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Cycles and Coexistences, Comparisons and Catastrophes

An Introduction to the Volume

Benjamin Kréamer & Philipp Miiller

Modernity has a particular relationship with time and change. It has been
characterized as the era in which the very idea of history as accelerating
change toward the genuinely new has taken root in Occidental thought.
Change is no longer restricted to a string of events to be chronicled,
a more or less eternal cycle of life, or the inevitable course of decline
toward the end time (on this view of modernity and these changing ideas
of change, see, e.g., Koselleck, 1979). However, different philosophies of
history and meta-narratives have since competed to capture the patterns
and trends of change or the absence thereof (White, 1973). History and
change have been described as moving, for example, in cycles, along ge-
nerations of humans or other entities such as technologies coexisting or
replacing each other, by catastrophes (to name some of the conceptions
that will be taken up below), or in many other ways.

Mostly without any explicit reflection on the character of historicity in
general and its own historicity, media and communication research has
been strongly preoccupied with change—and much less so with continui-
ties, although systematic theorizing would require to always consider the
logical opposite of a term and to make a convincing argument for one
side or for diverging tendencies. The development of the media (not only
as merely technological artifacts but also as social institutions) has often
been considered an agent of change (again, not necessarily in the sense
of technological determinism but as a non-teleological social evolution
catalyzed by, or interacting with the evolution of media technologies) or as
reflective of social change. As mediated communication enables societies
to self-monitor and come to a (collectively shared) understanding of itself
and, therefore, fulfills a crucial function for their inner states, change
(and continuities) in technologies, institutions, structures, and situations
of communication can be decisive factors in further societal developments.
This volume is dedicated to such patterns of communicative change and
stability. It systematically explores different levels at which change and
stability in communication can occur and be consequential.
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This volume is dedicated to a scholar who has always been preoccupied
with communicative change and continuities and the different scholarly
and societal perspectives on these processes (which tend to overemphasi-
ze change over stability). In his research, he almost always dealt with
different facets of the question whether different postulates of media and
communication change can really be substantiated with hard empirical
facts or whether they are based on specific or generalizable illusions of an
ever-changing media landscape in which only seemingly nothing remains
constant. This volume is dedicated to Wolfram Peiser who sadly passed
away before his time in 2021.

It assembles contributions on communicative change and stability by a
number of his academic companions, including his advisors, advisees, and
peers. In one way or another all of these scholars’ reasoning about com-
municative change has been influenced by Wolfram Peiser’s thoughts on
these questions which he shared with them, with us, widely. Even though
coming from very different sub-fields of the communication discipline, all
of the contributions in this book mirror Wolfram Peiser’s influence, some
very obvious and explicit, some in a more nuanced manner. Therefore,
the contributions in this volume, despite touching upon very different
aspects of communicative change and continuities resonate quite well with
each other. It is Wolfram Peiser’s intellectual legacy which lives on in his
academic companions and binds their work together.

Wolfram Peiser was born in 1962 in the Bergisches Land, a wooded
low mountain range in Northwestern Germany where he decided to study
economics in the regional capital of Wuppertal. Soon drawn toward the
social-scientific analysis of communication and the media, he completed
his PhD at the Department of Journalism and Communication Research
at Hanover University of Music and Drama under the supervision of Klaus
Schoénbach who also contributed to this volume. Peiser then worked and
completed his habilitation at Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz at
the chair of Christina Holtz-Bacha, who is also the author of one of the
subsequent chapters. Thereafter, he served as interim professor and was
then appointed as full professor at LMU Munich’s Department of Media
and Communication in 2006. Until his death, he supervised various PhD,
habilitation, and other theses. Some of their authors and former members
of his chair’s academic staff are also among the contributors of this volume
(Benjamin Kriamer, Philipp Miiller, Johanna Schindler, and Cornelia Wall-
ner).

Among the different chairs at the department (several of Peiser’s pro-
fessorial colleagues are also present in this volume: Hans-Bernd Brosius,
Romy Frohlich, Christoph Neuberger, and Carsten Reinemann), Wolfram
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Peiser specialized on media structures and media economics as well as
media reception and effects—if this can still be termed “specialization” in
today’s highly differentiated academic landscape. The topics of the courses
he taught ranged from a regular lecture on media economics to celebrity
and stardom, media and acceleration, perceived realism of media content,
or media and beauty.

Cycles and Continuities

The idea that history actually repeats itself is mostly seen as a simplistic
or anachronistic concept. Popular sayings and quotes such as that we are
doomed to repeat history if we do not learn from it or that history repeats
itself as tragedy and farce demonstrate that we mostly do not really believe
in the cyclical nature of history. Surely, cycles of, for instance, attention
or scandalization are postulated in middle- to low-range theories of com-
municative phenomena, but only to discover and explore their exceptions
or to contextualize assumptions of irreversible communicative change that
structurally alters the conditions under which attention, moralization etc.
function.

The seasons of the year are one of the last levels at which dominant
Western thinking seems to accept cyclical conceptions of time in the stric-
ter sense, if only to learn that due to global warming, the seasons ‘are not
longer what they used to be’ in a given region. Googling information on
the Bergisches Land, we can read from the local press that climate change
raises hopes for more tourists in this region (reputed to be rather rainy),
but that at the same time its forests are dying. This demonstrates that
change can always be framed in different value-laden ways (or perceived
and judged from different angles) and that the selection of a specific
interpretation of change contributes to further change due to its impact
on (other) actors’ resulting (re-)actions—an argument which has been put
forward with regard to media change by one of the PhD theses supervised
by Wolfram Peiser (Miiller, 2016).

Astrology, in contrast, is often derided by researchers as prototypically
irrational folk belief based on anecdotal evidence, confirmation bias, and
faulty causal reasoning. But what if, Wolfram Peiser and Klaus Schonbach
thought in 1993, people actually differ in their character due to the season
of birth, but for other reasons than the influence of the stars? As an acade-
mic side project, they analyzed data on seasons of birth and personality
traits, found weak but significant effects, and published the results in a
popular science journal (Schonbach & Peiser, 1994). Almost thirty years
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later, Klaus Schonbach (in this volume) now presents new evidence for
such effects, this time on media use.

Actually, Schénbach’s analysis does not only imply one but two levels
of temporality: the cycles of the seasons and the continuing (albeit pos-
sibly weakening) influence of earlier experiences in later life. Wolfram
Peiser also studied such continuing effects in other contexts, including
his PhD thesis. The effects analyzed by Peiser, however, do not originate
in cyclical phenomena but in irreversible historical media change that
affects each cohort differently, leading to possible media generations such
as the “television generation” he sought to distinguish from other cohorts
(Peiser, 1996). Individuals passing through the different stages of life and
historical changes intersect in the differential experiences and sometimes
lasting differences of cohorts. Peiser addressed the “problem of generati-
ons” (Mannheim, 1970) in various ways. He discussed the analysis of
effects of age, period, and cohort effects from a methodological perspective
and its potential for strategic, i.e., future- and long-term oriented market
research (Peiser, 1991) and applied cohort analysis in different empirical
studies of media use (Peiser, 1996, 1999a, c, 2000a, c). One of the PhD
theses supervised by Peiser throughout his career (three as main supervisor
and six as second examiner) also discusses the temporal dimensions of
media socialization along this logic (Kramer, 2012). In a short theoretical
contribution going beyond media reception, Peiser discussed how not
only generations that were socialized differently due to media change but
also journalists with different generational experiences contribute to social
change (Peiser, 2003).

The term “generation” also carries a second meaning, a genealogical
and even more relational one where one person or entity, or one more
or less contemporaneous group creates, or transforms into, a later one. In
media history, we may ask whether and when evolutionary change can be
periodized into generations of media and in academia, we can analyze the
relations of power, transmission of institutional and cognitive resources,
and (mutual) influence between academic generations of supervisors and
the supervised. Here, the concept of generation is more strictly relational
than categorical (as in the case of cohort analysis proper), a symbolic,
social structure of corresponding roles and unequal conditions based on
age (or career phase) (in analogy to the relationship between parents and
children in the family, see Narvinen & Nésman, 2004). In this sense, this
volume unites four academic generations: Peiser’s supervisors, Wolfram
Peiser himself and academic peers of his own age cohort, those he supervi-
sed, and his students’ and staff’s students.

10
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Political history, it is typically assumed, does not repeat itself in the
strict sense, but to get a chance of actually “changing things” in a demo-
cratic way (who is in government or the policies that they implement),
we rely on election cycles. They come with election campaigns that may
well be described as rituals which are repeated without much evidence of
the desired effects. Christina Holtz-Bacha (in this volume) does not shy
away from the question of whether political advertising is actually useless
or even harmful. Reviewing the literature on US election advertising, she
identifies many studies with minimal effects on persuasion and mobiliza-
tion, except under favorable circumstances, and concludes that we know
very little about the potentially detrimental effects of attack advertising.
She concludes that it remains a mystery why political actors keep spending
large amounts of money on communication measures whose effects are
rather unsubstantiated. It may then be asked what history or histories
campaigners have learned from to consider advertising effective.

Political communication is of course not limited to election campaigns
and therefore calls for more literature reviews on important developments.
One of the major trends discussed in the more recent literature is politi-
cal polarization and the role of social media in the process. Ludwig and
Miller (in this volume) synthesize the literature on this relationship, not
only in terms of findings (that do not support any alarmism) but also in
terms of conceptualizations and explanations.

In addition to the conceptual differences between polarization and the
related concept of fragmentation that Ludwig and Miiller discuss, a change
in scholarly diagnoses is noteworthy: While Holtz-Bacha and Peiser (1999)
asked: “Do the mass media lose their integrative function?,” thus treating
this function as formerly fulfilled, polarization research tends to treat
(social) media as dysfunctional for social integration from the outset. A
historical narrative of media-induced decline has been superseded by a
narrative of media-caused threat. A certain cyclical model, however, seems
once again confirmed by Ludwig and Miller’s review: What starts out as
a concept on which high hopes for diagnostic and explanatory values is
placed in academia will become a vague catchword once it emerges as a
trending research topic.

In comparison to another rather early publication by Wolfram Peiser
(1999b), we can identify interesting shifts in communication researchers’
concerns with the effects of digitization. Disintegration is already mentio-
ned in his 1999 essay but described in terms that seem innocuous compa-
red to today’s fears of confrontation: He assumes that stronger audience
fragmentation might lead to fewer common mediated experiences and
topics for conversation, and more social contacts with like-minded people.

11
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Similarly, problems of “credibility and quality” as identified by Peiser ap-
pear rather harmless compared to the threat of rampant disinformation
discussed today. In addition to a very broad shift from television to the In-
ternet or social media as the main media technologies scholars are discus-
sing, today’s research probably deals with social inequality somewhat less
with regard to unequal resources and the provision of content that suits
the interests of specific groups, as Peiser did in 1999, and more with a view
to sociotechnical biases or discriminatory and offensive communication.
Finally, while Peiser (1999) treated problems of information overload and
the burdens of selection and judged them to be manageable by the users,
today’s discussion on selectivity on the one hand focuses more on how
algorithmic filters already narrow down what recipients are confronted
with in a biased and nontransparent way. On the other hand, it detects
that an increasing number of users has given up on managing incoming
information and has turned to (at least periodic) news avoidance.

Competitions and Coexistences

Communication is not only subject to change at the historical level, but
creates irreversibilities at the micro level of each interaction. It transforms
a contingent situation with two or more interdependent actors, each with
their expectations and with a horizon of possible choices, into a new situa-
tion that then has its history and a new, differently pre-structured horizon
(as Luhmann’s, 1987, theory of communication suggests). Theories and
methods that only consider a static constellation or only one actor’s per-
spective fail to see the whole picture. This is the topic of two contributions
in this volume by Christoph Neuberger and Johanna Schindler.

Neuberger discusses possible dynamic constellations in the public sphe-
re, distinguishing different modes of interaction, namely diffusion, mobi-
lization, contflict, cooperation, competition, and scandal. Going beyond
the often rather static approach of social network analysis and public sphe-
re theory, Neuberger describes how constellations of two or three actors
with one-way or two-way communication, direct and indirect interactions,
and shared or antagonistic interests create different fundamental courses
of interaction. The interactions are always oriented both toward the past
and the future: Actors pursue their interests (for example, they compete
for a common but exclusive goal to be reached in the future), but also
react to past communication (for example, to counter the accusations of
scandalous behavior).

12
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Johanna Schindler (in this volume) theorizes communication in groups
as a process in which individual contributions are combined or transfor-
med and that makes systems of interaction information processors not
unlike, but distinct from individual cognitive systems. Group processes
can either be oriented toward an open future if they process information
in an open-ended mode or toward a predetermined common goal that, of
course, may or may not be reached. This depends on the group members’
individual and shared histories and the history in the making that is the
interaction. Both orientations may be pursued in more automatic or syste-
matic ways, adding a second dimension of processing modes.

Again, both articles imply more than one level of temporality. Interac-
tions are not simply eternal structures deduced formally, but subject to
social change and changes in media environments in particular. Christoph
Neuberger thus also analyzes the shifts in different social fields in terms of
the modes of interaction, such as the increasing reliance on competition in
many areas or the increased potential for cooperation in online as opposed
to mass media communication. Johanna Schindler also does not only aim
for an abstract theory of information processing but relates the modes of
processing to key technical possibilities of the Internet, namely participati-
on, selectivity, interaction, interconnectedness, and automatization.

When new media environments are compared to older ones, an import-
ant topos in the analysis of social change comes into play: the idea of
displacement, whether as complete substitution or coexistence, either on
an equal footing or with certain entities persisting in niches (often framed
metaphorically in terms of “death” or “survival”). Wolfram Peiser was well
aware that theses on the displacement of media are highly contingent on
the definition of the competing entities and of their former and possibly
new functions, as well as the criteria for substitution. Furthermore, as he
argues in his discussion of the so-called “Riepl’s law” (see Riepl, 1913),
such a “law”—according to which new media never completely replace ol-
der ones but push them into niches—entails difficult-to-test counterfactual
assumptions on the development that would have occurred without the
new competitor (Peiser, 2008). Such new structures cannot only substitu-
te or complement older ones at the level of overall media technologies
(however defined) but also at the level of organizational structures. A
dissertation co-supervised by Peiser (see Engesser, 2013) analyzed whether
participatory journalism the quality criteria of traditional journalism and
what factors make this more likely.

13
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Crises and Comparisons

Another recurring topos in historical descriptions is that of the crisis, a
unique and deciding moment of danger, decline, or decision that, howe-
ver, implies a chance of recovery or radical renewal (on the conceptual
history of the term that also includes the possibility of recurring or chronic
crises, see Koselleck & Richter, 2006). In the social sciences, crises have
a double character: as a scholarly diagnosis and as social perception or
construction to be reconstructed by the researcher.

Communication research itself may be said to be in a crisis—due to the
dissolution of its disciplinary and methodological boundaries that recent
media change has brought about but also due to its shortcomings in terms
of theorizing science and scientific practices.

Hans-Bernd Brosius (in this volume) discusses whether the discipline
is about to lose its former focus of analysis, public communication, and
whether it should turn to all forms of mediated communication as its
object. Brosius disagrees, warning of a crisis of identity in which the
discipline would become indistinguishable from neighboring ones. Howe-
ver, the solution cannot be a return to the theories and methods of the
disciplinary mainstream of the “golden age of mass communication,” he
argues. Although golden ages are a recurring theme in narratives of crisis,
Brosius does not choose the completely nostalgic or restorative solution,
but proposes a renewed concept of mass communication 2.0 that includes
publicly visible interpersonal communication.

Wolfram Peiser also engaged with the question of mainstream and he-
terodox views, and of different paradigms more broadly, within a changing
discipline, surveying the members of the German Communication Asso-
ciation (DGPuK) together with Matthias Hastall and Wolfgang Donsbach
(Peiser, Hastall & Donsbach, 2003). Later, he also co-supervised a thesis
on the scholarly identity and habitus of German-speaking communication
professors (Huber, 2010) and speculated on the effects of changing media
environments, theoretical fads, interests, or the generational socialization
and media use of communication researchers on their conceptions of me-
dia effects (Peiser, 2009). In the 2003 survey, one third of respondents alre-
ady agreed that the association’s topics and divisions had differentiated too
much while a third also felt that they are biased toward certain paradigms
or that researchers with specific profiles do not really feel represented
by the association. 60% of the participants responded that research on
interpersonal communication should be represented in the DGPuK, but
compared to 96% for mass communication and (only?) 82% for research
on the Internet. The authors describe the identity of the discipline as

14
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both “pluralist” and “diffuse,” but refuse to diagnose a crisis and also to
takes sides, laconically concluding that the findings “are what they are”
(p. 333). This is, however, not so say that Peiser rejected critical and
normative perspectives, in particular on the discipline itself. For example,
former member of his chair Cornelia Wallner typically adopts normative
perspectives on the public sphere and other phenomena, including on the
discipline itself, for now culminating in a special issue on criticism of, in,
and through communication and media studies (Gentzel, KannengiefSer,
Wallner, & Wimmer, 2021).

Benjamin Kramer (in this volume) sees the discipline in a crisis not so
much in terms of substantial objects and concepts, but due to a general
lack of sufficiently systematic theoretical conceptualizations and of an
awareness of the different functions of theory. In addition to, or maybe
even as an underlying cause of the replication crisis diagnosed in several
disciplines, unsystematic theorizing is an obstacle to fruitful research. Kra-
mer identifies several types of shortcomings and argues that they do not
only lead to unnecessary tests of badly justified hypotheses or arbitrary
postulates of relationships and mechanisms, but, more broadly, to a lack of
understanding of what objects of study, operationalizations, and research
findings mean.

One of the problems identified by Krimer goes back to a frequent
criticism raised by Peiser: One cannot reasonably make claims about what
is new or what is specific to a phenomenon by studying only the novelty or
the phenomenon in isolation. Wolfram Peiser therefore always encouraged
his students and staff to conduct systematic comparisons, not necessarily
based on original data on all eras or sides—which would often be une-
conomical or impossible—but using either existing datasets or existing
literature, at least for one side of the comparison. And compare they did!

One recent example that not only uses existing literature effectively but
also connects different domains of communication research comparatively
is the contribution by Cornelia Wallner (in this volume) who discusses
relationships between structural features of media systems and media ef-
fects. While one might not necessarily expect media systems to exhibit
a detectable effect at the individual level (yet, the literature reviewed by
Wallner indicates such effects!), one would maybe expect the analysis of
media systems to deal with some of the most stable structures in society.
However, the logic of relating features of the media system to media use
can also be applied to structural change, for example analyzing the effects
of media use on democratization, as literature synthesized by Wallner
does.

15
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Two of Peiser’s former PhD students also contributed to the—predo-
minantly synchronic—comparative literature on media systems and their
relationship with political systems, however considering tradition as one
dimension of comparison, i.e., the time frame in which political and me-
dia institutions (the first newspaper, commercial TV station etc.) were
established (Engesser & Franzetti, 2001). During her time at Peiser’s chair
in Munich, another colleague, Karin Knop, compared mediated construc-
tions of reality in a variety of popular media genres. She went beyond the
usual range of genres investigated in mainstream communication research,
critically turning to advertising, comedy, or reality TV (Knop, 2012a,
2012b; Knop & Petsch, 2010). And to further highlight the diversity of
topics addressed at the chair, we may also mention that during his short
time in Munich, Felix Frey published an article on the changing historic
media use of the lower classes in the German empire (Frey, 2016).

While the theory or interpretation crisis diagnosed by some (including
Kramer in this volume) is one crisis that goes unnoted by many, Carsten
Reinemann and Anna-Luisa Sacher (also in this volume) refer to a widely
discussed alleged crisis: that free speech is supposedly increasingly restric-
ted—or that people no longer agree about what can be said. Research
may ask survey respondents whether they think opinions can be freely
expressed and compare answers over time, or it may ask them for their
perception of change. Both measurements, when interpreted with caution,
will inform researchers about different perceptions that will probably be
based on different experiences or individual interpretations of different
discourses. Wolfram Peiser would probably have asked: What do people
have in mind when they hear about “freedom of expression” or “what can
be said”? And this is the kind of answer that Reinemann and Sacher are
also seeking with their analysis. Subsequently, they also ask: Do people re-
ally disagree about what can be said and what statements do they think are
acceptable? Empirically, their research indicates people seem to agree that
certain statements towards women are unacceptable. In addition to this
rather broad consensus, the authors find more complex and often unexpec-
ted patterns of small influences, not of gender but of experiences with
discrimination and media trust, on the occurrence of specific perceptions
of opinion expression. In terms of change, they also identify generational
differences that, however, do not lend themselves to narratives according
to which younger generations are simply more sensitive or critical toward
discrimination.

Wolfram Peiser was always interested in media users’ perceptions of
reality, and their conditions and limitations. It is therefore no coincidence
that among the different theories of media uses and effects, he published

16
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predominantly on the third-person effect (Peiser & Peter, 2000, 2001).
He was also a most dedicated mentor and supervisor, but never pushed
himself to the fore in this role. Consequently, to our knowledge, he
only co-authored a single conference presentation with researchers at his
chair. The contribution was successfully presented at an ICA conference
but unfortunately never appeared as a published article during Wolfram
Peiser’s lifetime. Therefore, his co-authors decided to publish an article
that aims to reconstruct the main ideas and findings of the study (Frey,
Peiser & Krimer, in this volume). It is also not surprising that this text
deals with perception, namely with the criteria media users employ to
assess the degree of realism of media content. Very much in line with
Peiser’s exhortations not to focus on the most trendy, yet often narrow and
short-lived, research interests, the contribution goes beyond the current
preoccupations with disinformation and media skepticism, and considers
media content more broadly, considering a wide range of cues of authen-
ticity, and distinguishes different types of media users. In our modern
understanding, time is irreversible and unrepeatable but Felix Frey and
Benjamin Kriamer tried to turn back the clock by returning to the old
slides, notes, abstracts, and datasets to reconstruct what could have been
one of the last publications co-authored by Wolfram Peiser.

Gender differences in communication professions are a topic dear to
his long-time colleague Romy Frohlich who, however, focuses on genre
differences and their perception in her contribution to this volume. Her
chapter is diagnostic as well as programmatic. Frohlich observes that in to-
day’s media environment, users are more than ever confronted with “parti-
cular-interest oriented persuasive simulations of journalism” or PR texts by
strategic communicators imitating journalism with a persuasive intention.
She then asks what criteria could serve to distinguish this genre from
actual journalistic coverage in content analyses and how recipients would
process both types of texts. Symptoms of crises abound: Traditional adver-
tising is less credible than ever, which is why communicators turn to PR
genres that imitate journalism. Users migrating from traditional media to
the Internet are increasingly likely to encounter such content—either by
chance or because they deliberately avoid traditional journalism which,
further weakened by economic crises, is decreasingly able to scrutinize and
control what enters the public sphere. However, Frohlich’s argument does
not stop at this general diagnosis but spells out its implications at both
the levels of content and reception, as well as specific subsequent research
questions and indicators. Following Wolfram Peiser’s persistent strive for
conceptual and methodological rigor, the outlined research program con-
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vinces with its systematic theoretical conceptualizations and careful opera-
tionalization.

Catastrophes and Choices

If large parts of the modern population do not share a specific understan-
ding of an end time but only of mundane catastrophes, it is in this vein
that we leave the otherworldly to individual meditation but express our
great sadness about the—in a sense, “catastrophic”—loss that has been
the early death of Wolfram Peiser (on the sometimes surprising concep-
tual history of the notion of “catastrophe” that includes dying or any
quick change to the negative or positive, see Briese & Gunter, 2009).
We will conclude this introduction by summarizing some of the advice
and strategies of doing research that, as one of his gifts to his students
and colleagues, he often conveyed in courses, colloquiums, and individual
conversations. They help avoid catastrophic failures of research as well as
small and often unnoticed shortcomings.

The first step of each research endeavor has to be to collect systematical-
ly. Peiser usually recommended to consider a broad range of theoretical
approaches, concepts, factors, and actors with their respective perspectives.
This is to make sure to systematically contemplate as many alternatives
as possible (and reasonably justifiable) in terms of research questions or
hypotheses, forms of models, designs, and methods before choosing the
ultimate research interest and framework for a study. As indicated above,
Peiser emphasized systematic comparison in order to identify what is actual-
ly specific about a phenomenon and its causes or background. He also
advised to try and connect all aspects of a research object or area among
each other, even if the result is that some are more or less unrelated. For
example, in his lecture on media economics, he provided a long list of
key terms and suggested that students pick two or three at random and
think about their relationship. This way, they could test whether they had
actually understood the concepts and were able to apply them.

In order to understand a phenomenon, it is also useful to work by
means of abstraction and analogy, finding one or more general categories
it belongs to or similarities to other phenomena with similar properties.
This opens up new strands of literature and conceptualizations that lead to
new perspectives on the phenomena, whether they are under-researched or
require new, original approaches.

Visual aides such as tables and diagrams can help to be systematic
when selecting and connecting aspects, always considering all logical alter-
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natives. Yet, they should not be used excessively and should always be
prepared with greatest care as they always bear the risk of suggesting mis-
leading or under-complex interpretations. Older literature can considerab-
ly broaden the horizon and avoid reinventing the wheel while including
newer publications helps to find the actually remaining research gaps and
to connect a study to the field and one’s potential audience.

For example, when planning a study that deals with media and social
change, a researcher should try to keep in mind the different kinds of mo-
dels or narratives of developments: continuous evolution, crisis, catastro-
phic or revolutionary breaks, cycles or waves (whether actually repetitive
or as regular patterns of innovation), complete or partial displacement,
phase and genealogical models, etc.

The most important step is of course to choose wisely between all the
alternatives considered: what to include in a study, how to theoretically
frame and empirically investigate it, how to present the theoretical and
methodological considerations and the results, and most importantly: how
to justify the choices. Decisions create a before and after; they entail con-
sequences, both logical and practical, and can be reasonable with regard
to what has been done previously or the ends to be achieved. They come
with costs for switching paths and neglecting aspects, come with risks of
errors, failures, and criticism (which should be anticipated as systematical-
ly as possible). However, they are also liberating, reduce complexity, and
pre-structure what is coming. And decisions can only be made between
what has been considered before: they are themselves pre-structured by the
question and the alternatives.

Once a project has been conducted and documented, with all the large
and small decisions, the resulting documentation has to be correct and
can be corrected. In this regard, time is not irreversible. Things can be
made more understandable, better reasons can be provided, the order of
presentation can be changed. The history one tells is not the history that
happened, the text is not simply a chronological narrative or thought
protocol, Peiser reminded us, but a logical flow that abstracts from many
details and decisions. Yet, of course, it has to be true to what one has done.
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Why Are Most Published Research Findings Under-
Theorized?

Or: Are We in an Interpretation Crisis?

Benjamin Krdamer

Abstract

While the so-called replication crisis is increasingly discussed and addres-
sed through reformed research practices and institutional structures, this
contribution diagnoses a theory or interpretation crisis and argues that the
current emphasis on transparency, reproducibility, and reliability should
be complemented by stronger efforts in terms of theory and validity. The
article identifies different types of unsystematic (e.g., ad hoc, asymmetric,
or trivial) theory building. Furthermore, objects of investigation, measure-
ments, and findings are not interpreted carefully in the light of sufficiently
elaborate and well-justified theoretical concepts or frameworks. Different
consequences of such shortcomings are discussed—whether unfruitful or
implausible hypotheses are tested or the implications of findings are re-
main poorly understood or are not critically reflected. Readers are invited
to engage not only with methodological literature and previous research,
but also with theoretical works and particularly with literature on methods
or strategies of theorizing, and to practice theory building based on a
clearer understanding of the multiple meanings and functions of theory.

John P. A. Ioannidis is probably most known for his article provocatively
entitled “Why Most Published Research Findings Are False” (Ioannidis,
2005). He not only provides a strictly statistical argument that, all other
things being equal, only a certain proportion of significant results can
actually be true if a given Type I and II error rates are accepted (i.e., if the
limit for p values and the power of a test are set at a certain level). He also
mentions a number of corollaries that, somewhat contrary to his claims,
cannot directly be deduced from his main argument. I will criticize one of
them later.

I consider John Ioannidis a bit of a tragic figure of science and his story
as a cautionary tale: He became famous by fighting for more trustworthy
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science through sufficient sample sizes, systematic reviews and meta-ana-
lyses, replication, the avoidance of data dredging, and other means that
increase the probability that a positive finding is indeed true. But he
later became a hero of those who wished to downplay the seriousness
of Covid-19, thus effectively undermining trust in other scientists and pu-
blic policy (that are, of course, never above criticism, but his conclusions
were considered problematic based on the best epidemiological evidence,
methodological principles, and normative arguments). This was possible
because abstract methodological rigor cannot substitute substantial ideas
about the object of inquiry, the reflection of ideological biases, or a clear
conception of potential distortions of a study that cannot easily be correc-
ted statistically or by means of replication in other contexts. Such biases
can only be discovered by theorizing the object of inquiry and arguing
about the validity of the methodology.

Fittingly, the article that Ioannidis co-authored and that demonstrates
this lack of proper argumentation involved social media (Bendavid, Mu-
laney, Sood, Shah et al., 2021). The paper arrived at an unusually low
infection fatality rate of Covid-19 in comparison to other studies, was
widely publicized as an argument against strict containment measures,
and was criticized for all kinds of reasons, ranging from details of the
statistical analysis to potential undisclosed conflicts of interest (Lee, 2020).
Most importantly in our context, the authors devote a lot of space and
the most complex meta-analytical procedures to the calculation of the
sensitivity and specificity of the antibody test. However, they only shortly
comment on the bias due to participant self-selection in a revised version
of their manuscript and initially only weighted their data along selected
sociodemographic categories. Only in the later versions, they present some
back-of-the-envelope calculations based on reported symptoms that are
meant to address self-selection. However, a thorough discussion of who
will probably respond to a Facebook ad inviting users to be tested after a
drive to a test center would have shown that the bias of estimates based on
such a curious, mobile, flexible etc. population is essentially incalculable.
One does not have to call such a discussion a “theory” of recruitment via
Facebook or of voluntary antibody testing (but why not? Let’s not put
the bar of what constitutes theory too high... However, a lot of research
on social media and current media change could indeed profit from more
elaborate theory in order to better assess how new developments affect all
kinds of fields and activities, such as health or social research). But the
total lack of such a reflection in the initial version of the paper shows that
substantial ideas on an object of investigation or on participant behavior
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cannot be replaced by the most sophisticated methods from the toolkit
TIoannidis rightly recommends.

Over the years, I have reviewed and otherwise read many manuscripts
in different areas of quantitative communication research with elaborate
designs and sophisticated data analysis but with a number of recurring
problems: Sometimes, the setting of the study, the wording of certain
items, the style and content of a stimulus etc. did not really correspond to
any real-world setting (even with some concessions that would be necessa-
ry for methodological reasons). In other cases, it was not clear whether the
researchers had successfully manipulated or measured certain constructs
given the ambiguity of certain concepts or of certain wordings in questi-
onnaires. Or it was unclear whether they had successfully demonstrated
a causal link because important confounding factors or biases had been
overlooked.

These different cases constitute problems of validity—either external
validity or the validity of causal inference and measurements. In both
cases, this is not a problem of methodology as such but of the specific
conceptualizations and theories of the object of investigation. Whether a
study can claim to model or mimic a real-world situation can only be
determined if we have a sufficiently clear idea about this type of situation.
Whether a study can claim to have measured or manipulated a given
construct or to have demonstrated a causal link without being misled by
spurious correlations or biases can only be determined by a clear idea
about what constructs and words or phrases mean and how phenomena
are related.

I have also often noticed further problems beyond validity proper. So-
metimes, the postulated causal order seemed arbitrary, or the explanation
of hypotheses careless and unsystematic. I felt that instead of A causing B,
it could easily be the other way round (or there could be no real causal
relationship), or that instead of the explanation that more A causes more
B, it may as well cause less, or instead of A being the main cause of B, it
may be C, but A was picked for no particular reason.

Finally, I have also often found the interpretations of the results, the dis-
cussion of potential implications, and the reflection on limitations rather
trivial or only loosely connected to the specific study—either extremely
generic or overly narrow, without regard to the overall social context or
scholarly discourse.

Of course, readers may brush this broad criticism of the field aside and
assume that I only want to look down on some supposedly narrow-minded
colleagues or that I am disappointed because my idiosyncratic pet theories
are not reflected in current research. On the contrary, I would argue
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that there is number of specific reasons why theory building (including
epistemological and methodological reflection beyond the technicalities of
specific methods) is not always satisfactorily systematic and elaborate in
mainstream communication research (see also Hagen, Frey & Koch, 2015,
for similar observations). And I would further argue that this has a number
of specific implications.

In sum, the argument will be that we are not only in a replication but
an interpretation crisis, a crisis of theory building, and that the (legitima-
te) focus on transparency, reproducibility, and reliability (e.g., with open
science, replications, meta-analyses etc.; Dienlin et al., 2021; Rains, Levine
& Weber, 2018) should be complemented by stronger efforts in terms of
theory and validity. To put it provocatively: If we do not know what our
findings mean, there is no use reproducing them (or we do not even know
what would count as an actual replication—see below). In psychology, it
has even been argued that a theory crisis is one of the factors explaining
the replication crisis because hypotheses that are not well-justified theore-
tically are more likely to result in false-positive findings and because the
less explicitly and precisely a theory is spelt out (or the less it is clear what
would actually count as valid measurement of the relevant constructs),
the more difficult it is not decide what would count as an (un-)successful
replication or what would even count as a test of a theory versus discovery-
oriented research around a loose theoretical framework (see Eronen &
Bringmann, 2021; Gigerenzer, 2010; Oberauer & Lewandowsky, 2019).

And the development or application of increasingly elaborate methods
is not always matched by highly sophisticated or even sufficiently elaborate
theories. Again provocatively: If we do not know what we are looking for
or what our results mean, there is no need for complex methods (actually,
no need for data collection and analysis of any kind). Ultimately, confron-
ted with several planetary crises and threats to democracy, this is not the
time to accumulate data without a clear idea what is or could be going on.

What Kind of Theory?

It should have become clear that this contribution focuses on quantitative
research and its logic (usually variable-based and often focused on causal
relationships). This is not to say that the state of theory building around
qualitative research is beyond criticism. Even though there is also rather
atheoretical qualitative research, some approaches to qualitative research
explicitly focus on theory building, such as grounded theory. Due to the
potentially complex interplay between theory and empirical studies, qua-
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litative research has been discussed as “Theoretische Empirie” (Kalthoff,
Hirschauer & Lindemann, 2008), ‘theoretical Empirie, the latter being a
mass noun with no exact equivalent in the English language referring to
everything empirical or the totality of empirical activities or findings in a
given context. However, the role of theory in qualitative research is simply
beyond the scope of the present article. It is an invitation to avoid bad
theory and to do good theory, addressed at quantitative researchers in com-
munication science. Although the focus on theory building as the crafting
of sets of interrelated testable propositions can be criticized (see below),
there is a considerable number of publications on how to establish such
and related theories (e.g., Abbott, 2004; Bell, 2009; Elster, 2007; Jaccard
& Jacoby, 2020; Runciman, 1983; Shoemaker, Tankard & Larsorsa, 2004;
Sohlberg & Leiulfsrud, 2017; Swedberg, 2014b; Stinchcombe, 1986) and
on other ways of stimulating theoretical thinking in the social sciences
(the “sociological imagination,” Mills, 1959, the “tricks” of social-scientific
thinking, Becker, 1998, or the conditions for “intuitive theorizing,” Knorr-
Cetina, 2014). Therefore, the conditions for building theories of this type
are relatively good and the need for it should have already become clear
and will be substantiated in the following.

