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INTRODUCTION

The broad use of the Internet in the information age has once again triggered the
discussion concerning the information overload phenomenon. Freedom of choice

may lead to frustration, which generates passive consuming, personalized news and

avoi dance of unpleasant, opposite opinions (P®r
circumstances may | ead to fithe emotional state
increasing amount and decreasing quality of in

Therefore, there is aneed to better understand what these relatively new information

interaction habits mean for the exposure of an individual to political information.

In the past, the physical layout of a paper, for example, meant that people would be
exposed to news even if they did rot initially intend to read them. This does not
happen in the online environment because the reader proceeds directly to specific
portals ( P ®r e z. A&dding o Kamiya, the Internet gives readers what they want,
while newspapers give them what they neal (2009) .

The above statement relates to the selective exposure hypothesis found in media and

communication sciences discourse. Thishypothesisr ef er s t o peopl eds pref

exposure to information that agrees with their pre -existing opinions, rather than to

counterattitudinal points of view (Sears and Freedman 1967, 197).

Not surprising, this discussion is now revived. The Internet offers individuals
countless choices and opportunities for news and information. However positive this
may seem, researt has shown that existing media policies do not facilitate exposure
to political diversity, but lead to further polarization and fragmentation (Munson
2012, 1). In this environment, people tend to prefer sources that are close to their
own views, rather than other, more challenging or contradictory ones. As a result,
these information consumption patterns may lead to greater political fragmentation

or evento extremes.

In addition, individuals are increasingly filtering political news and information.
Today, a popular way to do this is through social networking, which allows large
numbers of users to interact and share ideas, activities, events, and interests vthin
their individual networks. In view of the proliferation of social networking sites
(SNSs), the explosion of their popularity, and their complex dynamics and behavior,
it is certainly important to revisit the selective exposure hypothesis , and study how it

is affected by social networking.



In this context, the research question this thesisaddressesis formulated as follows:

Inwhat ways do the audiencebs news interaction h

influence online exposure to political difference?

To elaborate on this question | will employ multidisciplinary academic sources,
especially from the fields of psychology, sociology, philosophy, and, of course,
communication science. Furthermore, | will conduct two case studies in order to

examine whether the academic discourse coincdes with practice.

The thesis is organized as follows.In the first chapter, | discuss the selective exposure
hypothesis. | begin with a historical overview of the debate, while | attempt to define
selective exposure. | investigate the criteria the audience applies to choose
information and deliberate on how the phenomenon of selective exposure is found in
different med ia. | also initiate the discussion about the concern regarding political
fragmentation in the online environment. In particular the question here is whether

t he audi e nregarding filtbriagthe heswvs and personalizing information,
results in furthe r selective exposure or in increased exposure to political difference

and variety.

In the second chapter, | investigate the matter of political diversity, as it is a central

concept to this thesis. First, | provide a definition in order to make clear how t his

notion is perceived in the present thesis. Secondly, | articulate on the topic of

pluralism in the media discourse and specify that in this thesis | will focus on its

6i nternal 6 concept udstussdhe enportaneeofipaitcal Fi nal | vy, |

diversity in a democracy.

The aim of the third chapter is to offer an analysis of information and news exposure
patterns in SNSs. | introduce this topic by addressing the phenomenon of the
changing media landscape, as more and more dizens are informed daily through
various platforms. Then,lengage with peoplebds interaction h:
information in the SNSs environment, with a focus on the two most popular SNSs:
Facebook and Twitter. In addition, | closely examine the case study of the Facebook
Washington Post Social Reader application. 1then proceed with determining the
meaning of the source in SNSs. lalso define and measure information credibility in
the context of SNSs. Lastly, Ipresent a historical overview of the theory of media
effectsto better understand the effectiveness ofmessages shared on SNSsspecially
regarding political communication. To this end, | discuss the possibility towards a

return to the theory of limited effects.



In the fourth ch apter, my goal is to evaluate anovel version of the selective exposure
hypothesis, with a focus on SNSs.Specifically, | discuss whether SNSs lead to further
selective exposure or to exposure to increased political difference and variety.In
order to accomplish this | elaborate on the role of the inadvertency thesis, online
political discussions and the blurring boundaries of cyberspace. Furthermore, |
present the case study of #AUpworthyo,
infor mation may be promoted in the context of SNS and the possibilities towards

exposure to political diversity.

In the fifth chapter, my aspiration is to conceptualize the subject. This is done by
exploring the concept of fthe selfa. | particularly foc us on the theories of the earlier
philosophers John Locke and David Hume and the contemporary Daniel Dennett,
Paul Ricoeur and Alasdair Mcintyre. My principal aim here is to analyzethe concept
of Athe narrative sel f d an dosuredovinformatiomoa y
SNSs.

Finally, the sixth chapter contains my conclusions.
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CHAPTER 1: EXPLORINGEE SELECTIVE EXPRES
HYPOTHESIS

The debate this thesis focuses on is selective exposure. In particularthe question
here is whet her ¢t regardirgdiltiingthecnew® and peasbnalizisg
information, result into further selective exposure, or into increased exposure to
political difference and variety. This subject is not new; it has troubled academic
research during the past decades. What kind of information does the audience select
to get exposed to? Is this choice made consciously or unconsciously? Whatra the
factors that affect this kind of decisions? Does the phenomenon of selective exposure
follow the same patterns in each medium, or are habits of exposure to political
informati on different when choosing a newspaper or watching the news on television,
for example?

The above are some of the questions this chapter aims to answer. This discussion is
essential in order to proceed with the analysis of a nuanced version of the selectie
exposure phenomenon, with a focus on SNSs. Therefore, let us begin with diving
deeper into the understandings and characteristics of selective exposure throughout
the years. In order to better examine this concept we will employ multidisciplinary
academic sources, especially within the fields of psychology, sociology and, of course,
communication science.

1.1 HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The subject of how one selects information is not new. Paul Lazarsfeld, one of the

leaders in 20th-century sociology, et al. (1948) in Selective Exposure to

Communication where amongst the first who introduced and recognizedthe selective

exposure hypothesis. The authors argue that: "It is likely that a desire for

reinforcement of one's own podtiveexpasdre vi ew exi st
theory, historically, associates preference as an action thatfavors opinion

reinforcement and avoids opinion challenges (Garrett 2009, 267).

Notwithstanding, even with the plausibility of the selective exposure hypothesis in
mind, there i s no clear evidence that individuals prefer supportive over
nonsupportive information (Sears and Freedman 1967, 212; Matthes 2012, 150). The

hypothesis remains a debated topic, as researc



always point towards the samedirection. This creates the need to dive deeper into the
origins and arguments of the selective exposure hypothesis.

The early appraisals of selective exposure took place in the period between 1957ime
of the first description of cognitive dissonance, while research on the topic grew
notably during the 1960s (Sears and Freedman 1967; Ehrlich et al. 1957; Mills et al.
1961; Feather 1963; Rosen 1961; McGinnies and Rosenbaum 1965; Schramm and
Carter 1959; Stempel 1961). The then seventeen conducted studieggarding
selective exposure presented contradictory results. As John L. Cotton remarks, seven
of them found evidence for the effect, nine found no evidence, while one
demonstrated mixed results (as found in Zillmann and Bryant 1985, 18).

In their article "Selective Exposure to Information: A Critical Review" (1967), David
0. Sears, Assistant Professor of Psychology at the University of California, Los
Angeles, and Jonathan L. Freedman, Associate Professor of Psychology at Stanford
University, endeavor to answer the question of which factors or biases account for
selectivity. For this purpose they offer an overall analysis, literature overview and
understanding of the selective exposure phenomenon. In short, they describe the

causes and the effects of seldove exposure.

The authors appear critical of the concept in total, as they argue that there is not

enough proof that people prefer supportive over non-supportive information. They

state that not all research concerning the hypothesis of selective exposue coincides

with each other. More precisely, a number of studies indicate that people are not

characterized by a general preference for supportive, as opposed to nonsupportive

i nformati on, where the former is defined as #nt
gener al position as t hehisgakitgijthe @pposite positloidl e t he | a
(Sears and Freedman 1967, 203).

Therefore, the audienceds preference for neith
opinions can be characterized as definite. Seais and Freedman (1967) in their review

present a number of studies that portray inconsistent results:

AiFi ve studies showed some preference for
information: Ehrlich et al. (1957), Freedman and Sears

(1963), Adams (1g61), Mills et al. (positive articles) (1961),

and Rosen (positive articles (1961). Eight showed no

preference: Mills et al. (negative articles) (1959), Feather

(nonsmokers only) (1962), Feather (1963), Mills and Ross

(1964), Jecker (1964), Sears (1966), and Sears and Freedman



(1963 and 1965). And five showed a preference for
nonsupportive information: Rosen (choice -reversal articles)
(1961), Brodbeck (1956), Feather (smokers only) (1962),

Sears (1965), and Free8iman (1965a). 20

The authors conclude that the selective exposure lypothesis where people incline

toward supportive information is not sufficiently proved.

On the contrary, scholars such as Mills (1968) and Katz (1968), suggest the existence
of selective exposure. However, it is noteworthy that some of the earlier studies suffer
from various methodological errors (Zillmann and Bryant 1985, 19).

Later research, from 1967 to 1983, brought about more affirmative results for
selective exposure (Zillmann and Bryant 1985, 22). One of the aspects investigated
more thoroughly was the role of the different levels of dissonance experienced by the
individual, especially regarding selective exposure to political information (Rhine
1967). It is shown that individuals with measured levels of dissonance indicate strong
selective exposue results, while those with low or very high levels demonstrate little
effect. Nonetheless, research overall in this period produced more positive results,

indicated several moderating factors and was more cautiouslyrealized.

More recent research has alsoengaged with the understanding of selective exposure

to stories. It has also stressed the significance of the length of exposure (Garrett

2009, 268). Examining story selection at the same time with the time one may

dedicate to a story may reveal information about how the individual reacts after

choosing a specific piece of information. Superficial elements are not enough in order

to get a complete insight of the opinions expressed in the full story. For instance, one
may choose a story based on details like a title or a picture. Therefore, dependent to
the | ength of reading the researcher may
towards like-minded or opposite opinions. For this reason Garrett (2009), assistant

professor in the School of Communication at the Ohio State University, conducted a

(p.

deepe

study that measures both Ainterest in readingo

support the hypothesis that people consistently seek evaluation of their own
attitudes. Also, it is found that they seemingly avoid challenging opinions, without
this meaning though that they are not interested in engaging with other angles of the

story.

