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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 

avoidance of unpleasant, opposite opinions (P®rez 2010, 56). These novel 

circumstances may lead to ñthe emotional state of dissatisfaction due to the 

increasing amount and decreasing quality of informationò (Koroleva et al. 2011, 171). 

Therefore, there is a need 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 not initially intend to read them. This does not 

happen in the online environment because the reader proceeds directly to specific 

portals (P®rez 2010). According to Kamiya, the Internet gives readers what they want, 

while newspapers give them what they need (2009) .  

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

communication sciences discourse. This hypothesis refers to peopleôs preference for 

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, 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 or contr adictory  ones. As a result, 

these information consumption patterns may lead to greater political fragmentation 

or even to 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 within 

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. 
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In this context , the research question this thesis addresses is formulated as follows:  

In wha t ways do the audienceôs news interaction habits in social networking sites 

influence online exposure to political difference?  

To elaborate on this question I will employ multidisciplinary academic sources, 

especially from  the fields of psychology, sociology, philosophy, and, of course, 

communication science. Furthermore, I will conduct two case studies in order to 

examine whether the academic discourse coincides with practice.  

The thesis is organized as follows. In the first chapter, I discuss the selective exposure 

hypothesis. I begin with a historical overview of the debate, while I attempt to define 

selective exposure. I investigate the criteria the audience applies to choose 

information and deliberate on how the phenomenon of selective exposure is found in 

different med ia. I also initiate the discussion about the concern regarding political 

fragmentation in the online environment. In particular the question here is whether 

the audienceôs habits regarding filtering the news and personalizing information, 

results in furthe r selective exposure or in increased exposure to political difference 

and variety. 

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

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

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

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

óinternalô conceptual distinction. Finally, I discuss the importance of political 

diversity in a democracy.  

The aim of the third chapter is to offer an analysis of information and news exposure 

patterns in SNSs. I introduce this topic by addressing the phenomenon of the 

changing media landscape, as more and more citizens are informed daily through 

various platforms. Then, I engage with peopleôs interaction habits with political 

information in the SNSs environment, with a focus on the two most popular SNSs: 

Facebook and Twitter. In addition, I closely examine the case study of the Facebook 

Washington Post Social Reader application. I then proceed with determining the 

meaning of the source in SNSs. I also define and measure information credibility in 

the context of SNSs. Lastly, I present a historical overview of the theory of media 

effects to better understand the effectiveness of messages shared on SNSs, especially 

regarding political communication. To this end, I discuss the possibility towards a 

return to  the theory of limited effects . 
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In the fourth ch apter, my goal is to evaluate a novel version of the selective exposure 

hypothesis, with a focus on SNSs. Specifically, I discuss whether SNSs lead to further 

selective exposure or to exposure to increased political difference and variety. In 

order to accomplish this I  elaborate on the role of the inadvertency thesis, online 

political discussions and the blurring boundaries of cyberspace. Furthermore, I 

present the case study of ñUpworthyò, as an example of how exposure to important 

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 ñthe selfò. I 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 analyze the concept 

of ñthe narrative selfò and how it may influence selective exposure to information on 

SNSs.  

Finally , the sixth chapter contains my conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 1: EXPLORING THE SELECTIVE EXPOSURE 

HYPOTHESIS  

 

The debate this thesis focuses on is selective exposure. In particular, the question 

here is whether the audienceôs habits, regarding filtering the news and personalizing 

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? What are 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 selective 

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 recognized the selective 

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

reinforcement of one's own point of view existsò (p. 166). The selective exposure 

theory, historically, associates preference as an action that favors 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 research and connected studiesô results do not 
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always point towards the same direction. 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 1957-time 

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 studies regarding 

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 selective 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 exposure 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 

information, where the former is defined as ñthe communicator's taking the same 

general position as the subjectò, while the latter as ñhis taking the opposite positionò  

(Sears and Freedman 1967, 203). 

Therefore, the audienceôs preference for neither proattitudinal nor counterattitudinal 

opinions can be characterized as definite. Sears and Freedman (1967) in their review 

present a number of studies that portray inconsistent results:  

ñFive studies showed some preference for supportive 

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 
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(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 Freedman (1965a).ò (p. 207-208)  

The authors conclude that the selective exposure hypothesis 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 exposure 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 cautiously realized. 

More recent research has also engaged 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 length of reading the researcher may deeper comprehend the personôs responses 

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 

study that measures both ñinterest in readingò and ñread timeò (p. 272). The results 

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 



9 
 

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 use. Therefore, it is the individualôs decision to 

embrace one newspaper over another, or more often nowadays, to choose among 

different news outlets, particularly in the online environment (ibid.). As a res 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 

studies have been conducted ñon topics as diverse as cars, parenting methods and 

political preferencesò (Stroud 2008, 344). Consequently, the different topics 

contribute to the studiesô conflicting results. Political topics, though, seem especially 

prone to inspire selective exposure patterns (ibid.).  