However, testable hypotheses cannot easily be separated from other
types of theoretical statements.! Those include interpretive, conceptual,
ontological, epistemological, and methodological statements—sometimes
combined into whole “worldviews” and sometimes as solutions to specific
problems—as well as normative theories of society and exegeses of classical
works (Abend, 2008; Bittner, 2021; Merton, 1945). In other fields, one
may debate whether certain exegetical exercises and esoteric analyses of
minutiae of certain meta-theories are still fruitful for the understanding of
social phenomena—or for the discussion of current challenges of represen-
tation and perspectivity (Krause, 2016). The challenge in communication
research is probably different: to develop better explanations (and better
concepts), but also to develop a greater sensibility for other types of theo-
ries that are closely connected with explanations (such as conceptualizati-
ons and epistemological frameworks) and that fulfill important other func-

1 Certain authors such as Abend (2008) emphasize that they are distinguishing
meanings of the word “theory,” not fypes of theories, because it is difficult or
impossible to provide a single definition of the unitary concept of “theory” of
which there could be different types. However, what is identified as the different
meanings of “theory” in such semantic analyses, can at least be combined into
a single “theory” or theoretical work and there are often necessary connections
between the different types of statements.
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tions (such as the justification of normative judgments or the reflections of
judgments that are already unintentionally implied in seemingly value-free
explanations).

Theoretical statements form continua or systems where one type of
statement cannot easily be separated from another or where no single line
can be drawn between “theory” and “non-theory” on the spectrum ranging
from general presuppositions and specific observations (Alexander, 1982,
p- 2f.). Even if one part is not spelled out, one can still ask what the parts
that are not explicated may be (i.e., the more abstract presuppositions of
single hypothesis or the empirical fruitfulness of a general theory). Thus,
it makes sense to systematically reflect on the whole range of implications
of one’s explanations or hypotheses instead of developing them ad hoc and
without any broader theoretical context.

For example, many arguments around newer online media or practices
do not only involve individual hypotheses but are embedded into a set
of postulates of historical trends and normative judgements (both often
used to establish relevance, for example: Social media were once hoped to
democratize X, but they did not), a set of ideas about the structure of socie-
ty and social or psychological ontology (for example, a worldview in which
there can be political systems and media organizations that can somehow
respond to technological change, actors with attitudes that are influenced by
new types of messages such as comments, etc.), epistemological assumpti-
on (e.g., about the validity of self-reports or the feasibility of automated
analysis of meaning), a set of individual interpretations of entities and
observations in terms of concepts (e.g., that Facebook and Google are both
important new intermediaries in today’s media environment), etc. If all of
these types of conceptions are not carefully reflected, contradictions and
confusion may arise (e.g., from category errors such as equating organizati-
ons with the sum of their members), problematic myths about society and
history risk to be perpetuated (e.g., that there once must have been an era
when everyone was ready to compromise, trusted the established media,
and always sticked to facts in political discourse), and research designs may
fail due to faulty assumptions.

The Problems with Bad Theory

Atheoretical research is easy to criticize, because “letting data speak for
itself” means to rely on theory-like preconceptions and ad-hoc interpretati-
ons—or not to understand certain findings at all. One can sometimes see
people put off a thorough discussion of the possible relationship between
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variables until the statistical results are in, only to realize that they still do
not know why the relationship they found should exist and what to make
of it.

In some cases, it can be acceptable to keep it simple, to rely on a num-
ber of everyday categories, and investigate how certain things are related.
One simply needs to make sure to avoid the most blatant misconceptions
and biases. In this case, our everyday understanding is already a sufficiently
good “theory.” However, I have observed certain styles of explicit and ex
ante theorizing that does break with everyday conceptions in favor of
more scientific terminology and concepts but that can nevertheless be
dangerously biased or simply much less fruitful for our understanding of
the social world than it could be. Thus, I will argue that theory building
is not only a way of developing new ideas for research and something that
we can dispense with if we can still come up with new studies. Nor is it
something that we only need if we do not immediately understand our
object of study or that only needs to be “just good enough” to make every-
thing somewhat plausible. Instead, good theories (or at least thoroughly
checked everyday conceptions) are a general prerequisite for the validity
and usefulness of findings. However, a number of problematic strategies
of theorizing in quantitative communication research (discussed below)
sometimes prevent scholars from developing good explanations and under-
standing their phenomena well.

One might argue that bad theory work is harmless because it only con-
cerns the “context of discovery” which is irrelevant to the actual research
process, the testing of hypotheses, in which bad hypotheses are thrown out
anyway. In a somewhat more nuanced manner, Popper (1935) held that
the discovery of hypotheses is an irrational process that may be analyzed
psychologically but is not completely open to rational reconstruction or
justification, and his systematization did not include the process of theore-
tical justification of hypotheses (for an even more nuanced discussion of
the different views on the distinction between the “context of discovery”
and “justification,” see Hoyningen-Huene, 1987). He only saw room for
four types of tests: 1. for consistency, 2. for tautology (or falsifiability),
3. whether a theory postulates something new in comparison to older
ones, and 4. testing through empirical application (Popper, 1935, p. 6).2

2 If this view were taken absolutely seriously by researchers claiming to be critical
rationalists in the tradition of Popper, “theoretical” sections of manuscript in the
social sciences would look quite differently or may not even exist in the current
form. They would merely mention the hypotheses, maybe dispel any doubts
that they are inconsistent internally or among each other, or argue that their
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However, there are still theories that pass the first three tests that I would
consider bad theories, for example because they are implausible, even if
they are not strictly incompatible with well-established findings.

The view that bad theory development is harmless because of the fourth
test would be naive for two reasons (that are of interest here, being only
two of many reasons why the strict separation between discovery and
testing is problematic). First, testing bad theories is a waste of resources.
Although according to a Popperian logic, improbable hypotheses are
very informative if they are not immediately and convincingly refuted,
testing theories that are most probably doomed from the outset is to set
problematic priorities. Certainly, science is about curiosity, even personal
and collective fulfillment, and about the pursuit of knowledge without
any foreseeable practical applications. And as problematic as populist cri-
ticisms of scientists “wasting taxpayers’ money” are—science is practiced
with limited resources and there is a certain obligation to focus on fruitful
avenues (not necessarily the ones that promise the highest return on invest-
ment in the strict sense, but those that have a sufficient chance to produce
actual insights). Furthermore, a seeming confirmation of a hypothesis that
is a priori very likely to be false is more likely to be a false positive, as
Ioannidis (2005) demonstrated. Thus, time for theorizing and developing
and selecting the most plausible hypotheses is time well spent.

But more importantly, second, bad theories actually lead to bad in-
terpretations of findings, with actual problematic consequences. Indeed,
more or less naive falsificationism does not have a problem with bad
theory because it is assumed to be in risk of being refuted by empirical
findings. However, hypotheses cannot be considered in isolation. They
are interwoven in a network of meanings, assumptions, logical rules,
etc. According to more elaborate theories of “holist underdetermination”
(Stanford, 2021)3, such a network cannot be discarded at once by empirical
findings. If findings seem to contradict one statement in such a network

testing will yield any important insight in comparison to previous research. Strictly
speaking, there would be no need to justify or “deduce” the hypotheses, for examp-
le by drawing analogies with findings on similar phenomena, as is often done. The
papers would then focus on the demonstration that they hypotheses have been
tested rigorously, and on the results.

3 “Underdetermination” refers to the idea that theory is underdetermined by data,
i.e., that available evidence never completely determines which theory or modifica-
tions thereof we should commit ourselves to, never allows us to pick exactly one
(new) theory that would be the only one to match the data. “Holist” underdeter-
mination refers to the argument that statements in theories are related and that
therefore, evidence alone cannot determine what modifications in a theory should
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(and even if there is no such contradiction), there are always multiple alter-
native arrangements that can in principle be accepted as consistent with
the data (and a contradiction can only be asserted based on other parts of
the network that convey meaning to the statement and that connect it to
the data). If a mismatch is identified, we can always question the method
of data collection, the deduction of specific testable prediction from gene-
ral relationships, the meaning of statements implied in all steps of the re-
search process (from definitions to items in questionnaires) etc. Therefore,
bad theory can persist if it is protected by related, (seemingly) consistent,
equally bad assumptions that make it seem in line with (seemingly) good
evidence (that may actually be based on problematic methodological or
epistemological premises).

But can there be such a thing as “good” and “bad theory” in the light
of holistic underdetermination? Without entering the philosophical argu-
ment on how serious what kind of underdetermination is and how to
legitimately respond to it, the history of science teaches us that we should
always worry about the “unconceived alternatives” in science (Stanford,
2006) and even the small, useful, but unconceived modifications in exis-
ting theories. Still, even if we should never assume that we have already de-
veloped the optimal theory in a given area, there are theories we would be
more inclined to (temporarily) accept or refute upon systematic reflection
in the light of presently existing or new arguments or data. We can indeed
conclude that certain theories, for example, rely on ill-defined concepts
or contradict cherished assumptions or large amounts of evidence whose
methodological basis we do not want to call into question, and those
would be considered “bad” theories in comparison to those without such
obvious problems.

And, maybe most importantly in the present context, we should be
concerned about “bad theory” that is confined to seemingly self-explanato-
ry “falsifiable” hypotheses and that does not make the wider elements
and the structure of the network explicit—or at least, does not reflect on
them even if large parts of the network cannot be presented in a single
publication. In this case, it remains unclear what results mean and how
concepts, methods, and findings are related. We cannot be certain about
the validity of measurements or the (plausible) causal mechanisms, and
may thus also be unaware of potential biases introduced by unsuitable
methods and instruments or by neglected aspects.

be made in response to contrary evidence (or arguments) (see Stanford, 2021, with
reference to classical theorists of underdetermination such as Duhem and Quine).
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This can also lead to problematic conclusions. Methods are enshrined
or dismissed for the wrong reasons, conceptions and explanations are ques-
tioned or left unquestioned based on insufficient arguments. And practical
implications (in terms of instrumental usefulness or critical potential) of
(supposed) findings may be missed or misrepresented because we lack
adequate explanations for our results or because we do not have the right
theoretical tools to derive such implications in the first place. Without
good theory, we risk to mislead not only ourselves and other researchers,
but also the public on what our research means, or to disappoint everyone
waiting for our findings to make sense.

Based on a certain philosophy of history or social change, a caricatures-
que researcher may be tempted to judge everything either in terms of
progress, or, according to their biases, more likely in terms of decline,
and hypothesize that the quality of argumentation has decreased with the
advent of social media (without explaining whether “quality” is meant
normatively or in terms of persuasion). Based on their idea of a universal,
essential quality of arguments, they train a classifier to recognize good
and bad arguments, using a sample of texts somehow collected online.
They then apply this classifier to old newspaper editorials and recent social
media comments, ignoring the different functions, stylistic conventions,
linguistic features etc. associated with the two genres, and indeed find
that comments contain many more bad arguments. The researcher may be
convinced to have tested the hypothesis and proudly explain their results
to an audience thirsty for this confirmation of their prejudices—that may
however, be surprised to learn that arguments must be somewhat better
on Instagram than on Twitter, whatever that means (the researcher has no
clue).

Merton (1945, p. 462) once summarized the “radical empiricist motto”
as follow: “This is demonstrably so, but we cannot indicate its [social
and theoretical] significance.” I would also add that without a certain
theoretical context establishing the validity of the findings, we cannot
even convincingly demonstrate that it is so—neither in a single study, nor
by “replicating” certain findings. Without a clear conception of what is
essential to the phenomenon under analysis and to the methodology of
its investigation, it remains unclear what can count as a replication and
what to make of seemingly contradictory evidence. Replication should the-
refore not be defined as the simple repetition of the original procedures,
which may only mask a poor theoretical conceptualization of the relevant
effects. Only good theory will allow to make a convincing argument that
a new study with its specific conditions and its old or new methods, can
actually produce new evidence both in favor of, or against an existing
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claim (Nossek & Errington, 2020). In the following, I distinguish different
more specific problems in theorizing, grouped into a number of types,
together with a somewhat catchy terminology that would be suited for
critical discussions and reviews of all kinds.

Some Types of Insufficiently Systematic Theorizing

I would call the first interrelated patterns of problematic theorizing “asso-
ciative asymmetry” and “theoretical cherry-picking.” Usually, pairs of con-
structs are hypothesized to stand in some relationship, and the hypotheses
are developed rather associatively. For example, the effect is assumed to
mirror the stimulus (e.g., seeing violence leads to violent behavior). Or a
type of behavior is explained by a tendency (such as a personality trait) to
exhibit behavior from a broader category that includes the type of behavior
to be explained (e.g., people with an “aggressive personality”—if we ignore
whether this makes sense as a construct—will abuse others online because
that is a type of aggression). Or if A has been found to cause B, it may
also cause C’ that is seen as similar to B (e.g., if reduced revenues of
media organizations lead to less diverse coverage in terms of issues, it will
also lead to less diversity in terms of actors being covered). Or if A leads
to B and B leads to C (at least according to somewhat uncertain earlier
research), A will lead to C.

These are of course potentially fruitful ways to arrive at new hypotheses
(albeit sometimes rather trivial ones). The problems start when alternatives
are not considered systematically (“asymmetry”), and existing theoretical
and empirical literature is cited selectively to justify the hypotheses instead
of considering a wide range of publications and arguments to arrive at
the most plausible hypotheses (“cherry-picking”). While cherry-picking is
considered a major issue when it comes to conclusions from empirical
findings, it often seems to be considered perfectly acceptable when hypo-
theses have to be justified (although the literature is usually cited before
mentioning the hypothesis, it often seems that it has been searched ex post
based on the previously established hypothesis).

Systematic theorizing should therefore thoroughly consider arguments
in favor of alternative causal orders (e.g., B — A instead of A — B, or
C being a mediator instead of a moderator of this relationship), inverse
directions of relationships (i.c., a positive versus a negative effect), and al-
ternative forms of relationship (e.g., curvilinear instead of linear). Graphs,
cross-tabulation, and other tools can of course help to systematically go
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through all the relationships between a set of concepts and to check,
modify, and extend models.

Researchers cannot only switch the direction and form of a relationship
and check for forgotten factors, but should always consider alternative
types of explanations, whether they are immediately tested or only serve to
justify a relationship under investigation. Other forms of explanations can
also lead to new considerations on the direction and form of relationships
and on the inclusion of factors. A number of authors have proposed typo-
logies of explanations—not predictions pertaining to specific observable
phenomena or classes thereof, but general “theoretical orientations” that
propose certain causal mechanisms involving abstract concepts (e.g., actors
who act according to their rational interests or according to social norms,
or organizations that tend to legitimize their existence and their control
of resources) (see e.g., Bell, 2009; Elster, 2007; Rueschemeyer, 2009; Stinch-
combe, 1986).

It may be argued that debatable associations and cherry-picked types,
directions, and forms of causal relationships are harmless because non-
cherry-picked empirical evidence will weed out the false hypotheses and
the potentially right ones can be discovered during data analysis (e.g.,
when, contrary to the initial hypothesis, a correlation turns out to be nega-
tive). However, not all correct relationships will necessarily be identified
while testing false hypotheses (e.g., U-shaped forms of relationships in
a linear regression or that the unmeasured factor D instead of A is the
most important predictor of B). At best, to test the better hypotheses—if
they finally come to mind—can require an unnecessary additional round
of data analysis of even data collection. Or much space is unnecessarily
spent to frame results as surprising and to go on about how they are still
inexplicable and how further research is needed to explain them—which
will fail unless the new studies are either exploratory and suited to identify
the new explanation, or unless such an explanation is finally identified
through new efforts of theory building and tested in new studies. At worst,
better explanations and interpretations remain undiscovered and untested
because data seems to fit the existing ones sufficiently well. Or new empi-
rical research still produces “inexplicable” results because the findings do
not speak for themselves, as one may have hoped, and no new explanations
have been developed.

Systematic reviews and meta-analyses before or in between empirical
studies can help to make sure that one does not cherry-pick from existing
research and that the most relevant research gaps and, in particular, the
effects that are most in need of further explanation or the most promi-
sing theoretical explanations can be addressed (Cooper & Hedges, 1994).
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However, this does not prevent cases in which new but a priori implausible
hypotheses are unnecessarily established and tested on the basis of a one-si-
ded argumentation that is not yet grounded in empirical evidence or not
yet made plausible by existing strong theoretical arguments that could be
systematically reviewed beforehand.

Asymmetrical theorizing and cherry-picking lead researchers to neglect
certain factors or to wrong assumptions about their relationship. In other
cases, too many factors are added, also based on problematic assumptions
about relationships. I would call these patterns “unstructured listing,” and,
as a particular subtype, “conventionalized controls.” Instead of thinking in
terms of processes and causal and temporal order, factors at different levels
of abstraction and at different steps of a process are simply added to an
unstructured list and to statistical models. In particular, some variables are
sometimes only included because they belong to a group of usual control
variables (such as age, gender, and formal education).

Assume that in a simultaneous test of the relationships Attitude A —
Behavior B and Education — Behavior B, we do not find a (strong or signifi-
cant) influence of education. But in reality, the causal order is Education
— A — B, the attitude being the more proximate explanation of the
behavior than “education” (or often more correctly, the social background
which is approximated by formal education). If one is mainly interested
in the attitudinal precursors of some behavior, controlling for education
is unnecessary or even dangerous because the influence of A may be un-
derestimated if education is a predictor of the relevant attitudes. But if
one were interested in an analysis of socio-demographic or social-structural
causes instead of effects of sometimes almost redundant dispositions (B
being explained by the tendency to do something like B, what I would
call “explanatory triviality”), one would find “education” to be a relevant
factor and one should omit A from the theory and analysis. Of course, one
can also postulate and test an overall multi-step causal order by means of
a path model or it can of course be justified to include “education” as a
control variable in order to account for other attitudes that are correlated
with both formal education and A but that are difficult to include directly
(but education then still remains a potential cause—or a proxy of the
causes—of the attitudes). However, such decisions should be made based
on good theoretical arguments, not on conventions about what control
variables to routinely include. Otherwise, we may come to problematic
conclusions, for example that social structure is irrelevant and everything
is a matter of attitude, or that almost everything is related to social struc-
ture (which is not very surprising and informative in many cases) but that
we still not know much about the more specific causes (because the effect
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of all more specific causes is “controlled away” by including all kinds of
social-structural variables).

A final issue of asymmetric and thus unsystematic thinking is the “falla-
cy of studying the new to see what’s new” instead of systematically compa-
ring it to previous phenomena, both theoretically and empirically, in order
to identify actual change. A lot of research on media change and social
trends (with all kinds of theses on “-izations”) lacks historical depth and
appropriate theoretical criteria of comparison with earlier phenomena.
This leads to illusions of change based on the wrong levels or dimensions
of presumed change or an inadequate picture of a “primitive” past when
certain things supposedly did not exist, a “nostalgic” past when current
evils did not yet prevail, or a “simple” or “static” past when all the comple-
xity, dynamics, and contradictions that make an analysis of current society
challenging were not yet relevant. For example, a supposedly unitary era
of the mass media with its corresponding political landscape may easily
be idealized as being relatively harmonious, simple to understand, and
developing only slowly, as opposed to the turbulence and confusion of the
current era.

Problems with the Validity of Theories and Measurements

It has been argued above that the validity of causal inference relies on an
adequate theory that helps to specify, among other things, what constructs
are to be included, their relationships, the context in which a relationship
can be expected, and a design that is consistent with these assumptions. To
this question of the validity of causal inference comes the problem of the
validity of measurements.

Theorists of validity do not agree on a single conceptualization of vali-
dity and the aim of this section is not to provide one but only to point
to certain problems that will probably be detrimental to validity under
different relevant theories. These problems concern the neglect of theory
and interpretation in judgments of validity, or the restriction to “validity
by correlation” and the “distant reading of definitions and items,” as the
problems may be called.

If we accept that to measure means to systematically assign values that
we claim to stand in a systematic relationship to something (such as
an existing phenomenon or a purpose), validity can be defined as the
existence or justifiability of that systematic relationship (the measure is
actually caused by that existing phenomenon, see Borsboom, Mellenbergh
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& van Herden, 2004, or it is actually justifiable to use the measure for the
intended purpose, see Messick, 1989).

In this sense, validity cannot in itself be demonstrated solely statistically
but ultimately only interpretively and argumentatively, by relying on a
theory about meanings and relationships that can only be tested empirical-
ly in parts, if at all.

Unfortunately, certain cues for the validity of measurements have come
to more or less replace the originally fruitful and relevant core idea of
the concept. For example, the correlation between the construct to be
measured and other constructs has been called a type of validity (“criterion
validity”) instead of being a cue that could alert researchers to certain
problems of validity (Messick, 1989).4

The problem of validity is then only shifted to the validity of the cor-
related construct (Messick, 1989). Correlations can vary according to the
sample; and a high correlation cannot mean that two measures should
be considered as measures of the same thing (otherwise, to the degree
that almost everything correlates somewhat with almost everything else,
everything would be a measure for everything, albeit a very imperfect
one most of the times) (Borsboom, Mellenbergh & van Herden, 2004).
The classical proposal by Cronbach and Meehl (1955) also does not go
far enough. They assume that potentially complex “nomological nets” are
built and rebuilt over time that connect constructs and tie them to obser-
vations and thus ensure the validity of a construct in question. They also
emphasize that these networks of relationships have to be theoretically
interpreted. However, the main issue for the validity of constructs cannot
be to establish a network of theoretically interpreted but most important-
ly, empirically substantiated relationships, but a network of relationships
made of assumptions about how the measurement can refer to what is
claimed to be measured, and how the measurement is produced (thus, 1.
a theory of meaning as reference to an existing phenomenon and its pro-

4 Of course, it is possible to define “validity” as on wishes to. However, if statistical
tests dominate the evaluation of measurements (regardless of whether they are
considered an assessment of “validity”), an important aspect of this evaluation
would be lost. For example, overviews on the concept of validity aimed at commu-
nication researchers classify validity into different forms, such as “construct,” “con-
tent,” “face,” “convergent,” “discriminant” etc. and do in fact mention the role of
theory or that an argument has to be made for the validity of a measurement (see,
e.g., Dilbeck, 2017; Fink, 2017; Martinez, 2017). However, the logical relationship
between what is mostly called “types” of validity (instead of strictly considering
it as cues for validity) and validity proper is not always clear and statistical cues
feature more or less prominently in such overviews.
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perties and 2., in the case of questionnaire-based instruments, a theory of
response behavior, see Borsboom, Mellenbergh & van Herden, 2004). Or if
we do not subscribe to a realist ontology and theory of meaning in which
a measurement refers to something that actually exists in the most direct
sense of the word (which would then cause the measurement, Borsboom,
Mellenbergh & van Herden, 2004), we need a theory of meaning that ties
the measurement to a description of what it is supposed to do or represent,
and an explanation of how it can achieve that.

Here, we are again faced with a challenge of holism: We need a theo-
retical network of interconnected definitions and semantic, causal, and
other relationships that we consider consistent and—as far as some of the
parts involve truth claims—to be true (but individual assumptions again
cannot be falsified in isolation. In particular, a weak or counter-intuitive
correlation cannot decide about the validity of a construct but must be
considered in the context of the whole network). This network makes sure
that we can systematically connect to measurement to its meaning,.

Apart from the other theoretical considerations involved in the assess-
ment of validity, I would like to emphasize the role of interpretation,
in particular the careful and informed reading of definitions and of questi-
onnaires (if we restrict ourselves to standardized interviews as an example).
I often have the impression that the interpretive work and the work of
logical deduction and argumentation in the context of measurement is
not as careful as it could be (even if it concerns definitions established by
the researchers themselves). For a measurement to be valid, we first have
to ask ourselves whether we really include all aspects and nothing else
than what is covered by the definition of a concept—which is of course a
standard requirement for validity. However, this means to carefully apply
the criteria in the definition to different candidate cases. Furthermore,
we have to ask whether questions and items mean what we think they
mean in the ordinary language of all relevant social groups that are to
be included in a study. This requires interpretive skills, a particular sense
for everyday language, or almost ethnographic experience and knowledge,
as well as argumentative and logical rigor, and systematic “testing” of the
scope of concepts (by discussing whether diverse and systematically selec-
ted examples fall into the definition and whether this is intended or fruit-
ful. We should thus ask: “Can we reliably decide whether this is included
in the definition?” and: “Do you really want that to be included in your
definition?”). Only based on careful and well-substantiated interpretations,
we can then disentangle the whole network of theoretical of assumptions
that is supposed to guarantee the validity of some measurement.
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For example, we have to assume, argue, or empirically demonstrate that
ordinary speakers of the English language would interpret the word “poli-
ticians” in the statement “I trust politicians to work in the interest of ordi-
nary people” to refer to political actors at all levels of government, from lo-
cal to supranational, if that is our definition of “politicians” and our mea-
surement of trust of politicians in a questionnaire. One may well doubt
that respondents mostly think about mayors and EU Commissioners when
they read this statement. Ultimately, if the validity of this measurement
in relation to the above definition is questioned, what counts will be argu-
ments or evidence on the typical interpretation of the word “politicians”
(and not in general but if used in a statement such as the above). Maybe,
the definition of “politician” may also turn out to be problematic—for
example whether “government” refers to “government” as in “all branches
of government” or “government” as the executive branch (whatever that
means at the local level, depending on the system of “government”). And
these are rather simple questions compared to the ontology of trust and its
potential objects, and to a theory whether and how it can actually manifest
itself in responses to such an item. Therefore, the more atheoretical and
methodologically or epistemologically less elaborate among the studies on
changes in political or media trust should be taken with a grain of salt,
in particular as the interpretation of concepts and measures does not only
refer to a single point in time.

If only “face validity” (e.g., the items make sense and one simply hopes
that everyone will agree on the meaning and relation to the construct, and
once a measurement is established, its meaning seems self-evident to those
working in the field and it is no longer questioned) and statistical tests
for convergent and discriminant validity are required, it is relatively easy
to establish new constructs and easy for them and their measurements to
persist. We are then subject to the “dictate of cumulativity” and can walk
into a “reification trap.”

We witness a trend toward standardization in communication research,
from the canonization of methods (e.g., in introductory textbooks) to
well-documented and reusable scales and other measurements. One of
Ioannidis’ (2005, p. 698) corollaries states that “flexibility increases the
potential for transforming what would be ‘negative’ results into ‘positive”
results” and that “adherence to common standards is likely to increase the
proportion of true findings.” According to his explanations of this corolla-
ry, he seems to have thought of two factors affecting the validity of measu-
rements and data analyses and thus of the results: new versus time-tested
methods and room for selectivity and manipulation. However, his reason-
ing seems to be biased toward standardization—as many communication
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researchers obviously seem to value fixed methods and measurements, and
established constructs in general, for different reasons. The general belief is
that science progresses if studies with a comparable basis accumulate.

Theories (!) of standardization suggest that the reduction in complexity,
the gains in compatibility or comparability can come at the price of pro-
blematic lock-ins: A norm is perpetuated not because it is the best solution
but because a break would come at certain costs (in the case of research,
data can no longer be fused and time series cannot be extended, review-
ers may reject divergent methodologies, etc.; see, e.g., David, 1985, for a
famous explanation of lock-ins due to technological standardization which
has also been subsequently applied to institutional path-dependencies).

In many fields, a convention is all that is needed to fulfill the functions
and realize the gains of standardization. It is often more important that a
standard exists than what the actual standard is, as long as it is in the range
of sufficiently functional alternatives. However, if we believe that certain
methods and measurements are superior to others, a welljustified choice
cannot be replaced by convention, and has to be grounded in substantial
conceptions of the object of study and the procedure. And we did not even
enter the discussion on paradigm shifts and similar breaks that, according
to different theories of science, lead to progress or new incommensurable
but acceptable perspectives. Anyway, the idea that research is additive and
progresses as long as its building blocks (new studies or new elements of
theories that do not change the whole) are compatible, is a rather strong
assumption both globally and with regard to specific objects of study, and
the requirement that when in doubt, they should remain compatible (the
dictate of cumulativity) has to be questioned in each individual case.

In terms of methodological and substantial theory, the opposite prob-
lem of “reinventing the wheel” can of course also be observed, and the
systematic review and use of existing theories, concepts, and measurements
is a potential solution. As another remedy, we should routinely and sys-
tematically identify superordinate categories, functional equivalents, or
otherwise similar phenomena to the ones under investigation and check
whether there are already theories, findings, and measurements pertaining
to them. There is no need to theorize or operationalize a phenomenon
ad hoc if we already have a convincing more general theory that applies
to it, and we do not have to start from scratch if similar phenomena
have already been theorized and investigated, risking to fall back behind
existing approaches. Research do not have to repeat the same mistakes
of schematic ad hoc theorizing for each new media technology, genre of
content, application, organizational innovation, or social trend.
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If we uncritically stick to existing conceptualizations or keep postulating
new concepts en passant, and do not reflect on the broader context of our
concepts and the underlying assumptions, we risk to commit ourselves to
messy and contradictory ontologies or discredited epistemologies—which
puts the validity of empirical findings into question on a much more
fundamental level. Not only can there be a simple mismatch between so-
me concept and some measurement, but we risk potentially fundamental
category mistakes, for example by confusing statements on meaning with
statements of facts (A means B for actor C with A is B), the perspective of
observers with that of actors, or normative with factual claims.

For example, if we were to define “disinformation” as statements or
sets of statements that we know to be false and that the communicator
knows to be false, what does it mean for someone to be exposed to disin-
formation? The only thing that person is exposed to is the statements, so
research on consequences of disinformation has to discuss whether “disin-
formation” can really be category of reception and effects research, because
some of the defining features, such as the knowledge and intention of the
communicator, are not really present in the situation of reception. It is
easy to propose a number of hypotheses using the concept of “disinforma-
tion,” either ad hoc or based on a number of known principles of persuasi-
on, but it is important to reflect on the ontological and epistemological
foundations of research that involves multiple perspectives on the truth of
statements. Otherwise, the scope, meaning, and implications of empirical
findings remain unclear: What kinds of statements do the results apply
to, what were the actual mechanisms of persuasion (or resistance), and
what kind of competence would recipients need in the present informati-
on environment or in the light of potential new types of disinformation
(Kramer, 2021)?

In sum, it is problematic to postulate concepts by virtue of an existing
measurement with certain statistical properties and to perpetuate them
by virtue of their existence in the literature and of the continued use of
the measurement. We should not unreflectedly reify concepts and uncriti-
cally “blackbox” constructs by routinely applying some operationalization
without discussing the underlying assumptions and processes.

One aspect of such uncritical postulates of conceptualizations is what
has been termed the “scholastic fallacy”: “To place the models that the
scientist must construct to account for practices into the consciousness of
agents, to operate as if the constructions that the scientist must produce
to understand practices, to account for them, were the main determinants,
the actual cause of practices” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 384). If we ignore the dif-
ference between the logic of “theoretical practice” and everyday “practical
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practice,” we can establish all kinds of explanations and operationalizati-
ons that project a model into some subjects without checking whether
it actually grasps their thinking and doing. Furthermore, the scholastic
fallacy tends to take concepts outside the context where they are adequate
and to assume that a given theory or the perspective of researchers from a
given epoch, social class etc. are universally valid.

Carleheden (2016) criticizes the rather naive assumptions of a protago-
nist of the discourse on systematic theorizing, Richard Swedberg, who
seems to imply that theorizing becomes more realistic and less out of
touch if efforts of theorizing are preceded by some observations in the
field. Such quick and dirty pilot studies, if done unsystematically, cannot
be very fruitful (Tavory, 2016) and theorizing cannot be based on suppo-
sedly atheoretical creative and open-minded empirical research that is later
turned into more formalized hypotheses (Carleheden, 2016).

However, it still seems important to find a third alternative to the naive
realism of a belief in pre-theoretical data or experience, and the sterile mo-
deling and operationalizing without any close contact to a field or corpus.
The alternative would be theoretically informed and systematic but open
qualitative research that reflects and continually adapts its theoretical basis,
methodology, sampling etc., and systematic theorizing that critically draws
on existing research and is accompanied by an ongoing engagement with
the corresponding social fields. Often, this not only means to be present
on the latest platforms, follow the latest trends, and talk to people about
them instead of only plugging together constructs, but also to bury oneself
in old newspaper articles, interviews, or other sources to really get a sense
of past political, popular, or intellectual culture.

Problems with Critical Reflection of Studies and with Conclusions

Beyond the explanations a study can offer (often narrowly referred to as
the “theoretical contribution” it makes), theory should also inform metho-
dological reflection. This can range from a few simple thoughts on the
behavior of (potential) participants (as in the example in the introduction)
to fundamental methodological questions. Otherwise, concluding section
of publications are often restricted to what I would call “ritualistic limitati-
ons” instead of actual reflection. The usual restrictions of the respective
type of study are reiterated because it is custom to do so or maybe because
one wants to preempt obvious criticism: cross-sectional designs do not
allow for causal inferences based on temporal order, a convenience sample
is not representative, self-reports may be biased by social desirability, etc.
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More elaborate conceptions of the design and measurement process and
of potential biases can render this discussion much more informative and
instructive: What is the process that generates the data and are there any
biases (in relation to what exactly?), does it apply to other phenomena and
methods as well, is it possible to argue for a specific type and direction of
bias, etc.?

Theory cannot only provide the framework for empirical research but
if theory is defined as more than testable hypotheses, it can also serve as
an interpretive framework or guide through praxis and through society.
However, due to a restrictive concept of theory and the lack of familiarity
with theories of society and normative theories, scholarly works in com-
munication research often suffer from what may be called “diagnostic”
and “normative triviality.”

If the social sciences wish to offer more than isolated findings (some of
which may of course be highly critical in a given historical situation), they
should also embrace their function of making sense of the times and world
we are living in (Zeitdiagnose, i.e., diagnosis of the times; Junge, 2016) and
not leave this task to other commentators (who are of course entitled to
their judgments and to participate in open debates, but who may be less
familiar with current research and less skilled in conceptualizing certain
phenomena).

Scholarship can then offer meaning or concepts to think or argue with
in the public sphere and in conversations outside the scientific field in-
stead of only taking up the debates and buzzwords of the day. Often,
certain concepts of metaphors shape public discourse much more strongly
than empirical findings as such that may or may not be in line with those
concepts (think of “filter bubbles,” “cancel culture,” “information society,”
or “fake news”). While researchers should of course make sure that the
ideas they offer to public discourse are not in direct contradiction to empi-
rical research or other established standards of evaluation, such concepts
are not necessarily just repackaged or (over-)generalized results, but more
often schemata that group similar phenomena or descriptions and that
highlight certain features of a phenomenon or a whole era, often with a
critical tone.

C. Wright Mills emphasized the role of sociology—or, one might say,
the social sciences in the broadest sense—to offer orientation beyond mere
factual information (while also describing his “craftsmanship” and how
he thinks “sociological imagination” can be methodologically stimulated,
providing early but still useful insight into strategies of theorizing and
conceptualization and the development of research interests):
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“The very shaping of history now outpaces the ability of people to
orient themselves in accordance with cherished values. [...] Is it any
wonder that ordinary people feel they cannot cope with the larger
worlds with which they are so suddenly confronted? That they cannot
understand the meaning of their epoch for their own lives? [...] It is
not only information that they need — in this Age of Fact, information
often dominates their attention and overwhelms their capacities to
assimilate it. [...] What they need, and what they feel they need, is a
quality of mind that will help them to use information and to develop
reason in order to achieve lucid summations of what is going on in
the world and of what may be happening within themselves. It is this
quality, I am going to contend, that journalists and scholars, artists and
publics, scientists and editors are coming to expect of what may be
called the sociological imagination.”