In addition, in the current media environment, the information selection is much
more complex than just choosing one type of information over another (Garrett

2009, 267). The complexity is caused by the fact that news stories may include



diverse opinions, viewpoints and evidence about one matter. News outlets offer their

audience a collection of stories presenting different impressions and attitudes,

independent of the medium they wuse. Therefore,
embrace one newspaper over another, or more often nowadays, to choose among

different news outlets, particularly in the online environment (ibid.). As ares ult, in

the context of the selective exposure hypothesis, it is essential also to take into

consideration not only what arguments one chooses or avoids to be exposed to, but

also how the various opinions and different viewpoints influence his or her

interp retation of the story.

In conclusion, selective exposure is undoubtedly a debated topic. Throughout the
years of research, different studies have indicated conflicting results. Consequently,
this theory has been criticized and tested in numerous occasions Both early and
contemporary researchers have debated on whether they should endorse or reject

selective exposure (Stroud 2008, 342).

At this point it is important to stress the fact that the different selective exposure

studi es have be epitsas diverdelas dars, phareitmgnmethads and
political preferenceso (Stroud 2008, 344). Con
contribute to the studiesd conflicting results

prone to inspire selective exposure patterns (ibid.).

The selective exposure hypothesis has beegriticized by many, while supported by
others at the same time. However, the phenomenon will not cease to exist as long as
researchers continue to ask right and intriguing questions. As Aronson (1978) stated:

fiin social sciences, what gen-dyitadriticyaski | I s a th
wel | as by its adyvoc &ilmeaanafdBryanl985,)3@. ( as quoted

1.2 DEFINING SELECTIVE E XPOSURE

I n Freedman and Sear s mentiondd hbove,rthe authbrsrefestoi ew, al
the phenomenon of selective exposure signifyin
information that agrees with their preexisting opinions (p. 197). The most commonly

cited explanation for this phenomenon is cognitive dissonance theory (Garrett 2009,

267).l n this sense, the cause of selective expos.!
to relief themselves from cognitive dissonance (Sears and Freedman 1967, 208). The

l atter is defined a sindividualeexpeeegca whervtlkey ar ousal t ha
encounter anything suggesting that a prior dec
(Festinger 1957 quoted in Garret and Resnick 2011, 110). Individuals react to this



unpleasant feeling by either seeking for information that validates their existing
opinions, defined as confirmation bias , or avoiding opposite point of views, an
attitude which is described with the term defensive avoidance (Garrett and Resnick
2011, 110).

People experience positive feelings when presented wih information that confirms
their decisions (Garrett 2009, 267 -268). Accordingly, they intentionally seek for
exposure to communications that agree with their already crystallized opinions, while
simultaneously avoid any material that challenges them (Sears and Freedman 1967,
197).

Therefore, the most prominent cause of preference for proattitudinal opinions is, as

mentioned above, found in the context of cognitive dissonance theory. Firstly, this

may be reasoned because individuals wish for their actionsand opinions to remain

nonconflicting. Secondly, unwilling exposure to non -supportive communication may

result in increased selectivity for supportive
exposure to like-minded opinions is reversely connected to the amount of confidence

he or she has in his or her original opinion (Sears and Freedman 1967, 208). In

addition, research suggests that opinion reinforcement is of greater value as opposed

to aversion to opinion challenge (Garrett 2009, 265).

On the other hand, Sears and Freedman (1967) identify another view of the selective

exposure definition, one that does not recognize any particular cause or bias leading

to this behavior; they address it asde facto selectivity. The latter is characterized by
theaudience 6s fAunusual agreement about a matter of
of selective exposure concentrates on the fact that exposure is always selective.

Therefore it is expected that people will engage with information that agrees with

their predispositi ons, especiallyregarding matters of opinion.

1.3 CRITERIA OF HOW PEOP LE CHOOSE.

Some factors play a more decisive role than others regarding selective exposure to
political information. Under which circumstances does the individual choose to be

exposed D opinion reinforcing information and when to information that contradicts
their opinion. What are the criteria, consciously or unconsciously, that the audience

adopts in order to take a decision?

The most preeminent causes are strong political beliefs andpartisanship. It is
imperative to explore this phenomenon because, as Stroud (2008), Associate

Professor of Communication Studies in the Uniyv

10



partisan selective exposure is widespread, the public may develop more polaized, or
extreme, attitudes in the direction of their p

On e 0 sidestity brid political dispositions are important criteria that lead people to

select congenial media news outlets (Stroud 2008, 345). Partisanship is ane of the

most powerful indicators of such behavior. Those with strong political

predispositions are more likely to choose a news outlet with like-minded information

or avoid challenging news in order to attain a desired effect and an agreeable

emotional state. This phenomenon is especially enhanced during presidential

campaigns when the publicbdés interest for polit

For instance, partisanship influences the individual when he or she chooses to be
exposed to a certain newspaper or televisiom show. During the presidential campaign
of 2004, republicans in the U.S.A. were more often observed reading newspapers that
supported Bush or watching FOX News, which are known for their conservative

character, rather than more liberal news sources (Garrett 2009, 266).

Even though peoplebs beliefs are (Basteta t he mai
2005; Chaffee et al. 2001; Ehrlich et al. 1957; Lazarsfeld et al. 1948; McCroskey and

Prichard 1967; McGinnies and Rosenbaum 1965; Schramm and Carter 1959Stempel

1961; Ziemke 1980) other studies show contradictory results. Consequently,

attitudes and beliefs are not the sole motivation for selective exposure (Feather 1962;

Freedman 1965; Meffert et al. 2006; Mills et al. 1959; Rosen 1961)This leads to the

need of examining alternative influential agents that account for selective exposure to

political information (Stroud 2008, 344) .

Professors Sears and Freedman (1967) note the importance of investigating the

different factors that affect voluntary expos ure to information (p. 211). In other

words, peopledbs preference to-sgppattipeor ti ve or th
communi cation may also be justified by other e

predispositions and partisan preferences.

Firstly, research has documented that education and social class function as

indicators to voluntary exposure habits regarding political and public affairs matters
(Sears and Freedman 1967, 209) For example, collegeeducated persons are more
likely to be exposed to more diverse information during presidential campaigns than

grade-school education persons (ibid.).

Secondly, #Autility of informationo is another
(Sears and Freedman 1967, 210). In other words, the individual is more keen to seek

information that has specific personal value that may serve a useful and practical

11



aspiration. Utility influences peopleds exposu

information is counterattitudinal to his or her opinion of the matter in question.

Thirdl 'y, another significant determinant is the
t he i(SearsandFreedman 1967, 211). Impressively, it has be proven that

extended exposure to the one sideds rational e,
ot h e rsagunersdas well. This happens because when people are familiar with

one side of the story, they inquire to be informed about the opposite position,

regardless if the latter attacks or supports their own bias.

In addition, Zillmann and Bryant (1985) n ote that dissonance-motivated selective
exposure may be maodified by other factors as well (p. 29). In particular, these factors
include the level of dissonance experienced by the subject, the impact of the
information choice, demands for honesty and impart iality, attractiveness and

refutability of the information (ibid.).

All things considered, the above along with the factors of education and social class,
utility of information, and past history of exposure on a particular issue are factors
that nonetheless influence preferences(Sears and Freedman 1967, 209212).
Selective exposure is not only influenced by cognitive dissonance, but by ober

Apositiveo factors as well

1.4 SELECTIVE EXPOSURE | N DIFFERENT MEDIA

We have seen that selective exposure is not aovel academic debate, and that
certainly, there is a calling for continuing the discussion. Every new medium
reinvents the discussion. It is essential to question whether selective exposure habits
follow the same patterns in different media. Do print med ia, television and the
Internet provoke selectivity in the same way? It is valuable to answer this question,
especially regarding our aim to, later in this thesis, examine the relationship between
the medium of social networking sites and selective exposure. Do all media motivate

selective exposure equally?

Peoplebs news interaction habits are changing
(Jenkins 2006); they are collecting information from both traditional media and the
online environment. So especially now, it is important to understand the patterns of

selective exposure across media types (Stroud 2008, 346).

In print media, an important factor that influences selective exposure is their
availability (Stroud 2008, 359). In certain communities there are li mited options for

subscription to non -local newspapers. Therefore, people in this case are exposed to

12



like-minded newspapers that, at the same time are responsible for the political

predispositions of the community they are addressing. However, it is documented

that even in more fiopend communities peopl eds
are connected to the newspapers chosen (Stroud 2008, 359). Preference of

newspaper is often affected by partisanship, but this is a phenomenon that occurs

across medi outlets.

On the other hand, in print media the storieso

medi umés design and structure, and thus the pu

more space and are in the front pages. Consequently, readers are exposed to these
par t i cul ar political matters, even in an 6invo
Grabe 2011, 4).

In television, the audience has a broad spectrum of communication channels to

choose from. The phenomenon of expansion of choice leads to the fragmentation aul

polarization of news media (Arceneaux et al. 2012, 174). In other words, cable news

networks are often identified according to their ideological and political lines.

Research, however, has also shown that the audience, being aware of the

contemporary fragment ed medi a environment develops an
hostilityo. redlizeslthgs patiidam newsloatists maintain a certain biased

political view and cover the news deliberately, especially when they report on

controversial issues. As a resllt, people become suspicious towards the news.

Furthermore, nowadays television gives viewers the possibility to avoid news
channels they do not agree with or even to resign from political information alll

together. This alteration in influence between t raditional and new media may lead to

the creation of a fiknowledge gapo6. The origina

found in Tichenor et al. (1970):

fas the infusion of mass media i nformati
system increases, segments of the population wih higher

socio-economic status tend to acquire this information at a

faster rate than the lower status segments, so that the gap in

knowledge between these segments tends to increase rather

than decreasedo (quoted in Yang and Grabe

Prior (2005) cl aims that the changing media environment only results into the
sharpening of the pre-existing knowledge gaps among the public (p. 578). Free choice
makes people concentrate on news that interest them in particular, leaving

everything else unexplored. Individuals who prefer (hard) news will have more

13
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knowledge about the political field. On the contrary, people who enjoy entertainment

(soft) news will become less exposed to political news, and thus less informed. Soft

news preference has increased, as opposetb hard news and this is perceived as a

negative influence for democracy. Prior (2005)
news audience is not necessarily an indication

be an indication that before people did not have alternatives (p. 588).

Consequently, people who do not intentionally seek for political information have the
opportunity to avoid it by choosing other kinds of information on television. This
phenomenon also occurs in the online environment, but we shall discuss the debate
concerning the relationship between the Internet and selective exposure extensively
in the next subchapter.