The selective exposure hypothesis has been criticized  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: 

ñin social sciences, what generally kills a theory is benign neglect - by its critics as 

well as by its advocates (p. 215)ò (as quoted in Zillmann and Bryant 1985, 30).  

1.2  DEFINING SELECTIVE E XPOSURE  

In Freedman and Searsô influential review, also mentioned above, the authors refer to 

the phenomenon of selective exposure signifying peopleôs preference to be exposed to 

information that agrees with their preexisting opinions (p. 197). The most commonly 

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

267). In this sense, the cause of selective exposure may be found in peopleôs intention 

to relief themselves from cognitive dissonance (Sears and Freedman 1967, 208). The 

latter is defined as ñthe negative arousal that individuals experience when they 

encounter anything suggesting that a prior decision has undesirable implicationsò 

(Festinger 1957 quoted in Garret and Resnick 2011, 110). Individuals react to this 
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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 with 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 actions and opinions to remain 

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

result in increased selectivity for supportive information. Thirdly, oneôs tendency for 

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 as de facto selectivity. The latter is characterized by 

the audienceôs ñunusual agreement about a matter of opinionò (p. 196). This version 

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, especially regarding 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 to 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 and partisanship. It is 

imperative to explore this phenomenon because, as Stroud (2008), Associate 

Professor of Communication Studies in the University of Texas at Austin, argues ñif 
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partisan selective exposure is widespread, the public may develop more polarized, or 

extreme, attitudes in the direction of their political predispositionsò  (p. 343).  

Oneôs self-identity and political dispositions are important criteria that lead people to 

select congenial media news outlets (Stroud 2008, 345). Partisanship is one 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 publicôs interest for politics is augmented.  

For instance, partisanship influences the individual when he or she chooses to be 

exposed to a certain newspaper or television 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 peopleôs beliefs are among the main motivations to exposure (Best et al. 

2005; Chaffee et al. 2001; Ehrlich et al. 1957; Lazarsfeld et al. 1948; McCroskey and 

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

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, peopleôs preference to supportive or their avoidance to non-supportive 

communication may also be justified by other elements, independent from oneôs 

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, college-educated persons are more 

likely to be exposed to more diverse information during presidential campaigns than 

grade-school education persons (ibid.). 

Secondly, ñutility of informationò is another component of exposure preferences 

(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 
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aspiration. Utility influences peopleôs exposure to a particular subject, even if the 

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

Thirdly, another significant determinant is the subjectôs ñpast history of exposure on 

the issueò (Sears and Freedman 1967, 211). Impressively, it has be proven that 

extended exposure to the one sideôs rationale, leads to increased openeness to the 

other sideôs arguments, as 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 modified 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, 209-212). 

Selective exposure is not only influenced by cognitive dissonance, but by other 

ñpositiveò factors as well. 

1.4  SELECTIVE EXPOSURE I N DIFFERENT MEDIA  

We have seen that selective exposure is not a novel 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?  

Peopleôs news interaction habits are changing due to convergence media and culture 

(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 
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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 ñopenò communities peopleôs political beliefs and predispositions 

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 media outlets.  

On the other hand, in print media the storiesô importance is determined by the 

mediumôs design and structure, and thus the public affairs related topics occupy 

more space and are in the front pages. Consequently, readers are exposed to these 

particular political matters, even in an óinvoluntaryô or unconscious way (Yang and 

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 and 

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 fragmented media environment develops an ñoppositional media 

hostilityò. The public has realized that partisan news outlets maintain a certain biased 

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

controversial issues. As a result, 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 all 

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

the creation of a ñknowledge gapò. The original meaning of knowledge gaps can be 

found in Tichenor et al. (1970):  

ñas the infusion of mass media information into a social 

system increases, segments of the population with 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 decreaseò (quoted in Yang and Grabe 2011, 3). 

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. Indiv iduals who prefer (hard) news will have more 
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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 opposed to hard news and this is perceived as a 

negative influence for democracy. Prior (2005) notes that this ñdecreasing size of the 

news audience is not necessarily an indication of reduced political interestò but it may 

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 I will address the  academic debate that  refers to the Internetôs role 

in a pluralistic democracy and the contemporary democratic process. The matter in 

question 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 the fragmentation 

thesis which relates to óóthe challenge to coherent societies and effective governments 

presented by the breakdown of broadly shared social and political experienceôô 

(Bennett 1998, 741) which may 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 great political fragmentation and 

extremes (Stroud 2008, 341). 
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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 Resnick, 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 like-minded 

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-minded opinions. Personalization, which is defined as ña form 

of user-to-system interactivity that uses a set of technological features to adapt the 

content, delivery, and arrangement of a communication to individual usersô explicitly 

registered and/or implicitly determined preferencesò (Thurman and Schifferes 2012, 

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 the inadvertency thesis  (Kim 2011, 972). This suggests 

that people are likely to be exposed to cross-cutting 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 question of which environment is best 

suited for political diversity exposure.  