(Mills, 1959, p. 4F.)

One might object that today, we do not live in an “Age of Fact” but an age
of disinformation—but is that the case and what would be the theory that
would provide clear criteria to decide? Be that as it may—if information
from generally trustworthy sources is available more abundantly and more
easily than ever, can even more information (in particular coming from
researchers) be the solution? Certainly, specific kinds of knowledge can
and should always be made more accessible to the public. But will it be
understood and trusted without more general frames of interpretation that
help us to make sense of social relationships and of social fields such as
science, the media, or politics, and society?

Of course, such interpretations should not be thought of as authoritati-
ve guidelines conveyed by scientific eminences, but something that everyo-
ne should be able to challenge and adapt in open discourses. However,
facticity in public discourse is not only about single statements and small
pieces of evidence, but also about well-justified general frames of interpre-
tations and worldviews in which individual claims about reality do or do
not make sense and do or do not appear plausible or correct.

To offer this kind of interpretations, and to offer better ones than those
already circulating, does not only require a certain amount of creativity,
but also the readiness to transgress the boundaries of a scientistic habitus,
i.e., a deep-seated sense of what is good and “real” science: only the most
rigorous empirical research based on the most arid terminology, avoiding
anything that could come close to speculation or editorializing.

While many empirically oriented researchers will be rather unfamiliar
with, but aware of theories of society and more abstract and interpretive
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social theory, they probably are even more “unmusical” when it comes to
normative theories (to start with a catchy metaphor, which is one of many
techniques in theory building!). Almost anyone can hum a simple melody
they have heard or invented, and many publications in communication re-
search mention at least some critical or normative implications. However,
many publications and also many personal conversations seem to suggest
that normative statements are either equated with references to common-
sense social problems and dominant norms (such as professional norms
in some field or basic norms of liberal democracy), or they are lumped
together with personal “opinion” or ideology, and thus something “subjec-
tive” that is to be avoided in serious research—something like expressing
one’s musical taste, which can be interesting, but nothing interlocutors
will be able to agree on based on the better arguments. As a piece of music
(whether it is composed or even improvised) is not a random invention or
intuition but something that relates its elements following or ostentatious-
ly breaking certain rules, a normative theory is also a structured whole
with basic concepts, logical or argumentative relations, presuppositions
and implications, criteria of consistency or contradiction and tensions, etc.

As in all processes of theorizing based on metaphors, we have to decide
how far we are willing to follow them. In the present case, it is questio-
nable whether “good” music and “good” theory can be fruitfully compa-
red. Be that as it may, normative and other interpretations, conclusions,
and contextualization of research findings should strive for the same argu-
mentative rigor and systematicity as empirical research or the development
of those more specific statements that immediately guide data collection
and analysis.

For example, a lot of interest in media change is ultimately motivated
by the question of whether new developments have brought progress or
decline (even if those emphatic terms themselves are rarely used) with
regard to democracy, health or wellbeing, equality etc. However, what can
count as positive and negative developments is often left to commonsense
and rarely explicated in terms of a consistent and well-justified normative
theory. It is taken for granted that readers will agree that increasing “frag-
mentation” is a bad thing, that people should assume responsibility for
their health or the environment and should be persuaded to do so by
the most effective messages in new media formats, that high levels of
trust in the institutions and actors of liberal democracy are desirable and
social media companies should help to achieve this goal, or that science
communication should more than ever be based on randomized studies,
meta-analysis, and similar types of “high quality” evidence. However, I
would suggest that in each of these cases, elaborate normative reasoning
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B

would lead us to answer with a “Yes, but...
exactly is meant by...”

or a “It depends what is

Conclusion

Bad theory can lead to a waste of resources, biased analyses, and to a lack
of understanding of an object of study and the social world, so that critical
and practical implications of our research remain undiscussed and we
can neither offer sound evidence nor interpretations and diagnoses to the
public. Good theory leads to focused research efforts, appropriate metho-
dologies, and valid measurements and analyses, and allows us to offer the
public not only isolated findings, but concepts to think and discuss with
and to understand society. It leads us out of an interpretation crisis that
does not only concern individual results but also calls into question whe-
ther larger fields of research can really contribute to our understanding
of our current social world and era. We should not restrict ourselves to
the replicability of certain methodological aspects while testing isolated
hypotheses (as important as this is), but aim for the transparency and
critical reflection of interpretations and theoretical assumptions in the
broadest sense. Without this attention to theory, it does not make much
sense to retrace, repeat, and accumulate research—no replication without
interpretation, no validity without theory, but also no true originality
without reality checks. The first step toward better theory is to recognize
potential causes for shortcomings, such as unsystematic theorizing and the
lack of fruitful interpretive frameworks, resulting in questionable validity
and a superficial reflection of implications.

Systematic theory building is thus a necessity in all projects, not a hobby
of a few thinkers or a closed field that is separate from empirical research.
Of course, a certain specialization is inevitable and functional, and metho-
dological experts can always collaborate with good theorists, but they also
need certain theoretical knowledge and competences in order to reflect
their work beyond the methodological technicalities and to identify points
of contact when working together.

When it comes to competences of theory building, I would bet that
most graduates in communication have read a book or attended a course
on methods of data collection, but most of them have never looked into
a book on theorizing or even taken a course on the subject (i.e., courses
on theorizing, not merely courses on theory), and might even rarely read
explicitly theoretical contributions in the strict sense.
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Still, one should not stand in awe of theorizing and see it as an irra-
tional process that only geniuses master intuitively. Learning to theorize
requires two kinds of practice:

1. reading actual theory, in particular genuinely theoretical contributi-
ons, and paying close attention on the theoretical sections of the theoreti-
cally most sophisticated empirical publications (with many concepts and
approaches thus stored somewhere in long-term memory, we can also part-
ly rely on intuitive theorizing, i.e. establish associations through heuristic
processing even if we are not focusing on the specific topic of research or
on the task of systematic theory building, see Knorr-Cetina, 2014), and

2. practicing theory building based on publications that codify the pro-
cess, that specifically turn to the “context of discovery” (Swedberg, 2012),
focusing on theorizing as opposed to theory—although existing overviews
are often rather restrictive or idiosyncratic in their understanding of theo-
ry, and the procedures they propose remain rather abstract. This more
general instruction therefore needs to be complemented by teaching or
collaborative learning based on specific examples and a broader range of
problems. This also allows theorizing to become more intuitive and maybe
less painstaking over time, although we should always check its results for
its systematicity (avoiding, for example, asymmetries or category mistakes).

The idea of systematic theorizing has been met with enthusiasm, sobe-
ring qualifications, pragmatism, and constructive criticism. After an initial
optimism in the 1950s and 60s that the main social “laws” might soon be
discovered, and the more modest proposal of grounded theory to build
theory inductively from empirical material, a newer “pragmatic” wave of
literature seeks to stimulate theory building based on heuristics and tricks
for creativity (Tavory, 2016). However, this newer approach has also been
criticized as overly narrow: It tends reduce the necessarily cyclical interplay
between theorizing and empirical research to a strict distinction between
the context of discovery and the context of justification that is reproduced
uncritically, and it tends to reduce theory to causal explanations (Buttner,
2021; Tavory, 2016).

German-speaking scholars in particular seem to have increasingly tur-
ned toward different methods and aspects of building social theory that
go beyond a narrow conception of theory as set of falsifiable propositions
(e.g., Anicker, 2020; Buttner, 2021; Beregow, 2021; Farzin & Laux, 2014;
Farzin & Laux, 2016; Kramer, 2015). Furthermore, the practice of doing
theory has to be reflected as a social activity (not only the activity of an
individual genius or craftsperson) that needs a sound basis in experience
and existing thought, but that is not automatically without biases because
it is done systematically, and that always requires a critically distance to
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previous approaches. We need to be aware of how contexts shape the
production and circulation of theory and how doing theory always risks
to shift from making, teaching, and critical analysis of theories to the
consumption of ready-made, hegemonic, commonsense ideas (Chaudhuri
& Thakur, 2018).

Unfortunately, teaching on theorizing is still often limited to some ba-
sics of Popperian philosophy of science, a few remarks on criteria for good
theory (consistency, falsifiability, etc.), or some ways of coding qualitative
material in methodology courses and textbooks. The “imbalance between
methods and theory” (Swedberg, 2014a, p. 8) and between teaching theory
and teaching theorizing needs to be overcome by more explicit teaching
of the practice of theory building (Silver, 2019; Swedberg, 2014a, 2014b,
ch. 7; Swedberg, 2016) at all levels of scientific qualification. It should
be based on literature that conveys the methods of theorizing that is not
restricted to specific types of theories or particular problems and aspects
of theory building, and that includes the critical reflection on the contexts
and biases of theorizing.

I think that it would also be a good idea to remember a number of
teachings by a researcher who, unlike Ioannidis, did not put his approach
to science in writing, let alone in such pithy words. Wolfram Peiser,
whom the present volume is dedicated to, always advised me and his
other students and collaborators to consider a broad range of explanations
and factors, to systematically think about inverse relationships, and only
thereafter focus on a range of concepts to be included in a study (and
when in doubt, to include more instead of fewer as long as everything can
be measured parsimoniously but validly and reliably). Instead of focusing
on the next best idea, he always reminded everyone to think broadly,
choose wisely, and explain their choices. He also urged everyone not to be
narrow-minded due to a single preferred and closed theoretical framework
but to check for alternatives and possible additions, to use common sense
in order to find the most fruitful questions and adequate explanations,
and to connect one’s research to broader concerns and debates inside
and outside the scientific field. Finally, he insisted that what is specific
to a phenomenon or what is new can only be identified by systematic
comparison. In particular, he always reminded us that claims of social or
media change must be based on a systematic comparison with the past
(whether based on original or existing research and data), not only on the
study of the most recent phenomena. In this sense, much of the present
argument is not that new but inspired by what he taught us.
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Is Communication via the Internet Public Communication?

Hans-Bernd Brosius

Abstract

The ongoing digitalization of almost all aspects of society also affects com-
munication research as a scientific field. Recent years have witnessed an
ongoing discussion of what exactly is communication research, how can
our field be defined. In Germany, over the last decades communication
scholars often define “mass communication” as their core research interest.
In digitalized communication worlds, the boundaries between interperso-
nal and public communication have become more and more blurred.
As a consequence, several authors have argued that we should study any
kind of “mediated communication”. This paper argues that communicati-
on scholars should rather study what I call public communication 2.0.

Recent years have witnessed a recurrent debate on the scope and the focus
of Communication as an academic discipline (Vorderer, 2015; Brosius,
2003a, 2016; Hepp, 2016; Jarren, 2016, 2019; Theis-Berglmair, 2016; Strip-
pel et al., 2018). Some authors (e.g., Hepp, 2016) argue for making the
entire breadth of mediated communication the subject of our discipline,
rather than making restrictions, for example, in the direction of a focus
on "public communication" (Brosius, 2016; Jaren, 2008). In a world of
digitalization with its infinite number of very different communication
offerings and with blurring meaning of the terms "public communication"
and "mass communication" and the emergence of several intermediate
forms (e.g., interpersonal-public communication), it seems obvious to ex-
pand communication studies thematically to include all forms of mediated
communication. This chapter argues that a more narrow and contoured
conception of communication sensu “public” communication is necessary
in order to show the unique contribution of communication as an acade-
mic discipline. I would like to take up these impulses and discussions and
argue for the second standpoint. This chapter is an updated and extended
version of my initial contribution to this debate (Brosius, 2016). It is a
reaction to the (ongoing) German debate (and most of the examples refer
to the German situation. However, this situation is far from being unique.
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And, it can serve as a perspective in a broader international discussion on
the future of communication research

The debate about the self-conception of Communication as an academic
discipline has been going on for decades. Its fundamental question asks for
the adequate description of what communication research should investi-
gate. Some argue that ,communication research is what communication
researchers make it“ (Schulz, 2006, S. 96). This rather descriptive approach
has been contrasted with more normative ideas. These have become mani-
fest in the two self-conception papers of the German Association of Com-
munication Research (DGPuK) from 2001 and 2008. The 2001 version still
states:

"At the center of the subject is indirect public communication media-
ted by mass media. The associated production, processing, and recepti-
on processes are the focus of the subject's interest. In addition to mass
media, however, other organizations such as political parties, associati-
ons, or companies increasingly function as corporate communicators."
(DGPuK, 2001, p. 3)

In 2008, on the other hand, the respective passage reads:

"Communication and media studies deals with the social conditions,
consequences and meanings of media, public and interpersonal com-
munication. The outstanding importance that communication and
media have in society justifies the relevance of the subject. Communi-
cation and Media Studies sees itself as a theoretically and empirically
working social science with interdisciplinary references. It conducts
basic research to enlighten society, contributes to solving problems
of communication practice through applied research, and provides
educational services for a media and communication industry that has
been growing dynamically for years." (DGPuK, 2008, p. 1)

The media change that took place in the meantime and can be subsumed
using keywords such as digitalization, medialization/mediatization, web
2.0, or social media is certainly the driver for this change in the definition
of the subject area from a narrow view as in “public communication” to a
broad view as in “communication is mediated communication in general”.
The "field" and many of its prominent representatives have - in some cases
decades ago - also repeatedly presented further definitions of the object
and concepts of communication, some of which differ considerably (e.g.,
the Munich “Zeitungswissenschaft” or the Essen version of “Kommunika-
tionswissenschaft”). Expansions of the field beyond the study of public
communication are manifold, for example Klaus Beck's work on the tele-
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phone (Beck & Lange, 1989) or, even earlier, Winfried Lerg's habilitation
on conversation (Lerg, 1970). If one reviews the abundance of definitions
and approaches, the question arises whether it is not ultimately futile to
establish definitions at all, if we essentially do what we want to do, and
no one resents that. In the end, it will always be controversial to define
the subject of a subject normatively. Is it not more fruitful to determine its
meaning empirically? However, this does not leave us feeling happy either.
As communication scholars, we are certainly asked more frequently than
colleagues from other academic disciplines what we actually do. A clear
self-conception gives the individual researcher self-confidence and provides
the field with recognizability value and a unique selling point.

Changes in the Media Landscape

The technical digitization of communication channels has undoubtedly
had (and still has) an outstanding impact on the constitution of our so-
cieties (regional, national, global). The multiplication of communication
offers, the facilitated possibilities to react to communication of others,
the chance to find new communication partners and to observe the com-
munication of others has changed all our lives. This has certainly also
changed our subject, our self-image as researchers as well as our theories
and methods (cf. Brosius, 2013). However, I would like to add one aspect
that seems important to me. Digitalization makes communication directly
visible to all participants, including, but not limited to, communication
scientists. Communication of others is abundantly observed by website
owners and users and is registered, collected, sorted, and distributed by
software, such as bots and algorithms. Thus traditional ways of communi-
cating “offline” (bidirectional talk, group discussions, etc.) are resembled
by different types of online communication, such as chats, blogs fora, and
social media in general. These types of online communication are not per
se public. However, they become public because they can be observed by a
principally infinite number of others thus leaving the framework of priva-
te, interpersonal communication. We see other people playing, buying, tal-
king, doing business, etc. Most types of communication are not new, but
are now visible online. And this is true not only synchronously, but also
diachronically due to the seemingly infinite memory of the Internet. The
synchronous and diachronic observation of the communication of others
expands our horizons of experience enormously and also provides the basis
for the communication science study of the manifestations of the Internet.
We react to the communication of others with our own communication
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and thus in turn expand the experiential space of others. The main effect of
communication is thus primarily communication again.

The basic observability of the communication of others makes much
that was previously private and interpersonal public, even though not
many other people may actually observe a particular course of communica-
tion. But: Algorithms already do that, they aggregate, categorize and com-
bine their observations of our communication. This result is in turn taken
up by humans or other algorithms and made usable, also ultimately imple-
mented again in further communication activities on the Internet. One
example may suffice. If we search for web content on Google, this would
certainly not be public communication at first, but because Google records
and counts our search queries, it becomes part of public communication,
becomes indirectly observable for others. This explains, for example, why
Google can use the frequency of the search term "flu" as an early warning
system for the occurrence of flu-like infections (Ginsberg et al., 2009) - and
why the classical mass media take this up and report on it (Unkel, 2019).

Of course, there will still be private communication, which may not
even be eavesdropped on by anyone (in the forest while walking, for
example, hopefully!); but a large part of digitally mediated interpersonal
communication will not be private, in the sense that no one else "hears"
it, records it or evaluates it. This also becomes manifest, for example, in
the fact that one talks about hiking boots with a conversation partner
on an email platform, and the next day one receives corresponding adver-
tisements on Amazon or Ebay. Communication that takes place on the
Internet, whether interpersonal, in groups or social networks, initiated by
private individuals or classic mass media, is public communication in the
true sense of the word due to its basic observability and permanent storage
and availability. Public communication is thus no longer bound to mass
media dissemination, but it also manifests itself in social networks and
in other forms of communication that were initially and actually meant
to be interpersonal. We have elsewhere referred to this melange as "inter-
personal-public communication (cf. Haas & Brosius, 2011; Haas, Keyling
& Brosius, 2010) to emphasize the blurring boundaries between interper-
sonal and mass communication. A similar approach has been proposed by
O’Sullivan & Carr (2018) with their introduction of the term “massperso-
nal communication”.
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Mediated Communication as a Key Concept?

Hepp (2016) and others suggest, as a reaction to digitization, that the
subject of the discipline should be expanded to include "mediated com-
munication in its entire breadth" (p. 226). Outside of Germany, this is
the typical approach (in line with what Schulz, 2006, suggested). What
communication scholars do defines the field and its borders. In fact, in the
American tradition, communication is — to a large degree — interpersonal
communication. The German tradition is different in this respect (see
Brosius, 2003b; Loblich, 2010). “Communication research in the public in-
terest”! might be regarded as the key normative perspective. This can be re-
garded as the reason for a strong German focus on mass communication as
the major vehicle of public communication. So why not shift to a broader
definition of our field as mediated communication? I decidedly disagree
with this option. Mainly, without a precisely defined concept of “media”,
the concept seems like an empty formula. What, after all, would be non-
mediated communication? Isn't all communication somehow mediated by
a medium of some kind (air, cable, waves, sound, internet, etc.)? Wouldn't
the corollary necessarily be that we are studying "communication" (pe-
riod!)? I have similar concerns with terms like technically mediated com-
munication or social communication. What, then, would be non-social
communication? In addition to the conceptual vagueness, there is also the
question of whether such whether such definition are actually serving the
purpose of a definition, which is to grant delineation from phenomena
outside of its realms.

I want to delve into two aspects here: First, at least the concept of media
would have to be clarified. In the lay understanding media stand for some
type of technical devices that convey interesting information to the public
(such as television). In a broader sense a medium also includes things
like air, cable, paper, etc.) Is Facebook the medium? Or the embedded
Youtube video? Or the browser that enables both applications? Or the
Internet protocol that supports the browser? Or is it the screen on which
communication content is presented? Is every kind of technical mediation
of communication also mediated, so that the term "mediated" is ultimately
used like other broad terms such as "social"? Can there be “non-media-
ted” communication? Such a de-limitation of the field’s subject seems
presumptuous to me. This is also the point of departure for my second

1 The title of the ICA-conference in 2004, most tellingly organized by the German
ICA president Wolfgang Donsbach.
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argument, which is of a more strategic nature: Of course, communication
scholars can study self-presentation strategies and impression management
of Facebook users, but psychologists can do that just as well and probably
better. Of course, we can also survey learning success on various textbook
platforms, but education researchers can probably do that better, too. Of
course, we can also describe the use of communication technologies in
digital value chains, but economists can do that just as well and probably
better. This is not to exclude interdisciplinary research, which has always
existed in the offline world. But our discipline needs a recognizable USP
if it is to survive in the competition between disciplines for resources.
Otherwise, we will become even more of a purely teaching-oriented discip-
line that defines itself in terms of professional fields and the training of
students.

This does not necessarily mean that we should stick to the "old" concept
of public communication as communication mediated by traditional mass
media. Therefore, I would like to explain in the following how a modified
and expanded concept of public communication could look like. For lack
of a better term, I call it public communication 2.0.

Public Communication 2.0 as the Subject of the Field

A central feature of online communication is the disjunction between
public and mass communication on the one hand and private and inter-
personal communication on the other. In the "golden age of mass media,"
mass communication and public communication were largely congruent
in our theoretical conceptions. Mass media coverage was seen as an indica-
tor or even equivalent of public communication. Private and interpersonal
communication were almost completely excluded, presumably mainly be-
cause of the difficulties in methodologically capturing them. When mass
conversations of individuals take up current topics, deepen them, and
derive conclusions from them, this has always constituted a part of public
communication that is socially relevant. We have simply overlooked this
for methodological reasons. As stated earlier, in the online world, commu-
nication activities of individuals exist in a variety of forms, are publicly
observable, can be aggregated, stored, and forwarded. I therefore propose a
modified model that suggests the vast amount of all communication activi-
ties we can observe constitutes public communication. For this model to
be fruitful, however, it requires some additional assumptions:

a) The theme/the topic/the issue should act as the central feature of
online communication acitvities. Communication is arranged around the-
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mes, themes structure communication. Theme/topic/issue has always play-
ed a central role in communication research, even beyond agenda-setting
research. Content analyses and media impact studies are usually based
on one or more themes. Themes structure the totality of communication
activities. Themes are socially constructed and can be classified according
to various characteristics. Without structuring by themes, public commu-
nication is difficult to imagine. It is one of the miracles of contemporary
communication research how vague, blurred and ill-defined the concepts
of themes/topics/issues are used.

b) Themes differ in terms of their relevance. Relevance is one of several
criteria for quality of reporting. In the model I have outlined, relevance is
determined on the one hand by the intensity of communication about a
theme and can thus be counted and operationalized in online communica-
tion through automated observations. On the other hand, the prominence
of communicators generates different levels of relevance: One message
from the German Chancellor makes a topic more relevant than one messa-
ge of a a blogger, although both messages are distributed equally often
(which is unlikely).

c) The intensity of communication on themes can be determined by
the sum of all observable messages on that theme. The sum is of course
not equally distributed among communicators. Communicators with a
high reach (classic mass media, Spiegel online) have a greater influence
on public communication than communicators with a lower reach (for
example, individuals, most bloggers), simply because they create different
numbers of recipients for their message.

d) Liking, commenting and sharing strengthen the intensity and articu-
lation function of communication (Noelle-Neumann, 1980). At the same
time, forming one's own opinion is presumably made more difficult.

e) The previous concept of interpersonal communication breaks down
into interpersonal-public communication) and interpersonal private com-
munication. The observability of a large share of interpersonal communi-
cation in the online sphere makes it part of public communication 2.0;
due to the multiplicity of communicators. Small reaches of individual
communicators can sum up via networks of social media and makes
themes more visible. Interpersonal public communication interacts and
ingtermingles with mass media communication, for example via user com-
ments under journalistic articles.
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Data Specification and Adaptation of Methods

Above, 1 have already explained that algorithms and software not only
collect and aggregate and distribute data about our behavior and our com-
munication, but that through further processing the algorithms themselves
become part of the communication events on the Internet. Algorithms
take on genuinely journalistic functions of agenda-setting and gate-keeping
on the one hand. But they also take on intra- and interpersonal functions
by giving us feedback on our behavior (e.g., in fitness apps) or influen-
cing our buying behavior (e.g., on Amazon), to give just two examples.
Algorithms and bots in particular, have become powerful communication
agents. They are, for example, supposed to influence elections in foreign
countries, manipulate public opinion on candidates and issues or create
wrong impressions of products using fake user comments.

As communication scientists, we should also take advantage of datafica-
tion by developing and using data collection methods ourselves in the
digitalized media world. The German Association of Communication Re-
search (DGPuk) has established a working group on this topic. The results
of their work have been presented to the German community (cf. Hepp
et al., 2021). However, we are not alone and are competing with other
disciplines — as I have mentioned before — , the platform operators, the
private media sector and intelligence agencies, which have disproportiona-
tely larger budgets for the development of observation software of any
kind. And almost logically, communication researchers are usually lagging
behind, dependent on the good will of platform owners. This situation
reminds me very much of the early days of survey research, when we
were grateful, for example, that Gallup and other polling organizations
provided us with survey data on the public agenda that we could not
have collected ourselves to the same extent and quality. The fascinating
possibilities of jumping on the bandwagon of datafication and even sur-
veying people's behavior on the Net flash up every now and then in
communication science publications, but are certainly not yet sufficiently
exploited. One fundamental problem will presumably remain for some
time to come, namely that others have much better and broader access to
behavioral and communication activities than we scientists do. For examp-
le, Facebook can record and evaluate all communication activities of all
users on their platform, while we can only look at the public pages, as long
as the respective platform operators let us do so. And Facebook certainly
has little interest in providing us with the complete data picture so we can
do theory work. The relationship between platforms and communication
research has been discussed in a paper by Bruns (2019).
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This also quickly leads to an imbalance in that we can collect vast
amounts of behavioral and communication data on the one hand, but
know comparatively little about the original communicators (public or
private, organizational or individual) and the situation in which their mes-
sages were originated. Without knowledge of the communicator and/or
recipient side, however, our findings often lack depth of focus, and ecolo-
gical fallacies loom. Moller et al. (2020) have made a promising proposal
of how to integrate observational with survey data. Unfortunately, we can-
not approach the problem as unconcernedly as the media or advertisers,
who often quite pragmatically infer personal characteristics from commu-
nication behavior. For example, if someone clicks on a sports website
such as www.kicker.de from a computer with an identifiable IP address
and later on purchases an aftershave on www.amazon.com, algorithms
identify the person behind the IP address as male. This might be a good
guess, but could also be woefully wrong. Inferences about other personal
characteristics such as age or income are certainly even more difficult
to make. Anyway, such procedures certainly do not score under “good
research practice”.

Method adaptations are not only necessary in data collection, but above
all in data analysis. Datafication makes it necessary to move away from a
pure regression logic with strictly separated independent and dependent
variables. The interconnectedness of media messages and their communi-
cation in online media environments ultimately makes it impossible to
distinguish unequivocally between the independent variable (media messa-
ge) and the dependent variable (media impact). Media messages diffuse
hence and forth in the cosmos of different online communicators (human
or bot). Every “use” of a message changes it and alters its relevance and
visibility on the web. For example, algorithms count the frequency with
which an article is clicked on a news site, thereby extending or shortening
its life on the site. Forwards, shares, and likes change the way the next user
sees an article (cf. Kiimpel, 2021). User comments following an article add
information to the article that was not originally intended by its author. As
a consequence, the article is possibly perceived differently by subsequent
readers. So it is also no longer the journalists or the actual communicators
alone who shape the appearance and meaning of a message, but the users
through acts of actively using it. This means that the news situation and
the relationship between the news items are changing almost continuous-
ly.

Messages therefore do not remain constant, but become variables them-
selves. This ultimately makes traditional pre-/post-designs which are inten-
ded to identify which message influenced which recipients superfluous.
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Whereas in a periodically printed newspaper, for example, every piece of
content could be assigned to exactly one and only this date and could thus
be placed in a before-and-after relationship with the date of a survey, this
is no longer possible in the online world. On the one hand, contributions
are available online for longer and may change several times in the course
of a publication period; on the other hand, communication is so fast that
even intervals shorter than one day are no longer sufficient to determine
a before and after of two time series (cf. Haim, Weimann & Brosius,
2016). In any case, conventional time series analyses with fixed intervals
are rendered impossible.

However, datafication also means that we need to make theoretical
adjustments. The close interplay between journalists and recipients requi-
res to modify classical approaches such as agenda-setting or gate-keeping
(cf. Weimann & Brosius, 2016; Friedrich, Keyling & Brosius, 2016). For
example, the clear distinction between a media agenda and a public agen-
da is disappearing in favor of a shared online agenda that is developing
with rapid dynamics and whose composition can be changed by every act
of use.

Conclusion

Several aspects can be stated as a conclusion:

1. Digitization is challenging the self-conception of the discipline and
its actors more than it ever did before. We need to rethink and adapt
our approach to the manifestations of communication theoretically and
methodologically.

2. The often drawn dichotomy between "mediated" and "public" com-
munication cannot be resolved by giving up “public communication” as
the USP of our discipline. “Mediated communication” is arbitrary, its me-
thodological and theoretical implications make our research indistinguis-
hable from that of neighboring disciplines.

3. All those involved in online communication (i.e. including scientists)
observe each other and mutually influence each other. Through the syn-
chronous and diachronic observation of the actors and their behavior,
online communication becomes " public communication in principle" or,
as I would like to call it, public communication 2.0.

4. Communication scholars are thus concerned with public communi-
cation in the broadest sense, but in a different sense than the classic "pu-
blic communication" mediated by mass media and oriented toward ideas
of democratic theory.
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5. Public communication 2.0 is the totality of all online communication
activities that take place in a society. Communication creates messages
that are classified by its recipients into themes, topics and/or issues. These
identified themes are constituted by communicators and influences their
further communication behavior. Depending on the number of communi-
cation partners, a distinction can be made between influential (e.g., tradi-
tional mass media) and less influential communicators (e.g., bloggers).

6. The relevance of a theme is thus determined by the intensity of
communication, which can be operationalized as the sum of all communi-
cation activities originated by participants in online communication.

7. The consequences and effects of communication are primarily further
communication activities.

8. In this way, the field can keep its raison d'étre and can distinguish its-
elf from other fields that also deal with the manifestations of digitization.
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How to Capture the Relations and Dynamics within the
Networked Public Sphere?

Modes of Interaction as a New Concept

Christoph Neuberger

Abstract

The aim of this chapter is to suggest ways to better capture the diversity
of constellations and the dynamics of interactions in the public sphere,
triggered by the digital transformation. The starting point is the question
of why relations and dynamics should be considered more in communica-
tion studies and how they have been researched so far. In this respect,
the limits of public sphere theory and social network analysis (SNA) are
discussed. To overcome these limits, I propose a theoretical framework
that combines public sphere theory and SNA with — as a third and new
concept — modes of interaction. Such modes of interaction are ideal-typical
patterns of interaction between actors in different constellations — namely,
diffusion, mobilization, conflict, cooperation, competition, and scandal.
Afterwards, I discuss these modes of interaction in the context of different
societal subsystems and phases of media change in order to demonstrate
their heuristic value. Traditional mass media foster the universalization of
competition in several dimensions because competition requires only one-
way relations of observation and influence. The Internet supports the in-
teractive, multi-stage, and sequential communication that is characteristic
of conflict and cooperation.

Current analysis of the digitalized public sphere partly indicates a dissoluti-
on of the established order of the mass media era. Diagnoses state a “new
crisis of public communication” (Chadwick, 2018) or a “disinformation
order” (Bennett & Livingston, 2018). What we are faced with, however, is
not only a crisis of the public sphere itself (symptoms are, e.g., fake news,
hate speech, polarization, and the digital divide), but also a crisis of its
scientific observation and interpretation.

How has the digital transformation changed the public sphere? Mass
media constitute a comparatively simple and rigid structured public sphere
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with dominant one-way, single-step, and one-to-many communication,
based on a strong hierarchy (professional monopoly of gatekeeping) and
a clear separation of roles (journalists, audience, spokespeople). The techni-
cal affordances of digital media give more opportunities for more actors
to shape public communication (van Dijk, 2012, pp. 14-18). As a result of
the digital transformation, the expanded possibilities have led to a greater
complexity of the public sphere (Benkler, 2006), characterized by a high
diversity of different constellations between actors and patterns of interac-
tion. Here, it would be wrong to make a strict distinction between an old
and a new public sphere. Rather, we are confronted with a hybrid mixture
of old and new media logic (Chadwick, 2013).

The changing media landscape confronts communication studies with
the task of getting a grasp on the tremendous complexity of the digitalized
public sphere. The aim of this chapter is to suggest ways to better capture
the diversity of constellations and the dynamics of interactions, triggered
by the digital transformation. This chapter is organized as follows: The
starting point is the question of why relations and dynamics should be
considered more in communication studies and how they have been re-
searched so far. In this respect, the limits of public sphere theory and
social network analysis (SNA) are discussed. To overcome these limits, I
propose a theoretical framework that combines public sphere theory and
SNA with - as a third and new concept — modes of interaction. Such
modes of interaction are specific relations of observation and influence in
specific constellations of actors — namely, diffusion, mobilization, conflict,
cooperation, competition, and scandal. Afterwards, I discuss these modes
of interaction in the context of different societal subsystems and phases of
media change in order to demonstrate their heuristic value. The chapter
revisits, updates, and develops an earlier paper on modes of interaction
that I published several years ago (Neuberger, 2014).

Concepts for Analyzing the Public Sphere
I distinguish between two closely interrelated concepts to capture the

public sphere: (1) the relations between actors in terms of quantity and
quality, and (2) the dynamics of public communication.
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Relations

In the mass media public sphere, the constellation can be depicted as
a triangle of journalism, spokespeople (representing particular interests),
and audience. Therefore, the dominant approaches in the field of commu-
nication studies are preoccupied with one-way, single-step mass commu-
nication. Their primary focus is on analyzing the effects resulting from
immediate contact between media and recipients, and they consider mes-
sages (like news) as isolated items without relations to other messages.
Furthermore, communication studies mostly look at communicators and
recipients separately in different areas of research. This limits the opportu-
nities to capture interaction from the outset, as participants must switch
between roles for both phenomena to occur.

Whereas traditional mass media are limited to a one-way relationship,
starting from spokespeople and leading via journalism to the audience,
the Internet brings all three relationships into the limelight of the public
sphere, with direct communication being technically feasible among all
actors and in both directions (two-way communication). An immediate
relationship between spokespeople and audience has become possible, as
journalistic gatekeepers can be circumvented (“bypassing”); so has audi-
ence feedback to journalism (Lee & Tandoc, 2017). Online, not only is the
number of possible communication partners growing, but so is the variety
of types of communicative and receptive action (Friemel & Neuberger,
2021, pp. 79-81), such as linking, sharing, voting, recommending, and
commenting (Costera Meijer & Kormelink, 2014; Krimer, 2020, pp. 230—
235).

For this “context of expanded opportunities” (Bimber, 2017, p. 8), a
network model of the public sphere is more suitable than the traditional
gatekeeper model for grasping the higher complexity and dynamics. In
such a network view, nodes represent actors and link the connective
actions between them. The opportunities for networking are mainly provi-
ded by platforms. Parker, Van Alstyne, and Choudary (2016, pp. 6-12)
have described the “platform revolution” as a transition from the traditio-
nal pipeline model of the fixed, linear, closed value chain to a model
of interactive, open platforms. On the one hand, platforms enable broad
participation, but on the other hand, they also have the power to define
structures of networks (Castells, 2009, pp. 42-47) and influence the course
of communication through algorithmic selection and aggregation (Just
& Latzer, 2017; Krimer & Conrad, 2017). Several suggestions can be
found in the communication studies literature to capture this new actor
constellation in the public sphere in a renewed model, like the “cascading
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network activation model” from Entman and Usher (2018, p. 288; see also
Benkler et al., 2018, pp. 75-82; Shah et al., 2017, pp. 496-498).

Dynamics

The dynamics of communication must now be considered in wider tem-
poral, spatial, and social contexts (Cappella, 2017, pp. 546-549). On the
Internet, the multi-step dissemination of messages (diffusion), for instance,
through retweets or the mutual exchange of messages between two or
more actors in online discussions (conflict), are more prevalent than in
traditional mass media. Mass-media-induced communication among audi-
ence members, as analyzed, for instance, by the two-step-flow approach
(Maurer, 2008), occurs mostly outside of the public sphere. The same
applies to interaction between spokespeople and journalists. Mass media
do offer interactive formats that feature face-to-face communication, such
as talk shows and interviews, but the number of participants is very small.
Apart from the one-way flow of published information, the periodicity of
traditional mass media is another obstacle to interaction, as temporal gaps
are inevitable and references to earlier messages that are no longer present
need to be made explicit. In the press and broadcasting, many instances
of communication remain isolated acts lacking any connection to a wider
web of messages.

