individual differences as another variable to 
examine people’s perceptions and their willingness to express political opinions. 
Examining the influence of individual differences on the willingness to express opinions 
to the public helps us understand why some people are more likely to speak out on 
controversial issues and are not afraid of being rejected from their group members, 
whereas some people are less likely to reveal their opinions because of being afraid of 
rejection by group. 
 

3.3 Online communication: a challenge for spiral of silence? 
 
Over the past half-decade, the spiral of silence theory has proven to be a useful 
framework for understanding opinion expression tendencies and examining opinion 
climates. Borrowing ideas from a wealth of famous political philosophers, Elisabeth 
Noelle-Neumann formulated the spiral of silence theory to explain the sudden shift of 
public support she witnessed during the 1965 presidential election in Germany. Having 
been adopted as a theoretical lens for scholarly research worldwide, the spiral of 
silence theory offers insight into both external factors that influence communicative 
behavior and the internal forces that compel individual to cautiously navigate their 
social environment. The spiral of silence is now being put to the test in the internet age, 
where the rules of communication are being re-written. Many scholars have devoted to 
test the spiral of silence theory in the environment of computer-mediated 
environments. When applying the spiral of silence theory to online, computer-mediated 
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environments, it seems intuitive that the anonymity afforded would serve to undermine 
the fear of public humiliation that results in an unwillingness to express minority views. 
Because computer-mediated communication, when compared with face to face 
communication, has been shown to reduce the influence of social cues and 
professional status, the chief mechanism form social reprisal – that of public opinion – 
appears to be weakened. 

Wanta and Dimitrova (2000) first tested the spiral of silence phenomenon in two chat 
rooms during the final debated of the 1996 U.S. presidential election. In this 
anonymous context, the discussion of the candidates was tracked throughout timed 
intervals in the debate. Results showed that there were no statistically significant 
changes in candidate support throughout the debate, but posting for the winning 
candidate did increase while postings for the losing candidate decreased over time. 
Although results of this study failed to provide statistically significant support for the 
spiral of silence theory, there was some indication that spiral of silence may occur in 
online contexts, even when participants are able to hide behind anonymity. 

McDevitt, Kiousis, and Wahl-Jorgensen (2003) developed an online chat condition to 
test the spiral of silence theory on the issue of abortion. Results showed that 
participants rated other chat room members as more moderate than they actually were. 
Further examination of the chat room discussion found minority group members 
actually were. Further examinations of the chat room discussion found minority group 
members actually spoke out more than majority group members, but their comments 
tended to be neutral. That is, subjects commented without revealing their own 
viewpoint. These results indicate that a spiral of silence effect may have been taking 
place, as people in the minority withheld their true opinions. 

Lee, Choi, and Lee (2004) also applied the spiral of silence theory to an online 
context using Korean bulletin board postings about the national election. Through 
examination of the media coverage, opinion polls, and bulletin board postings, the 
authors attempted to longitudinally investigate the spiral of silence phenomenon in a 
naturally occurring online setting. It was hypothesized that the supportive postings for 
a candidate would increase as they gained favorable media coverage or when they 
were shown as leading a poll. According to results, online postings were found to 
fluctuate in accordance with the presentation of the candidate in traditional media, but 
not according to the results of opinion polls. Although the overarching results found 
limited support for the theory, it was concluded that the spiral of silence may exist 
online in accordance with traditional mass media.  

Liu and Fahmy (2011)’s study extended the understanding of the spiral of silence 
theory by taking into account the impact of new media on virtual behavior motivation. 
It explores individuals’ willingness to express opinions online and offline and tested 
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how the constructs proposed by the spiral of silence theory work in each setting. 
Results of a survey suggested that when the likelihood of speaking out online increase, 
the likelihood of speaking out in a real setting also increases, and vice versa. Findings 
further suggested that the congruency of current opinions with one’s own opinions 
predicts the willingness to speaking out offline. Findings also indicated that congruency 
of further and current opinions did not predict the willing to speak out in the online 
setting. Furthermore, while experiencing fear of isolation predicted by the willingness 
to speak out online, it did not affect offline outspokenness. 

Yun and Park (2011) applied the spiral of silence theory to both anonymous and 
non-anonymous online contexts. Results showed that participants were more willing to 
post a comment in the friendly condition compared to the hostile condition. However, 
no differences between the anonymous and non-anonymous conditions were found. 
Unfortunately, the stimulus differentiating the anonymous and non-anonymous 
opinion environments was troublesome because less than a quarter of participants 
were actually exposed to the manipulation. Regardless of this questionable finding, 
results of that study did provide support for the theory because people were found to 
be less willing to post comments in the face of opposition. 

Sherice and Zhang (2014) presented one of the first attempts to empirically 
investigate the spiral of silence phenomenon in the social media context. Though the 
results of this study demonstrate that the spiral of silence theory is still relevant in the 
Facebook context, there are some limitations that should be considered when 
interpreting results. The findings of this study only represent the community of the 
respondents and are not generalizable to the public at large. In addition, using a survey 
to investigate the spiral of silence phenomenon has inherent limitations. This test of the 
theory relies on a hypothetical scenario. Although this is the most common approach to 
empirical tests of the theory, it has been criticized for its reliance on a respondent’s 
speculation of potential behavior in a given situation. 

What generally emerges from the literature is that an online application of the spiral 
of silence sees some of the key elements of the theory being challenged by the new 
dynamics of the internet. In the first place, anonymity strongly changes the willingness 
to speak out, so that ‘when people are anonymous, the tendency to conform to others’ 
views is considerably attenuated. Moreover, a distinction can be made between online 
channels, so that political forums, weblogs, or similar are probably less important for 
the societal opinion formation process than social network sites that everybody uses’. 
Finally, online individuals feel less constrained by social pressures and sanctions, and in 
general, fear of isolation is significantly reduced by computer-mediated discussion. 

What particularly affects the spiral of silence in its online form is that the internet is 
seen as ‘a hybrid medium, with only a fine drawn between virtual interpersonal 
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communication and online mass communication, and it may thus be difficult form the 
individual to tell these two sources of information apart’. Such mediation is also 
reflected by the way in which individuals engage in political conversations on the web: 
research shows that online political discussion has been increasing its influence on 
public opinion. 
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