In spite of the above, the óthreatô of personalization may be approached also in a more 

optimistic attitude. Garret and Resnick (2011) assert that ñwe turn the 

ópersonalization leads to fragmentationô claim on its head by arguing that 

personalization could instead be a crucial tool for resisting fragmentationò (p. 109). 

They argue that even if the risks of narrow channels are apparent, technology and 

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 origi n of the óproblemô in the way automated personalization 

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 challenging information, which include:  
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ñpresenting challenging information only if it exceeds a high 

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 balanced exposure.ò 

(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 

importance because as Carlos El²as P®rez (2010), professor of journalism in Carlos III 

University of Madrid, observes:  

ñWhat is truly novel about the digital society is that 

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)ò 

Therefore, it is important to explore the types of information sources that appear in 

peoplesô news streams. The Internet and SNSs offer a distribution channel to news 

sources, while they act as media communicators.  

All things considered, in this thesis we must take this debate one step further and 

question social media personalization techniques. Do they nudge individuals towards 

challenging information, and thus to political diversity, or do they promote 

fragmentation and polarization?  

  



17 
 

CHAPTER 2: INVESTIGATING POLITICAL DIVERSITY  

 

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 1. 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 political awareness of the 

dissimilar.  

2.1 DEFINING POLITICAL D IVERSITY 

In its more general sense, diversity is defined as the ñcollections representing 

multiple views in order to achieve the goal of exposing people to information that 

may be discordant with their current beli efsò (Munson 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 pluralism as the ñtheories that seek to organize and conceptualize political 

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

which individuals seek to advance and, more importantly, to develop, their interestsò 

(p. 2). This definition emphasizes more on political rather than metaphysical, 

philosophical, sociological or psychological pluralism.  

Plurali sm is often distinguished between political and cultural pluralism. The former 

is about ñthe need, in the interests of democracy, for a range of political opinions and 

viewpoints to be expressed in the mediaò (Klimkiewicz 2005, 2). Relatively, the latter 

                                                           
1
 ¢ƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜέ ƻŦ IŀōŜǊƳŀǎΣ ŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ The Structural 

Transformation of the Public Sphere referǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǎƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜέ 
ό5Ŝŀƴ нллоΣ фрύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇƘŜǊŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ άŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ōƻǳǊƎŜƻƛǎ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 
ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƛƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ όCǊƛŜŘƭŀƴŘ et al. 2004, 5). In other words, the 
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. 
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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 is praised in Article 11 of the ñCharter 

of Fundamental Rightsò (p. C 364/11). Pluralism is connected with the belief that 

exposure to difference and public dialogue has the goal of discovering of the 

ingredients that signify the ñcommon goodò for all members in society. For instance, 

some ways in which pluralistic mass media can contribute to diversity include: 

reflecting differences in society, giving access to 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 

main ódimensions of diversityô: 

ñ-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 relevanceò 

(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).  

In the media discourse, media pluralism is often divided into the ideas of óexternalô 

and óinternalô pluralism (Doyle 2002, 12; Klimkiewicz 2005, 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).  

 

Figure 1: Framework for the assessment of media pluralism (Klimkiewicz 2005, 4) 

 

However, the academic discussion around this topic has focused mostly on óexternalô 

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 

mediaôs role in communicating diverse opinions in the public sphere, rather than in 

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

this paper we shall refer to political and media diversity in relation to the óinternalô 

aspect of it, with the aim to address ñstrong requirements of pluralistic democracyò 

(Klimkiewicz 2005, 1).  

2.3 POLITICAL DIVERSITYôS IMPORTANCE  

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

3). Societyôs exposure only to agreeable information and like-minded opinion may  

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 are 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 like-minded 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 enables a more ñout of the boxò way 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 more ñunconventionalò information about 

each issue. This way people are better prepared for more accurate decision-making.  

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 self-aware. Having a better assessment of the 

popularity of oneôs opinion, results into better acceptance of different more popular 

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 

coexistence 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.  
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CHAPTER 3: NEWS INTERACTION HABITS IN SNSs 

 

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 communicate. They are defined as ñweb-

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 systemò (Boyd and Ellison 2008, 211). In short, in these particular 

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. 