The situation is different online because it favors longer interaction
sequences by providing techniques for connecting messages (such as hy-
perlinking and retweeting) and the conservation of earlier messages. As
follow-up communication online is often public, we can expect responses
to be more frequent and related than in traditional mass media. The task
then is to describe and explain these dynamics, which are often triggered
unexpectedly, unfold rapidly, and are far reaching (Gonzélez-Bailén, 2017;
Margetts et al., 2016; Vasterman, 2018). Digitalization reinforces the gene-
ral societal trend towards dynamization and the acceleration of processes
(Rosa, 2013, pp. 153-154).

Empirical studies on the dynamics of public communication have most-
ly addressed patterns of diffusion (Rogers, 2003) and mobilization (Ben-
nett & Segerberg, 2013). These are rather simple modes of interaction
because they consist dominantly of one-way communication with one
or several steps. This kind of unidirectional (linear) communication is
successful if recipients transfer the received message to other people or
become motivated to perform follow-up actions, such as a protest, boycott,
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or donation. The goal of this paper is to extend the analysis to other
modes.

Towards a Theory of the Dynamic Networked Public Sphere

Theory development in communication studies has not been able to keep
up with the rapid pace of media change (see, as alternative ways to address
this theory deficit, Keinert et al., 2021; Waldherr et al., 2021). In order to
meet this challenge, I suggest combining the theory of the public sphere,
SNA, and - as a third and new component — modes of interaction as buil-
ding blocks for a theory of the dynamic networked public sphere. Such a
systematization of interactions is missing in the discussion of the theory
so far (e.g., Benkler, 2006; boyd, 2011; Friedland et al., 2006; Friemel
& Neuberger, 2021; Gonzélez-Bail6n, 2017; Kaiser et al., 2017; Meraz &
Papacharissi, 2013; Simone, 2010; Waldherr et al., 2021).

In the next two paragraphs, I briefly discuss the limitations of public
sphere theory and SNA. Afterwards, I introduce modes of interaction as
a new theoretical component and show how it can compensate for their
weaknesses.

Limitations of Public Sphere Theory

The theory of the public sphere can be applied to overcome the outdated
division of communication studies into separate research areas, in which
journalism, audience, and spokespeople are analyzed in separate fields of
research. The theory of the public sphere considers the whole triangle of
journalism, audience, and spokespeople as an interrelated constellation
(Neuberger, 2014, p. 571). When thinking about the Internet in these
terms, we must bear in mind that all actors can switch between the roles
of communicator and recipient, and, furthermore, all actors can relate
to each other. Instead of a uniform space, the public sphere is divided
horizontally into multiple publics of different groups (counterpublics, en-
clave publics, satellite publics, dominant publics; e.g., Squires, 2002) and
vertically into publics of different sizes (mass media, special interest media,
gatherings, encounters).

However, so far, the theory of the public sphere has been limited by
two restrictions (e.g., Wessler, 2018, pp. 82-108): It has largely remained
a theory of political conflict and has neglected other modes of interaction
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and other subsystems. Furthermore, the perspective that it adopts is pri-
marily of a static and normative nature, which is to say that its primary
interest is in the affordances of different contexts and the criteria of deli-
berative quality. By contrast, little attention has been paid to interaction
between actors and the dynamics thereof in the course of public delibera-
tion (Bachtiger & Parkinson, 2019, pp. 87-93). For this, it is necessary
to understand the public sphere not as a uniform space with sharp boun-
daries (e.g., “forum”, “arena”), but relationally as a network (Friemel &
Neuberger, 2021, pp. 88-91; Keinert et al., 2021).

Limitations of Social Network Analysis

A relational analysis of public communication leads to the concept of
the network and the methods of SNA (Friemel, 2017; Foucault Welles
& Gonzdlez-Baildn, 2020). SNA has the advantage that it can be used to
map all conceivable constellations of actors and interaction relationships.
Actors in different roles are the nodes of the network. The links between
these nodes are established through the communicative and receptive acts
of the participants. Although a network view seems especially pertinent
when considering the Internet, it also lends itself to analyzing traditional
mass media (van Dijk, 2012, p. 27). However, SNA has three often stated
shortcomings.

First, SNA adopts a mostly static view of networks (Granovetter, 1973,
p. 1366), which is therefore limited to describing network structures but
not explaining their genesis, for example, with the help of evolutionary
theory (Monge et al., 2008, pp. 468-469; on dynamic SNA, see Watts,
2004, pp. 256-261). Secondly, the quality of the communicative relations
is largely not taken into account. Only a content analysis of exchanged
messages can unearth the underlying “meaning structure of social net-
works” (Fuhse, 2009, p. 53). For this purpose, SNA needs to be combined
with content analyses. However, doing so requires further development
of both methods, as the units of analysis are typically analyzed without
considering the quality of relations between texts or actors (Wellman,
1988, pp. 31-35). Content analysis must be designed so as to incorporate
relational variables in order to capture the connections between messages
(Nuernbergk, 2014). It must also be able to grasp the numerous steps of
interaction sequences. A third weakness of SNA is that it is often used
without much theoretical grounding (Fried, 2020; Monge & Contractor,
2003). By contrast, macro-theories of networked society (e.g., Castells,
2010) and theories of the public sphere (e.g., Habermas, 2006, p. 415) tend
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to use the term “network” only in a metaphorical sense. What is needed is
a description and explanation of the public sphere as a dynamic network
(Friemel & Neuberger, 2021; Neuberger, 2017).

Modes of Interaction as Constellations of Actors

To overcome the weaknesses of public sphere theory and SNA, I suggest
introducing modes of interaction as a further element of the theory of the
dynamic networked public sphere (Neuberger, 2014). Modes of interaction
are, in short, ideal-typical patterns of interaction between actors in diffe-
rent constellations. In recent years, there has been an intense discussion
in German-speaking sociology about modes of interaction, referring to
Georg Simmel’s (1858-1918) formal sociology and his distinction between
social forms. SNA also has its roots in Simmel’s work (e.g., Burt, 1993;
Granovetter, 1973; Wellman, 1988).

An actor constellation arises the moment the intentions of at least two
actors interfere and this interference is perceived by those involved (Schi-
mank, 2016, p. 202), that is, as soon as the action of one actor affects that
of another and “several individuals are in a reciprocal relationship” (Sim-
mel, 1909, p. 296). Such actor constellations can be determined either de-
ductively, that is, as theory-driven ideal types, or inductively, that is, as real
types through empirical exploration (as in the communicative figurations
approach; Hepp & Hasebrink, 2014). The approach suggested here pursu-
es the deductive path. Simmel distinguished “social forms” like conflict
(Simmel, 1908/2009, pp. 227-305) and competition (Simmel, 1903/2008),
which he saw as the core subject matter of sociology. However, Simmel —
according to a criticism raised by Kieserling (2011, p. 196) — never went
beyond merely listing forms, and his definition of the term “social form”
remained vague (Kieserling, 2011, p. 193). Cederman (2005, p. 871) has
defined social forms as “configurations of social interactions and actors
that together constitute the structures in which they are embedded”.

Modes of Interaction — A Literature Review
Which types of interaction modes can be discerned? Scholars in sociology
have made several suggestions for systematization. For example, Scharpf

(1997) developed a complex classification by combining game-theoretical
constellations (pure conflict, pure coordination, and mixed-motive games),
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interaction orientations (individualism, solidarity, competition, altruism,
hostility), modes of interaction (unilateral action, negotiated agreement,
majority vote, hierarchical direction), and institutional contexts (anarchic
fields, networks, associations, organizations). Game theory typically focu-
ses on two players whose strategic decisions depend on the expected outco-
mes, and whose modes of interactions can lie anywhere between mutual
gain (pure cooperation) and a gain for one player at the expense of the
other (pure competition) (e.g., Weise, 1997). However, these typologies
from game theory — used in laboratory experiments and computer simu-
lations (Nowak & Highfield, 2011) to explore the conditions in which
rational actors can be expected to cooperate and are able to form reliable
expectations — are too simple and too abstract to be applied in empirical
settings (Schimank, 2016, p. 209; Wellman, 1988, pp. 35-37). Public com-
munication in networks, by contrast, involves a much larger number of
participants, and the rationality assumption is questionable.

The concept of “interaction modes” suggested by Rosa (2006, pp. 84-85)
is much better suited for analyzing interaction in public communication,
as it draws on broad sociological categories. In addition to competition, he
has mentioned (antagonistic) conflict, (associative) cooperation, (traditio-
nalist, status-based) allotment, and (authoritarian-hierarchical) regulation.
His main interest has been the concept of competition, which, so far, has
been neglected in sociological analyses (Rosa, 2006, p. 83). The distinction
between competition and conflict has not yet played a prominent role in
sociology, as Werron has noted (2010, p. 303). Usually, he has claimed,
there is a rather loose understanding of both forms (Werron, 2010, p. 303).
However, sociology is not the only discipline that has concerned itself with
modes of interaction.

From a linguistic perspective, Allwood (2007) drew the dividing line
between cooperation and competition with reference to the attitude of
participants. Cooperation is marked by actors taking each other into cogni-
tive and ethical consideration, having a joint purpose, and trusting that the
other will act according to these requirements. In the case of competition,
the participants pursue the same goal but cannot all achieve it. In the event
of conflict, there is no shared goal at all.

In political science, Bartolini (1999, pp. 439-441) distinguished compe-
tition from other types of interaction — namely, cooperation, negotiation,
and conflict, which he systematized using the criteria of principles of ac-
tion, goals, perceived interests, means, prizes, and unintended consequen-
ces. According to this reasoning, competition and conflict are individua-
listic modes of action, and cooperation and negotiation operate along lines
of solidarity. Whereas in conflict and negotiation the goals are different, in
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the two other types they are similar. Whilst conflict involves using means
against one another, this is not so for competitors. Other typologies can be
found, for instance, in economics and biology (e.g., Hirshleifer, 1978). It
becomes apparent that there is no common understanding of interaction
modes and no elaborated typology.

Proposal for a Typology of Modes of Interaction within the Public
Sphere

Modes of interaction represent patterns of related communication acts in
different constellations of actors, which observe and influence each other.
The term “interaction” is defined differently in the literature (Neuberger,
2007). Here, the term is not restricted to two-way (reciprocal) communica-
tion, which requires the continuous switching between the communicator
and recipient role, but is defined more broadly and also considers one-way
(linear) communication. Modes of interaction are not only categories ap-
plied by academic observers but are also relevant to those actors involved
in a situation. Modes of interaction function as mental models to define
typical situations (frames) and to select typical sequences of action (scripts)
(Esser & Kroneberg, 2015).

In the following, only interactions in the context of public communica-
tion will be considered. The public sphere is a special context for commu-
nicative interaction, characterized by a high grade of openness, dynamic,
and unpredictability, which is even further increased on the Internet (Bim-
ber, 2017; Dolata & Schrape, 2016; Dolata & Schrape, 2018; Neuberger,
2017).

The aim of this chapter is to systematize modes of interaction, which of-
ten take place in public. Compared to the first systematization of modes of
interaction, which was limited to conflict, competition, and cooperation
(Neuberger, 2014, pp. 573-575), I add diffusion, mobilization, and scandal
as further modes. This results in a list of six modes (see Table 1), which
is not exhaustive, but is open to further additions. Such dynamic modes
of interaction are traditionally studied in the fields of collective action
(Flanagin et al., 2006) and collective behavior (van Ginneken, 2003). In
the following, modes are excluded that are not based on communication
primarily like violent conflicts or establish interactions stably through
regulation.

I use the following criteria to distinguish modes of interaction as ideal
types: They differ in terms of actor constellation (dyad, triad) and forms
of communication (one-way or two-way, direct or indirect interaction). In
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the case of competition and scandal, the audience is essential as a third
party because the members of the audience observe what is happening and
their subsequent reaction is crucial to success in competition and scandal.
In contrast, conflict and cooperation are also conceivable without an audi-
ence and in non-public contexts. When an observing audience is added,
this can change the situation decisively. In democracy, communicative
conflicts are also fought out in public in order to win over voters. Here,
conflict and competition overlap.

Another distinguishing criterion are the shared or antagonistic interests
of the parties involved. It is a basic sociological insight that people are
dependent on one another because there is often a gap between their
interest in the use of scarce resources and their control thereof (Esser, 1996,
p. 342). Actors can either attempt to assert their interests jointly or against
one another. In the first case — cooperation — they pursue their interests
collectively and support one another. In the second case, rival actors enga-
ge in fighting one another to assert their interests even against resistance.
Such antagonistic modes of interaction can be distinguished by whether
the actors interact directly (conflict) or indirectly (competition, scandal)
(see, as a typology of antagonistic structures on the Internet, Krimer &
Springer, 2020). The result of the fight depends on the soft power of the
antagonists to gain attention and persuade the audience. The course and
outcome of these modes of interaction can also be considered normatively.
Favorable conditions can be established for this, for instance, by mediating
third parties such as journalism.

In the next sections, I will characterize the modes in more detail.
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Dyadic Modes of One-Way Communication

Diffusion can be defined as dyadic, one-way communication. At least
one sender and one receiver of the message are involved. The spread
of the message can be limited to one step — as in the case of mass com-
munication, in which simultaneously numerous recipients are reached
(one-to-many communication). Or the message may be passed on through
several steps, as in the case of rumors. Accordingly, a distinction can be
drawn between a co-present and an additive audience being reached by
the message (Neuberger, 2017, pp. 554-556). For example, the spread of
topics, news, innovations, disinformation (like fake news), misinformati-
on (like rumors), advertising (viral marketing), recommendations, insults
(firestorms), and emotions (like fear and anger) can be analyzed. So far,
there is no encompassing understanding of diffusion (Cohen, 2017; Ro-
gers, 2003).

Mobilization extends the mode “diffusion” by a collective/connective
follow-up action like protest, to which the recipients are encouraged in the
distributed message. Mobilization can be the result of a centrally organized
or crowd-enabled campaign (Bennett & Segerberg, 2013, pp. 45-48).

Dyadic Modes of Two-Way Communication

Conflicts are antagonistic, direct, interactive, and ongoing sequences of
communicative acts between the counterparts, which demands high coor-
dination efforts (Kieserling, 1999, pp. 37-44). According to Hug (1997, p.
207), conflict exists as soon as a proposal (first sequence) is rejected (second
sequence). Messmer (2007, p. 104) did not speak of conflict until the third
sequence, because the actual incompatibility of two expectations needs to
be verified in communication and should not simply be assumed. Only
once the initial objection is objected to does a shared definition of the
situation exist.

Cooperation is characterized by the same forms of communication as
conflict, and it too requires at least two participants (dyad). What they
differ in is the goal of the interaction. Cooperation can be understood as
communicative interaction serving a joint purpose and/or mutual support
for achieving individual goals (Lewis, 2006, pp. 201-204). There have been
studies addressing the motives underlying the willingness to cooperate
(Benkler, 2011; Nowak & Highfield, 2011) and the question of how a
certain quality of outcomes can be assured (Mclntosh, 2008; Sunstein,
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2006). Communication itself can be interpreted as cooperation (Bormann
etal., 2021, pp. 6-11).

Triadic Modes of Indirect Communication

The constellation becomes more complicated when a third party is in-
volved (Fischer, 2013). Competition is such a triadic constellation. In
his article “Sociology of Competition”, first published in 1903, Simmel
(1903/2008, p. 959) defined competition as an indirect form of fighting
in which one “proceed([s] as if there were no adversary present [...] but
merely the goal”. The situation is defined by two parties competing to
attain something from a third party (Simmel, 1903/2008, p. 961). Actors
like companies or political parties employ communicative “means of per-
suading and convincing” (Simmel, 1903/2008, p. 963) in order to win the
public’s favor.

The relationship between competitors is an indirect one that is media-
ted via the audience: Whoever gains greater attention and acceptance redu-
ces the possible success of their competitors without having to have met or
even having to know them. The audience is the third party that is courted
and thus the beneficiary (Brankovic et al., 2018, pp. 272-273; Werron,
2014, pp. 62-66). Members of the audience observe, compare, assess, and
choose from among competing offers.

The performances of providers are honored by means of attention, ap-
proval, payments, and other forms of follow-up action. To do so, members
of the audience need to communicate neither with one another nor with
the competitors. So while the audience members remain in a rather passive
position of being mere recipients and the ones to choose from the different
offers, the competitors engage in communication to court the public in
order to gain an edge when services are being compared, and to coax
it into making the desired choices, for instance, electing one’s party or
buying one’s products. This kind of influence can operate effectively in a
one-way fashion as well, that is, without interacting with the audience.

Besides competition, scandal is another example of a triadic actor con-
stellation — with the culprit, allegedly responsible for breaching a moral
norm, the denouncer, who exposes this offence and frames it in terms
of a “scandal”, and the audience as the indignant third party (Esser &
Hartung, 2004, pp. 1043-1044; Neckel, 1989, p. 58), “for whose attention,
affection, and compliance the scandal is performed” (Esser & Hartung,
2004, p. 1044). In the case of a scandal, a widespread agreement on the
validity of the accusation of guilt must be reached, whereas culpability is
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disputed in the case of a conflict (Kepplinger, 2018, p. 3156). A scandal
is successful when the allegations are immediately convincing and cause
outrage. Scandalized people must strive to transform the scandal into a
conflict by denying the accusations and making the arguments for their
falsity the subject of the dispute. Similar to the case of competition, culprit
and denouncer want to win the favor of the audience. Whether a politician
resigns depends crucially on how the audience's response is assessed, for
example, with regard to the next election.

Systematization

Let us sum up the argument so far. Modes of interaction can be defined
as constellations in which two or three actors directly or indirectly observe
and influence one another. In the case of conflict or cooperation, acts of
communication are rich in information, are direct, interactive, sequential,
explicitly related to one another, expensive, time-intensive, and therefore
sluggish; this is why the capacity of the media for the number of partici-
pants and the number of topics to be discussed is limited (Kieserling, 1999,
pp- 32-47; Werron, 2010, p. 312). They differ in regard to the antagonistic
and cooperative intentions of those involved. In contrast, competition and
scandal are an indirect, one-way, isolated, implicit, anonymous, individual,
efficient, and therefore light form of fighting (Werron, 2010, p. 312).
The one-way observation of media offers by the audience and one-way
influence on the public from media providers requires no role changes and
little coordination.

Communication in its simplest form involves two people (dyad). In
observing and reacting to one another, alter and ego form an interaction
system. The presence of third parties introduces the viewpoint of an
external observer, such as the audience in the case of competition and
scandal. The dyad becomes an object to this third party (Werron, 2014,
p. 64); interactions can thereby be objectified and their rules institutiona-
lized (Fischer, 2013, p. 94; Pyythinen, 2009, pp. 116-117). There are a
multitude of different triadic actor constellations and roles of third parties
(Fischer, 2013; Pyythinen, 2009, p. 118). In public communication, two
roles of third parties are of particular importance and have already been
mentioned by Simmel (1903/2008, pp. 101-115): the audience, which de-
rives gratification from the services of media providers (“tertius gaudens”,
translated as “the laughing third”), and intermediaries (mediators, brokers,
gatekeepers), such as journalists, that shape actor constellations and create
more favorable conditions for interactions, for example, as moderators of
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conflicts (Brankovic et al., 2018, p. 273; Burt, 1993, pp. 72-79; Granovetter,
1973, pp. 1370-1371; Werron, 2014, p. 66).

The basic dyadic and triadic constellations can expand to larger net-
works (van Dijk, 2012, p. 27). Media contribute to such a universalization
of modes of interaction in the social, temporal, and spatial dimensions.
Accordingly, there is an increase in the number of actors involved, the
duration, and the spatial scope of relationships (Werron, 2014, pp. 66-67).
As relationships of observation and exerting influence of a one-way nature
are sufficient for competition, the latter can, in principle, fully participate
in the universalization and globalization dynamics (Werron, 2010, p. 311).
As a result, engaging in global competition is much more plausible than
engaging in conflict in a global public sphere (Wessler, 2004).

The ideal-typical modes distinguished above can overlap, or one can
change into another (Werron, 2010, p. 312-316). For example, conflicts
waged in public expand from a dyad to a triad, because the audience is
watching and judging (Schimank, 2016, pp. 291-292). In this case, conflict
overlaps with competition as adversaries court the audience’s favor (Hug,
1997, pp. 121-122).

In the next two sections, I apply modes of interaction in a synchronic
perspective (subsystems) and a duachronic perspective (media change) in
order to demonstrate their heuristic value (following Neuberger, 2014, pp.
577-580).

Modes of Interaction in Subsystems of Society

This section focuses on the macro-level and looks at the modes of interac-
tion in subsystems of a functionally differentiated society (e.g., politics,
economy, sports, art; Schimank, 2015). The basic constellation in such
systems is pre-structured by the division into the roles of performance
providers on the one hand, and the audience as performance recipients
on the other (Stichweh, 2005). The providers of these subsystems (compa-
nies, political parties, sports clubs, artists, etc.) compete for the favor of
the audience (consumers, citizens, sports fans, art recipients, etc.). In all
subsystems, third parties mediate between actors in performance roles and
audience roles. In politics, such intermediaries are parties, associations, and
social movements; in business, merchants, unions, and consumer organiza-
tions; in sports, leagues and referees; and in art, museums, galleries, and
critics. As a sort of meta-intermediary, journalism creates relationships of
observation and influence between providers, recipients, and these system-
specific intermediaries via the public sphere (Neuberger, 2022). Journalists
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act as intermediaries, which determine the rules according to which con-
flict, competition, scandal, and other modes of interaction unfold and
contribute to enforcing them. They also mediate directly between service
providers and the public. For example, journalists collect, validate, and
distribute news, mobilize citizens, moderates conflicts, help citizens solve
problems together, investigate scandals, and provide transparency about
competing offers. Journalism is itself a societal subsystem that imposes its
own logic on other subsystems through mediation in and between them —
a process known as “medialization”. As a general principle, modes of inter-
action are not tied to any particular subsystem (Rosa, 2006, p. 85). Conflict
is not exclusive to politics, nor is competition a characteristic feature of the
economy only (Simmel, 1908/2009, p. 24). This has already been shown
by Hirschman (1970) in his famous distinction between “exit” and “voice”:
In circumstances defined by competition, the audience sanctions poor ser-
vices by means of exit, that is, by switching to a competitor, whereas in the
event of conflict, the audience publicly voices its criticism, which contains
more information than just selecting another offer. The audience’s role
in a subsystem can be viewed as being either of a more active-critical
(voice) or more passive-selective (exit) nature. For example, in democratic
political systems, conflict and competition are combined, because citizens
debate issues and elect politicians (Bartolini, 1999; McCombs & Poindex-
ter, 1983). The relation between subsystems and modes of interaction is
therefore variable in principle, and the relevance of each mode can shift. A
growing dominance of competition is being witnessed in many subsystems
(Rosa, 2006, p. 82). Competition is based on several practices: categorizing,
comparing, evaluating, quantifying, and publishing (Heintz, 2021). These
practices have expanded in all sectors of society (Mau, 2019; Ringel &
Werron, 2020). This raises the question as to what degree traditional mass
media have contributed to this development by enhancing the means of
one-way observation and influence, which play a particularly important
role in competitive relationships.

Media Change and Modes of Interaction

The Context of Mass Media

Traditional mass media has primarily enabled one-way, single-step relati-
onships of observation and influence in society and thus has foremost

favored diffusion, mobilization, competition, and scandal as modes of
interaction. With the aid of transmission technology, the great reach of

82



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

How to Capture the Relations and Dynamics within the Networked Public Sphere?

mass media, and professional journalism, the categorizing, comparing, eva-
luating, and quantifying has become a public endeavor, visible to a mass
audience (Heintz, 2021; Ringel & Werron, 2020; Wehner et al., 2012, pp.
59-66; Werron, 2015). As Werron (2009) has shown, it was as early as the
second half of the 19th century that the press and telegraphy furthered the
multi-dimensional universalization dynamics of competition. In the case
of sports, telegraphy not only enabled up-to-the-minute reports on athletic
competitions held in different places, but also helped to assess and compa-
re these events in journalism. Thus, traditional mass media have played
a pioneering role in the temporal, spatial, and social universalization of
competition in the system of sports.

— In the temporal dimension, a series of contests have led to a high frequen-
cy and continuity of comparisons in order to satisfy growing media
demand. By means of their periodic publication, the media have been a
driving force in establishing the continuity of performance comparisons;
their high topicality has fueled the simultaneity of comparison; and their
memory function has expanded the business of comparing by extending
it into the past. All of this is reflected in rankings, for instance (Werron,
2009, pp. 27-29).

— In the spatial dimension, the ever-growing scope of media coverage and
increasing dissemination has advanced the globalization of comparisons.
In sports, differentiated levels of comparison have evolved that extend
from the regional and national levels to the global level (Werron, 2009,
p. 29).

— In the social dimension, mass media have expanded the circle of observers
from an immediately present audience of assessable size to a mass media
public of innumerable size (Werron, 2010, pp. 309-310; Werron, 2014,
p. 70).

There is also evidence of such co-evolution of competition in other subsys-
tems. In the 19%-century economy, for instance, the introduction of the te-
legraph, news agencies, and financial journalism accelerated and widened
the distribution of stock information and business news (Staheli, 2004). In
the arts, the dissemination of creative works and hence the opportunities
for their comparison underwent considerable expansion through develop-
ments in conservation, for example, of music performances, which are
transient in nature, with the aid of audio-visual recording media as well
as through broadcasting. This was accompanied by the development of
cultural journalism. As a consequence, “the work of art in the age of its
technological reproducibility” (Benjamin, 2008) and the producing artists
came under competitive pressure (Sennett, 1992, p. 289). In education,
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university rankings are another example of growing competition, initiated
and organized by media (Brankovic et al., 2018).

By contrast, press and broadcasting are much more limited in their
compatibility for conflict and cooperation because of the lack of opportu-
nities for participation and interaction. Sequential interactions are only
possible among a small circle of elite actors, for instance, on talk shows.
Their periodic publication and the lack of access to archives impede lin-
king messages.

The Internet as Context

The Internet is much more suitable for conflict and cooperation, as its
technical potential facilitates two-way and sequential communication that
these modes of interaction call for, while it also enables a broad public to
participate. The structural affordances (persistence, replicability, scalabili-
ty, searchability) foster the variability, speed, and range of the other modes
of interaction as well (boyd, 2011, pp. 45-48). Interpersonal and mass com-
munication merge online (Walther, 2017; Walther & Valkenburg, 2017).
In contrast to the mass media, interactions are often not journalistically
mediated, but can unfold unhindered, uncontrolled, and algorithmically
amplified.

Diffusion and mobilization can unfold quickly and achieve broad reach
under certain conditions. Research distinguishes several forms of online
diffusion (Cha et al., 2020), which are labeled as “virality” (Nahon &
Hemsley, 2013), “word-of-mouth” (Sun et al., 2006), “cascade” (Bollenba-
cher et al., 2021), “contagion” (Kramer et al., 2014), “firestorm” (Johnen
et al., 2018), and “meme” (Shifman, 2013). What is still lacking is a
systematization of such diffusion processes (Gonzélez-Bailén, 2017, pp.
71-98; Nahon & Hemsley, 2013, pp. 35-40; Shifman, 2013, pp. 55-63).
Empirical research has also devoted a lot of attention to new forms of
online mobilization for collective/connective action, like protests (Bennett
& Segerberg, 2013; Jungherr et al., 2020, pp. 132-144).

The Internet has significantly improved the opportunity to participate
in conflicts: Consumers and citizens can now articulate their criticism pu-
blicly in a fairly unrestrained manner. However, empirical research shows
weaknesses in deliberation quality with regard to civility, justification, and
responsiveness in online contexts (Esau et al., 2020; Wessler, 2018, pp. 82—
108).

In the pre-Internet era, cooperation was of little relevance in public
communication, as neither was it feasible to involve a large number
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of participants nor was such communication independent of time or
space. The question of how cooperation via social media can function
has been discussed with great, partly naive optimism under vague hea-
dings such as “peer production” (Tapscott & Williams, 2007), “wisdom of
crowds” (Surowiecki, 2005), and “crowdsourcing” (Howe, 2009). Encoura-
ging cooperativeness and assuring quality requires finding suitable formats
and rules for the Internet (e.g., Bos et al., 2007; Walther & Bunz, 2005).
The most successful and debated case of cooperative knowledge collection,
validation, and dissemination is the online encyclopedia Wikipedia (Frost-
Arnold, 2019). In future analysis, forms of cooperation should be distingu-
ished more precisely (Kramer, 2020, pp. 200-201).

The Internet has also opened up new opportunities for competition. The
audience, on the one hand, has become more transparent to performance
providers. User behavior (data traces) and comments provide information
that make the audience more legible. On the other hand, consumers can
create transparency themselves by making their ratings of competing offers
available to other consumers. Data-rich markets “help market participants
to find better matches” (Mayer-Schonberger & Ramge, 2018, p. 63). Algo-
rithms overtake the competition practices of categorizing, comparing, eva-
luating, quantifying, and even selecting options (Heintz, 2021, pp. 33-42;
Mennicken & Kornberger, 2021). At the same time, however, algorithmic
data processing also opens up possibilities for manipulating market actors.

Finally, scandals can no longer be triggered only by the media, but now
can be, in principle, by anyone. On the one hand, this empowers citizens
to allege norm violations, as in cases like the #metoo and #blacklivesmatter
movements; on the other hand, it opens up opportunities for false accusati-
ons (Porksen & Detel, 2014).

Conclusion

The starting point for the considerations presented here was the question
of how relations and dynamics might be better taken into account in com-
munication studies. I have proposed incorporating modes of interaction
as an additional concept into the theory of the dynamic networked public
sphere. Here, the goal is pursued in order to break the dominance of
approaches in communication studies once designed for the analysis of
one-way, single-step mass communication, which considers diffusion and
mobilization as rather simple modes of interaction.

A more differentiated typology of modes of interaction can open new
perspectives for research. They represent patterns of related communicati-

85



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Christoph Neuberger

on acts, which can develop in different ways. Conflict can escalate and
polarize, or it can lead to consensus. Accusations in a scandal can be
confirmed and lead to a great deal of public pressure, resulting in the
resignation of a politician, for example. Or the accusations may be refuted.
To describe such dynamics of interactions, processual accounts in social
analysis should be given greater attention (Abbott, 2016; Neuberger, 2017;
Tilly, 2008, p. 27). As in the sociology of violence (Hoebel & Knobl,
2019), processual accounts capture sequences as chains of events, and they
prefer explanations that use endogenous factors coming out of the process
instead of exogenous factors. Accordingly, communication networks can
be understood as self-organizing complex systems, steered by generative
mechanisms, which aggregate micro-behavior to macro-effects (Monge &
Contractor, 2003, pp. 79-98; Neuberger, 2017, pp. 558-564; Schelling,
2006; Waldherr, 2017; Waldherr et al., 2021, pp. 158-161).

Empirically, modes of interaction should be analyzed at all three socie-
tal levels: Studies at the micro-level involve individual acts of communica-
tion and sequential patterns of one-way and two-way communication in
dyadic and triadic constellations. Here, the question is how one act of
communication initiates the next, and how they are interlinked (e.g., Ce-
derman, 2005). SNA as a method would have to be developed further for
the analysis of modes of interaction. Here, we can draw on, for example,
work in sequence analysis (Abbott, 1995), network analysis of discourses
(Leifeld, 2017; Song, 2015), mergers between content analysis and network
analysis (Nuernbergk, 2014), and agent-based simulation studies (Wald-
herr, 2014). In social media, the commonly used techniques of linking,
such as hyperlinks, retweets, mentions, and followers, make it easy to trace
relations. Moreover, it is possible to continuously record communication
threads online. Such relational analysis can help to explain how follow-up
communication is triggered (Shugars & Beauchamp, 2019).

At the meso-level, the task would be to examine how media and plat-
form affordances structure, for example, diffusion processes (Goel et al.,
2012), and deliberation as a form of conflict resolution (Esau et al., 2020).
There are special formats that favor certain modes of interaction. For
instance, discussion forums have a structural affinity for conflict, “virtual
communities” for cooperation, and consumer portals with testimonials for
competition (Kramer & Springer, 2020).

At the macro-level, research would have to focus on larger patterns of
communication, analyzed as dynamic networks. Here, the entire course of
a contflict or scandal must be tracked in various contexts. Among the issues
to be addressed by such analyses are vertical top-down and bottom-up
dynamics (concentration of power vs. participation; Friedland et al., 2006,
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pp- 8-9, 21-22), the horizontal dynamics of relations between actors (frag-
mentation vs. integration) and in the course of public opinion formation
(polarization vs. consensus building; Friedland et al., 2006, pp. 22-23;
Simone, 2010, pp. 123-126), and the intermediation of such processes by
network gatekeepers (Meraz & Papacharissi, 2013), influentials (Gonzélez-
Baildn et al., 2013) or discussion catalysts (Himelboim et al., 2009).

These are some succinct suggestions of how modes of interaction can be
studied empirically. In future research, the suggested modes of interaction
need further theoretical elaboration and methodological operationalizati-
on.
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How Does the Internet Change Group Processes?

Applying the Model of Collective Information Processing (MCIP)
to Online Environments

Johanna Schindler

Abstract

The internet seems to be a breeding ground for both negative and positive
social phenomena, e.g., not only radicalization and the spread of misinfor-
mation but also social connection and knowledge gain. Although these
topics are inherently social, they are typically researched on the individual
level. This contribution develops a theoretical framework to explore them
on the group level, e.g., in e-communities, online social movements, or
online discussions. Drawing on concepts like social identity and the model
of collective information processing (MCIP), it adopts a collective informa-
tion processing perspective on online group phenomena. Then it reviews
how different collective processing modes (automatic vs. systematic and
closed vs. open) can interact with the internet’s core technical possibilities
(participation, selectivity, interaction, interconnectedness, and automatiza-
tion). Online spaces appear to work as a catalyst for any collective proces-
sing mode; however, closed and open modes may raise the greatest risks
and opportunities for societies. This work may inspire new questions and
approaches for future research on social phenomena online.

Digitalization has fundamentally changed the conditions of discourse. For
society, these changes seem to be both a blessing and a curse. On one
hand, they allow for an entirely new dimension of radicalization (e.g.,
Wojcieszak, 2010) and misinformation (e.g., Dan et al., 2021), amplifying
hate (e.g., Brown, 2018) and polarization (e.g., Neudert & Marchal, 2019).
On the other, they offer more possibilities for social connection (e.g.,
Ruesch, 2013) and knowledge gain (e.g., Engel et al., 2014), paving the way
for new forms of empowerment (e.g., Brady et al., 2017) and deliberation
(e.g., Min, 2007). What all these phenomena have in common is that
they are inherently social. They usually refer to perceptions and behaviors
of groups or individuals as group members. Therefore, they can unfold
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their full potential only through the collaboration of individuals. In a
broader sense, they can be conceptualized as collective information pro-
cesses and their outcomes (Hinsz et al., 1997; Schindler, in preparation).
Yet, although human beings are specialized for group life, communication
studies—and social sciences in general—have traditionally focused on the
individual level (Brauner & Scholl, 2000; Poole et al., 2004). In the present
contribution, I explore the flip side of the coin and focus on processes at
the group level. From a group perspective, social habits that have evolved
over thousands of years under offline conditions collide with entirely new
technical possibilities online. A theoretical framework for the interaction
between collective information processing and the infrastructure of online
spaces might help us to understand what is unique about social phenome-
na online. Thereby, it may serve as an inspiration and foundation for
future research. Although the present work focuses on the group level,
several of its assumptions might also apply to individual information pro-
cessing online.