1.5 THE INTERNET AND SELECTI VE EXPOSURE

In this subchapter | will address the academic debatethat referstothe Internet 6 s r ol e
in a pluralistic democracy and the contemporary democratic process. The matter in

guestion is if the variety in quality and quantity of choices available in the Internet

actually enhance plurality or do they impose limitations (Kim 2011, 971).

Proponents claim that the increase of personalization and information filtering in the
online environment leads to exposure only to similar -minded opinions. In contrast,
others say that the Internet is a space where one is exposed to very diverse points of

view, and thus, it promotes participation in the political process.

In order to explain the two above parts of the coin, it is important to point out two

essential theses that must be taken into consideration by anyone who is concerned

with political diff erence exposure (Kim 2011, 972). The first is thefragmentation

thesiswhi ch rel ates to 06the challenge to coheren
presented by the breakdown of broadly shared s

(Bennett 1998, 741) whichmay be augmented by the increasing use of the Internet.

The Internet offers people countless choices and opportunities for news and
information. However positive this may seem, research has shown that existing
media policies do not facilitate exposure to political diversity, but lead to further
polarization and fragmentation (Munson 2012, 1). In this environment, people tend
to prefer sources that are close to their own views, rather than other, more
challenging ones. As a result, this may lead to even grat political fragmentation and
extremes (Stroud 2008, 341).

14



In addition, in their article "Resisting Political Fragmentation on the Internet’, R.
Kelly Garrett, assistant professor in the School of Communication at the Ohio State
University and Paul Resnid, professor in the School of Information at the University
of Michigan, also discuss the matter of political fragmentation (2011). The concern in
the academic discourse is that because readers choose to follow only the likeninded
opinions of their friend s and family, they will not be exposed to other views that

challenge their preexisting opinions (109).

The authors remark that selective exposure originates significantly more from an

attraction to proattitudinal information, and less from an aversion to

counterattitudinal information. Individuals personalize the content they get exposed

to by seeking for like-mi nded opi ni ons. Personalization, whi
of user-to-system interactivity that uses a set of technological features to adapt the

content, delivery, and arrangement of a commun
registered and/ or i mpl i c(Thurman ardl Sdhiferem20i2e d pr ef er
2), is now common practice in the Internet. People choose where they want their

inform ation to come from, and what kind of information they want to get exposed to.

On the contrary, the second is theinadvertency thesis (Kim 2011, 972). This suggests
that people are likely to be exposed to crosscutting opinions. The blurring

boundaries of cyberspace may facilitate exposure to political difference, as people
may be exposed to a diversity of perspectives even without seeking for information.
Another interesting finding is that apolitical space is also a fertile ground for political
discussion and exposure. This provokes the guestion of which environment is best

suited for political diversity exposure.

I n spite of the above, the 6threatd of persona
optimistic attitude. Garret and Resnick (2011) assertth at #fAwe turn t he
O6personalization | eads to fragmentationé cl aim
personalization could instead be a crucial tool for resistingf r agment ati ono (p. 1
They argue that even if the risks of narrow channels are apparent, technologyand

how people use it is still malleable. A positive argument for this is that the audience

expects to be exposed to challenging viewpoints, and it prefers news organizations

that offer ideological heterogeneity in the news.

The authors identify the origin  of t he O6problemd in the way aut
services work and pinpoint the need for more sophisticated notions of similarity, as
often similarity is interpreted as homogeneity. They suggest techniques that could

help people access diverse and lzallenging information, which include:
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Apresenting challenging information only
bar on criteria such as quality and relevance; offering

challenging information alongside confirmatory information;

providing an opposing view only when people are most open

to it; informing people about the prevalence of challenging

opinions; and reinforcing the norm of bal
(p. 117)

This proposition should make us think about which are the sources individuals will

choose from in the online environment of SNSs. This is a matter of growing

i mportance because as Carlos EIl 2as P®rez (2010
University of Madrid, observes:

Aiwhat is truly novel about the digital so
information that was once received, evaluated, and published

only by the mass media is now also received directly by the

whole of society, without the need of a journalist as

intermediary (p. 51)0

Therefore, it is important to explore the types of information sources that appear in
peoplesd news streams. The I nternet and SNSs offer

sources, while they act as media communicators.

All things considered, in this thesis we must take this debate one step further and
guestion social media personalization techniques. Do they nudge individuals towards
challenging information, and thus to political diversity, or do they promote

fragmentation and polarization?
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CHAPTER 2: INVESTIGNRG POLITICAL DIVHRY

Exposure to political information in general, and to more dive rse opinions in
particular, is an essential ingredient for the well -being of a democracy. The public
needs to be informed about all aspects of society and political affairs in order to
better function inside the habermasian public sphere . The mechanisms that move
society are diverse. Therefore, in order for people originating from different
backgrounds to coexist it is essential that opinions and stereotypes people have of
each other are as spherical as possible. The same applies for politidaawareness ofthe

dissimilar.

2.1 DEFINING POLITICAL D IVERSITY

I n its more general sense, diversity is define
multiple views in order to achieve the goal of exposing people to information that

may be discordant with their current beli e f @anson 2012, 14) This concept

embraces the notions of acceptance and respect. Diversity represents the

understanding that every individual is unique. It characterized as a political entity

that has identifiable cultural and background differences. T hese alterations are

described in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, socio-economic

status, age, physical abilities, religious beliefs, political views and other beliefs.

In addition, political diversity is connected to the term politic al pluralism. Dr. Avigail

Eisenberg (1995), political science professor at the University of Victoria, defines

political pluralismasthe it heor i e s orghnizd andscenedptuatize political

phenomena on the basis of the plurality of groups to which individuals belong and by

which individuals seek to advance and, more im
(p. 2). This definition emphasizesmore on political rather than metaphysical,

philosophical, sociological or psychological pluralism.

Pluralism is often distinguished between political and cultural pluralism. The former
i s about fithe need, in the interests of democr

Vi ewpoints to be expressed in the mediaodo (KIim

'¢KS Oflaaadlt O02yO0SLI 2F (KS dHaGtubtrad A LIKSNBé 27F | F
Transformation of the Public Spheefera (2 GKS aaAdS FyR adzomeSOi 2F tAoS
05StY HAnnoX dpu® ¢KS LIzt AO ALIKSNBE 2NRAIAYI {iSa FTNRY
SO2y2Yesx a ¢Sttt a Ay &LISOAeEal.2004:5). MitbeivdaéBie 2 F OA OA
public sphere is the place where people discuss matters of public concern with the purpose to reach a
consensus, at least in the Habermas sense.

t
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iS seen as the need for a variety of cultures, reflecting the diversity within society, to
find expression in the media.

2.2 MEDIA PLURALISM

The importance of diversity is stressed in the media discourse.The European Union's

(2000) commitment to respect f reedom and pluralism of the media, as well as the

right to information and freedom of expression
of Fundament al Rightso (p. C 364/11). Pl uralis
exposure to difference and public dialogue has the goal of discovering of the

ingredients that signify the ficommon goodo for
some ways in which pluralistic mass media can contribute to diversity include:

reflecting differences in society, giving access b different points of view, and offering

a wide range of choice (McQuail 1992, 144).

Professor Hoffmann -Riem (1987), legal scholar and a former judge of the Federal
Constitutional Court of Germany, while defining political diversity, identifies four

main6di mensions of diversityo:

fi-of formats and issues: essentially referring to differences of

media function, such as entertainment, information,

education, etc,;

- of contents: in relation to opinion and topics of information

and news;

- of persons and groups: essentially access, but also

representation;

-of geographical coverage and relevancebo

(as found in McQuail 1992, 144)
In other words, media pluralism refers to the presence of a variety of media within
the habermasian public sphere. Ideally, this diversity has the purpose of providing
access to a variety of voices and attitudes, in which citizens can identify themselves
(Klimkiewicz 2005, 2).

I n the media discour se, media pluralism is oft
and o6i nt er n(Bdylé20@2] 1a; Klankiéwsc2005, 2). The former deals with

the macro level of media institutions and types where the main concern is media

ownership and concentration diversity. The later connects to the micro level of

content, practice and performance. This distinction between media ownership and

content is the most common regarding the framework on media pluralism.
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Therefore, in order to assess media pluralism we need to set a framework that

balances between conceptual distinctions (internal, external) and the aspects to

which these distinctions apply (media structure, media performance) (figure 1).

Table 1: Framework for the Assessment of Media Pluralism

Performance-Related

PIM ecli_i A Structural (content and delivery to Normative
uralism ;
audiences)
s ownership structure + media types and profiles  » legal measures
s concentration of ownership s specialised and minority  # regulatory policies at the
External s local and regional media media level of media systems
structure + thematic media
» access (market entry and creation
of new media outlets)
s editorial mmdependence s geographical coverage » media content regulation
* employment strategies * political coverage * internal codes of conduct
Internal + cultural representations * in-house agreements

s production strategies
(information sources, content

production and recycling, etc ) contents

* ongmally produced

Figurel: Framework for the assessment of media plural{ghimkiewicz 2005, 4)

However, the academic discussion around thistgp i ¢

has focused

media pluralism. Recently though, considering the changing contemporary media

landscape, it is argued that there is a need to understand pluralism more in terms of

medi ads rol e in

c o mmu n i c aublic spheredratheethias ie

terms of media ownership (Klimkiewicz 2005, 1; Karppinen 2010, 151). Therefore, in

this paper we shal/l refer
aspect of it, with the
(Klimkiewicz 2005, 1).

2.3 POLI TI CAL DI SYIHMRORTANCB

to political

The positive outcomes of exposure to political diversity are numerous (Munson 2012,

3). Societybs exposure onl

y

-mindedaogimion mayb | e

present risks. This subchapter aims to examine in detail the societal benefits of

exposure to different views.

Firstly, debates are an essential part of a healthy democracy, and they are only

possible when individuals acknowledge both sides of the coin,and not only their own

view. Ideal debates are delivered by people, who are open to challenging ideas and
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have the common goal of reaching a habermasian consensus rather than focusing on
their own interests. Therefore, successful and frequent discussions ae only possible
when individuals have knowledge of all sides of a particular issue. If this goal is not
reached there is a risk for political fragmentation and polarization (Garrett and
Resnick 2011, 109). Extensive exposure to likeminded views might lead to extremes
(Sunstein 2002, 188) and to risking the democratic discourse, in total. In additions,
exposure to different opinions increases tolerance towards different attitudes

(Garrett and Resnick 2011, 109).