In this chapter I will focus on peopleôs interaction habits with political information in 

the environments of the two most popular SNSs: Facebook and Twitter.  

I 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 informationôs credibility in SNSs?  

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

SNSs filtering patterns influence individualsô exposure to political difference.  

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 determines what the news is going to be. 

Consequently, as Baresch et al. (2011) argue, ñthe very nature of what we call news 

itself appears to be in a state of transitionò (p. 4).  

This ñlink economyò is opposed to the ñink economyò. In the latter one had limited 

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

input by the part of the receiver (Baresch et al. 2011, 5-6). In contrast, in the current 

ñlink economyò individuals influence the flow and distribution of information by 

sharing or ñlikingò a source on Facebook, by ñtweetingò something on Twitter or by 

simply sending an email to a friend. Everyone with Internet access is a potential node 

to the social information network.  

Furthermore, the concept of a news receiver as a news ñconsumerò is outdated. The 

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 self-filtering information can be compared to the 

old-fashioned ñword of mouthò. For instance, Facebook often functions as a referent 

to other news and media sites.  

Consequently, the original meaning of the role of the gatekeeper is changing. As 

Carlos El²as P®rez (2010), professor of journalism in Carlos III University of Madrid, 

observes: 

ñWhat is truly novel about the digital society is that 

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)ò 

The journalistôs role as gatekeeper has altered. Bennet in 2004 wrote that the gate 

that was needed in the past 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 

contexts, the reporterôs news judgment values, bureaucratic or organizational news 

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 journalistsô and politiciansô responsibility to use the technology 

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

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

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

part of the population that ñif the news is that important, it will find meò (p.2). 

Nowadays, sharing information, news and links is becoming common practice, and as 

a result people count on their connections to keep them informed. The ñprofessional 

filterò that characterized the informer-audience relationship in more traditional 

forms of communication is gradually being replaced by the ñsocial filterò. The latter 

means that the audience is playing a more dynamic role in the flow of information 

(ibid.). ñStumblersò, as this novel type of information receiver is described; get almost 

all their news either incidentally or through socially selected exposure.  

In addition, a report delivered by the American Universityôs School of 

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 are active 

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

news is collaboratively created and discussed. It 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, augment the personôs interest in the story. 

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 appear to be óóegocentricôô networks, with the 

person at the center of their own community.  

3.2 ENGAGEMENT WITH INFO RMATION IN SNSS 

Individualsô motivation for using SNSs has evolved since their appearance (Kaye 

2011, 213). Initially people used SNSs in order to set up their individual profile and 

connect with their friends. Popularity is transla ted to the number of people in oneôs 

ófriendsô list, which leads to motivation for further expanding of their network by 

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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oneôs social network.  In newer research, though, it is found that motivation for SNS 

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

 

Figure 2: Motivations for using political blogs and SNSs for political information (Kaye 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 their fr iendsô activity and the activity of the 

pages they have ñlikedò (Oeldorf -Hirsch 2011, v). Of course, SNSs have their own 

filtering mechanisms as well. For example, Facebook Newsfeed 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 opportunities 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 word-of-mouth 

connotations. Recommendations, comments, ñlikesò, ñtweetsò and ñretweetsò are 

elements of these environments that may trigger discussions among the network and 

even more involvement, interest and influence on political topics.  

                                                           
2
 http://www.facebook.com/notes/facebook-marketing/sponsor-your-page-

posts/10150675727637217 
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SNSs interaction habits and patterns question the indiv idualistic, 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 short messages to all of oneôs followers or 

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 the fastest of all new media (Levinson 

2009, 134). This is why Levinson (2009) characterizes Twitter as the ñepitome of 

immediacyò (ibid.).  

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

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

communication (Levinson 2009, 135; Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011, 11). Mass media 

communication processes have been conceptualized as ñone-way message 

transmissions from one source to a large, relatively undifferentiated and anonymous 

audienceò (Walther et al. 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 knowing each otherôs identities 

(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 oneôs feeling of involvement in the story or influence others. Oeldorf-

Hirschôs (2011) study examined the participantsô responses to different news 

interactions and conditions (p. iii). First, news sharing conditions may vary from 

where the story is posted (news feed, friendôs wall, or direct message), to what type of 

comment is made (opinion, question, or no comment), and to if the post involved 

ñtaggingò friends. Second, when a Facebook user receives information he or she may 

react in different ways: read it, comment on it or ñlikeò it. Third, there is the control 

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 oneôs wall showed 

that he or she gets more involved 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, the number of ñlikesò received on a story led to greater interest, 

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 information posted by a friend, commenting or seeing other peopleôs 

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

In addition, Facebook also presents the ñbandwagon effectò (Oeldorf -Hirsch 2011, 

24). More precisely, this is connected to the feeling that if someone else likes 

something, then ñI should tooò. This is especially seen in the number of ñlikesò a post 

receives. The more recommendations ïin the form of a ñlikeò- a story gets, the more 

likely it is that it will be perceived as import ant. As a result, the number of ñlikesò will 

be increased as more people will want ñto jump on the bandwagonò. 

