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In 1973, Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann enunciated one of the few integrated expositions of the process of public opinion and mass communication effects through her famous “Spiral of Silence” theory. The term “Spiral of Silence” refers to the growing pressure that people feel trying to conceal their opinions when they feel that they are in the minority (Noelle-Neumann, Nd).  Noelle-Neumann’s work and more particular this theory is an excellent example of the holistic approach to communication research that involves audience panel research, content analysis, as well as research on mass communicators. The views expressed in this theory are also important for public opinion researchers and political communication. It is due to its holistic nature and applicability that many scholars, both in support and in question, of its validity in explaining public opinion have set out to study and test the theory further (Hopkins 2015). According to Bodor (2012), Noelle-Neumann’s Spiral of Silence is a highly complex, multilevel theory that has been subjected to massive empirical scrutiny over the past four decades especially in regards it core hypothesis. This core hypothesis holds that people are afraid of being isolated and therefore tend to either change their opinions or keep silent when subjected to the pressure of a hostile opinion climate or in other words, an opposing public opinion (Bodor, 2012; Noell-Neumann Nd). This a simple indication that although the theory has been in existence for decades, there are people who still question its validity in the contemporary setting and wonder if and whether the theory is still relevant in explaining public opinion. Therefore, this paper aims at showing that Elizabeth Noell-Neumann’s “Spiral of Silence” is a valid communication theory.


Vouching for the validity of Noelle-Neumann’s Spiral of Silence theory requires one first to understand the grounds upon which the theory operates and perhaps the proponent's life and views. It is apparent that this theory has a significant contribution to the field of mass communication. However, Shaw (2014), argues that Noelle-Neumann’s theory may have been significantly influenced by her life. The scholar further notes that Noelle-Neumann may have believed that people are afraid of isolation because she had a communication expert in Germany at a time when Adolf Hitler was in power. Therefore, she may have observed the effect that being on the minority side of the public opinion had on the citizens and the consequent fear and silence that arose as a result of holding opinions different from the popular one. However, this as Shawn (2014) notes remains a mystery to many because Noelle-Neumann does not dispel or confirm the assumptions. The importance of making a note on the scholar’s life is to try and shed light on the basis of the theories core tenet.  According to Noelle-Neumann (Nd), public opinion is a force that keeps people in line especially in the face of morally surged topics that are highly controversial. She defines public opinion as “attitudes that one can express without running the danger of isolating oneself.”  According to this theory and its proponent, the media accelerates the spiraling of opinions and it is important to understand that the standards of what society can tolerate keep changing. The central assumption of this theory is that the fear of isolation is the primary force that accelerates the spiral of silence.


This fear of isolations implies that in the face of sensitive and/or controversial issues, people will more often choose to ignore clear evidence of their senses and instead give in to the perceived or actual pressure from the popular or majority group. Noelle-Neumann believed that the media accelerates the muting or rather the "spiraling" of the silence of the minority, and this is mainly made possible through what is termed as pluralistic ignorance (Noelle-Neumann, Nd; Taylor, 1982). This refers to the idea that people often or sometimes have a mistaken perception in public opinion whereby they believe that everyone else is thinking the way they do. The implication of this is that when the individual realizes that the majority have a contrary opinion, then they are likely to either embrace the popular opinion or keep silent altogether. Therefore the Spiral of Silence posits that in most cases, people change their opinions to conform to the popular one because they desire to identify or rather be a part of the winner or winning group and therefore avoid isolation. This means that people care a lot about what the society feels or how they perceive them. As a result decide to keep silent instead of voicing a contradictory opinion, and the theorist argues that for this reason “individuals are always trying to assess the climate of public opinion” (Noelle-Neumann Nd. p. 375). This is made possible through what the theorist refers to as the quasi-statistical organ [in other words, the sense], which every human applies in his or her analysis of the prevailing climate of public opinion on a given issue.  


This idea of a quasi-statistical organ in analyzing the climate of public opinion makes the Spiral of Silence theory valid and relevant even in the contemporary setting. According to Hopkins (2015) this sixth [quasi-statistical organ], sense implies that the easiest way to understand or identify the main opinion is to find it displayed in public. In other words, and according to the argument raised by Hampton, Rainie, Lu, Dwyer, Shin, and Purcell (2014) an informed citizenry depends on the level at which people are exposed to information on critical issues be it political or otherwise, and their consequent willingness to speak about such issue with the people around them. This means that whenever there is a controversial or important issue in existence, information will be publicly and almost automatically relayed in public and in the process opinions are formed and it becomes very easy to judge which the main opinion is. Perhaps this is the reason why it is cited that the theory’s proponent is “continually amazed at the human's ability to discern the climate of public opinion” (Noelle-Neumann Nd. p. 372). Chen (2011) also note that in view of the validity of Noelle-Neumann’s Spiral of Silence theory, many researcher examined the extent to which face-to-face communication, as well as the general mass media channels, were used to examine the climate of opinion. The author further states that the theory is valid especially because with the rise and growth of social media platforms more people are getting a chance to voice their opinions about controversial issues on social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, and the rest.