Secondly, counterattitudinal knowledge enabl es a mor e fAout of
thinking, and thus better problem solving, learning and understanding abilities
(Munson 2012, 4). When people are exposed to diverse information, they are aware
of the different perspectives and relevant information. As a result, they are able to
combine this information and seek for

each issue. This way people are better prepared for more accurate decisiormaking.

Thirdly, processing different opinions and points of view is a necessary step in order
to accept their actual legitimacy and value (Munson 2012, 5). For instance, it is
observed that minorities tend to overestimate the civic value and dimension of their
opinion. Exposure to diverse information may help clarify how broad an opinion
really is in the whole of society, and hence people can avoid the risk of think of their
ideas as normative and be more selfaware. Having a better assessment of the
popularity of oneébés opinion, resultaslari
opinions, rather than resolving to conspiracy theories (Garrett and Resnick 2011,
109).

Therefore, it is essential to maintain exposure to political diversity because it
promotes the well-being of public discussion, democratic processes and the
coexigtence of different groups and communities with different political and cultural
backgrounds and interests in the whole of society. Political pluralism may
significantly diminish the risks associated with narrow channels of communication
that include polari zation. Technology is still malleable, and it is in the way people use

it that defines how diversity will be managed within the public sphere.

20

t he

mor e

nt o

fi

u

n

bett



CHAPTER 3: NEWS IRHECTION HABITS IN &N

This chapter is concerned with the analysis of exposure to political news and

information in social media. Social networking sites (SNSs), as they are referred to in

this thesis, are changing the way people commu
based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-publi c profile

within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a

connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by

others within the systemd (Boyd andcul&l | i son 20
online environments individuals connect and interact with their friends and family

and share their own views. Their rapid growth is impressive. In the USA, the traffic

for news in social media has increased 57% since 2009 (Mitchell 2012).

This phenomenon justifies the need to do more research about the role of SNSs in
news exposure. Social networking sites do not yet hold a significant portion of the

news and information share in the media landscape. Nonetheless, the prediction is
that SNSs will "certainly have an impact on how information is shared in the future"
(Glynn et al. 2012, 119). We must note here that we are referring to the population

that has access to the Internet and SNSs.

I n this chapter | will f oc thpolitwalinfrreatiomine 6s i nt er
the environments of the two most popular SNSs: Facebook and Twitter.

| aim to answer questions such as: How are SNSs used by the individuals? How does
their network structure affect news distribution? What are the sources of pol itical
information in the social media environment? What is the level of political

engagement? How does one measure informationos

The above are necessary steps in order to later explore how news distribution and

SNSs filtering patterns i nf l uence individual s6é exposure to

3.1 THE CHANGING MEDIA L ANDSCAPE

During recent years, the media landscape is changing. Citizens get their news from
more than one different media on a daily basis (Baresch et al. 2011, 4), while
interaction with information is taking place in numerous platforms. Print
newspapers, television news broadcast, radio and the Internet all converged
constitute the mediascape (Jenkins 2006). The routine of news gathering has

significantly altered. The morn ing ritual of reading the newspaper or the evening
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watching of news has transformed. The online environment is increasingly occupying
an important space for information, and is often prevailing over print media. Not

only professionals, but also the audience determineswhat the news is going to be.

Consequently, as Baresch et al. (2011) argue,
itself appears to be in a state of transitiono
This Alink economyodo is opposed tolnitdde @i nk eco

choices for news among the traditional one-way media, without many options for

input by the part of the receiver (Baresch et al. 2011, 56). In contrast, in the current

Alink economyo individuals influendeg the fl ow
sharing or Alikingd a source on Facebook, by i
simply sending an email to a friend. Everyone with Internet access is a potential node

to the social information network.

Furthermore, the concept of anews receiverasa news ficonsumero i s outd
increasing possibilities of sharing content has resulted in the reciprocal relation

among individuals: they are organizing and allocating the news via their social

network, while they expect from other nodes of the network to keep them informed

(Baresch et al. 2011, 7). This way of selfiltering information can be compared to the

od-f ashi oned Aword of moutho. For instance, Fac

to other news and media sites.

Consequently, the original meaning of the role of the gatekeeper is changing. As
Carl os EIl 2as P®rez (2010), professor of journa

observes:

Aiwhat is truly novel about the digital so
information that was once received, evaluated, and published

only by the mass media is now also received directly by the

whole of society, without the need of a journalist as

intermediary (p. 51)0

The journalistés role as gatekeeper has altere
that was needed in the pag for the public to gain access to political information is

now gone (p. 290). Information is now flowing from all directions. However, he

identifies the problem of poor quality in gatekeeping norms. He suggested a new

model for news gatekeeping that is driven by different historical and political

context s, the reporterés news judgment val ues,
gathering routines, economics, and information and communication (p. 296). The

author also predicted that new technological developments would introduce citizens
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in the gatekeeping standards, and thus there would be potential for multi -directional
press-government-citizen gatekeeping relations (p. 311), where each component will

contribute meaningfully to the selection and constructi on of news. He concluded that

it should be the journalistsé and politiciansé

rightfully in order to include citizens more fully in the public sphere.

As Bennet (2004) predicted, messengers in SNSs also function as gatieeepers

(Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011, 21).Baresch et al. (2011) note that there is a growing belief by

part of the population that Aif the news is th
Nowadays, sharing information, news and links is becoming common practice, and as

a result people count on their connections to
filtero that c har-audi¢gneerelatiorstip ih rhoee traditidna r me r

forms of communication is gradually being repl
means that the audience is playing a more dynamic role in the flow of information

(ibid.). AStumbl erso, as t hi described;gdtalmostpe of i n

all their news either incidentally or through socially selected exposure.

Inaddit i on, a report delivered by the American Un
Communication Center for Social Media, indicates five core areas where the idea

about how people think about news has changed because of the rise of SNSs: choice,

conversation, creation, curation and collaboration (Clark and Aufderheide 2009, 6-

7). Individuals are adopting a variety of new roles in the media chain. They areactive

in seeking, comparing and disseminating information on important issues, while

news is collaboratively created anddiscussed.lt is also found that exposure to

information posted by a friend, compared to news found on a website, may cause a

feeling of personal relevance and thus, augmen
This increasing participation in SNSs signals a shift in the organizational framework

of online communities (Boyd and Ellison 2008, 219). SNSs are principally organized

around people, not interests, while they appea

person at the center of their own community.

3.2 ENGAGEMENT WITH INFO RMATION IN SNSS

Il ndi vidual sé motivation for using SNSs has evo
2011, 213). Initially people used SNSs in order to set up their individual profile and

connect with their friends. Popularity istranslat ed t o t he number of peop
6friendso6 |ist, which | eads to motivation for
adding more connections. Therefore, SNSs are mainly used to keep contact with

friends, to make new friends, for social surveillance, and for tracking members of
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onebdbs soci al net wor k. Il n newer research, t hou

usage is also to gather political information (ibid) (figure 2 ).

Table 10.4 Top-10 motivations for heavily using political blogs and social networking
sites for political information

Social networking sites (C2. Social networkers. Heavily use only SNSs) ~ Mean (range [-5)

|. Because it’s interesting 4.38
2. Because it is entertaining 4.15
3. To give me something to talk about with others 4.12
4. Because | want to learn something new 3.94
5. To keep up with political issues 3.88
6. Because information is easy to obtain 3.88
7. To be in contact with like-minded people 3.86
8. For ongoing political debates and arguments 3.85
9. To access political information at any time 3.82
[0. To enjoy the excitement of an election race 3.79

Figure2: Motivations for using political blogs ar8NSs for political informatidiKaye 2011,
213)

Each day the SNSs population is exposed to the information their connections have

chosen to interact with. For instance, when users log in to Facebook, they are

introduced to a news feed, outlining theirfri ends é activity and the act
pages t hey (GelerfeHirdch 20K evd ©f course, SNSs have their own

filtering mechanisms as well. For example, FacebookNewsfeed uses an algorithm to

rank content based upon the likely interest to a user to help deliver the most relevant

content2, But, this thesis will not focus on this, but on the filtering individuals select

personally and through their friends. So let us explore how people interact with news

in these environments.

SNSs create opporturities for breaking news, because users have the ability to either

post their own experience or direct their friends to other information from media

outlets (Glynn et al. 2012). The interaction with news on SNSs has wordof-mouth

connotations. Recommendations, comments, fAli keso, fAtweetso e
elements of these environments that may trigger discussions among the network and

even more involvement, interest and influence on political topics.

% http://www.facebook.com/notes/facebookmarketing/sponsotyour-page
posts/10150675727637217
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SNSs interaction habits and patterns question the individualistic, top -down ideology

of traditional journalism (Hermida 2012, 1). Is it argued that individual intelligence is

shifting towards a collective intelligence, where expertise and authority is assorted in

the social network. Sending and receiving shotme s sages t o al | of oneds
to a selected group of them is as instant as their conception and writing. These

interactions are seen by the whole network of friends (Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011, 11). For

instance, the 140 characters Twitter text moves thefastest of all new media (Levinson

2009, 134). This is why Levinson (2009) charac
i mmediacyo (ibid.).

On SNSs people have a broader and more diverse social network online than

physical. Here again we observe the new relion between mass and interpersonal

communication (Levinson 2009, 135; Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011, 1). Mass media
communication processes hawvwaythessage conceptual i z
transmissions from one source to a large, relatively undifferentiated and anony mous

audi e Walthebet dl. 2010, 18-19). This way of communication is opposed to

interpersonal communication, which is conceived as a two-way message with a small

number of participants who exchange messages Kk
(ibid). These two types of communication are characterized by complementary roles,

regarding obtaining and distributing information.  However, Chaffee notes that when

seeking for sources of information, it is less anticipated to choose based on whether

the source originates from a mass media or interpersonal channel.

3.2.1 FACEBOOK

Facebook offers new ways of discussing and sharing news stories with others.

Oeldorf-Hirsch (2011) in her dissertation examines the possibility that t his activity

may result in better engagement with news content in the online environment. It is

interesting to examine whether the habits of sharing and commenting on posts

should enhance oneds feeling of i nQ@ewérivement i n
Hi r s ¢ h 6 studyf eXantheldthepar t i ci pant sdé responses to diff
interactions and conditions (p. iii). First, news sharing conditions may vary from

where the story is posted (news feed, friendods
comment is made (opinion, question, or no comment), and to if the post involved

Aitaggingo friends. Second, when a Facebook wuse
react in di fferent ways: read it comment on i
condition, where individuals read the story on the original source, for example a news

website or a blog.
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The results surfaced a lot of interesting insights on how people engage with political

information in SNSs ( Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011,iv). Sharing a story on oneos
that he or she gets moreinvolved in a story. However, this feeling is reinforced after a

week, especially if the post was accompanied by a question rather than an opinion.