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

actually learning. The Cognitive Mediation Mode defines learning th rough 

elaboration defined as ñconnecting new information to other information stored in 

the memory, including prior knowledge, personal experiences, or the connection of 

two new bits of information together in new waysò (Eveland, 2001, p. 573 quoted in 

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). 

 

Figure 3: Cognitive Mediation Model (Evenland 2001, found in Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011, 15) 
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Glynn et al. (2012), in their article "All the news thatôs fit to post: A profile of news 

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 users will 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 short the studyôs purpose is to: ñexamine what factors lead to news use 

on SNSs in the first placeò (p.114), by focusing on demographic variables and 

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 peopleôs intention to seek news in social media. 

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 content 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 

social media. Lastly, as far as the role of oneôs gender, it was found that women were 

also significantl y more likely to use Facebook for news purposes. 

CASE STUDY: FACEBOOK WASHINGTON POST SOCIAL READER 

APPLICATION  

Peopleôs intentions to seek for political information and news on SNSs have been 

identified by established news organizations. They seek to engage 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 ósocialô filter we mentioned before explicitly when interacting 

with news through the  Facebook environment. The ñWashington Post Social Readerò 

was released on the 8th 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 userôs friendsô stories are shared with the individual, as well. The 
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goal of the application is to create a ñsocially powered newswire of intriguing 

articles.3ò 

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

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

and many others. The ófront pageô listing depends on the userôs interests (measured 

by clicks and ñlikesò) and what his or her friends have been reading (figure 4). This 

filtering technique functions with the purpose that ñthe more time you spend with the 

app, the better it gets to know you.4òAlso, one may observe one specific friendôs 

activity by selecting him or her from the ófriendôs listô and choose from what he or she 

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 

óóSocial Collaborative Filteringôô; a form of passive personalization in which content 

recommendations are made based on the behavior of a userôs social network 

(Thurman and Schifferes 2012, 12).  

 

Figure 4: ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ tƻǎǘ {ƻŎƛŀƭ wŜŀŘŜǊ ΨCǊƻƴǘ ǇŀƎŜΩ 

 

What is noteworthy about ñthe Social Readerò is that it functions exclusively in the 

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, 

liking and commenting on is the driving force of this new type of ñnewspaperò.  

                                                           
3
 http://www.washingtonpost.com/socialreader 

4
 Ibid. 
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Don Graham, chairman of the Washington Post company promoted the reader by 

saying that this ñfriend-centricò news site ñnew, different, and funò (Scoble 2011). 

Vijay Ravindran, chief digital officer, says that ñWeôre absolutely delighted by the 

audience weôve been able to gainò. The Washington Post Social Reader has proved 

popular, with some 9.5 million users signing up for it, nearly two -thirds of whom 

qualify as active (Bercovici 2012/02/08) .  

However, the application has received criticism. John Herrman (2012) from 

BuzzFeed5, 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 accord with a signup screen (figure 5).  

 

Figure 5: Washington Post Social Reader signup screen 

 

Recently, a decline in participation in the Washington Post Social Reader and other 

social reader applications is being observed (figures 6 and 7). This may be justified by 

the unbreakable link between the Reader and Facebook. The sign-up obligation is not 

received positively by the appôs users.  

                                                           
5
 http://www.buzzfeed.com/jwherrman/facebook-social-readers-are-all-collapsing 
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Figure 6: Decline in Washington Post Social Reader monthly active users from April to May 

2012 

 

 

Figure 7: Decline in Washington Post Social Reader weekly active users from April to May 

20126 

 

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

annoyed by the constant autosharing on their Newsfeed and tend to óhideô these posts 

from their Newsfeed. It is possible that Facebook autosharing mechanisms for 

ñtrendingò articles7 result into non -credible 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 AllthingsDigital (2012) argues ñI donôt 

need to automatically know what my friends are reading ð I only want to know about 

the articles they want me to read, and theyôre pretty good about telling me that. And I 

                                                           
6
 http://www.appdata.com/apps/facebook/225771117449558-washington-post-social-reader 

7
 http://mashable.com/2012/04/18/facebook-trending-articles/ 
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donôt want to have to use an app to read them ð the Web works just fineò. Herrman 

(2012), demonstrates a brief Facebook survey about why people are disappointed in 

social readers (figure 8).  