Thus, this theoretical contribution seeks to conceptualize how online
environments shape collective information processing. For this purpose, I
extend the propositions of the model of collective information processing
(MCIP, Schindler, in preparation; for a first draft see Schindler & Bartsch,
2019) from small, face-to-face groups to large groups online. In doing so, I
link theoretical and empirical literature from multidisciplinary fields such
as social psychology, small-group research, communication studies, and
computer-supported cooperative work. My contribution begins with an
overview of the foundations of collective information processing (i.e., the
concepts of social identity, small groups as information processors, and
their application to large groups online). On this basis, I introduce four
basic modes of collective information processing based on the MCIP (i.e.,
automatic vs. systematic processing and closed vs. open processing). Next,
I summarize core technical possibilities of online environments (i.e., parti-
cipation, selectivity, interaction, interconnectedness, and automatization)
based on Neuberger (2018). Drawing on these concepts, I then review how
each mode of collective information processing might interact with the
technical possibilities online. In the final sections, I discuss these insights
and outline their implications for future research and for society.

The Foundations of Collective Information Processing

The following sections address the key concepts relevant to collective in-
formation processing. The first section introduces social identity (Tajfel
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& Turner, 1986) as a social psychological basis for group processes. The
second section deals with the conceptualization of small groups as infor-
mation processors as introduced by Hinsz et al. (1997) and adopted by the
MCIP (Schindler, in preparation). In the third section, the idea of collec-
tive information processors is applied to large groups in online settings.
This perspective provides the foundation for grasping collective processes
on the internet.

Soctal Identity

For humankind, living in groups is existential. Belongingness is a basic hu-
man need (Fiske, 2000), and human cognition is “truly social” (Caporael,
1997, p. 277) in that individual processes are closely knit to their social
environment. This background leads to the assumptions of social identity
theory (SIT) (Tajfel & Turner, 1986): According to SIT, humans perceive
not only others but also themselves through social categorization (Turner
et al., 1987). They can, thus, not only take on a personal identity (I vs. you)
but also a social identity as part of a social category or group (we vs. you).
In this “we mode,” individuals internalize their group membership as part
of their self-concept and think as representatives of their ingroup. Through
the lens of social identity, ingroups and outgroups are prototypical con-
structs accentuating differences between each other. Consequently, indivi-
duals perceive personal characteristics of themselves and others as less
striking (depersonalization or stereotyping). Individuals can dynamically
switch between various personal and social identities depending on which
identity is salient in a specific situation. However, only one identity can be
present at any given moment (Hogg et al., 2004; Tindale & Kameda, 2000).

There are two primary motivations behind social identity processes.
The first is self-enhancement; humans strive for positive distinction, which
they can achieve by joining a group and comparing it positively to other
groups. The second motivation is uncertainty reduction. Social categoriza-
tion helps reduce perceived uncertainty about the self and the social en-
vironment (Hogg et al., 2004).

Originally, SIT referred to intergroup processes between large social
groups but was also applied to small groups later (Hogg et al., 2004). The
social identity perspective helps explain how people can become part of a
group and why they might adapt their perceptions and attitudes to align
with this group.
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Small Groups as Information Processors

The social orientation of human beings gives them special possibilities
for cooperation. Concerning small groups, Hinsz et al. (1997) developed
the concept of groups as information processors. Their comprehensive re-
view of group research showed that collective and individual information
processing involves highly similar elements. As on the individual level, in-
formation processing on the group level includes objectives, attention, en-
coding, storage, retrieval, processing, responses, and feedback. To process
information collectively, however, groups need to fulfill two requirements.
The first is that they need a basic amount of social sharedness, a concept re-
ferring to the extent to which states and processes are shared among group
members. Social sharedness can, e.g., relate to information, attitudes, mo-
tives, norms, identities, cognitive processes (Tindale & Kameda, 2000),
and plausibly also emotions (Smith, 1993; Smith et al., 2007; van Kleef
& Fischer, 2016). It is, therefore, strongly linked to the concept of social
identity (see above). The second requirement for collective information
processing is a combination of contributions and relates to how groups
(a) identify relevant contributions of group members and (b) combine
these contributions on the group level. Such contributions can include re-
sources, skills, and knowledge. Their combination works via an interactive
process of aggregating, linking, or transforming (Hinsz et al., 1997).

Apart from structural commonalities, there are differences between
individual and collective information processing. Only group processes
are dependent on social sharedness and shaped by additional factors like
group norms, majorities, and leaders. From a group-level perspective, these
social influences are not confounders but part of the collective process.
They allow the group to maintain its social identity and unity. Accordin-
gly, they also benefit individual members as they depend on belonging to a
group (see above; Hogg et al., 2004; Tindale & Kameda, 2000). As a result,
groups tend to process information even more prototypically (i.e., accen-
tuated and homogeneously) than individuals (Chalos & Pickard, 1985;
Hinsz et al., 1997, p. 50).

The information processing perspective on groups has been adopted
by the MCIP to describe, explain, and predict the collective processing
of (media) information via different processing modes (Schindler, in pre-
paration). Thus far, it has focused on small groups in face-to-face settings.
However, it demonstrates that groups can be conceptualized as meaningful
information processing units in general. In the following, this fundamen-
tal idea will be transferred to larger groups in online settings.
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Application to Large Groups Online

Collective information processing traditionally occurs face-to-face in small
groups like families, friends, or co-workers. Such groups can, of course,
use online channels as well to process information collectively; however,
online spaces offer new possibilities for larger groups to engage in effici-
ent collective information processing (see below for details). At the same
time, not every group phenomenon on the internet meets the relevant
criteria. Dolata and Schrape (2014) described online collective formations
from an actor-based social theory perspective, differentiating between non-
organized collectives (e.g., masses, crowds) and organized collectives (e.g.,
social movements, communities). Non-organized collectives may exhibit
social sharedness to a minor degree but cannot perform combinations of
contributions; their collective behavior can result only from an aggregate
of individual actions. Organized collectives, in contrast, share a social
identity, norms, or goals, which might generally enable them to act—or
process information—collectively via some form of social sharedness and a
combination of contributions (Dolata & Schrape, 2014). In the following,
the term “groups” refers to collectives with at least some type of social
sharedness performing at least some kind of combinations of contributi-
ons. Thus, it includes not only tight-knit online communities but also, e.g.,
groups of random users with the shared motivation to discuss an issue in a
comments section.

Empirical evidence shows that larger groups in online spaces can, inde-
ed, engage in collective processes similar to those of smaller face-to-face
groups. This analogy is supported by findings from the field of computer-
supported cooperative work (CSCW), an interdisciplinary research area fo-
cusing on how people collaborate with the aid of computer systems. Apart
from organizations, the field investigates groups on social platforms as
well, including social movements (e.g., #MeToo), peer production commu-
nities (e.g., Wikipedia), or gaming communities (e.g., World of Warcraft).
In a systematic review of CSCW literature, Seering et al. (2018) provided
evidence that the principles of social identity known from offline research
also apply to groups in online spaces. For example, internet users seem to
switch between different social identities and associated self-presentation
and communication norms depending on specific contexts (e.g., Marwick
& boyd, 2011). Moreover, it appears that online groups with the goal of
advocating their identity have stronger social identities (e.g., De Choudhu-
ry et al., 2016). Members of online groups with strong social identities, in
turn, seem to engage in more one-to-many reciprocity, i.e., collaboration
with group members they don’t know personally (e.g., Liu et al., 2016).
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Social identity on the group level is directly linked to socially shared
states and processes and the ability to combine contributions of individual
members interactively (see above).

In summary, there is theoretical and empirical support that a basic
collective information processing perspective can be helpful for conceptua-
lizing group processes on the internet. Even though online groups might
be large and lack direct contact between each of their members, they ap-
pear to be capable of social sharedness and combinations of contributions.

Modes of Collective Information Processing

I have demonstrated that online groups can act as information processing
systems. Thus, general principles of human information processing known
from individuals and small groups may also apply to them. In the follow-
ing sections, I introduce two dimensions of information processing: (1)
the automatic vs. systematic continuum and (2) the open vs. closed conti-
nuum. Both are well-known on the individual level and have already been
transferred to small groups within the framework of the MCIP (Schindler,
in preparation; Schindler & Bartsch, 2019). They could, thereby, also help
to systematize different modes of information processing in online spaces.

Automatic vs. Systematic Processing

First, numerous dual-process models of individual information processing
distinguish between an “automatic” and a “systematic” mode (but using
different labels). These models include, e.g., the elaboration likelihood
model of persuasion (ELM; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), the heuristic-syste-
matic model of information processing (HSM; Chaiken et al., 1989), the li-
mited capacity model of motivated mediated message processing (LC4MP;
Lang, 2006), and the affect infusion model (AIM; Forgas, 1995). Automatic
information processing requires only minimal motivation and cognitive
resources; it works superficially and often unconsciously. Systematic infor-
mation processing, in contrast, is associated with high levels of motivation,
mental effort, accuracy, and consciousness (Chaiken et al., 1989; Forgas,
1995; Lang, 2006; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Automatic processing is the
default mode but can be supplemented by systematic processing, resulting
in a continuum between both extremes (e.g., Petty & Wegener, 1999).
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Results of small-group research imply that the distinction between auto-
matic and systematic information processing also applies to small groups
in face-to-face settings (De Dreu et al., 2008; Hinsz et al., 1997). This
assumption is supported by, first, qualitative (Schindler & Bartsch, 2019)
and then quantitative (Schindler, in preparation) evidence. Thus, small
groups can process information either automatically, relying on common
knowledge and simple heuristic cues, or systematically, engaging deeply
with the topic and related arguments. Later, the same distinction will be
applied to interpreting research results on group processes online.

Closed vs. Open Processing

Second, some approaches differentiate between a “closed” and an “open”
mode of individual information processing (applying different labels,
again). These approaches include, e.g., the theory of lay epistemics
(Kruglanski, 1989), the concept of motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990),
the HSM (Chaiken et al., 1989), and the AIM (Forgas, 1995). Closed infor-
mation processing is directed toward reaching or maintaining a specific,
predetermined result. Conversely, open information processing is associa-
ted with the willingness to accept different results. Again, both modes
build a continuum rather than two completely distinct modes (Kruglanski,
1989). The automatic vs. systematic continuum and the closed vs. open
continuum represent two orthogonal dimensions of information proces-
sing (Chaiken et al., 1989; Forgas, 1995; Kunda, 1990). Their respective
modes can, therefore, be combined with each other, e.g., systematic and
open processing,.

Again, the distinction between closed and open information processing
can be applied to small groups in face-to-face settings. A first qualitative
(Schindler & Bartsch, 2019) and quantitative (Schindler, in preparation)
study implies that small groups can process information either closed,
reproducing and justifying established views, or open, engaging with new
pieces of information and positions. Therefore, the same distinction will
be applied later to review the literature on collective information proces-
sing in online spaces.
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Technical Possibilities in Online Spaces

The last two sections have focused on grasping the concept of collective
information processing, especially by groups in online spaces. It has been
shown that, essentially, they engage in identity-driven processes similar to
those of smaller face-to-face groups. However, the internet offers technical
possibilities that are entirely new in human history. Based on Neuberger
(2018, pp. 15-17), the next sections introduce five core technical possibili-
ties of the internet relevant to a social dimension: (a) participation, (b)
selectivity, (c) interaction, (d) interconnectedness, and (e) automatization
(originally labeled “transparency”). The factor of selectivity has been added
to Neuberger’s (2018) original list as it seems critical for some group
processes online. The following sections outline how these factors are
connected to group processes in general, making collective information
processing possible online. After that, they are linked to the different
modes of collective information processing (see above) in order to better
grasp what makes the internet such a special environment for groups.

Participation

The internet enables users to participate in public discourse and other
social processes. Not only can online users passively follow these; they
can actively contribute to them (Neuberger, 2018, p. 16). Hence, groups
and individuals—particularly social or political minorities and their mem-
bers—can become more involved and more visible online.

Selectivity

In many online contexts, it is common and easy for users to obscure
specific individual characteristics and emphasize others. Thereby, they can
choose any (social) identity, and accordingly, they can often decide how
to act with no consequences for their offline lives. This freedom could be
especially important for groups and their members who are less socially
accepted. It also enables groups and individuals to easily violate societal
norms.
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Interaction

While traditional media environments have offered few opportunities for
follow-up communication, online spaces enable extensive and complex
interactions. These can occur between various actors (Neuberger, 2018,
p. 16). Interactions are a fundamental requirement for combinations of
contributions (see above) and, therefore, for collective information proces-
sing within groups. Moreover, online environments enable interactions
between groups and, therefore, pro-social and anti-social intergroup pro-
cesses of all kinds.

Interconnectedness

The internet offers new possibilities for people to connect independent
of time and space. In addition, content can be linked much more effi-
ciently (Neuberger, 2018, p. 16). Consequently, individuals are able to
build groups that wouldn’t exist offline. The interconnectedness of groups’
members and information (e.g., via hashtags) might generally contribute
to effective collective information processing via social sharedness and a
combination of contributions.

Automatization

Algorithms and artificial intelligence allow online information processing
to become more effective—or biased—than it has ever been before. Fur-
thermore, content can be precisely personalized to online users, as plat-
form providers can collect fine-grained data on user characteristics (Neu-
berger, 2018, pp. 16-17). Thus, groups and their members have the ability
to find exactly what they are looking for online. Platforms also actively
offer information tailored to their needs.

Modes of Collective Information Processing in Online Spaces
Two factors are demonstrated in the previous two sections. First, groups
seem to process information in different modes, i.e., on an (1) automatic

vs. systematic continuum and on an (2) open vs. closed continuum. Se-
cond, online environments essentially offer five new possibilities in social
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terms, i.e., (a) participation, (b) selectivity, (c) interaction, (d) interconnec-
tedness, and (e) automatization. These concepts build the foundation for
exploring how online spaces might shape collective information proces-
sing. The following sections review each combination of processing mode
and condition; they also address corresponding literature and empirical
evidence.

For Automatic Processing

Online environments provide groups and their members with new and
even more accessible opportunities for automatic information processing.
The participation of many group members should lead to a broader founda-
tion for majority cues. As in offline settings (Tindale & Kameda, 2000),
group members in online settings tend to base decisions on majority cues
within their group (Go et al., 2014).

Selectivity in terms of personal identity may lead to more apparent aut-
hority cues or expert cues in online spaces, as a small, selected set of user
characteristics stands out more prominently. Leaders or experts have been
shown to influence groups and their members offline (Hogg et al., 2004)
and online (Kanthawala & Peng, 2021). Likewise, social identity cues can
be more prominent online. They could, thus, reinforce any automatic
mechanisms associated with ingroup or outgroup membership, e.g., the
application of prejudice (Dotsch & Wigboldus, 2008; Dovidio et al., 2010).

Online interaction helps groups easily generate heuristic cues, e.g., iden-
tifying the majority position or asking trusted group members (see above).
Similarly, the interconnectedness online facilitates access to existing heuristic
cues, as they might be just one click away.

Finally, automatization provides an ultimate aid for automatic informati-
on processing in online spaces. Groups can find information with the least
amount of effort or are even proactively recommended tailored content.
Just as individuals do (Wirth et al., 2007), they might often process such
pieces of information in an automatic mode.

For Systematic Processing
In contrast, the internet allows new and powerful possibilities for systema-

tic information processing in groups. The participation of a large number
of members enables an entirely new level of collective intelligence. Offline
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and online studies have demonstrated that groups can solve problems
better than individuals (Laughlin et al., 2006; Schmidt et al., 2001). A
meta-analysis on collective brainstorming has shown that larger groups
outperform smaller groups—especially when they collaborate virtually
(Dennis & Williams, 2007). One of the best-known examples is Wikipedia.

Selectivity online might also aid collective systematic information pro-
cessing via a more salient social identity. As collective information proces-
sing depends on social sharedness (see above), a stronger social identity
could facilitate group performance. This idea is supported by the results
of an online experiment on creative performance in groups (Guegan et al.,
2017).

Interaction is critical for collective information processing (see above)
and especially for challenging tasks. Therefore, effective solutions for on-
line group communication should promote systematic modes as well. It
has been demonstrated for online and offline teams, for example, that
more communication is associated with higher scores in a test of collective
intelligence (Engel et al., 2014). Similar to measures of individuals’ general
intelligence, this test gives groups a variety of cognitive tasks to be perfor-
med together (A. W. Woolley et al., 2010).

Furthermore, the special tools for interconnectedness in online spaces
could contribute particularly to collective systematic processing as they
allow for a new level of combinations of contributions (see above). Various
examples show how local communities have utilized such opportunities to
perform highly effective crisis management online during violent attacks
or natural disasters, e.g., to efficiently organize information and assistance
(Buscher et al., 2014).

Ultimately, automatization can also aid systematic collective processes in
a unique way. Algorithms allow for a broadly-based and in-depth informa-
tion search not possible for human groups alone. Likewise, collaborations
between humans and artificial agents may enable an entirely new level of
intelligence, mutually compensating for the weaknesses of collective and
artificial intelligence (Peeters et al., 2021).

For Closed Processing

Online spaces can support closed information processing in groups under
entirely new conditions. As participation on the internet is hardly restric-
ted, it is easier for any social and political groups to take part in public
discourse. Through online social movements, they can recruit a large num-
ber of members to work collectively toward their goals (Jost et al., 2018).

106



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

How Does the Internet Change Group Processes?

Examples include the Fridays for Future, #BlackLivesMatter, or #MeToo
but also right-wing extremist or Islamic extremist groups.

Selectivity online can also shift the focus to certain social identities
instead of diverse personal identities (see above). Consequently, groups
might develop stronger social sharedness of motivations and become pro-
ne to a closed processing mode. Meta-analyses show that anonymity, i.e., a
lack of personal cues, in offline and online contexts leads individuals to act
more in line with norms of their ingroup (Huang & Li, 2016; Postmes &
Spears, 1998). If such norms are antisocial, this might, for example, foster
hate toward outgroups and their members (Rosner & Kramer, 2016). Fur-
thermore, selectivity in online environments makes it easier for individuals
to participate in movements that are socially unacceptable in their offline
community.

The special possibilities for znteraction online can also support closed
information processing. Groups strongly motivated to reach a goal tend
to endorse leadership (Kruglanski et al., 2006), which can be particularly
effective online. For example, hierarchy has been shown to enhance the
abilities of teams playing the online game League of Legends (Kim et al.,
2017). Moreover, the internet enables groups to interact more efficiently
with others to achieve their goals. They can not only persuade potential
ingroup members to join them (Bos et al., 2020) but also easily attack
outgroups and their members with insults and threats (Brown, 2018).

Together with the potential for interaction, interconnectedness online
may especially aid and reinforce a closed processing mode. Collective
information processing depends on combinations of contributions (see
above) that can work highly effectively online. Online social movements
can continuously provide their members with practical information, ideo-
logical content, and support to accomplish their collective goals (Jost et al.,
2018). However, strong online interconnectedness might also contribute
ultimately to radicalization. A study conducted with members of neo-Nazi
online forums, for instance, demonstrated that their extremism increased
with participation (Wojcieszak, 2010).

Automatization on the internet may further boost a closed processing
mode. Algorithms and artificial intelligence can potentially present groups
with content accurately adjusted to their preexisting beliefs, including
computational propaganda (S. C. Woolley & Howard, 2017). They could,
thereby, support extreme forms of closed processing and lead to the spread
of misinformation and polarization (Neudert & Marchal, 2019).
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For Open Processing

At the other end of the spectrum, the internet offers new possibilities for
open collective information processing. Online spaces allow the participati-
on of various people, including social and political minorities. As in offline
contexts (Nemeth & Kwan, 1987), this may facilitate a creative, open
collective processing mode. For example, gender and tenure diversity have
been shown to enhance the productivity of programming teams (Vasilescu
et al., 2015), and opinion diversity in online discussion forums has been
shown to lead to a higher level of deliberation (Karlsson, 2012).

Selectivity may also aid open processing in groups when it hides mem-
bers’ attributes that might inhibit collaboration and shift the focus away
from the idea itself (e.g., because of prejudices). Accordingly, a study on
online brainstorming demonstrated that diverse groups who were also
anonymous showed the highest level of group creativity (Garfield et al.,
2007). Additionally, selectivity may help members of stigmatized groups
to participate in open collective online processes. For example, anonymity
has been shown to be critical in order for individuals to participate in the
LGBTQ+ community and learn from each other (Fox & Ralston, 2016).

Furthermore, online tools for interaction can also contribute to openness
in collective processes as they might help groups to generate new ideas
effectively. As mentioned above, more communication in online teams
correlates with higher collective intelligence—a construct including open-
ness in brainstorming tasks, among others (Engel et al., 2014). An experi-
ment also demonstrated that political deliberation as an open and rational
communication process can be equally effective in face-to-face and online
settings (Min, 2007). Regarding online interaction between groups, a study
on the Israel-Palestine conflict on Facebook demonstrated that online
spaces generally have the potential for open intergroup communication
and prejudice reduction (Ruesch, 2013).

Interconnectedness has the potential to additionally amplify openness
in collective information processing. Due to the unique possibilities for
combinations of contributions (see above) on the internet, groups might
be able to collaborate creatively and explore new connections. A study of
individuals with diabetes, for example, showed that patient communities
can generate information, advice, and empowerment for their members
(Brady et al., 2017). Other examples of open-minded problem-solving are
cases of online crisis management in local communities during violent
attacks or natural disasters (see above; Buscher et al., 2014).

Finally, online automatization may foster collective open-mindedness in
online spaces. Just as algorithms and artificial intelligence seem able to
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draw groups further toward a predetermined direction (see above; Neudert
& Marchal, 2019), they could also nudge collective creativity, reflection,
and the reevaluation of preexisting beliefs.

Discussion

The previous sections systematically elaborated on how different modes
of collective information processing might interact with the technical
infrastructure online. Based on the MCIP (Schindler, in preparation),
they referred to the distinction between (1) automatic (i.e., simple) vs.
systematic (i.e., thorough) and (2) closed (i.e., determined) vs. open (i.e.,
open-minded) information processing on the group level. The four diffe-
rent processing modes were then examined against the background of
(a) participation, (b) selectivity, (c) interaction, (d) interconnectedness,
and (e) automatization as core technical possibilities of the internet. A
first literature review based on this framework suggests that each of these
factors can facilitate each collective processing mode on an entirely new
level. Certainly, whether this occurs depends on group characteristics,
technical configurations, and situational factors. Under particular conditi-
ons, a given processing mode might also persist or diminish, as many of
the aforementioned mechanisms may counterbalance or contradict each
other. However, and most important, online spaces have the potential to
reinforce any four collective processing modes—with all their consequen-
ces. In the following sections I discuss the implications of this potential
separately for each dimension of information processing.

Automatic vs. Systematic Processing Online

On the continuum between automatic (i.e., simple) and systematic (i.e.,
thorough) information processing, online spaces may, on the one hand,
promote an automatic mode. In online infrastructures, groups can easily
access simple-to-grasp information like heuristic cues. Thus, they need to
invest even less cognitive effort than in offline contexts. However, this
should not necessarily be associated with lower-quality outcomes. In some
cases, of course, online spaces may amplify biases due to automatic proces-
sing. Often, however, technical assistance might contribute to higher-qua-
lity results of automatic processing. Participation of many users might, for
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example, lead to better-founded majority cues and automatization to more
carefully selected information.

On the other hand, online environments may accelerate systematic in-
formation processing in groups. Online spaces can assist groups to collabo-
rate on a large scale and effectively combine their members’ resources. At
the same time, collective systematic information processing might require
less effort online as it is partly supported by technology. Sometimes, it may
fall into the trap of sophisticated misinformation, e.g., deepfakes (Dan et
al., 2021). However, systematic information processing of groups might
often produce even more elaborated outcomes when supported by an
online infrastructure. For instance, the participation of many users might
increase the number of available resources; interconnectedness may enable
groups to better organize individual contributions; and automatization
might help perform ideal systematical information searches.

Regarding the relationship between collective automatic and systematic
information processing in online environments, both processing modes
seem to be converging to some extent. Generally, automatic processing
offers the benefit of low requirements but the drawback of lower-quali-
ty results, while the opposite is true for systematic processing. Online
environments seem to compensate somewhat for both weaknesses simul-
taneously. Technical support can make the automatic parts of collective
information processing more effective (i.e., lead to more accurate results)
and the systematic parts more efficient (i.e., require less effort). Thus, we
can assume that online environments may generally increase the elabora-
teness of collective information processing outcomes.

Closed vs. Open Processing Online

On the continuum between closed (i.e., determined) and open (i.e., open-
minded) information processing, the internet might support a closed mo-
de on the group level. Due to a larger sphere of influence and more and
better-organized resources, groups can effectively work toward their com-
mon goals. Selectivity might, for example, increase the salience of internal
group norms in relation to general societal norms; interaction may offer
opportunities to recruit ingroup members or attack outgroup members;
and automatization might reaffirm existing beliefs. Closed information
processing is human and not harmful per se. To a certain extent, it can be
functional for a pluralistic society by stimulating discourse between diffe-
rent camps or by allowing for reliable, shared principles (e.g., a constituti-
on). However, depending on their design, online environments might also
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fuel an extreme form of closed information processing in groups, known
as group centrism (Kruglanski et al., 2006), which refers to collective
processes characterized by strong group norms and pressure to conform,
ingroup favoritism, and support for autocratic leaders. When associated
with a high level of elaborated, systematic processing (see above), extreme
closedness should be the most challenging collective processing mode for
society. Via an online infrastructure, skilled and extreme groups seem par-
ticularly capable of facilitating radicalization, misinformation, hate, and
polarization.

At the same time, the internet allows for more-open collective infor-
mation processing. Online spaces might inspire and support groups in
exploring new perspectives and solutions together. Participation may, for
instance, enhance diversity; interaction may boost creativity and allow for
positive intergroup contact; and automatization could challenge preexis-
ting beliefs. Again, the design of online environments is critical to reali-
zing these opportunities. In conjunction with systematic processing (see
above), an open collective processing mode could offer the most signifi-
cant potential for society. It might contribute to new dimensions of social
connection, knowledge gain, empowerment, and deliberation.

Unlike the automatic vs. systematic continuum, the ends of the closed
vs. open continuum seem to be moving even farther apart in online spaces.
Automatic and systematic processes are driven by a trade-off between effort
and benefit as their opposition is caused simply by limited resources.
Closed and open processing, however, are guided by specific motivations
that are inherently and fundamentally opposed to each other. Their respec-
tive mindsets, beliefs, or ideologies might become even more accentuated
when they encounter specific technical infrastructures. This dynamic sug-
gests that online environments may essentially increase the gap between
closed and open collective information processing—both in terms of how
they operate and what their outcomes are.

Conclusion

In this contribution I have sought to develop a theoretical perspective
on how online environments shape online group processes, e.g., in e-com-
munities, online social movements, or online discussions. Applying the
propositions of the model of collective information processing (MCIP,
Schindler, in preparation), I have demonstrated that a collective informati-
on processing perspective might be a helpful lens for group phenomena
online. An illustrative literature review indicates that the internet can

111



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Johanna Schindler

function as a catalyst for any collective processing mode—depending on
the interplay of a group, infrastructure, and situation. First, this applies
to the continuum of automatic (i.e., simple) vs. systematic (i.e., thorough)
processing on the group level. Due to technical support, however, both
extremes seem to converge in becoming more efficient and effective at
the same time. Second, online environments also seem to reinforce both
ends of the continuum between closed (i.e., determined) vs. open (i.e.,
open-minded) processing in groups, and these appear to be drifting even
farther apart on the internet. The continuum between closed and open
processing, especially, appears to harbor for societies not only threats but
also opportunities never before seen.

Of course, the present work has several limitations. It presents only a
first draft of a theoretical framework for collective information processing
in online spaces. More specifically, it can only begin to address the simila-
rities and differences between collective processing in small, face-to-face
groups and large groups online. Furthermore, the review of the connec-
tion between technical possibilities and collective processing modes is not
exhaustive, and the interplay of both processing dimensions (automatic
vs. systematic and closed vs. open) is only briefly discussed. Finally, the
relationship between processes on the group level and on the individual
level remains to be examined in greater detail. Future work should further
develop and more comprehensively link this draft with existing literature,
but most important, the presented framework needs to be tested empirical-
ly.

Nevertheless, the theoretical implications of the current contribution
may inspire and benefit future research that focuses specifically on the
group level. The most urgent issues of our time seem inseparably linked
to group processes (e.g., the climate crisis, COVID-19 pandemic, or ideolo-
gical polarization in general). A collective information processing perspec-
tive might, therefore, shed new light on seemingly well-researched areas.
Future studies could explore questions such as the following: Under what
circumstances do different collective processing modes occur in online
spaces? How do groups utilize the same online infrastructure based on
different processing modes? What role do algorithms and artificial intel-
ligence play in this? How could extreme forms of closed collective infor-
mation processing be attenuated? And how might online environments
help collective intelligence and creativity reach their full potential? These
kinds of questions are relevant not only for (social) scientists but also
policymakers, platform developers, and citizens in general. Their answers
could contribute to a deeper understanding of social phenomena online
and, ultimately, their consequences for the offline world.
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Does Social Media Use Promote Political Mass Polarization?

A Structured Literature Review!

Katharina Ludwig & Philipp Miiller

Abstract

In past years, a large amount of research was conducted to determine
whether the use of social media causes political polarization. This research
field, however, lacks clear terminological definitions and concepts such as
fragmentation and selective exposure are often imprecisely equated with
political polarization, which may explain the widespread assumption that
social media cause political polarization. With this article, we aim to un-
ravel conceptual confusion and offer distinct definitions of affective, ideo-
logical, and partisan polarization. We conducted a structured literature
review of 88 studies addressing the potential effects of social media use
on polarization. We find the operationalization of relevant concepts to
differ significantly between research projects, making the comparability
of results difficult and possibly contributing to inconsistent findings. No
clear evidence is found to support the generalized perception of strong
polarization effects through the use of social media. Implications for future
research are proposed.

Since the internet’s earliest days, theorists have voiced concerns about
the risks of fragmentation and polarization effects (e.g., Dahlberg, 2007;
Papacharissi, 2002; Sunstein, 2001). These concerns are amplified by the
emergence and growth of social media platforms and algorithmic content-
selection mechanisms and their growing importance in political informa-
tion exposure (Bakshy, Messing, & Adamic, 2015). The so-called fragmen-
tation thesis expresses the idea that discussions about politics are taking
place in insulated groups, separated along party or ideological lines, with
little or no contact between groups (Bright, 2018). This implies that people
are captured in self-selected “echo chambers” (Sunstein, 2001) or algorith-

1 This research was supported by a grant from Baden-Wiirttemberg Stiftung within
the research program Responsible Artificial Intelligence.
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mically induced “filter bubbles” (Pariser, 2011), communicating only with
those who have similar ideological viewpoints and, thus, being exposed
only to opinion-confirming information. As empirical studies have shown
that, in social media, the fragmentation thesis is, at least partly, in place
(e.g., Bright, 2018), theorists worry about the implications for democracy
as the democratic formation of a collective will via deliberation requires
citizens to be exposed to a range of diverse viewpoints (Gentzkow & Shapi-
ro, 2010). If people, instead, are exposed only to like-minded content and,
consequently, constantly reinforced in their beliefs, political polarization
and societal disintegration might be the outcomes (e.g., Warner, 2010;
Arceneaux & Johnson, 2010).

While the argument that growing segments of the electorate that use
social media platforms to become informed might initiate such processes
seems convincing at first (and is continuously popularized in public dis-
course), it remains largely unclear whether this notion is supported by
empirical research. The main aim of this chapter is, therefore, to systemati-
cally review existing findings on polarization through social media usage
and to disentangle different causal mechanisms of social-media-induced
effects on polarization effects found in the literature. Before being able
to do so, however, we must first clarify extant conceptual confusions that
are caused by the frequent interchangeable use of terms such as “fragmen-
tation,” “group polarization,” or “political polarization” in the literature.
In the first part of this chapter, we propose a conceptual framework to
disentangle these different types of polarization as well as each one’s opera-
tionalization.

Moreover, our aim is not to determine whether political polarization
is represented in social media environments but whether social media en-
vironments are causing political polarization and if so, to identify those
exact mechanisms that play central roles in this process. In other words, if
polarization can be documented within social media environments, does
this mean that social media technologies can be held responsible for its
occurrence? In particular, we are interested in clarifying whether algorith-
mic selection mechanisms or individual user decisions or predispositions
affect political polarization processes. Furthermore, we perform an analysis
to identify structural differences between different country contexts and re-
searchers’ methodological decisions. As the existing research on this topic
lacks clear definitions and distinctions between concepts, operationalizati-
on, and methodologies, this is a necessary and important endeavor.

Ours is not the first attempt to provide a systematic overview of the
questions discussed up to this point. As we were conducting this study,
two literature reviews were published that follow a similar perspective;
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they deal with (a.) group polarization in online discussions (Iandoli, Pri-
mario, & Zollo, 2021) and (b.) the role of (social) media use in political
polarization (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021). While we see a good amount
of merit in these two studies, we believe that at least two arguments
justify publishing a third literature review that follows a similar question.
First, literature reviews can be seen as meta-empirical research that draws
conclusions from a broad overview of the empirical observations of others.
As such, the same argument that can be made for single empirical studies
has to be made for literature reviews of empirical research; that is, empiri-
cal science is based on an accumulation of evidence and, therefore, one
research team’s observations and interpretations can never be sufficient to
draw generalizable conclusions. That being said, reconsidering a question
that has previously been investigated by others inevitably adds value to
the state of knowledge, if it is only to provide reassurance that previous
conclusions can be substantiated.

Second, we see specific limitations of the previous literature reviews that
are addressed by our study. More specifically, Iandoli et al. (2021) offer
a broad overview of all kinds of research revolving around the themes of
social media and polarization. This breadth of focus necessarily restricts
the review’s ability to answer specific questions precisely. The review study
looks at significantly different types of fragmentation and polarization pro-
cesses without conceptually disentangling them. Furthermore, the review
does not focus solely on social media effects on polarization but considers,
in addition, manifestations of polarization on social media platforms as
well as “other online conversational platforms” (p. 1). The second review,
by Kubin and von Sikorski (2021), approximates our study in terms of
its focus and procedure. Yet the two studies differ in nuance, and most
importantly, their corpora vary for several reasons. For instance, we exclu-
ded several studies that, in our reading, used the term “polarization” but,
instead, investigated what we would call “fragmentation” processes. Con-
trary to existing literature reviews, we categorize the type of polarization
investigated in a study based on the operationalization used rather than
on the labeling used by a study’s authors. We argue that this process is ne-
cessary to achieve comparable results in light of the conceptual vagueness
of the field and significantly large discrepancies between studies in terms
of labeling and operationalization. At the same time, our literature search
resulted in a larger number of studies indicating depolarizing effects of
social media use than the review by Kubin and von Sikorski (2021). This
leads us to question the conclusion that there is “agreement across studies
that social media, in a variety of contexts, can exacerbate both ideological
and affective political polarization” (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021, p. 196).
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In the following, the concept of political polarization and its different
dimensions will be defined and subsequently distinguished from the con-
cept of fragmentation. Then, we briefly discuss the origins and consequen-
ces of political mass polarization and the role that social media technolo-
gies might play in this context. Finally, we delve into a systematic review
of empirical evidence about social media effects on polarization

Political Mass Polarization: Concept and Overview

Research on political sociology, particularly from the United States, has
carved out political polarization as one of the major factors affecting so-
cietal and political processes in recent decades (e.g., Fiorina & Abrams,
2008; Baldassarri & Gelman, 2008). As pointed out by DiMaggio et al.
(1996), there are two different ways in which time can be considered
when defining polarization as a concept: “Polarization is both a state and a
process. Polarization as a state refers to the extent to which opinions on an
issue are opposed in relation to some theoretical maximum. Polarization
as a process refers to the increase in such opposition over time” (p.693).
More recent scholarly definitions align with the perspective of polarization
as a process—because determining a definite threshold at which topics or
groups are polarized seems unrealistic (Fiorina & Abrams, 2008). For this
research endeavor, we therefore adopt the definition by McCoy, Rahman,
and Somer (2018), who conceptualized polarization as “a process whereby
the normal multiplicity of differences in a society increasingly align along
a single dimension” (p.16).