Furthermore, a greater sense of community was observed when the post involved

tagging friends. Also, thenumb er of Al i keso0 received on a stor
involvement, and a feeling of being informed about the topic. Comments that were

recognized as favorable had positive psychological effects, too. Lastly, for those who

found a piece of informaton posted by a friend, commenting o

comments did not have a revealing feeling of involvement in the story.

I n addition, Facebook al so (edafsHrsth2011t he fAbandw
24). More precisely, this is connected to the feeling that if someone else likes

somet hing, then Al should tood. This is especi
receives. The more recommendationsii n t he f o r-mstayfgetsathefrore k e 0

likely it is that it will be perceived asimportant . As a result, the numbe

be increased as more people will want Ato jump

However, just being exposed to information does not mean that individuals are

actually learning. The Cognitive Mediation Mode defines learning th rough

el aboration defined as fAconnecting new infor ma
the memory, including prior knowledge, personal experiences, or the connection of

two new bits of information together in new wa
Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011, 15). Peer networks are found to influence political participation.

This is because elaboration and consequently learning are aided by activities such as

discussing or passing on the news (figure 3.

News Media

/ Attention

Surveillance
Gratifications —— — ——— — = — = ——— — =k ————————— -+
Sought

Political
Enowledge

Elaborative
Processing

Figure3: Canitive Mediation Mode{Evenland 2001, found in Oeldétirsch 2011, 15)
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Glynn et al. (2012), in their article "AlIl th
use on social networking sites", aim to examine the role and importance that news

plays within these social networking sites. More and more news organizations have

already established a presence in these sites. Therefore, the continuously growing

population of SNSs userswill potentially be exposed to news.

In order to further explore news exp osure in social media, the authors of this article

conducted a study. For this they used a sample of students, faculty, and staff from a

large university in order to investigate the factors that are related to news use on

Facebook. In shposethe sbudiésgxamune what ffact
on SNSs in the first placeo (p.1124), by focus
personality traits. In other words, what types of people are more likely to receive

some or all of their news from sites like Facebook?

With the assigned hypotheses of the study, the authors focus on examining some
specific factors -age, life satisfaction, extroversion and gender in order to understand

their influence on peoplebds intention to seek

The findin gs indicate that lower life satisfaction results into more SNS usage in

search of news that is not considered mainstream. Extroversion does not consist a

factor for news reading, posting and sharing. A fact that leads to the question if

sharing news contert is a more social or political behavior. Also, SNSs are not only

used by the younger population, as people of all ages aim to socially connect through

soci al medi a. Lastl vy, as far as the role of 0

also significantly more likely to use Facebook for news purposes.

CASE STUDY: FACEBOOKWASHINGTON POST SOCIAL READER
APPLICATION

Peoplebs intentions to seek for political inf
identified by established news organizations. They seek to engge their audience not

only through online news sites, but also SNSs.

For example, the Washington Post developed an application for Facebook with the
intention to use the O6socialé filter we ment.
with news throughthe Facebook environment. The AWashingt
was released on the & of July. It is a Facebook-based app that lets users read the

paper from within their profiles and recommends articles based on what their friends

are reading and sharing. The stories one reads are instantly shared with his or her

friends, while the userod6és friendsd stories ar
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goal of the appl isaialy powered newswireof intrigun@g@ t e a i
articles.30

The sources of nevs include not only Washington post articles, but news coming

from other partnering sources, such as the Associated Press, Reuters, Mashdb, Slate

and many othersli3¥hengfdepenpgdageé the user bés i
by <c¢l i cks adwHatHislonhér éiends)hava lmeen reading (figure 4). This

filtering technique functions with the purpose
app, the better it gets to know you*d0 Al so, one may observe one spec
activity by selectinghimor her from the 6friendbés |istd and

has been reading. Commenting on stories and initiating discussions also consist

features of the social reader. This type of social filtering has also been defined as

66Soci al Colrlianbgobrbéa;t iav ef oFim toef passive personal.
recommendati ons are made based on the behavior
(Thurman and Schifferes 2012, 12).

soclaL reader R e
FrontPage  Topics  Friends  Activity Ii’g'?-:s &:ﬁ‘ E‘; @ E
Front Page
The White House € The White House € w
White House makes request for Progressive journos hang
- . with Obama: Anything

Hurricane Sandy federal aid wrong with that?
[ T vishingionpos g e Wesington ost
President Obama has asked Congrass to approve a $60.4 billion emergency id package to assist

sar

star

Egypt © Same-Sex Marriage )

South Korea ()

o

The Civil Rights Case of K

Egyptian opposition to Our Generation 3
shun Mursi's national “Gangnam Style” singer

i oo Psy apologizes for past
dialogue ours 3 Y pol g

Figure4:2  aKAy3Gd2y t2ad {20Alf LI 3SQ
Whatis noteworthy about #Athe Social Readero is t
Facebook environment. This does not come as a surprise since the application is the

product of a Washington Post and Facebook partnership. Its purpose is exposure to

news through a SNS environment. Seeing what kind of stories friends are reading,

|l i king and commenting on is the driving force

3 http://www.washingtonpost.com/socialreader
4 L -
Ibid.
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Don Graham, chairman of the Washington Post company promoted the reader by

saying thatcentibdbsnéWwsi entde Anew, different, and
Vijay Ravindran, chief digital of ficer, says t
audi ence wedbve been able to gaino. The Washing

popular, with some 9.5 million users signing up for it, nearly two -thirds of whom
gualify as active (Bercovici 2012/02/08) .

However, the application has received criticism. John Herrman (2012) from
BuzzFeed, points out that the main reason the Social Reader collected tens of
millions of re aders when it was first launched, was the obligatory signup screen; in
order to read an article Facebook users had to accod with a signup screen (figure 5).

Washington Post Social Reader e e
2 5 9 % a Okay, Read Article e U
Share what you read with friends!

ABOL ' i L RECEIVE
This app shares articles with your friends as you read = Your basic info
them. Click Okay, Read Article to start. = Your e-mail address

(jwherrman@googlemail.com)
= About You

= Your likes

Who can see posts this app makes for you on your
Facebook timeline:

2t Friends ¥

This app may post on your behalf,
including articles you read, people you
liked and more.

Terms of Service Privacy Policy - Report App

Figure5: Washington Post Social Reader signup screen

Recently, a dedine in participation in the Washington Post Social Reader and other
social reader applications is being observed (figures 6 and J. This may be justified by
the unbreakable link between the Reader and Facebook. The sigrup obligation is not

receivedposii vely by the appds users.

° http://www.buzzfeed.com/jwherrman/faceboolsocialreadersare-all-collapsing
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Washington Post Social Reader - MAU AppData.com

18.000,000

16,000,000 M\‘
14,000,000 =~ H\\.

12,000,000
10,000,000

8,000,000 , . =

M April - May 2012

Figure6: Decline in Washington Post Social Reader monthly active users from April to May
2012

Washington Post Social Reader - Weekly Active Users

Data

300k

Weekly Active Users

Now 12 Now 19 Now 26 Dec3

Figure7: Decline in Washington Post Social Reader weekly active users fribno May
201

In addition, Facebook users who have friends that use the Social Reader seem to be

annoyed by the constant autosharing on their N
from their Newsfeed. It is possible that Facebook autosharing mechanisms for

At rendi n §résultantotnonectedibde and irritatingly repeated post on friends

Newsfeeds (Bercovici 2012/05/07). Stories lose credibility because the receiver

acknowledges the fact that his or her friend did not exactly intend to share the

particular piece of information. As Kafka from
need to automatically know what my friends are reading & | only want to know about

the articles they want me to read, and theyodre

6 http://www.appdata.com/apps/facebook/225771117449558ashingtonpost-sociatreader
! http://mashable.com/2012/04/18/facebookrending-articles/
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dondt want to have t @ tihsee Werb ayop ktso jruesad fti meend
(2012), demonstrates a brief Facebook survey about why people are disappaited in

social readers (figure 8).

PN
c
e
3
ol
=
i

Jacob Randall Tender | don't need to world to know what I'm reading.
6 minutes ago - &3 19

Melody Horton Caraway | have no clue what they are..lol
6 minutes ago -5 1

Liz Bismore Exactly! | want to read it and then | know how to use the Share button if | want to share it!
S minutes ago - &34

Anna Maria Mastorakis privacy invasion... some info is not meant to be shared.
5 minutes ago - 4

Lisa Green People want their privacy.
S minutes ago -3 2

Alf LaMont | don't need to sign up with yahoo and give them all my info just to read about how the
world's fattest cat died. Same goes for Wash-Po and Guardian.
S minutes ago - &3 5

David Benjamin Also, if | see a link, | shouldn't have to install it myself in order to read the article a
friend read. It's a terrible user experience for everyone involved.
S minutes ago - &3 2

Tony Costello It is nobody's business what | read. Why do they want to publish that? Advertising? |
8 thought so.
S minutes ago - &3 2

i Veronica Geddes They suck. | don't want to read articles my friends read 3 months ago. | want news
) now. Not a bunch of garbage floating around on a page.
5 minutes ago

Michelle Beaumier invasion of privacy
4 minutes ago - &3 2

4 minutes ago - 1

Bill Gescheider In real life, | don't want anyone reading over my shoulder if I'm reading a newspaper.

p Evan Lisabeth Excellent, glad we stayed away from them.
Fat]

Kind of the same thing here; | may not want everyone to know what I'm reading unless | specifically
share it.
3 minutes ago

Figure8: Facebook survey on sodiahders(Herrman 2012)

Anot her example of a Facebook social reader s
announced on the 22" September 2011 GNM press office 2011) (figure 9.
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Figure9: The Guardian Social Reader on Fackboo

This Facebook social reader is described as

fia great way of reading and sharing Guardian content within

Facebook. Once you allow the app, whenever you follow

Guardian links you'll be shown the content on a Facebook

page. This lets you see what your frends are reading and

watching, and what is popular amongst Facebook users. You

will also be able to comment on and discuss articles with your

friends, or with the whole Guardian community 80 .

di f ference

only includes

Facebook though was not as sccessful as predicted (figure 10.