 

Figure 8: Facebook survey on social readers (Herrman 2012) 

 

 Another example of a Facebook social reader is the Guardianôs application that was 

announced on the 22nd September 2011 (GNM press office 2011) (figure 9).  
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Figure 9: The Guardian Social Reader on Facebook 

 

This Facebook social reader is described as 

 ña 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 friends 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 8ò.  

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

difference that it only includes content from the Guardian. The Guardianôs app in 

Facebook though was not as successful as predicted (figure 10).  

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

bmpos=3_0 
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Figure 10: Decline in the DǳŀǊŘƛŀƴΩǎ Social Reader daily active users 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). 

In addition, readersô comments seen in the articles of Hermann (2012) and Bercovici 

(2012/05/07) show that the audience that is abandoning Social Readers find them 

ñtoo intrusiveò or ñjust noiseò and with the goal only to ñget more viewersò. Privacy 

and content issues also seem to be the óproblemô, except for Facebook modules. 

Therefore, Social Readers need to find a more efficient way to enhance the ósocialô 

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 platform describes itself as a ñreal-time information network that 

connects you to the latest stories, ideas, opinions and news about what you find 

interesting.ò9 Users share ñtweetsò of maximum 140 characters, and can refer to the 

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 peopleôs discussions on Twitter. The Twitter Newsfeed may act 

as an ñawareness streamò (Hermida 2012, 3).  

                                                           
9
 http://twitter.com/about  
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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 for social organization (p. 591). Their goal was ñto 

study the topological characteristics of Twitter and its power as a new medium of 

information sharingò (ibid.). 

The authors monitored the whole Twittersphere by obtaining ñ41:7 million user 

profiles, 1:47 billion social relations, 4; 262 trending topics , and 106 million tweetsò, 

in a time period from June 6th to June 31st, 2009 (p. 600). One of their most 

important conclusions was that the majority of the ótrendingô topics (85%) are 

headline, breaking and persistent news. The phenomenon that Twitter may óbreak the 

newsô first and convince a large part of its audience before other commercial media 

report the news has been confirmed by more recent research as well (Hu, et al. 2012, 

2751). The attention is usually concentrated in a group of óopinion leadersô which play 

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 i mportant (Oeldorf -Hirsch 2011, 14). On 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 ñpower lawò, meaning that people selections are based on which 

actor has most links to other nodes of the network. Therefore, the ñrich get richerò 

(Barab§si and Bonabeau 2003, 65) as already known mass media become hubs and 

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 óretwittableô they are, the distribution does 

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).  

 

Figure 11: Number of followings and followers (Kwak et al. 2010, 93) 

 

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

information , in comparison to oneôs choice to subscribe to a particular form of mass 

media (e.g., newspapers). This phenomenon can also be read as the ñemergence of 

collective intelligence,ò as mentioned earlier. Once something is retweeted it is 

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

number of the original tweetôs followers (p. 598). 

In addition, another intriguing finding of this study is that reciprocity in following 

among Twitter users usually goes along with some level of 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 SNS, and 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 TWITTE R - FACEBOOK COMPARISON 

Another interesting article is the  Pew Research Centerôs Project for Excellence in 

Journalism 2012 Report for ñThe State of the News Mediaò that reviews ñwhat 

Facebook and Twitter Mean for Newsò (Mitchell et al. 2012). The rise in use of 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).  

 

Figure 12: {b{ǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ƻŦ ƴŜǿǎ 

 

However, there is rising attention to this matter because of its potential influence, 

and as the Pew Research Centerôs researchers of the 2011 report stated: 

ñIf searching for news was the most important development of the last decade, 

sharing news may be among the most important of the next.ò 

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: friends or 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 replaceable, than 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. 

 

Figure 13: Social media links origins 

 

Figure 14: SNSs as platforms for 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 recommendations 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 

ñreal-time knowledge base resourceò (p. 122). Sometimes, he says, it is possible that 

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 that the definition of a source is ñwhatever the 

Receiver imagines the source to beò (quoted in Oeldorf-Hirsch 2011, 21). The source 

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 ñmessengersò by selecting information available elsewhere and 

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

For instance, on Facebook, messengers share content that they either have produced 

themselves, ñuser-generated contentò, like photographs and status updates or have 

found in other online sources, such as news sites, blogs, or non-political websites 

(Baresch et al. 2011, 3). Links to outside content indicate 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 order 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 to their friendsô links on Facebook. The results indicated that 

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 spite 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 

blogs accounted for only 6%; 49% were coded as ñother.ò (p. 16). As Facebook is an 

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 

Facebook networks.  