Forms and Measurement of Political Mass Polarization

This phenomenon is exactly what we have been witnessing in past decades,
not just in the context of the US with its political landscape becoming
steadily more polarized (e.g., McCarty, Poole & Rosenthal, 2006; Iyengar,
Sood & Lelkes, 2012) and, at the same time, with growing animosities
between the parties’ electorates (e.g., Abramowitz & Sounders, 2008).
These observations are also the main forms of political polarization that
are traditionally distinguished: elite polarization, respectively party polariza-
tion, and mass polarization. Party polarization describes the polarization
between the ruling party and the opposition party at the political system
level (Baldassarri & Gelman, 2008). Mass polarization depicts a division
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along party lines of the public’s attitudes toward political topics, policies,
politicians, or opposing political camps within the electorate (e.g., Fiorina
& Abrams, 2008; McCarty et al., 2006; Layman, Carsey & Horowitz, 2006).
Some researchers assume party polarization to be the main reason for
mass polarization, as partisans align with their party’s ideals and engage in
behaviors that are, seemingly, in line with their party’s objectives (e.g., Lay-
man, Carsey, & Horowitz, 2006). Other scholars theorize that the opposite
holds true, with party polarization resulting from the publics’ separation
in opposing camps (see, e.g., Fiorina et al., 2005). While this study focuses
on the second form of polarization, the polarization of the electorate, it
is important to keep in mind that the strength and particular forms of
mass polarization within a society appear to be causally related to party
polarization at the system level. This is particularly important to acknow-
ledge for a literature review that attempts to integrate empirical findings
from a diverse set of national contexts. Another important theoretical dif-
ferentiation can be made between the above-mentioned mass polarization,
measured on the level of individuals, for example, through surveys or
experiments, and group polarization, measured on a group level through,
for instance, network or content analyses. While mass polarization studies
can make statements about individual polarization effects through the use
of social media, studies on group polarization can identify superordinate
polarization patterns at the group level.

Recent research has pinpointed the fact that different dimensions of
mass polarization have to be disentangled. Some scholars argue that it
appears as if US citizens, in particular, are increasingly agreeing on many
political issue positions while, at the same time, the strength of partisan
identifications and animosities between different political camps have pro-
foundly massively increased (e.g., Baldassarri & Gelman, 2008; Iyengar,
Sood, & Lelkes, 2012). Others argue that polarization in both dimensions
is still on the rise (e.g., Abramowitz & Sounders, 2008; Abramowitz, 2010).
To distinguish these two concepts, researchers have coined the terms ideo-
logical polarization (DiMaggio, Evans & Bryson, 1996) and affective polariza-
tion (Iyengar et al., 2019).

Affective and ideological polarization are both characterized by a sepa-
ration of individuals of different political camps, typically from the ideo-
logical left and right, over policy differences (Webster & Abramowitz,
2017). In the case of affective polarization, this manifests in a strong liking
for one’s partisan party and a close attachment to it, accompanied by
the simultaneous and equally strong dislike of the opposing party and
preference for distance from it or its members. Affective polarization, the-
refore, is usually measured by surveys and experiments through a “feeling
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thermometer” (Stroud, 2010) calculating the participants’ warmth toward
their preferred party or political camp minus their warmth toward an
opposing camp to compare inter- or intra-individual polarity scores. Other
modes of operationalization involve measures of trait ratings toward the
different camps’ partisans, asking respondents, for instance, to rate their
intelligence, generosity, and character or asking respondents what aspects
they like and dislike about political parties and their voters (e.g., Leven-
dusky & Malhotra, 2016; Garrett et al., 2014). In addition, Iyengar and
Westwood (2015) adapted the Implicit Association Test (IAT) to capture
unconscious partisan bias. Similarly, studies dealing with group polariza-
tion, using for example network, content, and sentiment analysis and a
combination of different content features, such as ingroup vs. outgroup
references combined with sentiment or other features, e.g., expressions of
anxiety, anger, and the use of profanity, can be used to measure affective
polarization (Gruzd & Roy, 2014; Bliuc, Smith & Moynihan, 2020; Ment-
zer, Fallon, Prichard & Yates, 2020).

Such operationalization is easily used in dual-party systems but poses
problems for multi-party systems, as coalitions in such political systems
are formed temporarily (Sened, 1996) and are characterized by floating
affinities and animosities between parties beyond ideology. Therefore, it
is generally not possible to identify clear “counterparties” in such systems,
which allow using the common affective polarization measures that are
considered dyads of political camps. Nevertheless, it is possible to capture
affective polarization in multi-party systems by calculating an index of li-
ke/dislike scores across different political parties (Wagner, 2020). However,
to the best of our knowledge, no studies thus far have used this operationa-
lization.

A simpler approach omits negative sentiment toward an opposing poli-
tical camp and focuses instead on partisan polarization. Studies following
this approach usually measure merely the degree of partisans’ attachments
to their political camps. That is, participants are typically asked about their
party identity directly or asked to locate themselves on a left-right or
liberal-conservative scale. Some studies have also used profile information
to derive the political ideology of users, and network analyses additionally
determine the partisanship of social media users through the co-following
or coretweet networks (Grover et al., 2019). This operationalization of
political polarization, of course, reduces the concept’s explanatory power
as it considers only half of the affective polarization process. At the same
time, it might be more appropriate to capture polarization dynamics in
multi-party systems in which there is not always a clear bipolar relation-
ship between opposing political camps. Another reason to include studies
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based on partisan polarization in the present research is that this concept
is used by several social-media-oriented polarization studies and, thereby,
cannot be omitted from a literature review.

Ideological polarization, also referred to as “issue polarization” (Dylko et
al., 2017) or “positional polarization” (Yarchi, Baden & Kligler-Vilenchik,
2020), is measured similarly to affective polarization. However, measures
are based on issue stances or attitudes toward political topics such as
climate change, health care, gay marriage, abortion laws, gun policy, or
immigration (e.g., Bail et al. 2018; Cho et al. 2018). Commonly in surveys
and experiments, attitudes about polarized or non-polarized topics from
both opposing political camps are operationalized as several items, and the
aggregation of agreement or disagreement with these statements by the
participants results in a polarity score that leans toward, for example, ra-
ther liberal or conservative attitudes. However, the measurement of ideolo-
gical polarization is not limited to surveys. Content analyses can be used to
investigate users’ issue stances voiced in social media posts or expressions
of sentiment toward a particular topic (e.g., Yardi & Boyd, 2010; Yarchi,
Baden, & Kligler-Vilenchik, 2020). Another way to measure ideological
polarization in social media networks is the so-called modularity approach
(e.g., Del Vicario et al., 2017; Zollo, 2019). Here, for example, the balance
of a user’s likes on social media posts or pages confirming or opposing an
issue position is calculated. It is then interpreted as an estimator for the
respective user’s ideological position on the specific issue (e.g., Vicario et
al., 2017).

Beyond that, the literature on social-media-related polarization effects
includes a large body of research that applies network analysis methods.
Most of this research uses interaction networks, retweet networks, or post-
sharing networks as indicators of polarized communities, which are bound
by a shared attitude toward a topic. Notably, these analytical network
approaches typically do not include negative feedback (such as dislikes),
whereby only half of the operationalization of polarization is achieved.
Therefore, many network analyses are complemented by additional data,
for example from sentiment analyses or external opinion polls. Concep-
tually, this line of research cannot be clearly allocated to either affective
or ideological polarization (even though this may be true for particular
studies). This is because these studies usually do not measure individuals’
attitudes or feelings toward political camps or issues but, rather, interac-
tion patterns at the group level. These patterns may, of course, mirror
the group members’ levels of affective or ideological polarization, but
they are, at best, coarse indicators for affective or ideological polarization.
Consequently, network analyses dealing with social-media-related polariza-
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tion apply a variety of labels such as “group polarization” (Yardi & boyd,
2010), “user polarization” (Bessi et al., 2016), “information polarization”
(Usui, Yoshida, & Torium, 2013) or “online polarization” (Bliuc, Smith,
& Moynihan, 2020). Conceptually, such approaches seem to draw from
the idea of fragmentation as well as the above-defined understanding of
political mass polarization.

Therefore, before turning to the role of social media technologies as
potential drivers of polarization, we need to consider one of the major
underlying facilitators of political polarization that is frequently confused
with the latter: the phenomenon of political fragmentation.

Political Mass Polarization and Fragmentation

Broadly stated, a society or a network is fragmented if it is separated
into or consisting of several parts. In other words, the more fragmented
a society or network is, the more divisions between groups can be found
(Bright, 2018). On a societal level, this dynamic has been observed in
recent years especially in the US context (Arceneaux & Johnson, 2010).
Parallel to polarization, elites, parties, media, and societies as a whole can
be fragmented. As political fragmentation is accompanied by decreased
contact between the fragmented groups, it can reduce group members’ abi-
lities to engage in perspective-taking with regard to outgroup individuals.
This, in turn, may lead to distancing between social groups or may even
promote group-related hostility and, thereby, result ultimately in political
mass polarization (Arceneaux & Johnson, 2010).

Empirically, fragmentation is usually assessed at the group level where
the degree of social homophily within groups (e.g., McPherson, Smith-Lo-
vin, & Cook, 2001) and group seclusiveness (Bright, 2018) are typical
indicators. From a communication perspective, this includes the degree
of exposure to diverse political information sources. The technological
developments of the past decades, such as the expansion in the numbers
of radio and TV stations as well as of newspapers and magazines, have led
to broad accessibility of news content (e.g., Arceneaux & Johnson, 2010).
This development climaxed in the evolution of the internet as humanity’s
central communication tool. However, the wide diversification of potenti-
al news sources comes with the increased likelihood of decreasing the over-
lap between the various news repertoires of different members of a society,
which in turn makes the fragmentation of information exposure more
likely. However, it is important to note that fragmentation research aims
at patterns of high social homophily within - and low interaction between
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- groups, while mass polarization (as defined above) is typically studied
by looking at how the separation of political camps within a society is
reflected in individual persons’ cognitions and emotions. Thus, the unit of
analysis for fragmentation research is group composition and group-level
behaviors, while for polarization research, it is individuals’ group-oriented
cognitions and emotions.

Similarly, political mass polarization can be seen as both a potential
driver and outcome of fragmentation processes (Arceneaux & Johnson,
2010). As fragmented communities tend to narrow the scope of available
information and reinforce existing beliefs, individual viewpoints might
move farther away from more moderate attitudes and toward more extre-
me ones, and the differences and distance between ideological viewpoints
may, in turn, grow (Arceneaux & Johnson, 2010). Of course, the opposi-
te causal pathway almost certainly occurs at the same time, with mass
polarization leading to a fragmented social landscape. As a result, mass
polarization and fragmentation are mutually dependent. However, they do
not refer to the same concept and, therefore, should not be equated in
scientific research. Fragmentation and mass polarization are different pro-
cesses and have different underlying mechanisms. Notably, fragmentation
does not necessarily lead to political polarization, but it provides fertile
ground for polarization.

Origins and Consequences of Political Mass Polarization

The societal consequences of increasing mass polarization are manifold.
Partisan polarization, for instance, appears to strongly affect social relati-
onships. This goes as far as leaning toward hiring staff with congruent
partisanship (Iyengar & Westwood, 2015), preferences for romantic relati-
onships, and the selection of friends who are co-partisans (e.g., Huber &
Malhotra, 2017; Pew Research Center, 2017; Bakshy, Messing, & Adamic,
2015), and extends even to families becoming increasingly ideologically
homogeneous. In 2018, 80% of married couples agreed on party identifica-
tion; for parents and children, the agreement was 75% (Iyengar, Konitzer,
& Tedin, 2018). Furthermore, people prefer living in areas comprised
mostly of fellow partisans (Gimpel & Hui 2015). Studies have also iden-
tified economic transactions being affected by co-partisanship, with, for
example, taxi drivers in Ghana demanding higher prices from counter-par-
tisans (Michelitch, 2015) and US American citizens being willing to pay
almost double for a gift card sold by a co-partisan in contrast to one sold
by a counter-partisan (McConnell et al., 2018). Polarization also has conse-
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quences for political processes. Growing animosities between counter-par-
tisans, for example, make it more difficult to reach consensus; they affect
voting decisions (Bartels, 2000) and can lead to growing opinion radica-
lization (Baldassarri & Gelman, 2008) or even political violence (Jensen et
al., 2012). Taking into consideration these various domains of societal life,
which are in one way or another being affected by mass polarization, it
does not seem overstated to argue that political mass polarization poses a
serious threat to social cohesion at the structural level. Sociologically, this
means that increasing mass polarization (as documented for a number of
countries over the last several decades; see, for example, Boxell et al., 2020)
has the potential to endanger the functioning of human coexistence within
a society.

In light of these consequences, it is important to investigate the origins
of increasing polarization. In the research landscape, three lines of argu-
ment are typically emphasized for this purpose: (1.) social-identity-based
explanations, (2.) ideology-based explanations, and (3.) information-expo-
sure-based explanations. Notably, while these three lines of reasoning can
be distinguished, they are also intertwined in many respects and, therefore,
have to be considered complementary rather than competing mechanisms.

The first line of argument, identity-based explanations, underscores how
political parties or camps increasingly serve as donors of collective identity
for partisans seeking positively charged social entities with which they
can identify in order to gain a positive self-image. As a byproduct, this
process is also deemed to facilitate outgroup prejudice (Brewer, 1999)
and, thereby, increase affective polarization (Mason, 2016). Fundamental
to this concept is partisan identity acquired at a young age and frequently
expressed in recurring political campaigns. Consequently, partisans build
a sense of group identity with their co-partisans that can become more
or less central to their self-concept. While outgroup derogation is a poten-
tial consequence of all social-identity processes (Brewer, 1999), devaluing
opposing partisan groups in a political context appears even more likely
since different political camps are, by nature, in opposition to each other
(Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012).

The second line of argument, ideology-based explanations, asserts that
political mass polarization occurs as a consequence of political parties’
ideological disparities (Webster & Abramowitz, 2017). They assume that, if
the ideological distance between the different parties of a political system
grows, this will lead citizens to perceive candidates or parties as polarized.
For partisans, this perception of ideological gap formation may induce
an urge to reaffirm their own ideological beliefs and partisan identity
and corroborate their rejection of diverging ideologies and identities (Ro-
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gowski & Sutherland, 2016). However, rather than regarding ideological
conflict as a unilateral cause for partisan polarization, there seem to be
mutual interrelations between both factors (Lelkes, 2018).

Finally, the third line of argument, information-exposure-based explana-
tions, suggests that exposure to one-sided political content strengthens par-
tisan identities and ideological beliefs, thereby facilitating political mass
polarization (Garrett et al., 2014; Lau et al., 2017). While this research is
set in the context of traditional mass-media channels, it has been argued
that the internet’s high-choice media environment (van Aelst et al., 2017)
might have, once again, increased media impact on polarization processes.

Soctal Media Use: A Driver of Political Mass Polarization?

Within the debate about the internet’s role in increasing political mass
polarization, social media platforms are a crucial factor. When these tech-
nologies emerged, their services were predominantly understood as allo-
wing “individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public 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 system” (boyd & Ellison, 2007). In the field
of political communication research especially, the focus of attention has
since shifted from users’ abilities to self-present and connect via social
media to the content to which they are exposed on these platforms. The
infamous “news feed” and its algorithm-driven content selection now play
a prominent role in the debate (see, e.g., Bode, 2016). From a business
perspective, the central goal of social media’s platform architectures is to
maximize the time users spend on a platform because this maximizes ad
revenues (Cohen, 2018). To achieve this goal, it is often argued that social
media platforms’ algorithms apply a “more-of-the-same” logic: They identi-
fy users’ individual content preferences by tracking user behavior within
the platform ecosystem (and beyond) and then attempt to serve individual
users a content diet that aligns perfectly with their needs and interests.
That being said, it is frequently assumed that, in terms of political content,
this means users are going to encounter mainly messages that fit their
political interests and convictions on social media platforms (which might
reinforce their existing attitudes and partisan identities).

This potential mechanism has been popularized in Eli Pariser’s
(2011) “filter bubble” metaphor, which assumes that algorithmic content
selection on social media platforms ultimately promotes political polariza-
tion. This is frequently referred to alongside the “echo chamber” metaphor
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offered by Cass Sunstein (2001). The latter argues that users’ own content-
selection choices in high-choice media environments (van Aelst et al.,
2017) may lead to homogeneous information environments that could also
contribute to mass polarization. However, empirical evidence on whether
algorithmic content selection or users’ own selection decisions produce
such homogeneous information environments in online ecosystems is mi-
xed at best (see, e.g., Bakshy et al., 2015; Bruns, 2019; Flaxman et al., 2016;
Moller et al., 2018; Scharkow et al., 2020; Zuiderveen Borgesius et al.,
2016), with the occurrence of “echo chambers” appearing somewhat more
likely than the emergence of “filter bubbles” (Flaxman et al., 2016). More-
over, even if patterns of homogeneous information environments emerged
on a larger scale within online ecosystems, whether or not these “echo
chambers,” “filter bubbles,” or “rabbit holes” actually promoted political
mass polarization would still be unclear. For instance, it might very well
be that homogeneous information environments have calming instead of
radicalizing effects on many individuals since they offer less irritation than
exposure to cross-cutting messages (Bor & Petersen, 2021).

Moreover, the entire debate on social media environments potentially
contributing to polarization seems somewhat limited to “filter bubble”
and “echo chamber” perspectives. Yet various other features and modalities
of social media use might also contribute to mass polarization, perhaps to
an even greater extent; however, for the most part, these are left untouched
in the debate. For instance, it could be argued that the overrepresentation
of negative sentiment and hateful expressions of opinion on social media
platforms might deepen cleavages between different political camps (Bor
& Petersen, 2021; Harel et al., 2020). Or social media self-effects that
occur if a person has (semi-)publicly made a political statement might
contribute to a radicalization of that person’s political convictions and
identifications (Valkenburg, 2017). Therefore, the present literature review
is not limited to the “filter bubble” or “echo chamber” perspectives but
attempts instead to systematically disentangle what is known empirically
about the different, potentially causal mechanisms between social media
use and political mass polarization.

Procedure
Literature Selection

Articles for this literature review were selected from EBSCQO’s Comimu-
nication & Mass Media Complete database as well as Semantic Scholar
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and had to be published in the period between 2004 and May 2021.
To include all relevant articles, we searched for different keyword
combinations. We combined the terms “polarization”/”polarisation” with
the keyword terms “filter bubble,” “echo chamber” or “rabbit hole” and
with “social media,” in addition to the names of the most common
social media platforms (“Twitter,“ “Facebook, “YouTube,” “TikTok,” “Ins-
tagram,” “Reddit,” “VKontakte,” and “Weibo”). For Semantic Scholar, we
restricted the search to the fields of sociology, psychology, political science,
and computer science and the type of publication to journal articles and
conference contributions. For Communication & Mass Media Complete, we
confined the search to academic journals in the English language. This
resulted in a list of roughly 300 articles each from the two databases.

Literature Categorization

After gathering the initial corpus of potentially relevant studies, several
selection steps were performed to arrive at a final collection of studies of
interest. First, as Semantic Scholar also includes preprints, we eliminated
studies that were not yet published in peer-reviewed outlets (by the end
of May 2021). In the next step, the more-specific eligibility for each publi-
cation was determined based on its title, abstract, and—in the case of
uncertainty—a full-text read. We narrowed the corpus to a set of empirical
articles that dealt explicitly with both social media platforms and political
polarization; this meant that research looking at non-political polarization
(such as gender or age polarization) was excluded. Likewise, the role of
social media platforms had to be an operationalized variable as well. The-
refore, either social-media-use variables had to be measured empirically;
content had to be posted on social media platforms; relationships between
social media users had to be analyzed, or the research had to be embedded
in an experimental setting that included social media environments. Stu-
dies using social media or political polarization as mere interpretational
concepts were eliminated. Furthermore, we excluded studies that relied
fully on non-empirical data, such as simulations-based research. This selec-
tion step resulted in a total of # = 88 studies, for which the full texts were
read and will be analyzed in the following,.

To gain a better overview of the study results, we categorized them
according to their operationalization of polarization: (a.) fragmentation
studies, (b.) group polarization studies, and (c.) mass polarization studies.
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Review of Studies
Fragmentation or Polarization?

Before going into detail concerning studies that have analyzed group po-
larization and mass polarization effects, we provide a brief insight into
several studies we found through our literature research. We recognized
that the operationalization of polarization in several studies was actually
one of fragmentation. As previously described, fragmentation and its rela-
ted concepts as homophily or information diversity are closely connected
to polarization and may play a critical role in the polarization process.
Nevertheless, a measurement of fragmentation aspects does not necessari-
ly measure polarization (effects); however, almost half of the studies we
gathered do not operationalize polarization per se but still frame their
research endeavor in this way. This alone is an interesting observation
that may help to disentangle the conceptual and operational confusion in
this research area. Therefore, although they did not meet our previously
defined criteria, we still decided to include a brief overview of these studies
and their results. It is important to note, however, that our search does not
include a full picture of fragmentation/homophily studies. We report only
on studies that frame their research endeavor as a measure of polarization
and, thus, were identified through our keyword search.

In this category, we found 41 studies. Their respective operationalizati-
on of polarization includes measures of network homophily (n = 19); the
density of connections within a network (n = 6), for example, measured
through modularity approaches; measures of content diversity (n = 5); and
the application of community detection algorithms (n = 4), such as the
random walk controversy (RWC). Additionally, we found studies (n = 9)
that merely determined the number of partisan users on social media and
compared that with poll or election results. These nine studies will not be
discussed in greater detail as their results show simply that users on social
media are as fragmented as the electorate and, therefore, constitute a reflec-
tion of the offline social world. All the aforementioned measures might
yield results about polarization processes or effects when combined with
other measurements, but used alone, these variants of operationalization
cannot illustrate the full polarization process. This is because, as we have
argued in the definitions section of this chapter, homophily, content diver-
sity, or network structure alone are not sufficient indicators of political
polarization.

It is noteworthy that of the 32 studies we consider as capturing fragmen-
tation rather than polarization, 26 analyzed Twitter, whereas the actual
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polarization studies consider a much more balanced variety of social media
platforms. The majority of fragmentation studies found what is called “po-
larization” in their respective arguments (n = 16). Another 12 studies
yielded mixed effects—for instance, that a retweet network is “polarized”
whereas a mention network is not (Conover et al., 2011), that partisan
users formed highly partisan networks, whereas moderate users did not
(Kearney, 2019), or that partisanship was less dominant if users had many
cross-stance relations (Lai et al., 2019). Additionally, one study found no
effects (Garimella, Morales, Gionis, & Mathioudakis, 2017), and another
identified a reduction in network homophily over time (Lee & Hahn,
2017). Furthermore, many studies in this category found that, before and
during election periods, more fragmentation was present (e.g., Yang et al.,
2017; Kearney, 2019; Lai et al., 2019).

The fact that many of these fragmentation studies claim to have docu-
mented “polarization” within social media environments might help to
explain why the general perception that social media leads to political
polarization is so widespread. This argument is further pronounced when
comparing these findings with the more inconclusive results found in
actual mass polarization studies (see the following sections). The studies
discussed here help us observe processes of fragmentation and potential
signs of political polarization on social media. However, they do not help
us to clarify whether political mass polarization is actually enhanced by
social media use. For this, we need to take a much closer, in-depth look at
the evidence about group polarization and mass polarization effects caused
by social media use.

Group Polarization

Analyses of group polarization allow the observation of group dynamics
on a larger scale but not of the effects on single individuals. Group pola-
rization occurs when, after participating or being exposed to a discussion
or taking part in other group activities, group members are reinforced
in their sense of belonging and, consequently, become more extreme in
their ideological or affective positions in concordance with their group’s
collective position (Isenberg, 1986). The difference between this and mass
polarization is that, in terms of group polarization, dynamics can be deter-
mined on a group level but not traced back to individual polarization
processes and effects. These patterns can also be divided into ideological,
affective, and partisan (de)polarization, but they should not be misinter-
preted as describing effects of social media use.
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In the category of group polarization, we found 18 studies published in
13 different journals plus five different conference proceedings (for a full
overview, see Appendix 1). Of these 18 studies, 10 articles were published
between 2019 and 2021 and the remaining eight between 2010 and 2018.
In addition, 13 studies conducted network analyses, most in combination
with other methods such as content or sentiment analyses; four studies
performed qualitative or automated content analyses, and one study con-
ducted an observation. In our sample, we found eight studies that analyzed
Twitter, six that analyzed Facebook, one that researched YouTube, and
three that compared two or more platforms. Six studies were conducted
in the US American context; there were two studies each in Hong Kong
and Israel, three in other country contexts (Italy, Canada, Australia), and
two studies compared two or more countries. Four studies were conducted
during election periods and four during heightened periods of political
contflict (the Hong Kong protests and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict). The
remaining studies were not conducted during election periods or at least
did not specify so. Of these 18 studies, 10 looked at the development of
group polarization over time, with time frames ranging from 24 hours to
more than seven years. Eight studies were conducted in dual political sys-
tems, six in multi-party environments (but four of the six studies examined
the dual contexts of Hong Kong and Israel-Palestine), and two studies
compared several countries with different party systems. Nine studies in
this category measured ideological polarization, five measured affective
polarization, one study measured partisan polarization, another measured
affective as well as ideological polarization, and two studies analyzed all
three types of polarization.

Two studies that combined content analyses and opinion polls found
that “cyberbalkanization” (fragmentation on the internet) and ideological
polarization were related among young adults in Hong Kong (Chan &
Fu, 2015, 2017). Another study that conducted an automated content
analysis found that intergroup interactions characterized by direct dissent
were drivers of affective polarization (Bliuc, Smith, & Moynihan, 2020).
Furthermore, by comparing the two platforms Facebook and YouTube,
one observation showed that the content, more than the algorithm, drove
ideological polarization (Bessi et al., 2016). Concerning qualitative results
from content analyses, one study found that right-wing users voiced a
clear demarcation between (as well as the rejection and dehumanization
of) the opposing political camp in Israel (Harel, Jameson, & Maoz, 2020).
Another study found US Facebook and Twitter users to be polarized along
party lines, whereas Dutch users demonstrated less party-related polariza-
tion. Instead, they drew a line between ordinary citizens and the elite

133



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Katharina Ludwig & Philipp Miiller

(Hameleers, 2020). The third qualitative study found tweets labeled as
conservative to contain more negative perceptions toward the US healthca-
re reform, while tweets considered as liberal suggested the opposite and
the majority of all tweets indicated some dislike of “the other” (Mendez,
Cosby, & Mohanty, 2017).

Other studies that conducted content and network analyses found simi-
larly differentiated results. For example, US American climate-change dis-
believers on Twitter showed higher levels of hostility toward climate-chan-
ge believers than vice versa (Tyagi, Uyheng, & Carley, 2020). In addition,
conservatives in the US tweeted about ingroup candidates more positively
and, simultaneously, more negatively about opposing candidates than did
liberals (Mentzer, Fallon, Prichard, & Yates, 2020). Moreover, more Twit-
ter users were found to be both positively and negatively polarized toward
Hilary Clinton in comparison to Donald Trump (Grover et al., 2019),
and men on Twitter appeared to voice less ingroup party support and less
dislike of the out-group party than women did (Mentzer, Fallon, Prichard,
& Yates, 2020). Furthermore, several studies identified homophily at work
(Yardi & boyd, 2010; Gruzd & Roy, 2014), with interactions with like-min-
ded individuals on Twitter strengthening group identity, whereas engage-
ment with different-minded individuals reinforced ingroup and outgroup
affiliations (Yardi & boyd, 2010). Moreover, higher engagement seems
to have led to a higher number of polarized users (Grover et al., 2019),
and users expressing negativity in their tweets were more ideologically
polarized, while, surprisingly, negativity in the user’s social environment
had a depolarizing effect on ideological positions (Buder et al., 2021).
Yarchi, Baden, and Kligler-Vilenchik (2020) analyzed Twitter, Facebook,
and WhatsApp and found that only Twitter displays clear signs of political-
group polarization. They found homophilic interaction patterns present,
an increase in ideological polarization, and hostility between users of
opposed camps—a sign of affective polarization. For WhatsApp, despite
of the heterogeneous composition of the analyzed groups, a shared group
identity and common purpose counteracted the polarization dynamics and
even led to depolarization of its users. Facebook, in turn, was “found to be
the least homophilic platform in terms of interactions, positions, and emo-
tions expressed” (Yarchi, Baden and Kligler-Vilenchik, 2020, p. 1). Further-
more, we encountered four studies using modularity network approaches
based on “likes” on Facebook. Contrary to the mixed and rather idiosyn-
cratic results described above, the studies using a modularity approach all
found ideological polarization present on Facebook. This might be due to
the one-sidedness of the modularity approach: In all four cases, only the
positive reactions (likes) were considered, whereas negative reactions and
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opinions are not captured. Therefore, only half of the operationalization of
ideological polarization, as described above, is included, which might bias
results.

To summarize, group polarization studies exhibit significantly differen-
tiated results, often holding only for specific groups of people or certain
circumstances. Thus, this line of research is unable to support the idea of
strong, generalized group polarization on social media platforms.

Mass Polarization
Quantitative Review of Studies

In the final selection step, we considered only studies that empirically tested
ideological, affective, or partisan polarization effects at the individual level.
This means that a larger number of studies focusing on aspects such as
network homophily within social media platforms or group polarization
were omitted in this step since they do not offer points of comparison
that would allow making causal inferences about individual social media
effects on political polarization of the public. This selection process yielded
31 studies published between 2014 and 2021, with a large majority (n =
23) published between 2018 and 2021. Articles were published in 23 dif-
ferent journals and the proceedings of one conference; 16 studies conduc-
ted surveys, 13 conducted experiments, and two combined surveys with
observations. Of these 31 studies, 23 were originally developed for this
research purpose, and eight used secondary data provided, for example, by
the National Annenberg Election Survey or the Eurobarometer. Sample
sizes ranged from n = 21 to n = 37,494, and 14 studies use representative,
quota, or stratified samples, five used student samples, and the remaining
12 studies used convenience samples or did not specify their sampling
procedure.

The majority of the studies analyzed (the frequency of) social media
use in general (n = 10) or news consumption habits in social media en-
vironments (n = 6) as predictors of polarization. But some also analyzed
polarization effects on specific social media platforms, as follows: YouTube
(n = 3), Twitter (n = 2), Facebook (n = 5), Facebook and Twitter (n = 3),
Facebook and KakaoTalk (n = 1), and WhatsApp (n = 1). Of these studies,
five focused additionally on the influence of algorithmic news recommen-
dations and customization options. The vast majority of studies (n = 20)
were conducted in the US; of the remaining studies, three were conducted
in Hong Kong, four in South Korea, three in different European countries
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(Norway, Denmark, Netherlands), one in multiple European countries
simultaneously, and one in Kenya. Thereby, 20 studies were conducted in
a dual-party system, and the remaining 11 were conducted in multi-party
systems (including three studies from the dual context of Hong Kong and
other countries with multi-party systems dominated by two major political
parties, i.e., South Korea and Kenya). Seven studies in all were conducted
during election periods and the remaining studies were not. Three other
studies, nevertheless, were conducted during heightened political conflict
in Hong Kong and one study prior to a referendum in the Netherlands.

Eight of the studies measured affective polarization; 12 analyzed ideo-
logical polarization; and five selected partisan polarization as their depen-
dent variable of interest. In addition, three studies incorporated measures
of both ideological and affective or partisan polarization, and three analy-
zed all three types of polarization.

Of the 31 studies, eight identified ideological polarization patterns
through social media use; three studies found affective polarization effects
and three found partisan polarization effects. Three studies found only
depolarization effects (affective and ideological, which includes one study
where depolarization could be observed after deactivating Facebook), and
two studies identified depolarization effects and no polarization simulta-
neously (affective and ideological). Seven studies found no polarization
effects at all (affective, ideological, or partisan). The remaining six studies
found mixed results, such as both polarization effects and depolarization
effects or no polarization.

Topics analyzed in terms of ideological polarization are, on one hand,
commonly discussed issues such as immigration, the economy, education,
crime, health care, taxes, same-sex marriage, and feelings and attitudes
toward candidates. On the other hand, more specific topics, such as North
Korea, relations between the US and China, or investigations regarding
Russian interference in elections are discussed. Several studies included
both polarized and less-polarized topics.

Qualitative Review of Studies

Across all types of political polarization (affective, ideological, and parti-
san), our analysis indicates that there are several groups of main factors
that appear to influence individual political polarization and depolarizati-
on processes.

The first factor found to be politically polarizing is the frequency of social
media use or reliance on social media for news and political information.
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This factor was considered mostly in studies based on survey designs,
including surveys using longitudinal data as well as those dependent on
cross-sectional data. Although only longitudinal data can provide causal
inferences, we found no structural differences in the results between these
two designs; thus, all findings will be presented together. In such research,
the reliance on social media for political information was shown to affec-
tively polarize users (Johnson, Kaye, & Lee, 2017), and time spent on
social media indirectly heightened ideological polarization, especially for
those users who frequently encountered like-minded information (Lu et
al., 2020). Similarly, when users deactivated Facebook, they encountered
less opinion-confirming partisan information, which, in turn, led to a
decrease in all three types of polarization (Allcott et al., 2020). Likewise, it
was found that active social media users had a higher likelihood of becom-
ing engaged in political processes, which led them, in turn, to become
ideologically more polarized than non-users (Lee, Shin, & Hong, 2018).
Furthermore, users of social media and partisans were shown to become
ideologically more polarized, whereas people using traditional media did
not (Ohme, 2021; Suk et al., 2020). In contrast, another study found that
the use of partisan mass media, as well as demographic factors (e.g., gen-
der, age), had a stronger influence on ideological polarization than the use
of social media (Lee et al., 2018). In line with this, Nguyen and Vu (2019)
showed that reliance on social media did not ideologically polarize users
more than participants relying on traditional media for political informati-
on. In total, in this category, we find evidence focused almost exclusively
on ideological polarization with significantly mixed results, which might
stem from the very general operationalization of social media use as a
frequency measure.

Second, the strength of partisanship and party ties was found to play a
crucial role in the process of polarization (e.g., Min & Yun, 2018). Party
ties seemed to be strengthened by the use of social media (Cho et al.,
2018), with stronger ties enhancing selective exposure, which led, in turn,
to ideological polarization (Johnson, Kaye, & Lee, 2017). Nevertheless,
political orientation had a stronger effect on ideological polarization than
the use of social media (Lee et al., 2018), and social media use was not
related to partisan polarization for moderate partisans (Lee, Shin, & Hong,
2018). This evidence becomes most clear by comparing single identifiers
with dual identifiers, which showed that people who identified with only
one political camp become more polarized through the use of social media
(for all three types of polarization), whereas depolarization was observed
for people identifying with both political ideologies (Kobayashi, 2020).
The influence of partisanship was found almost exclusively in dual politi-
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cal contexts. Therefore, it seems appropriate to conclude that people with
strong party ties and a strong partisan identity in countries with clear
opposing camps become more polarized through the use of social media,
without generalizing these findings for all contexts and population groups.