It functions in a similar way as the Washington Post Social Reader, with the main
t hat it

content

8http://apps.facebook.com/theguardian/?fb_source:bookmark_apps&ref:bookmarks&cou nt=0&fb_

bmpos=3_0
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The Guardian's drop-off has been just as severe:
The Guardian - DAU

600,000
500,000
400,000
300,000
200,000

100,000

M April - May 2012

Figure10: Decline in thd dz NJRSotiayReader daily activeers from April to May 2012

Tanya Cordrey, director of digital development for the Guardian, assigns the upswing

and downswings in the use of the app to the changes made by Facebook (Ellis 2012).

I n addition, readersd commami20l2)amddBercovichn t he art
(2012/05/07) show that the audience that is abandoning Social Readers find them

Atoo intrusiveodo or fAjonytofigeits end r & Rrivacye iwtelm stohe g
and content issues al so seemebbokmdiddes.t he béprobl e
Therefore, Social Readers need to find a more

filter for the benefit exposure to valuable and quality information.

3.2.2 TWITTER

Twitter is a micro -blogging service that counts millions of users from all over the

world. The pl atf or m d e sealtimebnéosnatiort netedrkfthata s a

connects you to the latest stories, ideas, opinions and news about what you find
interedyseng. 6hare fAtweetso of maximum 140 char
subject of a message by using the hash tag. This allows messages on a specific topic to

be identified, tracked and grouped to reflect what new or newsworthy issues are

gaining popularity in peopleds discussions on

asanfawareness streamo (Hermida 2012, 3).

o http://twitter.com/about

33



Twitter has thrived as a network for real -time news and information since its creation

in 2006 (Hermida 2012, 3). This phenomenon is affecting the way news are

distributed and disseminated. Kwak et al. (2010) from the Department of Computer

Science, Korea Advanced Institute of Science and Technology, conducted an

interesting study to examine whether Twitter acts more as a new medium for

information sharing, rather than fortosoci al or
study the topological characteristics of Twitter and its power as a new medium of

information sharingo (ibid.).

The authors monitored the whole Twittersphere
profiles, 1:47 billion social relations, 4; 262 trending topics, and 106 mil lion tw
in a time period from June 6th to June 31st, 2009 (p. 600). One of their most

i mportant conclusions was that the majority of
headline, breaking and persistent news. The phenomenon that Twittermayé br eak t he
newsd6 first and convince a | arge part of its a
report the news has been confirmed by more recent research as wel(Hu, et al. 2012,

2751). The attention is usually conomichtplayat ed i n ¢
a key role in spreading the news (ibid.).

Opinion leaders are informally selected by their network, and act as a guide to
understanding what is important (Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011, 14).0On Facebook and
Twitter, in particular , individuals may play this role in their area of expertise,
proposing ways of comprehension of current events. We shall later in this thesis refer

to the role of opinion leaders, when discussing media effects.

It is essential to see the different relationships inside Twitter as a network and their
association to the 0peoplesdaectibna avedbasedromahichng t hat
actor has most I|inks to other nodes of the net
(Barabg8si and Bonab e anow2nmagsdediabdegmebubsaadl r eady Kk

gain most attention in the online public sphere.

An interesting fact is that on the one hand, the relationship between the number of

users one follows and the number of how many are following him or her does not fit

to the power law (figure 11) (p. 93). This happens because there is only a very small

number (forty) of users with more than a million followers, and this relation is not

reciprocated. They exclusively consist of either celebrities or mass media. On the

other hand , when users are ranked by how O0retwittahb
follow the power law. The retweets indicate how deeply one is read. Some of the most

popular users in this ranking are characterized as independent news media
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distributors. This shows how Twitter may help in the upraise of alternative media (p.
595).

CCDF
S
B
¥

Followings
Followers oo

10° 10" 102 10® 10* 10° 10%° 107
# of followings/followers

Figurell: Number of followings and followe(Kwak et al. 2010, 93)

However, the practice of retweeting may result in the random gathering of

informaton, i n comparison to oneds choice to subsecr
media (e.g., newspapers). This phenomenon can
collective intelligence,d as mentioned earlier

definite that it wil | reach at least a thousand other users, independently of the

number of the original tweetés followers (p. 5

In addition, another intriguing finding of this study is that reciprocity in following
among Twitter users usually goes along with some level & homophily (p. 600). In
other words, users with similarities, such as geographic location and popularity, are
more likely to be in contact than dissimilar people. This piece of information is
valuable when considering how diverse connections are in a SNSand how this may

affect exposure to different opinions.

Finally, research shows that Twitter has great potential as a news medium, thus it is
essential to explore the possibilities of exposure to political difference in such an

environment.

3.2.3 TWITTER - FACEBOOK COMPARISON

Another interesting articleisthe Pew Research Center6s Project foc
Journalism 2012 Report for fAThe State of the N
Facebook and Twi t t(Mitchell tala2012) The riseNireuse od SNSs

point towards the direction for further examination of their impakt on news. SNSs
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may function as pathways to news, but are not yet as large. They act as a supplement
for more traditional media (figure 1 2).

Social media is not an overwhelming
driver of news (yet)

Pereent :J.I"' U.S. adults i."f'.'r:-.:,'e',f news on

any digital device very often...

through Facebook
or Twitter 9%
recommendations

by going directly
to news websites

or apps

by using key
word search

through a news
organizing web

site or app

Figurel2{ b{ 4 Q LISNOSy il 3S a I RNAGSNI 2F ySga

However, there is rising attention to this matter because of its potential influence,
andasthePew Re s e ar cekearChers df the 2014 report stated:

il f searching for news was fthedastilewade, i mport ant

sharing news may be among the most i mportant o

The report explores the extent to which people use SNSs for news, how news behavior
on Facebook compares with that on Twitter, and who are the people that use social
media in such manner (Mitchell et al. 2012) . How much are individuals counting on
Facebook for their daily news information, particularly when compared to other

online distributors like news websites and applications? Where does the content in

SNSs come from: friendsor news organizations?

The findings indicate that Twitter and Facebook are found to work differently from
each other, both in terms of where the information comes from and of how unique
the information encountered is perceived to be. In other words, they attract different
population of users. On Facebook one is more likely to receive information from
family and friends. On Twitter, though, sources come more from a mix of friends and
news organizations and experts (figure 13). Furthermore, people are more likely to

regard Facebook news as replaceablethan news on Twitter (figure 14). On Twitter
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people feel that the received information would not be available in other online

sources.

Where social media links come from

Percent who get most of their news links from...

News orgs/ Non-news
Friends/family journalists orgs
- -
. y - DK
N's: Ever follow Facebook recommendations for news = 745;
ever follow Twitter recommendations for news = 239
PEW R WCH CENTER'S PROJECT FOR EXCELLENCE IN JOURNALISM
2012 STATE OF THE NEWS MEDIA
Figurel3: Social media links origins
Twitter news is viewed as more unique
Percent who say the news they get on each platform is...
Maostly news you Mostly news you Mostly a
would have would NOT have  mix (vol)
gotten elsewhere gotten elsewhere
| |
FACEBOOK [METTA 34 37
DK /refused

N's: Ever follow Facebook recommendations for news = 745;
ever follow Twitter recommendations for news = 239

Figurel4: SNSs as platforsfor unique content

In addition, the two platforms are being used by relatively different audiences. In

demographic terms, Facebook news followers accord with the general population to

some extent. Twitter news followers are more distinguishable. They tend to be male,

highly educated, less white, and younger, especially when compared to Facebook

users. Nonetheless, Facebook appears to be the leading platform. Digital news

seekers seem to follow news recommendatns twice as much as on Facebook than on

Twitter.
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3.3 SOURCES

Paul Levinson (2009), author and professor of Communication & Media Studies at

Fordham University, notes that Facebook and Twitter connections may behave as a

i r etimé knowledge base resoure 0 ( p . 122). Sometimes, he says
they will answer questions that you may not find otherwise in the Internet. But, what

do we mean when referring to a source on SNSs?

Sunday and Nass (2001) argue t hwaetthet he definiti
Receiver imagines the s owHirsche20ltl,®1).Mee®oufcequot ed i n
can be identified as a friend, Twitter, Facebook, a blog, a news organization or even

the Internet. It is important to note that SNSs are more about user -distribute d

content than user-generated content (Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011, 5). Therefore, SNSs users

act more as fimessengerso by selecting informat

distributing it to their social network (ibid, 6).

For instance, on Facebook, messengers shareontent that they either have produced

themsel vegenefiased contentod, | i ke photographs a
found in other online sources, such as news sites, blogs, or nonpolitical websites

(Baresch et al. 2011, 3). Links to outside contentindicate what kind of information

Facebook users are exposed to in the online environment in total. This exogenous

information flow shows what kind of content, individuals perceive as important and

meaningful.

Baresch et al. (2011) conducted a study in orer to find out more about how Facebook

users are sharing news and other types of content through external links (p. 9). Their

intention was to explore the amount, nature, and origin of information shared and

how people respond t o cebdole The resultsindicatedshat | i nks on
almost half of the participants had the habit of sharing information from external

links. Women were found to be more active in posting and commenting than men.

The leading genres were of general interest and news, in sge the fact that the leading

topics were sports, entertainment and art related. The primary type of content in

links was text, (45%), followed by video (22%), photos (11%), audio (5%), interactive

(4%) and others (8%) (p.150). The study showed that original sources are varied.

Video social networks such as YouTube and Vimeo accounted for 18%, online

newspapers were 15%, music sharing sites were 7%, and broadcast news sites and

bl ogs accounted for only 6% 49% werre coded as

interactive medium, individuals were observed to respond with comments and likes
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nearly to half of the links shared, with sometimes generating discussions of more
than ten comments. Therefore, Facebook users act as information hubs within their
Facebooknetworks.

3.4 CREDIBILITY ISSUES

It is crucial to examine credibility in the SNSs environment. The interpretation of the
source affects the information, especially in terms of credibility. Receivers perceive
different sources with different levels of credibility. The issues of access and
credibility of information have important effects on the contemporary media
landscape. Chaffe claims that the former two concepts are more important than the
evaluation of mass media versus interpersonal forms, mentioned earlier, regarding

information seeking ( Walther et al. 2010, 22). How can we measure information

credibility in SNSs in the sense that credibil
i nformation avail abl e (Castill@ MendozaiaadlPoblde di a pl at f o
2011, 675

However, even if people do not selectively avoid counterattitudinal messages, they

might put less trust in messages that run counter to their opinions and more trust in

messages that promote similar views. There is some support for this idea in the

scholarly literature on trust (Koehler, 1993; Meijnders et al., 2009; see for this

argument, Earle & Cvetkovich, 1995; but see Tsfati, 2004; Tsfati & Cappella, 2005).