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 cred ibility. 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 credibility can be ñassessed using only the 

information available in a social media platformò (Castillo, Mendoza and Poblete 

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, ñMessage receivers use their assessment of the 

message sourceôs similarity as a basis for their trust judgment. Sources who express 

opinions matching their own are perceived as more similar and therefore are trusted 

moreò (p. 1118). Thus, trust needs to be controlled when estimating the effects of 

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 

dominant view is that credibility refers to ñthe óbelievabilityô of a source or message, 

which is made up of two primary dimensions: trustworthiness and expertiseò (ibid). 

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 

given to a certain message, but it is up to the receiverôs subjective perception. On the 

contrary, information science defines credibility in terms of information quality. A 

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

Therefore, there is a distinction between ósourceô and óinformationô credibility. 

Overall, though, credibility is perceived similarly to terms such as trust, reputation, 

authority, and competence. 

3.4.2 CREDIBILITY IN SNS s 

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 

message and source credibility take different forms. First, óconferredô credibility is 

connected to the recipientôs positive impression of the source as a whole (ibid. 11). 

For example, on Facebook there is the option to ñsponsor your page postsò. This 

means that the ócommunicatorô selects a desired targeting, run dates, and budget, and 

then Facebook distributes the most recent post to the pageôs target audience10. As a 

result, individuals who encounter these pages on their news feed are not aware of this 

preexisting sponsorship.  

Second, the term ótabulatedô credibility refers to the ability of peer rating of an 

individual, organization or opinion. For instance, in the Huffington Postôs online 

newspaper below (figure 15), one may witness plenty of ways for peer reviews; from 

sharing who has read the particular article on the Huffington Postôs ñSocial Newsò, to 

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

                                                           
10

 http://www.facebook.com/notes/facebook-marketing/sponsor-your-page-
posts/10150675727637217 
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typical, scary, outrageous, amazing, innovative, finally). From the individualôs point 

of view, this is a way of evaluating credibility that did not exist until the appearance of 

networked digital media.  

 

Figure 15 : The Huffington Post sharing possibilities11 

 

Third, óreputedô credibility is also met in social network environments (Metzger and 

Flanagin 2007, 11). A good reputation can act as a ócredibility transferô (ibid, 12) 

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 ófollowô or ólikeô already established news organizations like CNN or The 

New York Times. 

Finally, group and social engagement may result into óemergentô credibility (Metzger 

and Flanagin 2007, 12). SNSs offer extensive information repositories developed 

mostly by óself-coordinatingô individuals, and not by leading organizations. 

                                                           
11

 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/11/26/payroll-tax-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 sourceôs credibility. Westerman et al. (2011) 

conducted a study in order to further examine this phenomenon. Participants were 

asked to view one of six mock Twitter.com pages that varied both the 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 cross-disciplinary field, which described a process where 

ñpolitical institutions and citizens interact with each other and political influences are 

mobilized and transmittedò (Nimmo and Sanders 1981, 12 quoted in Lin 2004, 70). 

This interdisciplinary nature of political communication explains why so many 

scholars have specialized in this specific field: 
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ñ[Political communication] is not a discipline [or a field] distinguished by manner of 

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 separate disciplines from which it draws.ò (Nimmo 

1977, 441 quoted in Lin 2004, 71) 

As a result, the study of political communication has been influenced by research 

traditions and techniques 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 let us first 

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 with examining 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 voting, of 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. Behavioral effects are ñobservative actionsò caused by media exposure, such 

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 be on a micro- versus macrolevel, on intentional versus 

unintentional effects, content -dependent versus content-irrelevant, short term versus 

long term, and reinforcement versus change. 

Historically, there are three main phases recognized to the study of media effects 

(Perse 2001, 23). The first phase covers the period from early 20th century until the 

1930s, when media are described as ñall-powerfulò. The ñmagic bulletò or 

ñhypodermic needleò model regards the audience as defenseless to resist the mass 

mediaôs influence, while it is based on the stimulus-response model that counts direct 

effects. This model is based on the Frankfurt Schoolôs pessimistic approach of the 

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 Lazarsfeld (1955) 

and Lazarsfeld et al. (1965) introduced the ñtwo-step flow of communicationò model, 

which argues that the audience is indirectly receiving information, through ñopinion 

leadersò that are influenced by the messages of mass media (figure 16). Therefore, 

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

impact is reinforcement.  

 

Figure 16: The Two Step Flow Model  

 

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

during the 1960s. It is known as ñthe return to the concept of powerful mass mediaò 

(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 

ñwhat to thinkò. In this sense, the mediaôs power is recognized in bringing about 

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 apply or should we seek for new ones? 