Another group of factors that we discovered involves the content to
which social media users are exposed or with which they engage. Here we
differentiate between (a.) pro-attitudinal exposure, (b.) counter-attitudinal
exposure, and (c.) pro- and counter-attitudinal expression.

Concerning pro-attitudinal exposure, research yielded highly mixed re-
sults. Twitter was found to heighten partisan polarization through the
display of mostly opinion-confirming information (Hahn, Ryu, & Park,
2015). Facebook was also shown to reduce the likelihood of encountering
counter-attitudinal news content, which increased affective polarization in
comparison to counter-attitudinal news exposure (Levy, 2020), and Min
and Yin (2018) found selective exposure toward political information to
heighten affective polarization on KakaoTalk and, to a lesser extent, on
Facebook. Similarly, the amount of time spent on social media indirectly
heightened ideological polarization, especially for users who frequently
encountered like-minded information (Lu et al., 2020). In contrast, John-
son et al. (2020) found that ideological polarization was not heightened
through exposure to either pro- or counter-attitudinal information on
Facebook. Likewise, Kim and Kim (2019) demonstrated that exposure to
opinion-confirming comments did not affect ideological polarization.

Studies that looked at counter-attitudinal news exposure also found con-
tradictory results. Beam, Hutchens, and Hmielowski (2018), for example,
found counter-attitudinal news exposure on Facebook to increase over
time, leading to a modest affective depolarization, whereas Levy (2020)
found Facebook to decrease users’ counter-attitudinal news exposure and,
conversely, to increase pro-attitudinal news exposure, which heightened
affective and ideological polarization. Furthermore, Bail et al. (2018) iden-
tified a backfire effect and an increase of ideological polarization through
counter-attitudinal exposure for Republicans on Twitter. The latter study,
however, forced users to expose themselves to counter-attitudinal news,
which might have led to a negative predisposition and aversion toward the
presented content beforehand.

Next to the causal dimensions of exposure to news content, behavioral
components in the context of potentially polarizing content were also
considered in past research. This includes pro- and counter-attitudinal
expression, for example in the form of sharing news content as well as
commenting on news or discussing it with other users. Turning to these
studies investigating pro- and counter-attitudinal expression, Johnson et
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al. (2020) found that sharing pro-attitudinal news articles on Facebook
led to ideological polarization, whereas sharing counter-attitudinal news
articles reduced ideological polarization. Kibet and Ward (2018) found
higher levels of political discussion on WhatsApp to increase ideological
and affective polarization, whereas, somewhat contradictorily, for respond-
ents commenting more frequently on news, a reduction of both kinds of
polarization was observed. This is contrasted by Cho et al.’s (2018) study
that found YouTube users who express opinions about election campaigns
to be strengthened in their initial opinion and to be affectively polarized.
These contradictions might be explained by Karlsen et al.’s (2017) finding
showing that discussions with both opponents and supporters on Face-
book or Twitter might reinforce the preexisting attitude, possibly because
of the aforementioned backfire effect. They also found that these effects
were stronger for individuals with strong attitudes compared to those with
moderate attitudes. Additionally, Shmargad and Klar (2019) demonstrated
that those who are aware of their social surroundings share more moderate
news articles when confronted with an out-group environment, whereas
those previously enclosed by echo chambers share their preexisting (and
more extreme) views independently of their social environment in the
context of social networks.

Connected to the latter is the factor of network heterogeneity. Here again,
we find very mixed results. Network heterogeneity on social media in ge-
neral was shown to decrease ideological polarization (Lee & Choi, 2020),
whereas, in the case of WhatsApp in Kenya, higher levels of network
heterogeneity increased ideological and affective polarization (Kibet &
Ward, 2018). Representing greater differentiation, Lee et al. (2014) found
higher levels of social network diversity to increase partisan polarization
for individuals participating in more political discussions, whereas almost
no effect was observed for those joining fewer political discussions.

The last group of factors comprises studies dealing with the role of
recommendation systems or customization options implemented in soci-
al media. One study found that, in an experimental setup, customization
on social media led to selective exposure, which heightened ideological po-
larization (Dylko et al., 2017). Similarly, affective polarization was heigh-
tened through YouTube’s recommendation system in an experimental
setup on the platform itself by providing opinion-confirming information
(Hilbert et al., 2018). Other studies, by contrast, did not find affective
polarization to be increased by users’ customization preferences, and social
preferences, i.e., the preferences of the users’ social environment, were
found in an experimental setup on YouTube as well as based on survey
results to even reduce affective polarization (Cho et al., 2020; Feezell,
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Wagner, & Conroy, 2021). Furthermore, sorting articles by popularity did
not increase partisan polarization (Shmargad & Klar, 2020).

Nevertheless, probably the most-overlooked category in polarization
research is that with null findings concerning polarization effects. Our ana-
lysis, however, demonstrates a considerable share of published empirical
studies yielding null effects. For instance, ideological polarization was not
affected in one study when users were exposed to uncivil commentary
attacking the other side of an issue on YouTube (Hwang, Kim, & Hubh,
2014). According to Munger et al. (2020), affective polarization was also
not increased through partisan clickbait headlines on Facebook and Twit-
ter. Lee and Choi (2020) demonstrated that individuals who fear others
with opposing views and those who feel disadvantaged or excluded from
dominant positions might adhere stick to their initial viewpoints; thus,
ideological polarization was neither reduced nor heightened in this case
either.

Overall, we find many mixed and often contradictory results. Therefore,
in the following, we discuss structural differences between studies conduc-
ted in multi-party and dual-party contexts, studies that analyzed different
social media platforms, and polarization and fragmentation studies—and
the extent to which these differences might have affected the studies’
results.

Evidence from Dual-Party Systems and Multi-Party Systems

Almost two-thirds of the studies analyzing mass polarization effects at the
individual level were conducted in the US context; for studies analyzing
group polarization, the US focus was slightly less dominant, yet still about
half were conducted in this dual-party system. Another quarter of all stu-
dies concerning group and mass polarization effects were conducted in
other countries with dual-party or multi-party systems dominated by two
major political parties (e.g., the UK, South Korea, Kenya, Australia) or in
countries with heightened political conflict between two groups (Hong
Kong, Israel). This might be caused by polarization being a more severe
problem in these contexts, but it may also be that measures are more
easily operationalized if two clearly antagonistic groups contribute to this
pattern. Both reasons may also help explain why, with very few exempti-
ons, all studies considering affective polarization as an outcome of social
media use were conducted in these dual contexts, whereas ideological
and partisan polarization were analyzed almost exclusively in multi-party
environments.
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Specific Social Media Platforms and Method Choices

Most studies analyzing specific social media platforms focused on Face-
book and Twitter, and a few each on YouTube, WhatsApp, and Kakao-
Talk. Although researchers have complained about the dominance of Twit-
ter studies (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021), we found such research to be
dominant only in the area of fragmentation studies and only using “pola-
rization” as a label, whereas for actual group or mass polarization studies,
we saw a more balanced focus on different social media platforms. The
difference between studies researching group polarization and those analy-
zing mass polarization effects is interesting: While studies analyzing mass
polarization effects on Facebook found an exceptionally high number of
depolarization and null effects of social media use, studies analyzing group
polarization on Facebook found polarization effects (with the exemption
of Buder et al., 2021). Additionally, studies of group polarization on Twit-
ter found numerous patterns of polarization, whereas studies of mass pola-
rization effects on Twitter and YouTube returned mixed results. This sug-
gests that differences in operationalization resulted in this disparity. While
group polarization was analyzed using content and network analyses, mass
polarization effects were detected through surveys and experiments. This
means that content and network analyses appear to be more prone to iden-
tifying patterns of polarization mirrored on social media platforms at the
group level, whereas surveys and experiments at the individual level show
few actual polarization effects of using specific social media platforms.
That the operationalization of social media use plays a critical role is
also suggested by examining studies that employ modularity approaches.
All these found polarization effects due to their one-sided approach; as
described above, only the positive reactions (likes) were considered, where-
as negative reactions and opinions were not captured. This omits half of
the theoretical concept of polarization. Another methodological decision
stands out regarding the group of studies operationalizing the frequency of
generalized social media use. These studies found comparatively few depo-
larization effects or null effects. This might be due to the broad operationa-
lization of “frequency of” or “reliance on” social media use used in most of
the surveys, through which it is not possible to fully capture the depth and
facets of social media usage as participants’ self-disclosure is vulnerable to
forgetfulness, social desirability, and other distortions. Furthermore, only
some surveys analyzed longitudinal data; hence, causality might not always
be assumed. In total, 19 of 31 research projects conducted studies with
designs that allowed causal inferences, such as analyzing longitudinal data
or conducting experiments. As previously noted, no clear patterns within
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this group of studies and no differences between them were found; these
studies, in addition, found both polarization and depolarization effects as
well as no polarization effects for all three forms of political polarization
(affective, ideological, and partisan).

Fragmentation vs. Polarization Studies

Despite the general belief that before and during elections political po-
larization increases, we could not find any systematic evidence in this
structured literature review that an election taking place during the study
period heightened any kind of political polarization. Nevertheless, this was
a recurring finding in the fragmentation studies found by our literature
search since they used the label “polarization.” This supports the assumpti-
on that inconsistencies in operationalization and concepts distort conclusi-
ons about polarization effects. Conclusively, it seems that fragmentation
is heightened on social media platforms before and during electoral cam-
paigns but not necessarily political mass polarization.

Another structural difference identified between the fragmentation and
polarization studies in this review is the strong concentration of fragmen-
tation studies on the homophily of users. This might stem from the
methodological dominance of network analyses in this category, which
inherently have a focus on the compilation of users in different clusters,
whereas in studies conducting experiments and surveys, this aspect is more
difficult to measure. While the homogeneity of users within clusters is
seen as evidence of political polarization in the fragmentation studies, the
studies on mass polarization present a more nuanced picture.

Furthermore, fragmentation studies find “polarization effects” almost
exclusively, while studies analyzing group polarization and individual po-
larization effects also find many depolarization effects and more-differen-
tiated results, with heightened polarization being identified only for a
certain group of social media users, for example. Again, this supports the
assumption that conceptual unclarities and different ways of operationa-
lization in this research field resulted in an overstatement of the role social
media plays in the political polarization process.
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Takeaways and Research Desiderata

Overall, we found significantly heterogeneous findings, conceptually over-
lapping constructs, and an inconclusive empirical research landscape. As
polarization research has gained increasingly more attention in the past
decade, the term “polarization” seems to be used frequently as a catchword
rather than being an actual essential concept in a research endeavor.
Frequently, the concepts of fragmentation and polarization appear to
be equated, and distinctions between group and individual polarization
effects are often not clarified. Definitions of and differentiations between
the different dimensions of political polarization may be lacking or not
applied. Therefore, first and foremost, in future polarization research, we
plead for conceptual clarity and the provision of definitions of relevant
concepts. Our literature review has proposed a typology of patterns of
fragmentation, group, and mass polarization that may help ensure greater
precision in the research landscape.

Concerning the role social media plays in the political polarization
process, it is difficult to make universal statements based on the empirical
findings generated thus far. Nevertheless, one unambiguous statement we
can make based on our systematic review of empirical literature is that
people with strong party ties and a strong partisan identity in countries
with clear opposing camps become more polarized through the use of
social media. Therefore, partisanship seems to play a major role in the po-
larization process and should be an essential component of future research
in this area.

The same applies to the content that users consume and interact with
on social media platforms. A substantial amount of research already con-
centrates on this aspect, but findings are inconclusive. (De)polarization
effects have been observed both for exposure to and interaction with atti-
tude-confirming and attitude-opposing content. Future research should,
therefore, focus on disentangling these effects by applying comparable
definitions and operationalization.

Furthermore, research analyzing algorithms or including actual running
algorithms remains scarce. Thus far, most studies have used proxies for the
role played by algorithmic recommendation systems, such as experimental
setups with mock recommendations or survey designs (sometimes combi-
ned with behavioral web-tracking data). This low external validity leads
to disparities between real-world social media use and research results.
Nevertheless, it secems that these few studies agree on the finding that
attitude-congruent content exposure evoked by a recommendation system
heightened polarization.
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Finally, our review of extant research indicates many other influences
on political polarization, such as the strength of partisanship, polarized
contexts, use of traditional media, personal conversations, age, or gender.
These variables are often included as controls in empirical studies focusing
on the effects of social media use. However, in many studies these control
variables proved to produce a much stronger impact on polarization than
social media use did. This indicates that social media is not as polarizing
as popular discourse assumes; rather, a combination of different factors has
to come into play to create strong polarization effects. As social media use
itself is co-varying with many of the aforementioned third variables, it is
crucial for future research on social-media-induced polarization effects to
include a multitude of control variables to avoid producing false positive
results as a result of omitted variable bias (Clarke, 2009).

Turning toward the methodological decisions and their implementati-
ons, we found a strong bias for studies dealing with political polarization
to be conducted in dual-party contexts, especially in the US. Regarding
the mass polarization effects of social media use in particular, we did
not observe systematic differences between dual-party and multi-party con-
texts. It appears that the same mechanisms play a central role both in
multi- and dual-party contexts. However, methodologically, we see that,
with very few exceptions, all studies interested in affective polarization
were conducted in dual contexts, whereas in multi-party environments,
ideological and partisan polarization were analyzed almost exclusively.
Therefore, we plead for researchers to also analyze affective polarization
in multi-party contexts, based for example on Wagner’s (2020) like—dislike
scoring, and to conduct more internationally comparative research. Fur-
thermore, most studies have focused on single social media platforms. As
different platforms are expected to have different effects on their users,
more comparative research analyzing multiple platforms in direct compa-
rison is also needed.

Other methodological implications stand out as well. It seems that stu-
dies analyzing group polarization on Facebook and Twitter have found
many more polarization effects than studies analyzing mass polarization
effects at the individual level on the same platforms. This suggests that
differences in accessing polarization on social media, either through ob-
serving societal group dynamics, in the case of group polarization, or
individual polarization effects, in the case of mass polarization, yielded a
disparity of findings. In the latter group, it is further noticeable that many
studies based their analyses on the self-disclosed “frequency of” or “reliance
on” social media use. These studies find comparatively few depolarization
effects or no polarization effects, which might be because these types of

144



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Does Social Media Use Promote Political Mass Polarization?

operationalization cannot possibly fully capture the depth and facets of
social media usage and do not allow conclusions about the content to
which participants were exposed or which they shared., Looking at the
bigger picture, these findings show that the choice of how to access the
concept of polarization and the choice of measurement play critical roles
role in which polarization effects are found or if any can be found at all.

To put the present analysis into perspective, we may ask how our fin-
dings correspond to or differ from insights gleaned from other recent
literature reviews. In line with Kubin and von Sikorski (2021), we found
an increase in research over the past 10 years and a strong focus on the US
context, but an increasing number of studies from other country contexts
appearing in recent years. Likewise, our findings also correspond to the
authors’ insights that “political polarization is not consistently discussed,
or measured, across the literature” (p. 197), that “ideological and affective
polarization are not clearly defined, nor consistently measured” (p. 188),
and that there is “a lack of research exploring ways (social) media can
depolarize” (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021, p. 188). However, contrary to
the literature reviews conducted by Kubin and von Sikorski (2021) as well
as Tandoli et al. (2021), we did not find a strong dominance of polarization
studies that analyzed Twitter. What we have found is a hyperfocus on
Twitter for those studies that have actually analyzed fragmentation. This
difference in findings results again from the lack of conceptual differen-
tiation between polarization and fragmentation studies discussed above.
Moreover, contrary to Kubin and von Sikorski (2021), we did not find that
pro-attitudinal media clearly exacerbates polarization (see, e.g., Johnson
et al., 2020; Kim & Kim, 2019). Furthermore, also in contrast to Kubin
and von Sikorski (2021), our literature review included several experiments
that provided “insight into ways social media can decrease (or have no
effect) on ideological [and affective] polarization” (e.g., Cho et al., 2020;
Munger et al., 2020).

Overall, we can say that the landscape of political polarization research
needs more conceptual clarity and more inclusion of and comparison
across different political and national contexts—and that, in general, the
causal role of social media in the process of political polarization seems
overstated or can be, at least, strongly disputed.
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Journalism or Public Relations?

Proposal for Conceptualizing a User-Oriented Research Program
on the Confounding of the Two Genres Online

Romy Frohlich

Abstract

The Internet makes it easier for strategic communicators to address their
PR audiences directly in a way that has never been seen before. This is even
more true as media users increasingly turn to the Internet as an alternative
source of information, especially in times of crisis and controversy. As
a result, new forms of ‘particular-interest oriented persuasive simulations
of journalism’ (PIoPS) are spreading over the Internet. This chapter pro-
vides a first theoretical review and foundation of the troubled situation
and briefly explains why and from which perspective we are actually
dealing with a ‘problem.” On this basis, it conceptualizes a user-oriented
research program that enables us to measure whether and, if so, how PR’s
simulations of journalism can be distinguished from actual journalistic
products/content. The contribution discusses theoretical implications for
a text-oriented approach that could be suitable for describing and operatio-
nalizing criteria of distinctiveness. It also yields theoretical implications
for a reception-oriented perspective which helps to describe users’” concre-
te differentiation behaviors and procedures in the reception of PR and
journalism and operationalize these for respective reception studies. In
conclusion, specific challenges that will inevitably arise for the outlined
research program are outlined.

The Internet has fundamentally changed the conditions under which the
public sphere and public communication! are created. This particularly af-
fects the two societal sub-systems of public communication: ‘journalism™

1 For definitions of ‘public communication,” see e.g., Godulla (2017), Kohring
(2006), and Pfetsch and Bossert (2013).

2 In this contribution understood as “institutionalized journalism” as defined by
Wolf (2014, p. 72).
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and ‘public relations’ (PR) (cf. for example Pietzcker, 2017), also and espe-
cially in their interplay in the production of public communication and
the public sphere (cf. Ward-Johnson & Guiniven, 2008, among others).
Distinguishing these two fields becomes problematic when formal and
content-related measures are used to make PR on the web look like journa-
listic reporting without labeling the respective content as PR. While the
integration of PR or marketing content into editorial content is regulated
by separation principles in professional self-obligations and in laws® to
safeguard editorial independence and protect media users* from being
misled, there are no labeling obligations for original PR communication
published beyond original journalistic media. However, as the Internet
now offers the possibility for organizations whose primary field of activity
is not publishing to expand their communication channels, their role as
communicators changes and a new problematic situation arises. Lloyd and
Toogood (2015) describe this situation as follows: “Every organization is
a media organization’ has developed from being a slogan into becoming
a growing reality” (p. vii). Years ago, Henry (2007) had already warned
that “PR firms have become increasingly effective at churning out adverti-
sing that looks and sounds just like mainstream journalism” (p. 180).
There has always been a certain ‘closeness’ between journalism and
PR on the content and formal levels. This arises primarily from the fact
that PR in the area of media relations must prepare its services for jour-
nalists such that they fit the professional journalistic criteria for form
and content. To be perceived and ultimately processed by the media
system/journalism, PR messages intended as source and research materi-
al for journalists (media relations, press releases) must meet journalistic
standards. These demands include the expectation that the respective PR
material fulfills the criterion of truthfulness while also meeting the gene-
ral technical rules of journalistic texting/writing as well as the special
requirements derived from theories of news selection and newsworthiness
(news factors/values). With regards to its journalistic target group, PR has
therefore always been guided by journalistic skills. If it is done well, PR in

3 The ‘principle of separation’ is regulated in Germany in the Pressekodex (the ‘Press
Code’ is a voluntary commitment; Presserat, 2019) in section 7 on the separation of
advertising and editorial work. Moreover, it is legally stipulated in section 8 of the
State Media Treaty (MStV) (for the latest version of April 2020, see here https://ww
w.rlp.de/fileadmin/rlp-stk/pdf-Dateien/Medienpolitik/MedienEventstaatsvertrag. pd
f).

4 The terms user(s), recipient(s), and audience are used synonymously in this contri-
bution.
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the field of media relations has thus typically ‘simulated® journalism (cf.
for example Frohlich, 2015, p. 115). This is done because the closer PR
products are in form and content to what is relevant for journalists in their
work, the greater the chance that journalists will perceive and process PR
products in their work and the greater the chance that PR can establish
itself as a source of information for journalists. Or — to put it differently
following Hoffjann and Arlt (2015) — public relations imitates journalism
in its press and media work to “[...] become the subject of journalism
with its self-representations” (p. 94).¢ However, as far as PR’s target groups
beyond journalism are concerned, PR now has the opportunity to bypass
journalism altogether from the outset. Using new digital communication
channels, PR can reach the relevant stakeholders online, thereby overcom-
ing the spatial and temporal barriers that previously existed (cf. Wendelin,
2014, p. 80). The Internet thus makes it easier to address PR audiences
directly in a way that has never been seen before. This is even more true
as media users increasingly turn to the Internet as an alternative source
of information, especially in times of crisis and controversy. As a result,
online PR now increasingly simulates journalism in direct communication
with its non-journalistic audiences. This is quite reasonable because jour-
nalistic procedures and programs represent “(...) professional instructions
for the production of public communication offers, i.e., typified action
patterns and rules. Those who wish to address the public be it as a group
or individual can greatly maximize the success of these efforts by using the
professional and organizational programs of journalism” (Altmeppen &
Quandt, 2002, p. 58). As a consequence, authoritative self-representations
(i.e., PR), as Hoffjann and Arlt (2015) have described it, can increasingly
be found on the Internet disguised as authoritative external representations
(journalism). This appears to be facilitated by a view dominant in large
parts of the German population that PR is a form of journalism (77%,
Bentele & Seidenglanz, 2005, p. 211).

(1) The described problematic situation on ‘particular-interest oriented
persuasive simulation of journalism’ (PIoPS), as I call it, has not been
well studied so far. This is especially true for newer forms of persua-
sive journalism simulations spreading over the Internet. This article
provides a first theoretical analysis of this situation. In this context, I

5 All quotations from non-English language sources were translated into English by
the author.

6 The phenomenon of “churnalism” has reinforced this reasoning in recent years
(Hummel, 2009, p. 59; cf. also Hummel, 2016).
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understand PIoPS of journalism as PR texts that can unequivocally be
identified as products of strategic-persuasive communicators/sources,

(2) closely follow journalistic rules and conventions in terms of form and
content-related quality criteria,

(3) seemingly imitate journalism by strongly leaning towards the visual
and textual appearance and formal style of journalistic texts, and

(4) primarily pursue the goal of having a persuasive effect on a target
audience, i.e., persuading people of a claim, product, opinion, attitude,
etc.”

Two examples of PIoPS in the Internet are shown in the following:

alles-rund-ums-auto.de
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This contribution elaborates on the possibilities for a theoretical foundati-
on that enables us to measure whether and if so, how, PR’s simulations of
journalism can be distinguished from actual journalistic products/content.
On the one hand, this question relates to theoretical implications for (1)
a text-oriented approach that could be suitable for describing criteria of
distinctiveness as textual features and operationalizing them for the con-

7 Journalistic texts of specific genres, such as commentary, must be distinguished
from this, as they may also pursue a certain kind of persuasive intention.
y may p p
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tent-analytical testing of corresponding texts. On the other hand, it yields
theoretical implications for (2) a reception-oriented perspective, which
helps to describe users’ concrete differentiation behaviors and procedures
in the reception of PR and journalism and operationalizing them for
respective reception studies.

At an early stage, Bucher (2000) pointed out the need for empirical
studies on recipients’ perceptions of the quality of online journalism to be
conducted with a reference to the specific online products in question.
More precisely, he speaks of the necessity of a “product-oriented” approach
that “relates reception findings and product/content attributes to each
other” (p. 155). Ideally, the reception-related question should be combined
with the text-related question, and the relevant stimulus material from the
reception study should then be the basis for the content analysis or vice
versa.

The following section will describe the outlined problem and its causes
in more detail. It will also briefly explain why and from which perspec-
tive this is actually a ‘problem.’ In a second step, existing theoretical com-
ponents are presented that appear to be helpful for a scientific treatment of
the specific, two-part object of interest. Based on this, in a third step, initial
considerations for the empirical operationalization of concrete research
questions are made. Finally, particular challenges for operationalization
are discussed that arise when empirically implementing the outlined ap-
proach, especially if it is product-oriented in Bucher’s sense.

Causes, Relevance, and Consequences of the Problem

The constant proliferation of media products and services is nothing new;
in fact, it is even typical for the emergence and development of “mediated
public spheres” (Wendelin, 2011). In this context, the technology driven
development of “owned media” mentioned above is one among a number
of processes that increase the sheer amount of media offerings as part of
the (further) development of mediated public spheres. And of course, the
communicative offers of strategic-persuasive communication from a wide
variety of organizations not primarily active in the field of journalistic
publishing (e.g., companies, NGOs, political parties, etc.) have long provi-
ded alternatives to the media offers of journalistic editorial departments
and media organizations. PR has thus always been involved in the produc-
tion of the public (sphere) (Rottger, Preusse & Schmitt, 2014, p. 5). From
the perspective of democracy and norms theory, however, journalism, PR,
and their products should be distinguishable, both explicitly and above all
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for the recipients (cf. among others Gonser & RufSmann, 2017, pp. 3-4).
After all, PR is a form of self-referential persuasive communication that
acts in an interest- and client-driven manner (= self-referential) and who-
se “controlled communication activities (...) are intended to contribute (...)
to the realization of overarching organizational goals (...)” (Zerfall & Pleil,
2015, p. 47). In contrast, journalism’s hetero-referential communication is
committed to the common good. From this fact, some essential protection
rights are derived for journalism and media companies (e.g., the right to
refuse to testify/to give evidence; ‘Tendenzschutz,” a protective regulation
for media enterprises serving ideological purposes/tendencies). Such speci-
fic protective rights do not exist for PR.

While journalism, from a normative point of view, is still committed
to hetero-referentiality, i.e., to the “public description(s) of society, namely
of the society that is currently happening” (Hoffjann & Arle, 2015, p. 40),
PR can act both self- and hetero-referentially in the sense of a flexible si-
tuational adaptation to specific communication topics and intended com-
munication goals. Depending on the situation, PR can, therefore, either
generate “self-representation for image cultivation” or construct “desirable
realities” via external representations (Merten & Westerbarkey, 1994, p.
208) — e.g., via issues management. On the Internet, PR is increasingly also
found in the form of hetero-referential communication. The probability of
this is high because PR must also be understood as a “performance system
of publicity” (Hoffjann & Arlt, 2015, p. 39). From a theoretical point of
view, one can conclude against this background that journalistic and PR
publications should/must be distinguishable from each other (in a way
that is easily recognizable to the audience) — today more than ever. This
is the ideal-typical way of looking at things. It is also reflected in different
attributions of responsibility in rules laid down by professional policy and
in the establishment of special professional control bodies (in Germany:
German Press Council, DPR, and German Council for Public Relations,
DRPR) to monitor compliance with these rules.

However, the prerequisites for PR’s involvement in the creation and
production of the public sphere are quite different today than they were in
pre-digital times. These prerequisites concern, for example, the functional
characteristics of strategic-persuasive communication: Due to the dwind-
ling credibility attributed by recipients to traditional advertising, which is
subject to labeling requirements, label-free PR is increasingly taking over
functions previously attributed to brand marketing (cf. Ries & Ries, 2004).
It is hoped that this will lead to higher credibility attributions for the
persuasive messages among the respective target groups — always assuming
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that the PR communication in question in such cases does not then come
along again in a form that is easily identifiable as ‘advertising.’

One way of avoiding the impression of advertising in PR is to give
the PR texts in question a journalistic appearance, that is, to ‘simulate’
journalism. This also leads to a ‘proliferation of media offerings,” whereby
the Internet decisively facilitates the dissemination of journalistic-looking
PR directly to the intended PR target groups. In this context, Gonser
and Ruffmann (2017) even speak of a "planned deception of users" in
the online sphere by PR communicators “overstepping the boundaries of
ethically correct behavior” (p. 7). In contrast, Pleil (2015a) takes a more
neutral stance on the matter when he describes this development as a
process by which companies, for example, succeed better today than in
pre-digital times in offering their reference groups “new mechanisms of
orientation alongside journalistic orientation” (p. 22). Regardless of the
perspective with which one views this development, it promotes a blurring
of the boundaries between journalism and PR.

Another trend contributes to the problem: Media companies are adapt-
ing to the advances of the Internet and the migration of users to the Inter-
net by expanding their online presence (see Beck, Reineck & Schubert,
2010; Godulla, 2015; Neuberger & Kapern, 2013, pp. 196-213). Accordin-
gly, the number of users who also search for and use media coverage
on the Internet beyond paid online or offline newspaper or magazine
subscriptions has been multiplying steadily for years (cf. Beisch & Schifer,
2020; cf. also Keen, 2007). The probability that they will encounter content
that looks like journalism but is not journalism (such as “PR, service,
archive and reference functions, and lay communication;” Weischenberg
et al., 2006, p. 348) is high. This is not a problem as long as users are
able to recognize it. However, in the course of the developments described
above, the distinction between journalism and simulations of journalism is
seeming to become increasingly difficult for recipients (Bucher, 2000; Neu-
berger, 2011); they usually appear to lack the media competence required
for this (Gonser & Ruffmann, 2017, p. 7; see also Pietzcker, 2017, p. 73;
Henry, 2007, p. 23).

Meanwhile, fears are growing that, through its digital transformation,
the public sphere is increasingly losing its normatively desirable effective
selectivity between journalism and PR, and that the shortage of editorial
capacity is further exacerbating this problem (as a result of cost-cutting
measures by media organizations; cf. for example Neuberger, 2018). Rufs-
Mohl (2017, p. 17) even speaks of a “digitization-induced power shift”
between journalism and PR. Against this background, Neuberger et al.
(2019) diagnose “that professional journalism has forfeited its extensive
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monopoly as a scrutinizing control authority on the current public sphere:
audiences and speakers [in the sense of ‘senders’; R. F.] can bypass journa-
lism and dispense with its services, they can more easily criticize it publicly
or take on scrutinizing tasks themselves, which are thus no longer the
exclusive preserve of professional journalism, which is moreover weakened
by an economic crisis. As a result, the previous order is weakening.” (p.
175)

This ‘softening’ is even inherent in some theoretical models of jour-
nalism. Haller (2003), for example, writes that journalism must pursue
the goal of "successful social communication." This “(...) succeeds when
journalism creates a media reality that is used by the communication
partners (actors and recipients) as an orientation on current event con-
texts, or is at least understood as such” (p. 181).8 Here, the ‘success’ of
specific journalistic goals and functions depends on the perception of the
communication partners of journalism and thus also on the recipients’
perceptions and assessments of journalism and its products. This means,
firstly, that journalism does not achieve its ‘goal’ if recipients do not use or
understand the media reality as an orientation on current event contexts.
This happens completely independently of whether or not recipients are
correct in their respective perception and assessment (as reflected in the
pejorative keyword ‘lying/mendacious press’ when recipients in Germany
believe the media report is not the truth but propaganda). Secondly, con-
sidering the theoretical foundations of the distinction between journalism
and PR scenarios are also conceivable in which recipients may prefer to
understand current event contexts by using ‘media’ which originates from
strategic-persuasive communicators (from organizations and institutions
beyond the publishing industry, e.g., companies, NGOs, political parties,
etc.). This may occur because these PR texts (1) are sometimes less complex
and less diverse and thus appear more comprehensible, because (2) they
better hit the core of the recipients’ particular interests, because (3) they
have an entertaining character, or other reasons. This would mean that a
situation would exist in which strategic persuasive communication (and
not journalism) would achieve ‘successful social communication’ - even if

8 See also Arnold (2008) on the journalistic criterion of “applicability.” According to
this criterion, journalistic offerings “should be attractive [to recipients; R. F.] and
applicable in the users’ living environment” (p. 499). PR communication can also
fulfill this criterion as well as the criterion of being “entertaining.” Under certain
circumstances, PR can even meet these criteria better than journalism. Unlike
journalism, it does not have to consider other criteria that might run counter to
these goals here, such as ‘diversity’ or ‘balance.’
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only in certain thematic areas and/or only among some of the recipients
(keywords ‘fake news,” ‘post-truth,” or ‘disinformation’). That this scenario
is not at all improbable is indicated by findings from an unpublished,
initial study of recipients (Kiefl et al., 2020) that I will come back to later.

It is, therefore, “not a matter of course that the audience is almost auto-
matically interested” in the “professional and independent communication
of relevant information” by journalism (Godulla & Wolf, 2017, p. 233; cf.
similarly Schweiger, 2007, p. 264). The audience may even become less and
less interested in this kind of independent communication in the future.
Non-journalistic sources and communicators may fulfill the individual and
specific information needs of recipients better than journalism. This can
result in a reception-functional overlap between journalism and PR, which
in turn presents journalism with new challenges of an attention-economic
nature, especially on the web. The consequence of this could be that
journalistic products change significantly.

There are also further reception-functional overlaps between journalism
and PR. For example, Bentele and Seidenglanz (2005, p. 216) found in
a representative population survey that the German population expects
truthful communication, objectivity, honesty, and social responsibility
from PR, as well — criteria and expectations that are also (and actually
primarily) attributed to journalism. Bentele (2013, p. 46) assumes that the
boom in corporate media (corporate publishing) is mainly responsible for
this. Journalism has long been simulated in this PR field as well, both
online and offline. In recent years, large publishing houses have increasin-
gly invested in corporate publishing and maintained independent units
to produce corporate publications. The commissioning companies benefit
from the journalistic expertise and appeal and the associated high credibili-
ty of their publications among recipients (RufS-Mohl, 2017). Increasingly,
however, ‘corporate publishing’ products (available online and offline free
of charge) represent serious competition to classic journalistic products,
which “(...) can potentially offer a more critical view (...) less influenced by
the need for positive self-promotion” but “have to sell at the newsstand”
(Rufl-Mohl, 2017, p. 19).

The general public, at any rate, has surprisingly similar value expectati-
ons and quality perceptions of the two (normatively and functionally quite
different) publishing performance systems (Bentele & Seidenglanz, 2005).
It can be assumed that this attitude of the audience additionally aggravates
the problem of the increasingly difficult differentiation between digital
forms of journalistic and PR texts. However, there is still a dearth of re-
search on the problematic situation described regarding PR that simulates
journalism (as defined above). This applies to research on the form and
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content of such simulations as well as to research on the question of the
reception and impact of such simulations. A short overview of the state of
research on this subject area is given in the following.

State of Research

Previous research on ‘journalism and PR’ has focused primarily on the
working relationship between the two professions. In particular, studies
have investigated the extent to which both sides are oriented towards or
adapt to each other in the production of public communication. This
research is primarily interested in the extent to which journalistic products
are influenced and determined by PR interventions (e.g., PR’s influence
on the timing and the topics of media coverage, c.f. Baerns, 1991). In
Anglo-American research, studies on this topic are usually referred to as
"information subsidy" (Gandy, 1982; cf. also Kiousis et al., 2007; Manning,
2001). In contrast, research on the ‘intereffication model’ assumes a mutu-
al orientation, adaptation, and enabling of journalism and PR (Bentele et
al., 1997; cf. also Bentele & Fechner, 2015). Corresponding research also
addresses the question of the extent to which PR imitates formal selection
criteria of journalism in order to influence the reporting process in a
way that is favorable to the respective strategic communicator (Hoffjann
& Arlt, 2015, p. 92). However, this research does not get to the core
of the problem described here regarding the distinguishability between
journalistic and PR products.