As Meijnders et al. concluded, fiMessage receiyv
message sourcebs similarity as a basis for thei
opinions matching their own are perceived as more similar and therefore are trusted

moreo (p. 1118). Thus, trust needs to be contr
cross-pressures on decision timing (Matthes 2012, 151).

3.4.1 DEFINING CREDIBILITY

Credibility is a rather ambiguous term ( Metzger and Flanagin 2007, 8). The

domi nant view is that credibility refers to nt
whichismadeup of two primary di mensions: trustworth
Of course, these two dimensions can be both objective and subjective factors. For

instance, the receiver makes subjective judgments, while the source may have

objective characteristics.

The interpretation of credibility varies according to the specific field of study

(Metzger and Flanagin 2007, 8).The fields of communication and social psychology
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focus on the perceptual aspect of credibility; where credibility is not an attribute
giventoacertain message, but it is up to the recei
contrary, information science defines credibility in terms of information quality. A

piece of information is evaluated over its usefulness, reliability, and accuracy.

Therefore,t here i s a distinction between O6sourced a
Overall, though, credibility is perceived similarly to terms such as trust, reputation,

authority, and competence.

3.4.2 CREDIBILITY IN SNSs

Credibility measurement in the digital envi ronment has presented mixed results,
compared to traditional media ( Metzger and Flanagin 2007, 9). A number of studies
indicate that the audience recognizes traditional mass media like newspapers as more
credible and trustworthy, while other studies indica te that there are no real
differences between traditional and digital channels of information, or even that the

latter are more accurate than the former.

For the purpose of this thesis it is essential to note that new forms of digital media
applications are emerging rapidly, and among them we find SNSs. Therefore, we
must further examine credibility constructions and assessment strategies (Metzger
and Flanagin 2007, 10).

In the network structure of the online environment sharing assessments regarding

messge and source credibility take different fo
connected to the recipientds positive impressi
For example, on Facebook there is the option t

meansthat t he O c o eauts adedgsired taoyetidg, ren dates, and budget, and
then Facebook distributes the mostli®Asacent post
result, individuals who encounter these pages on their news feed are not aware of this

preexisting sponsorship.

Second, the term O6tabulatedd credibility refer
individual, organization or opiniaome For insta
newspaper below (figure 15, one may witness plenty of ways for peerreviews; from

sharing who has read the particular article on

rating the article depending on its effect on the reader (e.g. React: important, funny,

10 http://www.facebook.com/notes/facebooknarketing/sponsotyour-page
posts/10150675727637217
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typical, scary, outrageous, amazing, innovative, finally). Fromthei ndi vi dual 6s poi n
of view, this is a way of evaluating credibility that did not exist until the appearance of

networked digital media.

You ars the first of your friends to read this! ©  Ehared with friends i

? Arthur Delaney v =seome== W Follow | EiLliz |16k
- E'.'.'Q'.";'::’"'“:}]”

Sam Stein 2380
SRNENUMNGIN o

Obama Administration Not Sticking
Up For Payroll Tax Cut

WFollow Kiike 1%

£ Like | B3 210 peogie See iz, Ba the first of your frisnds. DR

SOCITAL NEWS

STEALTH MODE -

FOLLOW US
_flw]e L - [ =5

Amazon's Biggest Cyber
E Monday Deals
86 64 3 5 1672 GET POLITICS ALERTS: N B s
SIGN UP
J
m m 1 s m m WATCH: Fox News Interview
Ends Abruptly After Guest
REACT: | important | Funny | Typical || Scary  Outragsous  Amazing | Innovative || Finaty Attacks Network
FOLLOW: Social Sacurity, Economy, Taxss , Vigeo, Pajrofl Tax, Fiscal Ciiff, Payrofl Tax Cut, Soctal $acurity Pyrof Kl k=) 4
Tax, Social Sscurity Payroll Tax Cut, Poiltics News - z 2
B | Ben Savage, Danielle Fishel
2 - in 'Gi "1
WASHINGTON -- For the past two vears, U.S. workers have enjoved a 2 : ":i'" G'"BM“‘S Weorkd
< A Xe 2
percentage-point increase in take-home pay thanks to a payroll tax h“ =
reduction trumpeted by lawmakers as an effective lift for a sagging
economy. Come Dec. 31, that cut will expire -- and policymakers don't HUFFPOST REPORTERS 41012)
seem too upset about it. -
i 2wy v o smers g ox g y “ Christina Wilkie: 'Fix The

Figurel5: The Huffington Post sharing possibilitles

Third, 6ér eput e dmetiosoaalinettvard enviropments (Mattger and

FIl anagin 2007, 11). A good reputation can act
where people apply the trust they may hold for a particular medium to a single news

story or piece of information. This ph enomenon explains why Twitter and Facebook

users often oO6foll owbdb or O6liked already establi

New York Times.

Finally, group and social engage mé¢Metizgermay r es ul
and Flanagin 2007, 12). SNSs offer extensive information repositories developed
most |l y -dboorockiendt i ngdé individuals, and not by |

1 http://www.huffingto npost.com/2012/11/26/payroltax-cut-obama
administration_n_2194356.html?ref=topbar
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Consequently, credibility is achieved through a pool of resources originating from an
open to all system. The most evident example of emergent credibility is Wikipedia.

All things considered, digital media present new challenges to the study of credibility
(Metzger and Flanagin 2007, 13). The network media have deeply altered the
information landscape. The overload of informati on results in uncertainty concerning
who is to be responsible or believed. The nature of gatekeeping and the level of source
and content ambiguity are two of the concerns formulated by the transition to the
online environment. For example, in SNSs sometimes it is not evident if content is
destined for informative or commercial purposes, in contrast to the more
distinguishable differences in print media. Altogether, the basic skills for assessing
credibility have not significantly altered. However, there is a need for change
regarding the frequency and the strategies people use to assess credibility of sources

and information.

For example, on Twitter we find an unusual way of assessing credibility, especially

compared to strategies used for traditional media. Twitter functions along system-

generated cues that influence a sourceods credi
conducted a study in order to further examine this phenomenon. Participants were

asked to view one of six mock Twitter.com pages that varied boththe number of

followers and the ratio between followers and follows on the page and report their

perceived source credibility (p. 199). The results demonstrated that having too many

or too few followers led to lower judgments of expertise and trustworthin ess. In

contrast, having lower declination between the number of followers and follows

resulted into holdings of capability (ibid.).

3.5 MEDIA EFFECTS

3.5.1 POLITICAL COMMUNICAT ION

The origins of political communication may be found centuries ago, for example in

the works of Plato and Aristotle in ancient Greece (Lin 2004, 69). However, during

the 1950s it became a crosddisciplinary field, which described a process where

Apolitical institutions and citizenssaienter act
mobilized and transmittedod (Ni mmo and Sanders
This interdisciplinary nature of political communication explains why so many

scholars have specialized in this specific field:
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Al Political ¢ ommu nglinefotaifielddistingusshed lmymanaerafi s c i
explanation but a study guided by the phenomena it explains. It is a field exceedingly

diverse in theoretical formulations, research questions, and methods of inquiry that

transcend the boundaries of the separda e di sci pl ines from which it
1977, 441 quoted in Lin 2004, 71)

As a result, the study of political communication has been influenced by research
traditions and technigues coming from other fields. Among these traditions are the
older rhetori cal analysis of public political discourse, political propaganda, voting
studies, mass media effects and the tradition of the press and government in their
relation to public opinion.

Political communication is connected with news distribution patterns an d their

media effects. Researchers are asking more questions about media effects to (Baresch
et al. 2011, 3). It is important to comprehend how effective the messages shared on
SNSs are.

For this we will engage with the study of media effects theory. Communication
scholars have researched this field for many years. The debate around media effects
has many sides. Scholars have described different models of media effects, while
some have even doubted the existence of these effects (Perse 2001, xi). But lesuirst

discuss a brief historical overview of the media effects discourse.

3.5.2 HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

One of the fundamental focuses of mass communication studies has been the social,
cultural and psychological effects of media content and use, along withexamining the
processes by which these effects occur (Perse 2001, 1). Media effects, both intentional
and unintentional, have been speculated to take place in a variety of contexts. Related
examples of effects may be those of political campaigns on votingof propaganda on
ideology, of media impact on the social construction of reality, and the knowledge

gain and distribution throughout society (ibid, 2).

Overall, media effects are characterized as cognitive, affective or behavioral (Perse

2001, 3). Cognitive effects refer to information acquisition and learning. Affective

effects are those that concern emotional reactions to content and the formation of

attitudes. Behavior al effects are fobservative
as anti- or prosocial behavior. Nevertheless, over the years scholars have suggested

other ways of conceptualizing media effects either by the type of effect or the

conditions of media impact (Perse 2001, 17). For instance, the most preeminent
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dimensions of analysis can beon a micro- versus macrolevel, on intentional versus
unintentional effects, content -dependent versus contentirrelevant, short term versus

long term, and reinforcement versus change.

Historically, there are three main phases recognized to the study of meda effects
(Perse 2001, 23). The first phase covers the period from early 20th century until the
1930s, when media -powedieglcoi bEkMe aBméagil ¢ bull et

Afhypoder mic needl edo model regards the audience
mediabs i nfluence, whil e -responsesnodeldhateaintodimectt he st i m
effects. This model is based on the Frankfurt

mass society, while two of the most significant contributors where Lasswell (1927)
and Lippman (1922).

The second phase, taking place from the late 1950s until the early 1960s, is signified

as the era of limited effects. The origin of this model is found in the notion that the

audience is selectively choosing and using media content. Katz and Laarsfeld (1955)

and Lazarsfeld et al.-steP65) oiwntorfodwanandl nti ltea t i to
which argues that the audience is indirectly r
| eader so that ar essagesfofimass media (figute §)6 Thehefore,m

media influence is seen as limited during this era, where the most common media

impact is reinforcement.

Two Step Flow Model
(Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955)

‘ Mass Media ‘

LT >

e ok

@ = Opinion lzader

© = lIndividual in social contact with
an opinion leader

Figurel6: The Two Step Flow Model

The third phase began with the embrace of television as the dominant medium

during the 1960s. 1t is known as fAthe return t
(Noelle-Neumann 1973, 68 quoted in Perse 2001, 26). Studies during this era found

strong media effects and agenda setting and the potential of mass media to tell people

fiwhat to thinko. I'n this sense, the mediads pov

subtle, but direct media effects.
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Throughout these phases various media effects models have been formulated. Some
are mentioned above, while the most important include the di rect effects, conditional
effects, cumulative effects and the cognitive-transactional models.