Therefore this theory can be used on social media platforms to examine the extent to which people differ on how they assess the climate of opinion and also their willingness to publicly voice their opinion. It is imperative to note that initially, the theory was proposed to help explain the face to face interactions in the media that in turn contributed to the formation of a public opinion. However, over the recent past and with the exponential growth of digital media Hopkins (2015) notes that this Spiral of Silence theory has been found valid and applicable to both face-to-face and digital media interactions. The author further supports the theory’s validity citing that it not only explains the formation of public opinion in a media environment but also tries to explain how media consumption, opinion expression as well as the interaction among primary groups all interact to form opinions in today’s society. This means that when the media avails the crucial information to the public, a “spiraling” effect will and does occur in which a particular opinion becomes dominant and therefore more visible over and above one or more minority opinions (Hopkins, 2015; Lang & Lang, 2012). Several scholars have agreed with Noelle-Neumann’s claim in her Spiral of Silence theory that the news media is the most crucial way for people to use their quasi-statistical senses in determining the dominant and prevailing opinion in regards to a particular issue (Chen & Sim, 2014; Gearhart & Zhang, 2014; Lang & Lang, 2012; Malaspina, 2014; Nekmat & Gozenbach, 2013). The fact that all these scholars are in agreement with the theory’s proposition is a crucial indication that the Noelle-Neumann’s Spiral of Silence theory is still valid in the contemporary setting.


People are able to voice their opinions on social media regarding different issues. Scholars point out that these opinions are diverse, foster a robust debate and highlight tenets of the Spiral of Silence theory. These are the media creates a marketplace of ideas and two, people use their quasi-statistical organ to assess the atmosphere (Lang & Lang, 2012; Malaspian, 2014; Nekmat & Gozenberg, 2013). This means that due the diversity in opinions individuals or groups that find themselves under the threat or pressure of isolation may stick together and therefore increase the visibility of their opinion and in that case avoid both isolation and/or silence. In a study that was conducted by Hampton et al. (2014) to determine the validity or rather the manner in which the Spiral of Silence and social media are connected, it so happens that their findings significantly support the claims that Noelle-Neumann makes in the theory at hand. The study employs a study sample of 1801 adults, and the purpose is to find people’s opinion regarding the 2013 revelation of the government’s surveillance of Americans’ email and phone records by Edward Snowden. When one analyzes the findings with the Spiral of Silence in mind, the connection is very clear that the manner in which these results are presented has a close link to the claims held by the theory. For example, the fear of isolation is evident in contemporary public opinion settings because the scholars’ findings indicate that in both face-to-face [traditional] and online [social media] settings, individuals were more willing to voice their opinions on the Snowden leaks if they felt that their audience held a similar opinion to them. 


The scholars also discover many Facebook and Twitter users were failed to share their opinions especially if they felt that their friends and followers on these platforms did not hold views similar to theirs. This, therefore, implies that the participants more often than not choose to remain silent because they fear that the consequences of holding a contradicting opinion to that of their friends or people around them. The fact that the study by Hampton et al. (2014) finds that people voice their opinion when they think that others hold a similar one takes one back to the arguments raised in the Spiral of Silence Theory. In other words, this finding relates to what the theory in question refers to as pluralistic ignorance whereby people tend to think that other people in the public domain hold opinions that are similar to theirs (Noelle-Neumann, Nd; Taylor, 1982). It has been revealed that people would choose to either stay silent or speak up under specific conditions. According to Hampton et al. (2014) some of the main conditions are in regards to the intensity of individual opinions, the confidence that one has in how much they know [information], as well as one’s level of interest. Rolling these conditions back to the theory, they fit perfectly. In other words, the arguments raised in the Spiral of Silence are still at play in current communication and public opinions settings such as the Snowden leaks. It is true that the contemporary media environment is continually advancing at rapid speeds and therefore one may be tempted to thing that over four decades down the line, the Spiral of Silence theory is has or is about to lose its validity. 


At the same time, there are some scholars such as Kim, Kim, and Oh (2014) who argue that in online media interactions, the Spiral of Silence theory may be diluted due to the global connectivity that has been made possible by the internet and the fact that cultural norms vary globally. Their concern is justified because indeed global interconnectivity pools people of varying opinions and beliefs together. However, a closer look at the Spiral of Silence theory reveals that this will most likely work to support rather than oppose the validity of the claims of the Spiral of silence theory. As already mentioned earlier this diversity helps to create an atmosphere of a robust public opinion debate (Lang & Lang, 2012; Malaspian, 2014; Nekmat & Gozenberg, 2013). Therefore, harboring such thoughts would be misplaced because as Hopkins (2015) notes, in the midst of all these rapid media advancements and refinement, scholars are still able to come up with new ways of applying the theory. This simply means that the validity of Noelle-Neumann’s Spiral of Silence theory is not about to fade away. 
Therefore, Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann’s Spiral of Silence is very valid as a communication theory and especially in assessing public opinion. Further, the fact that is gaining more academic attention now than ever before is a clear indication that despite the passage of time, it still remains relevant enough to occupy the minds of researchers. Although there are scholars who may question the validity of the theory mainly because of its central argument that people are afraid of voicing their true opinions because they are afraid of being isolated, one thing come out clearly. And that is, regardless of whether the Spiral of Silence theory is applied to digital media or traditional [face-to-face] communication academicians can agree that it makes vital and relevant contributions towards any attempts at explaining individual attitudes and behavior as that arise from public consumption and shape the general public opinion.
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