3.5.3 BACK TO LIMITED EFFE CTS? 

Bennet and Iyengar (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 Iyengar 

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 mass audience (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 l imited 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 cont inue to avoid political communication.  

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

continues. Bennet and Iyengarôs article (2008) evoked a response by Holbert et al. 

(2010). The authors question Bennet and Iyengarôs argument concerning the 

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

dimensions of selective exposure noting that Bennet and Iyengar 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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leaders. In other words, individualsô filtering habits in SNSs may act as an alternative 

to the traditional two -step flow communication model (p. 24). In addition, Holbert et 

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

technologyôs role in shaping the political environment (p. 15). Finally, their 

conclusion is that ña full range of effects is not only plausible, but distinctly probable, 

even amidst the extraordinary sociotechnical change occurring in our media system 

and democracyò. Notwithstanding, they make sure to stress the fact that they are not 

trying to oppose Bennet and Iyengar, but to continue a dynamic debate about ñour 

core assumptions, conceptualizations, and operationalizationsò (p. 31). 

In conclusion, both articles agree on the urgency for the discussion of media effects in 

SNSs. Opinion leaders are found 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: SNSs AND SELECTIVE EXPOSURE 

 

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?  

Our news are filtered and personalized already by the SNSsô mechanisms and 

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? Is selective exposure theory confirmed by the usersô preference 

towards only agreeable sources or do they seek a combination of agreeable and 

challenging views of the political environment? What are peopleôs intentions when 

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 social 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 

quality 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 necessity, to ñexplore how use of 

social networking sites influences individualsô exposure to political differenceò (p. 

971). His main purpose is to examine ñwhat do people do on SNSs for politics, and 

what would be the consequences of those activitiesò (p. 971). According to the results, 

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 important to recall the ñfragmentationò thesis discussed in the first 

chapter. This thesis is popular among discussions about the role of personalization 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 and opposing 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 cross-cutting 

views. Therefore, it is very interesting to explore the facilitating role of inadvertency 

in online exposure to diverse information.  

Kim (2011) based his study on Brundidgeôs, Assistant Professor of the Radio, 

Television, and Film Department in the University of Texas, Austin (2010), argument 

that  

óóinadvertency is facilitated online through (1) less than 

perfect online selective exposure strategies (2) non-avoidance 

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 spheresôô (p. 687 quoted in Kim 

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 

inadvertency. Kimôs study (2011) shows that inadvertent exposure to political 

difference may be facilitated by SNSs. The study focused on the role of online political 

messaging and discussion and its connection to 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 discussions (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 context of Facebook or Twitter. Discussions 

are translated into posting, tagging, commenting, following, tweeting, ñlikingò, 
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ñretweetingò information. Therefore, it is noteworthy that often political discussions 

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 environment are also referred to as ñinteractionò (ibid.). 

Kimôs (2011) study supported that online political messaging is positively associated 

with exposure to diversity. More interestingly online political messaging mediates the 

relationship between SNSs use and exposure to 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 cross-cuttin 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 Iyengar 2008, 718). Their argument is 

that the current ñself-reflexiveò audience identities are less likely to be accidentally 

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 

difference may be facilitated by SNSs, even independently from oneôs political 

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 for 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:  ñUPWORTHYò 

Upworthy began publishing on March 26 2012. It describes itself as ña new social 

media outfit with a mission: to help people find imp ortant content that is as fun to 

share as a FAIL video of some idiot surfing off his roof.ò12. It was founded by Eli 

Pariser, the former executive director of MoveOn.org also know from his book ñThe 

Filter Bubbleò, and Peter Koechley, a former managing editor of The Onion who also 

worked at MoveOn (Carr 2012). The project was realized with the backing of Chris 

Hughes, one of the founders of Facebook. According to Pariser, their goal is to ñgive 

people the information and tools that help make them better, mor e aware citizens.ò  

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

as a ñnews aggregation site that is serious news built for a spreadable age, with super 

clicky headlines and a visually oriented user interfaceò. In oth er words, Upworthy is 

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 the 

websitesô interface (figure 17), which clearly offers many opportunities for the reader 

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

allowed to comment in the website itself. This is justified by Upworthyôs intention to 

encourage people to first spread the news via their social network, and then initiate 

the conversation in the SNSôs environment.  

                                                           
12

 http://www.upworthy.com/could-this-be-the-most-upworthy-site-in-the-history-of-the-internet 
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Figure 17: Upworthy.com story page 

 

The siteôs rapid growth is confirmed by the increasing number of unique monthly 

visitors: in July 2012 it reached 2.5 mi llion, 4 million in August, 6 million in 

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

(Figure18) (Mortesen 2012).  












