But how can we perceive media effects concerning exposure to news in the SNSs

environment? Do any of the above models applyor should we seek for new ones?

3.5.3 BACK TO LIMITED EFFECTS?

Bennet and lyengar (2008), express the possibility that we are entering a new era of
minimal effects (p. 707). They note that communication models should incorporate
the transformations of both society and technology. This will pr event earlier
controversies in political communication, and thus models of communication will

become more interpretable and socially significant.

Political communication thinkers are always interested in analyzing the social forces
connected with the transition from traditional to modern society (Bennet and lyengar
2008, 715). Therefore, we shall look into these alterations towards the current
information/network society. Social and technological context is rapidly changing,
just as it happened before with the introduction of television. The audience is
exposed to vast amounts of information and to a variety of channels. This turning
point signifies the fragmentation of the audience, the alteration of identity formation
processes and the decline of the masswudience (ibid, 716). There is a need to rethink
the nature of audiences, messages and delivery technologies in political

communication processes.

The authors argue that media effects are diminishing, and they propose that society is
facing a return to limited media effects (p. 723). Firstly, they claim that acquisition of
political information is increasingly unequal. Secondly, selective exposure leads to
partisan favoritism and to avoidance of opposing arguments. Thirdly, inadvertent

citizens will continue to avoid political communication.

Intriguingly, the debate about media effects in the contemporary media landscape

continues. Bennet an {evokgda negpansedby Hotberttetiac | e

(2010). The author s qu e sgumeotconddreimyithet and

reappearance of minimal effects. Holbert et al. seem more positive about the

dimensions of selective exposure noting that Bennet and lyengar are exaggerating the

extent to which people elude counterattitudinal information. Also, Holb ert et al.
suggest that there are more sources for political information than news. They

characterize SNSs like Facebook and Twitter as a new form of tools for opinion
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| eader s. I n other words, individualsdé filterin
to the traditional two -step flow communication model (p. 24). In addition, Holbert et

al. found that Bennet and lyengar are prone to be deterministic regarding

technologyés role in shaping the political env
conclusionisthat dAa f ul | range of effects is not only

even amidst the extraordinary sociotechnical change occurring in our media system

and democracy?o. Notwithstanding, they make sur
tryingtooppose Bennet and | yengar, but to continue
core assumptions, conceptualizations, and oper

In conclusion, both articles agree on the urgency for the discussion of media effects in
SNSs. Opinion leaders are dund to play an important role, while the limited effects
era seems similar to the current paradigm. However, there is still not a model that yet

describes media effects in SNSs.
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CHAPTER 4: SBIBAND SELECTIVE EXPRBEU

My aim in this chapter is to discuss a nuanced view of the selective exposure
hypothesis, with a focus on social media. In other words, what is the answer to the
ongoing debate: Are SNSs leading to further selective exposure or exposure to
increased political difference and variety?

Ournews are filtered and personalized already by
algorithms, but what happens with our own personalization in SNSs? Do they offer

opportunities towards exposure to counterattitudinal opinions or do they reassure

selective exposure?Ise | ecti ve exposure theory confirmed b
towards only agreeable sources or do they seek a combination of agreeable and

chall enging views of the political environment

interacting with information through SNSs: Opinion reinforcement or diversity?

I will assess these questions more closely by identifying the relationship between and
selective exposure and SNSs. After print media, television, and the Internet, it is
essential to expand the debate to the so@l media environment. This is important
because there is little knowledge about whether SNS use accelerates exposure to
politi cal diversity (Kim 2011, 972).

4.1 THE INADVERTENCY THE SIS

In the Internet one may choose from a vast amount of information with a variety in
guality and quantity. The matter in question is if the options available actually
enhance plurality or do they impose limitations. What is important though is that we

recognize the need to expand this debate towards the SNSs environment.

Kim(2011) conducted a study that addresses this
soci al net working sites influences individual s
971). His main purpose is to examine fiwhat do
whatwould be the consequences ddcordingmtheresalts,t i vi t i es
it was found that the positive relationship between SNSs use and exposure to cross

cutting opinions was confirmed (p. 974).

At this point it is i mparitamd towesiecadisdches éd
chapter. This thesis is popular among discussions about the role ofpersonalization in
the Internet and democratic processes (Garrett and Resnick 2011, 111). In a nutshell,

it expresses the concern that the rising control of citizens over communication will
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lead to further selective exposure, and thus fragmentation of society. On the contrary,
others argue that the Internet is a space where individuals can express themselves
freely. As a result, exposure to diverse andopposing opinions and discussion with

different -minder others will be promoted and accelerated.

Kim (2011) stresses the fact that the inadvertency thesis may act as an opposing
attitude to the fragmentation thesis. The habit of coming across, mostly by change,
various pieces of information is key to examine whether they are of crosscutting
views. Therefore, it is very interesting to explore the facilitating role of inadvertency

in online exposure to diverse information.

Kim (2011) based his study onBrundi d ge 6s, Assistant Professor of
Television, and Film Department in the University of Texas, Austin (2010), argument
that

66i nadvertency is facilitated online thro
perfect online selective exposure strategies (2) norravoidance

of encounters with political difference, (3) weakened social

boundaries between far flung geographic locations, between

one discursive space and the next (blurred and porous

boundaries creating increased interspatiality), between

political and apolitical spa ces of communication, and between

the private and the public spheresdéd (p.
2011, 972).

Therefore, the inadvertency thesis suggests that accidental exposure to news and

information facilitates exposure to political diversity. In other word s, even if people

are not looking for cross-cutting opinions, they will be exposed to them because of

i nadvertency. Ki moé s isatvaregnt expogubelolpgliticalh ows t hat
difference may be facilitated by SNSs. The study focused on the role of onlie political

messaging and discussion and its connectionto selective exposure (ibid.).

4.2 POLITICAL AND NON -POLITICAL SPACES COMBINED

Furthermore, citizens form their opinions through the two basic processes of learning
from the news and political discu ssions (Jun 2012, 1450). Online political discussions
usually take place on more traditional online platforms such as chat rooms,
discussion websites or message boards. SNSs have altered this landscape, as now
these discussions may be realized in the cont&t of Facebook or Twitter. Discussions

are translated into posting, tagging, comment:.
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Airetweetingo information. Therefore, it is not
are initiated in spaces with a non-political char acter, where the political discussion is

not the primary goal (Jun 2012, 1452). These ways of exchanging messages may not

follow the traditional sense of how a discussion is carried out. Consequently, political

discussions in the online environmentarealso ref erred to as Ainteract

Kimbés (2011) study supported that online polit
with exposure to diversity. More interestingly online political messaging mediates the

relationship between SNSs use and exposurdo cross-cutting ideas.

Demographic variables, like age, gender, ethnicity and income did not predict
selective exposure patterns. In contrast, education played a more important role, as
higher educated people are less likely to be exposed to crossuttin g views. The
researcher also examined the effect of partisanship on the influence of online political
messaging on exposure to political diversity (p. 974-975). It was found that
partisanship had significantly moderating effects. Nonpartisans were influen ced

more, than partisans.

What is intriguing about this particular study by Kim (2011) is that, opposite to the
expectations of the author, partisanship did not moderate the influence of SNSs use
on exposure to political difference (p. 975). This suggests that the effects of SNSs use

where stable across partisan status.

However, we must mention that some scholars claim that inadvertent exposure to

political information is in decline (Bennet and lyengar 2008, 718). Their argument is

t hat t heseleruerfrleenxti viie 0 audi ence identities are | €
exposed to news that they have not chosen themselves. In contrast, during the mass

media era, news reached people who were not actively seeking for political

information as well, because they had no other choice. For example, if one was

waiting to watch his or her favorite TV show, it was most likely that they would be

exposed to the news broadcast immediately before.

All things considered, this study shows that inadvertent exposure to political
di fference may be facilitated by SNSs, even in
attitudes (p.976). SNSs contribute to expanding societal boundaries and enable

political discussions and information exchange.

In conclusion, social information networ ks are prone to accidental exposure to
content (Baresch et al. 2011, 8). In other words, except from intentional information
seeking and learning, there is the possibility of unintentional learning, especially for

those whose primary goal is not to seek fa political information. Apolitical space
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offers a fertile ground for political discussion and exposure. SNSs present
characteristics of both political and apolitical space. Environments that are primary
intended for entertainment purposes, such as social media, may also operate as
information providers. They "can actually contribute positively to democratic
discourse by providing a gateway to consumers who otherwise would not actively
seek out political information" ( Glynn et al. 2012, 114) Following link s and
encountering unexpected sites is common practice in the online environment that
may lead the individual to exposure to diverse opinions, different than his or her

own.

Therefore, the blurring boundaries of cyberspace are the most important aspect of
the online environment that promotes inadvertency, especially compared to

traditional media.

4.3 CASE STUDY. i UPWORTHYO

Upworthy began publishing on March 26 2012. It
media outfit with a mission: to help people find imp ortant content that is as fun to

share as a FAIL video of XSlowasfoundddibpBEli surfing of
Pari ser, the former executive director of Mo v e
Filter Bubbl eo, and Pet er HKofdkeOhienwhoalso f or mer m
worked at MoveOn (Carr 2012). The project wasrealized with the backing of Chris

Hughes, one of the founders of Facebook. Accor
people the information and tools that help make them better, more awar e ci ti zens.

David Carr (2012), journalist and author of the New York Times, describes Upworthy

as a fnews sitthgtis eegaud nieves built for a spreadable age, with super

clicky headlines and a vilmsotharlwbrgs, Upwoithgist ed user
similar to news aggregator sites but with the absolute intention to render content that

is found online to be easily sharable in SNSs. This is evident only by observing tle

websitesod i nt)envhiéhzleady offefsimgny opportunifies for the reader

to share content on SNSs like Facebook and Twitter. In addition, individuals are not

all owed to comment in the website itself. This
encourage people to first spread the news via their socidnetwork, and then initiate

the conversation in the SNS6s environment .

12 http://www.upworthy.com/could-this-be-the-most-upworthy-site-in-the-history-of-the-internet
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Figurel7: Upworthy.com story page

The sitebdbs rapid growth is confirmed by the
visitors: in July 2012 it reached 2.5 million, 4 million in August, 6 million in

September, while it finished October 2012 with 8.7 million m onthly unique visitors

(Figurel8) (Mortesen 2012).
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