Godulla et al. (2017) are closer to this issue with their study on differen-
ces in digital long-form journalism and corporate publishing (CP). Some
of their content-analytic findings have the potential to be transferred to the
comparative analysis of journalistic texts and PIoPS of journalism. Among
other things, the audio elements and graphics, as well as photos, were
found significantly more frequently in journalistic online articles than in
the online CP offers examined. Moreover, the online CP texts were also
considerably shorter in comparison. Conversely, the occurrence of hyper-
links in CP items was more than three times higher than in the journalistic
items. There were also apparent differences in terms of the design of
the reception structure: While the linear reception structure (from top to
bottom or, less frequently, from left to the right) dominated in corporate
publishing (83%), less than half (44%) of the journalistic contributions
had this “rigid” structure, as the authors describe it. The “elastic, parallel
or ramified narrative structure and storytelling in strands” practiced in
38% of journalistic posts occurs in only 10% of CP posts, and only 7% of
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CP posts have a “concentric narrative structure” or “narrate in chapters”
compared to 19% of journalistic posts (pp. 216-217).

Against this background, it is hardly surprising that the journalistic
articles were more complex in structure than the CP articles, which had
a significantly more straightforward and more homogeneous appearance.
Godulla et al. (2017) interpret this as an indication that the two compared
text types pursue principally different narrative approaches. They write:

“Aspects such as objectivity, completeness, and comprehensibility are
traditionally emphasized as qualities in journalism (...). A narrative
consisting of many sense units can meet these postulates. Thus, the
consideration of many aspects theoretically leads to a more versatile
(and thus also more complete) picture, which becomes more compre-
hensible through supplementary information. In corporate publishing,
on the other hand, the focus seems to be on formulating an accentua-
ted message, even in digital long-forms, which would lose conciseness
if there were too many segments since users could set their own priori-
ties” (p. 215).

Overall, the study offers some interesting starting points for examining
differences between journalistic and PR texts. However, it must be remem-
bered that the analyzed criteria apply specifically to textual long forms,
and their generalizability is therefore limited.

Another study by Theis-Berglmair and Kellermann (2017) is the only
one to date that explicitly addresses the distinction between journalistic
and PR texts. In a pilot study, they investigate whether and, if so, how
original journalistic texts can be distinguished from original PR texts. In
describing this extant research gap, the authors argue that “[t]he problem
of classifying and evaluating texts (...) can neither be solved satisfactorily
with regard to the (professional) status of the actors nor concerning the
traditional quality debate in journalism” (p. 107). They assume that due to
the increasingly blurred boundaries between journalism and PR and the
changing work roles and new communicative offers on both sides, the pre-
vious actor- and organization-related approaches are becoming increasin-
gly useless. Therefore, they propose a descriptive differentiation approach
on the text level. The approach aims to develop a survey system that
can be used for content analyses and that overcomes the time-consuming
operationalization of other (primarily normative) differentiation criteria.

Theis-Berglmair and Kellermann (2017) assume unique and typical lin-
guistic characteristics that can be distinguished for both types of texts. For
this purpose, they develop and test a text-analytical procedure based on
theoretically founded text-immanent and textual meta-elements, by means
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of which (unambiguous) assignments of texts to journalism or PR can be
made. Such text-immanent elements include, for example, certainty-redu-
cing clauses, which are regarded in journalism as a quality feature in situa-
tions of uncertainty. A first qualitative pilot study of the two researchers
with small text samples indeed provides evidence that their assumption
is correct. However, an empirical test on a large scale is still pending.
The approach sounds promising for the research interest explicated here
regarding the distinguishability of journalism and PR texts. Therefore, it
will be presented in more detail later in this article in a section on the
contingency-oriented linguistic dimension at the text level to provide a
theoretical foundation for the stated research interest.

The question of whether the democracy-theory and norm-based diffe-
rences between journalistic texts and PIoPS of journalism are actually
reflected in the respective text products of PR and journalism is only one
side of the coin. Without a doubt, whether recipients can distinguish the
two types of texts is also essential — including the questions of whether re-
cipients even expect that the two text types can be distinguished, whether
they want to distinguish them at all, and whether they can then actually
do so. However, there has been no research on this complex of questions.
What is available so far are studies that deal with the recipient perspective
on journalistic quality and studies specifically on the quality of online
journalism from the recipient perspective (e.g., Neuberger, 2012). From
such studies, one could conclude that if recipients can judge journalistic
quality, they should also be able to identify communication that does
not meet these quality criteria as something other than ‘journalism.” They
would thus be able to differentiate. However, the findings of relevant
audience studies are ambiguous (cf., e.g., Rossler, 2004 vs. Dahinden et
al., 2004). Moreover, most studies equate ‘quality of journalistic products
from a users’ perspective’ with ‘users’ expectations of journalistic products’
(e.g., Wolling, 2002; as an exception, see Jungnickel, 2011). In most cases,
no distinction is made between content producers’ professional quality
criteria and content users” quality criteria (which may greatly differ; for
exceptions, see Rossler, 2004; Wicke, 2022). The question of whether and
how the online media audience can judge professional journalistic quali-
ty’ on the Internet at all, and if so, how they go about it, has not been
solidly researched so far. The qualitative survey by Wladarsch (2020) does
provide the first current assumptions that complement and substantiate
older findings by Neubeger et al. (2012), however.

The findings of an as yet unpublished empirical study of recipients
(Kiefl et al., 2020) raise initial doubts about the ability of the media audi-
ence to distinguish between journalistic texts and PIoPS of journalism on
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the web. The pilot study in question was product-oriented in the sense of
Bucher (2000, p. 155). Therefore, it was supplemented by a parallel content
analysis of the relevant stimulus material of the recipient study. Most
of the respondents expressed an interest in distinguishing between journa-
lism and PR on the Internet and slightly more than 50% were able to clas-
sify respective texts correctly. Nevertheless, 38% of the respondents in the
experimental study were still unable to accurately identify the presented
texts? as journalism or PR. Here, actual journalistic texts were identified
as PR, and actual PR texts as journalistic texts. Adding the “don’t know”
residual response category, the number of those who found the task too
difficult is quite large. Therefore, there is some evidence that assumptions
about a lack of recipients’ media competence (see above), which have not
been particularly well supported empirically, are probably correct. On the
other hand: This result does not have to be due to the audience’s deficient
media competence. It can also emerge because the respective PR texts
simply do a good job in simulating journalism.

The pilot study also revealed initial interesting insights into which
formal and contentrelated criteria the respondents use to identify and
distinguish journalism and PR on the Internet (method: thinking aloud).
Except for the criteria ‘neutrality’ and ‘diversity,” it is not the classic quality
criteria, e.g., according to Arnold (2009) or others (see above), that are
used here, but completely different measures, through which individual
ideas of journalism and PR come into play. Furthermore, it has been
shown that the test persons found the actual PR texts, which they mistook
for journalism, more appealing than the actual journalistic texts, which
they took for PR. In addition, quite a few test subjects rated the PR texts
they had correctly identified as more interesting and relevant than the
journalistic texts they had correctly identified. In addition, it made no
difference to the perceived credibility of the text stimuli presented whether
the subjects had previously identified a text as journalism or as PR. The
majority of respondents based their attribution of credibility on their indi-
vidual perception of the truthfulness of the information provided and not
on the more formal question of whether the text was written by journalists
or PR authors and what the author’s intentions were. In addition, it was
shown that for demographic characteristics of the test persons, only age
showed slight effects in the response behavior. The same applies at a low
level to the frequency of reception of online content (Internet experience).

9 Real journalistic texts existing on the web (i.e., not ‘built’ for the study) and real
journalism simulations of PR sources on the topic of ‘Diesel-Gate.’
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The state of the research summarized above means the current scientific
knowledge on our topic is sparse. Above all, there is a lack of an initial
and coherent theoretical foundation for the research interests introduced
above. In the following, possibilities for a theoretical foundation of the
two-part subject of research will be explored. For this purpose, existing
theoretical components will be brought into play that can be helpful for
our problem.

Theoretical Implications for the Distinction Between Journalistic
Texts/Products and ‘Particular-Interest Oriented Persuasive
Simulations’ of Journalism (PIoPS)

As already explained, two intertwined sets of questions arise for the overar-
ching research interest of communication studies in the problem context
described above:

1.the questions of which theoretical approaches could be suitable for iden-
tifying criteria of indistinguishability between journalistic and PR texts
and how these criteria can be described in such a way that they allow
for a content analytical operationalization to assess text products. The
corresponding question here would be whether said differences could be
recognizable for users/recipients at all because the two text types are (or
are not) designed differently (formally and/or in terms of content);

2.the question of which theoretical approaches could be suitable in audi-
ence research that intends to investigate whether recipients (want to)
identify differences between the text products in question, how well or
poorly they ultimately succeed in doing so, and what criteria they use in
trying to distinguish the two.

At this point, it should be recalled once again that one should ideally
address both sets of questions in a combined, one-to-one approach within
the framework of a “product-oriented” research agenda (cf. Bucher, 2000,
p. 155).

Additionally, a third set of questions is conceivable: How do professio-
nal communicators from journalism and PR/strategic-persuasive commu-
nication actually think about the problem complex described? Do they
perceive the overlapping boundaries between journalism and PR and the
challenges of difficult distinguishability that may go hand in hand with
them as a problem at all> And if so, how do they describe this problem,
with what consequences for whom or what, etc.? However, the theoretical
foundation for this vital complex of questions is fed by other theoretical
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approaches (e.g., professionalization research, role research, organizational
research), depending on the specific knowledge interest, and therefore can-
not be dealt with here. It deserves a separate consideration, which would,
however, far exceed the framework set here.

Differentiation Dimensions from the Content Perspective

At the center of the product-oriented research interest is the question
of which differentiation dimensions appear suitable for distinguishing be-
tween PIoPS of journalism and actual journalistic texts/content. As de-
scribed, this question focuses on border shifts/transgressions between PR
and journalism, which are especially intensified by the digitalization of
public communication. Consequently, the following explanations address
the essential content-related and format/design-related peculiarities of jour-
nalism and PR as well as selected peculiarities of online texts/content of
journalism and PR. A whole range of different dimensions can be used
to derive measurement criteria for operationalizing this research interest.
Referring back to my explanations in the previous chapters, these measure-
ment criteria can be systematized as follows. However, there is no claim
of completeness here: 1. the dimension Journalistic quality,” 2. the dimen-
sion ‘advertency (control),” 3. the contingency-oriented linguistic dimension at
the text level and 4. the dimension ‘persuasion and ethics in PR.’

The ‘Journalistic Quality” Dimension

This dimension focuses on what professional and scientific discourse lar-
gely consensually define as good and sincere journalistic online products.
To simplify, one can assume thereby: The more online PR texts/content
correspond in form and content to these (relevant) journalistic quality
criteria, the greater the similarities between PR content and journalistic
content on the web.

The public interest orientation of journalism described above, which
in most liberal democracies also legitimizes important protective rights of
institutionalized journalism, gives rise to two assumptions: First, that a
whole series of quality features characterize products of institutionalized
journalism in an ideal-typical manner, and second, that products of institu-
tionalized journalism are therefore recognizable by such quality criteria.
These assumptions hold true at least for quality journalism.
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For PR, there are no such distinguishable quality criteria (Hoffmann,
2007, p. 558). This does not automatically mean, however, that PR pro-
ducts in general or PIoPS of journalism generally do not exhibit such jour-
nalistic criteria. However, from the point of view of professional practice
and technique, it can certainly be assumed that journalism simulations —
understood as the product of commissioned persuasive communication —
fulfill these criteria less often or clearly than journalistic products commit-
ted to the common good. This would open up a first theoretical horizon
for the measurability of differences between journalistic and PR products:
approaches and models for ‘journalistic quality.’

In 2008, Arnold presented a first systematization proposal for the wi-
de-ranging discourse on the quality of journalism in communication stu-
dies. For this purpose, he developed a three-level model (cf. also Arnold,
2009): (1) For the connection between function and quality of journa-
listic products, the functional-system-oriented level of the social function
of journalism (key phrase ”public good orientation”), (2) for the connec-
tion between values and quality of journalistic products, the normative
democracy-oriented level of fundamental social values, and (3) for the
connection between audience benefit and quality of journalistic products,
the audience-based action-oriented level of marketing driven expectations.
Arnold assigns corresponding quality criteria to each level which could
be operationalized both for a content-analytical approach to our research
interest and in the context of user studies:

— Functional-system-oriented criteria such as diversity (of topics, argu-
ments, sources, and actors), topicality/novelty value (in the sense of
an “observation of society connected to the present” (Arnold, 2008, p.
494)), relevance (in the sense of the journalistic selection program based
on news value theory), credibility (not in the sense of assessment by
recipients but in the sense of a plausible linking of facts and opinions),
independence (in the sense of the norm that journalism does not submit
to the logic of other systems), research (in the sense of self-observati-
on “that goes beyond the interests of the performing actors of individual
subsystems” (p. 495)), criticism (in the sense of criticizing communicati-
on and actions from other social subsystems), accessibility (in the sense
of presenting information as comprehensibly, clearly, and vividly as pos-
sible), background reporting, regional/local reference;

— Normative democracy-oriented criteria such as balance/neutrality/sepa-
ration of news and opinion (including legal regulations on impartiality),
protection/respect for personal privacy or protection from libel or slan-
der (regulated in media laws and press codices);
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— Audience-oriented criteria such as applicability (journalistic products
should be attractive to recipients and applicable in their life setting),
entertainment value (in the sense of an entertaining format of informati-
on), transparency (in the sense of a minimum requirement for naming
sources of information), design.

Other authors arrive at other systematizations, specify and expand this
catalog of criteria, or assign specific quality criteria to other levels than
Arnold. For example, Pottker (2000) simply distinguishes between quality
criteria that are aimed at the subject of reporting (accuracy, completeness
(relevance), truthfulness, distinctiveness) and quality criteria that are im-
portant with regard to the audience and its expectations of journalism
(independence, topicality, comprehensibility, entertaining nature). On the
other hand, other authors point out which criteria are considered irrele-
vant, less relevant to quality, or even hostile to quality in journalistic pro-
ducts and for what reasons they are placed in these categories. Concerning
hostility to quality, Neuberger (2012, p. 44) mentions, e.g., individual or
participatory aspects such as views from a personal perspective. Differentia-
tion dimensions can also be operationalized from such ‘negative nominati-
ons.” Finally, PR products have greater freedom to thematize individual,
participatory, or particularistic aspects. The occurrence of such aspects in
relevant text products could therefore indicate that a respective text is a PR
text.

Arnold’s systematization of criteria represents “core qualities” of journa-
lism (Arnold, 2016, p. 558). Depending on the object of investigation and
journalistic genre (e.g., opinionated forms such as reportage) or media
type (e.g., online journalism or broadcasting), they must be adapted or
differentiated. Arnold (2016) emphasizes that this necessity does not make
the core qualities obsolete or that “completely different quality grids have
to be developed in each case; rather, the quality criteria can be concretized,
modified, and weighted accordingly” (p. 557).

For the operationalization of the criterion ‘journalistic quality’ in the
context of our epistomological interest, it must also be taken into account
that the classic journalistic quality criteria have so far been developed
predominantly for offline journalism. For the online context relevant he-
re, they must be supplemented by quality criteria specifically for online
journalism (cf. for example Mehlis, 2014). These include, above all (but
not limited to), hypertextuality (cf. Ryfe et al., 2015), interactivity, and
multimediality. These web-typical criteria for the quality of online journa-
lism possibly reinforce the similarity between PR and journalism on the
Internet because these criteria are also characteristics of professional online
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PR (cf. Pleil, 2015a; Radl et al., 2015, and others). Nevertheless, they are
also seen as quality criteria of online journalism in the relevant quality
research. Hypertextuality, for example, allows for more transparency of
research sources and enables the presentation of further contexts (cf., Neu-
berger, 2011, p. 108). Interactivity offers recipients better and faster oppor-
tunities for feedback to and contact with editorial teams and even enables
them to communicate in dialog (cf. Bucher, 2000, pp. 155-156). Multime-
dia possibly improves the quality of communicating complex issues. For
the concrete operationalization of these criteria, however, it is essential to
bear in mind that the quality of online journalism is not guaranteed per
se by such criteria, but that it depends in turn on the concrete quality of
the specific design of these features, functions, and offerings. A difference
between journalistic text products and those of online PR could become
apparent in the particular design of these criteria. First indications of this
can already be found in Godulla et al. (2017) — at least as far as long-text
forms of journalism and PR on the Internet are concerned. The only
remaining question is whether these findings can be transferred beyond
long-text forms and sustainably to other textual formats, which would then
make these typical online quality criteria universally distinguishable.

As an overview in McQuail (1992) shows, by the early 1990s, there
was already a whole series of studies that examined either individual jour-
nalistic quality criteria or larger groups of these criteria. As with McQuail,
more recent synopses by Beck et al. (2010, pp. 28-37) or Arnold (2016)
show that content analyses dominate quality research. Concrete proposals
for the operationalization of journalistic quality criteria, including ideas
for improving, adapting, and further developing existing measures, are
thus available in large numbers; no fundamental pioneering work needs to
be done here.

The ‘Attention’ Dimension

Less relevant than the criterion ‘journalistic quality’ is the criterion ‘atten-
tion’ (attention control). The importance of this criterion for the stated
research interest arises primarily from the fact that PR and journalism
operate in the same online distribution space and are thus, unlike in the
offline world, direct communication competitors (cf. Rufs-Mohl, 2017; Alt-
meppen et al., 2002). Here, their content products are only a single click
away from each other. Audience studies have shown that recipients are
strongly guided by the formal design of web content when selecting infor-
mation (Seibold, 2002, p. 37). Thus, in comparison to the offline scenario,
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strategic considerations for attracting (and/or controlling) attention gain
enormous importance in the somewhat “chaotic” Internet (Pleil, 2015b, p.
1017), both in PR and in journalism (cf. Franck, 2014).1

News factors represent a comparatively classic instrument of attention
control. They not only control the journalistic selection process in news
production. As research has shown, they also influence the selective use
and information processing of news by recipients (e.g., Eilders, 1997, 2006;
Eilders et al., 1999; Fretwurst, 2008; Temmerman et al., 2021), especially
when they increase the newsworthiness of an article simply by appearing
in headlines (see also Seibold, 2002). Therefore, news factors can also be re-
garded as an instrument for controlling the attention of recipients and are
given a corresponding relevance for the dimension ‘attention.’ In addition
to these content-related aspects of news value logic, it is primarily aspects
of the design layout and narrative structure that can control the recipients’
attention. These include the ranking and positioning of an article, graphic
design of headlines and the rest of the text, specifics of the layout, type
of imagery, narrative structure (elastic, parallel, ramified, concentric, etc.;
Godulla et al., 2017), and, on the Internet in particular, features such as
brevity and conciseness, but also size and conspicuity of the typography
(especially of the headline) (Seibold, 2002).

However, in journalism there are normative expectations of adherence
to certain reliable design rules. These give journalistic products a specific
value of recognition and therefore appear to be suitable as a criterion for
distinguishing between journalistic and non-journalistic text products in
general. In online journalism, design aspects extend far beyond simple
rules such as ‘headline, title, lead.” They also depend on the type of presen-
tation (e.g., interview, report), whether the format is more opinion-driven
or information-driven, whether it is ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ journalism, and much
more. Also, the web offers more possibilities for creative attention control
of textual products than the offline area (unique technical features, multi-
media, etc.). In this context, PR has more leeway for the use of different at-
tention-grabbing strategies (e.g., more conspicuous typographical features;
tabloid characteristics) than offline and online journalism. They both are
subject to expectations and professional requirements based on normative
standards (e.g., seriousness and credibility through creative presentation).
However, one can assume that in PR texts that aim to have a journalistic
appearance, this leeway will not be exploited, and instead, the products

10 It should be remembered here that the simulation of journalism by PR is already
per se a strategy for attracting attention (cf. also Hoffjann et al., 2015).
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will be oriented in terms of content and form towards the stricter and nar-
rower rules of journalistic attention-creation. Or vice versa: A journalism-
like text that aims to gain/increase attention by employing online strategies
that are rather unusual or even undesirable for journalism is probably the
journalism simulation of a strategic-persuasive communicator.

The Contingency-Oriented Linguistic Dimension at the Text Level

The pilot study by Theis-Berglmair and Kellermann (2017) offers an inte-
resting approach to distinguishing journalism from PR at the text level.
The aim is to overcome the limitations and research pragmatic hurdles of
classical actor, role and organizational dimensions, including journalistic
quality criteria. The authors propose a contingency-oriented approach.
The orientation on the construct ‘contingency’ is crucial: The approach
assumes that journalistic contributions can be distinguished from PR
content similar to journalism by looking at contingency. In this case,
contingency simply means "that something can be one way or another"
(Theis-Berglmair et al., 2017, p. 108). The measurement of distinctiveness
between journalistic and PR texts is derived from the specific contingency
character of each of the texts under investigation. This is because, accor-
ding to Theis-Berglmair et al., the space and potential possibilities for
the ‘this way or another’ are more extensive and more diverse in journa-
lism (second-order observation) than in PR (self-referential observation).
This is reflected in journalistic texts by, for example, a larger number of
different sources, a greater variety of perspectives and reference horizons,
and/or more independent reference observers such as experts/scientists or
other organizations (p. 109). Conversely, Theis-Berglmair et al. expect si-
gnificantly higher degrees of certainty in PR texts than in journalistic texts.
Thus, a journalistic text would be characterized by an open contingency
(a great deal of internal plurality) and a PR text by a closed contingency
(little internal plurality). As clauses 13.1 and 14 of the Press Code of
the German Press Council (2019) show, this assumption is also plausible
from a norm-theoretical perspective; there is nothing comparable for PR
products.

Theis-Berglmair et al. propose to investigate precisely this difference by
means of text-linguistic procedures, e.g., a content-analytical survey of the
occurrence of certainty-reducing modal verbs and modal adverbs in texts.
Linguistically, certainty reduction is expressed via modal adverbs of condi-
tional validity such as ‘probably,” ‘possibly,” ‘perhaps,’ ‘presumably,’ etc., as
well as via modal verbs such as ‘can,” ‘may,” ‘should,’ etc. (Theis-Berglmair

186



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Journalism or Public Relations?

& Kellermann, 2017, p. 110; see also Simmerling & Janich, 2016; Janich &
Simmerling, 2015). In a first pilot study, the authors showed that PR texts
contain far fewer, if any, certainty-reducing clauses than journalistic texts
(p. 111).

The approach presented by Theis-Berglmair et al. is not entirely new,
but its application to the measurement of differences between journalism
and PR products is. There are already studies on the handling of lingu-
istic forms of certainty reduction and the expression of uncertainty in
journalism, especially content analyses on science journalism (e.g. Collins,
1987). From this research on journalists’ grammatical, stylistic, and rhe-
torical choices for the linguistic depiction of ‘uncertainty,” theoretical
implications in the sense of Theis-Berglmair et al. can also be derived
and survey indicators identified that are relevant for the operationaliza-
tion of our specific research interest. These include, for example, the
occurrence of so-called “qualifying indications” (e.g., ‘obviously,” ‘unambi-
guously,” ‘presumably,” ‘apparently’) (Kepplinger, 2011, p. 101), “restrictive
formulations” (e.g., ‘presumably,” ‘possibly’) but also “formulations in the
subjunctive” (Maurer, 2011, p. 62; see also Collins, 1987) or the investigati-
on of tense, expressions of negation, and certain patterns of word formati-
on like the use of particular affixes, etc. (Simmerling & Janich, 2016, p.
964-965; see also Janich & Simmerling, 2015; Stocking & Holstein, 2009).
Given such a linguistic orientation of operationalization, the goal set by
Theis-Berglmair et al. to overcome the limitations and research pragmatic
hurdles of classical actor, role, and organizational dimensions could pro-
bably be realized in the context of automated computational linguistic
content analyses.

The Dimension ‘Persuasion and Ethics in PR’

The working definition for PR’s journalism simulation presented above
assumes that the textual messages in question are persuasive in nature. As a
reminder: The definition suggests that journalism simulations by strategic
communicators (PR) primarily pursue the goal of having a persuasive
effect on a target audience, i.c., persuading them of a fact, a product,
an opinion/attitude, etc. Conversely, this means that original journalistic
texts of high quality (quality journalism) do not pursue persuasive goals in
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this sense — at least from a normative and ideal-typical point of view.!!
The question is whether the persuasive character can be identified in
journalism-simulating PR and would be recognizable for users of such
simulations. To clarify this question, the occurrence of ‘persuasion’ or the
persuasive character of a text product has to be operationalized. For this
purpose, I propose the following indicators, which do not all have to occur
simultaneously. This means that ‘persuasion’ can also occur on a sliding
scale:

— a less pronounced separation of news and opinion (in contrast to jour-
nalism, PIoPS of journalism does not have to separate information/facts
and opinion or explicitly identify the author’s individual position as
his/her ‘opinion’);

— less pronounced labeling of promotional content (e.g., product PR)

— less background reporting;

— fewer different and independent opinions and consequently less diver-
sity, balance, and neutrality;

— less criticism/polarization (prioritizing positive coverage/sentiment).

The extent to which these criteria of persuasive impression are used at all
in successful PIoPS of journalism has not yet been investigated. Their use
is rather unlikely because they interfere with the intended (non-persuasive)
journalistic impression and are thus somewhat counterproductive for jour-
nalism simulations. However, for the question of the more or less well
recognizable persuasive character of PIoPS of journalism (and thus for the
operationalization of distinctiveness), they are indispensable as dimensions
of investigation as a start.

While the quality debate in journalism research has developed nume-
rous indicators for ‘good’ journalism on the basis of demands and expec-
tations grounded in democracy theories and its normative implications,
no “separable indicators” have yet been developed for PR (Hoffmann,
2007, p. 558). One exception to this is the quality requirements for PR
in media relations which are specifically geared to the target group of
journalism. For professional reasons, the requirements here are very clo-
sely aligned with what is known from the quality discourse in journalism
research; it can therefore come as no surprise that the parallels to the
quality of journalism are obvious here. Beyond media relations, quality

11 Extreme tabloid journalism can be seen as a typical exception to this rule. And
I have already mentioned the special forms of opinionated journalism such as
commentary or feature reporting. They, too, can or even should have a persuasive
character.
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standards for PR are described and discussed under the heading of ‘ethics
in PR,” some of which are very close to those of journalism or have even
been adopted one-to-one from journalism (cf. Pleil, 2015a). These include
requirements such as credibility/reliability (e.g., Bentele & Seidenglanz,
2015) and transparency/full disclosure (about sources of content and sen-
der transparency), timeliness, or completeness. Other quality criteria of PR
that are rather atypical for journalism concern authenticity, symmetrical
dialog orientation (Grunig et al., 1984), consensus-oriented communica-
tion (Burkart, 1993; 2004), respect for differing viewpoints, veracity or
honesty (cf., Parsons, 2016, Ikonen et al., 2017; Deutscher Rat..., 2012,
among others).

As we have seen, there are several possible text-oriented operationalizati-
on dimensions for the comparative analysis of the two online text types
in question. As mentioned, this overview does not claim to be complete.
For example, one could also consider what role the occurrence of typical
Internet advertising plays for our question. This includes the content of
advertising, its design and placement or the way it is embedded, its num-
ber, etc. — from pop-up ads to banner ads to links that lead to external
advertising websites.

Differentiation Dimensions from an Audience Perspective: Recipient
Characteristics and Reception Bebavior

The question of whether recipients would even have the chance to detect
differences between the two types of texts on the Internet is covered by
content-analytical procedures. Content analysis can be used to clarify whe-
ther corresponding texts exhibit distinguishing features at all and whether
this chance, therefore, at least potentially exists. It is, however, unable to
answer whether recipients are able to recognize such features, whether
they use these features as criteria in their attempt to distinguish between
text types, whether they possibly apply wholly different or even their own
distinguishing criteria, whether these finally lead to the goal of a ‘correct’
distinction, or how important it is to recipients that the types of texts
are distinguishable and that the recipients themselves are able to distingu-
ish between the types. For this, an audience-oriented approach is needed
which enables us to describe the concrete differentiation behaviors and
procedures of recipients and offers possibilities of operationalization for re-
ception studies. This dimension includes the usual socio-demographic cha-
racteristics of recipients, which can be assumed to determine their ability
to discriminate and the concrete procedures they use to do so. Following
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existing assumptions about the quality of media literacy in general and
online media literacy in particular (cf., for example, Bucher, 2000; Gonser
et al., 2017; Henry, 2007; Neuberger, 2011; Pietzcker, 2017), it is quite
plausible to assume that, in addition to sociodemographic characteristics,
characteristics of recipients’ media literacy also influence their individual
discrimination behavior and procedures. However, media competence is
difficult to operationalize. A helpful approach would be to survey the
respondents’ general media use (quantity and/or quality of media use,
depending on the specifics of the research question) on an individual
level and, with a view to our specific research interest, also ask about
the characteristics of their Internet use in particular. This is based on the
assumption that respondents with more Internet experience may practice
different discrimination behaviors and procedures than respondents with
less Internet experience. The individual level of media literacy could also
impact the question of how important it is to recipients in general that
journalism and PR are distinguishable from one another and/or whether
they want to distinguish between the two at all.

Operationalization Concept: Design of a Structural Model

The operationalization concept proposed in the following is to be unders-
tood as a first attempt to empirically implement a research goal that has
not yet been investigated in a theoretically well-founded way. For this
purpose, we recall the specific research interest from the beginning of this
contribution: Can persuasive journalism simulations of PR on the Internet
be distinguished from actual journalistic products/content on the Internet
and, if so, how? The research interest is twofold:

(1) Do theoretically derived features that are assumed to be typical occur
in both types of texts on the Internet, and if so, to what extent and
in what form? That is, are the texts actually characterized by different
features? This is aimed at the question of whether it is even possible for
recipients to recognize differences?

(2) Do recipients have the skills to distinguish between the two types of
texts on the Internet and what criteria, means, and procedures do they
use for this? How important or unimportant is it for recipients to be
able to distinguish between the two types?

Following Bucher (2000), the approach will be product-oriented. As dis-
cussed above, this means that reception findings (user studies) are related
to text/content characteristics (content analysis) in the same project, i.e.,
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a recipient study is combined with a content analysis of the relevant sti-
mulus material from the recipient study. Table 1 summarizes the derived
theoretical dimensions according to the chosen system (cf. the sections on
differentiation dimensions) and names the respective objectives. It serves
as a basis for developing an operationalization concept.

Table 1: Theoretically Derived Differentiation Dimensions, Research Areas/Me-
thods and Knowledge Objectives

Differentiation Dimensions Research Area & Method Knowledge Objective

Text feature ‘journalistic quality’ ~ Media content research: Identification of assumed distinguish-
ing features, the weighting of their (gra-
dual) relevance as well as the degree of
their discriminatory power between text

types > Derivations for recipient study

Text feature ‘attention’ (including

° - Quantitative methods of
narrative structure)

content analysis, inclu-
ding computer-assisted
automated methods

— Qualitative methods of
content analysis

- Combinations of quanti-
tative and qualitative me-
thods

e‘Contingency-oriented linguistic
features at the text level’

Text feature ‘persuasion and ethics
in PR’

Recipient characteristics and re-
ception behavior

Reception research: Identification & description of:

- Quantitative & qualitati-
ve methods of inquiry

— Characteristics of recipients’ indivi-
dual intention to discriminate

- Thinking aloud -

Participatory observation
Eye-tracking

as well as mixed methods
or method triangulation

Characteristics of the relevance of
the basic discrimination possibility
for recipients

— Characteristics of the individual dis-
crimination behavior/procedure

... based on the function

and relevance of content-ana-
lytically identified differentia-
ting features (differentiation
dimensions 4.1.1. to 4.1.4)

... beyond the content-analyti-
cally identified differentiating
features.

- Analysis of the importance of indi-
vidual user-specific recipient charac-
teristics (e.g., socio-demographics &
media competence)

From this scheme, a large catalog of research-guiding questions can be
derived. Table 2 outlines these questions for the text-oriented part of the
declared knowledge interest. In this context, I also refer to the relevant
basic literature for each aspect (cf. the section on the state of research).
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Table 2: Possible Research-Guiding Questions for the Text-Oriented Part of the
Stated Research Interest (Media Content Research) According to Know-

ledge Objectives

Knowledge Objective
(Each of which has specific implications/de-
rivations for audience-focused research)

Research-Guiding Questions

- Identification of various distinguishing
features of the dimension Sournalistic
quality,” the weighting of their (gradu-
al) relevance as distinguishing features as
well as their general discriminatory poten-
tial

> Do the two types of texts on the Internet differ with regard

to the norm-theoretically founded and ideal-typically attributed
classical criteria for ‘quality’? [Occurrence, type, and frequen-
cy]

(e.g., Arnold, 2016; Beck et al., 2010; Deutscher Rat...,
2012; Tkonen et al., 2017; McQuail, 1992; Mehlis, 2014;
Neuberger 2012, 2011; Parsons, 2016; Pleil, 2015a; Pottker,
2000).

> Do the two types of text on the Internet differ concerning
Internet-specific criteria for ‘quality’ such as, in particular, mul-
timedia, interactivity, and hypertextuality? [Occurrence, type,
and frequency of multimedia, interactive and hypertextual
tools]

(e.g., Bucher, 2000; Godulla et al., 2017; Mehlis, 2014; Neu-
berger; 2011; Pleil, 2015a; Radl et al., 2015)

- Identification of various distinguishing
features of the dimension ‘attention’
(including narrative structures), the
weighting of their relevance as suitable
distinguishing features, as well as determi-
nation of their general discriminatory po-
tential

> Do the two types of text on the Internet differ in their con-
tent and/or formal design to attract/enbance attention? [Occur-
rence, type, and frequency of means to attract/enhance at-
tention, including news factors/values]

(e.g., Altmeppen et al., 2002; Eilders, 1997, 2006; Eilders

et al., 1999; Franck, 2014; Fretwurst, 2008; Godulla et al.,
2017; Pleil, 2015b; Ruf-Mohl, 2017; Seibold, 2002).

- Identification of contingency-oriented lin-
guistic distinguishing features at the text
level, the weighting of their relevance as
suitable distinguishing features, and their
general discriminatory potential

> Do the two text types on the Internet differ concerning contin-
gency-oriented linguistic features at the text level? [Occurrence,
type, and frequency of linguistic forms of certainty reduc-
tion and expression of uncertainty]

(e.g., Collins, 1987; Deutscher Presserat, 2019; Janich et al.,
2015; Kepplinger, 2011; Maurer, 2011; Simmerling et al.,
2016; Stocking et al., 2009; Theis-Berglmair et al., 2017

- Identification of various distinguishing
features of the dimension ‘persuasion and
ethics in PR,’ the weighting of their rele-
vance as suitable distinguishing features,
and their general discriminatory potential

> In PIoPS of journalism on the Internet, how does the persuasive
nature of PR manifest itself (if at all), and (how) does the imple-
mentation of ethical standards of PR become apparent? [Occur-
rence, type, and frequency of persuasive characteristics and
ethical standards of PR]

(e.g., Bentele & Seidenglanz, 2015; Burkart, 1993, 2004;
Deutscher Rat..., 2012; Grunig at al., 1984; Ikonen et al.,
2017; Parsons, 2016; Pleil, 2015a)

The operationalization concept outlined here for the content-analytical
distinction between journalistic products and journalism simulation on the
Internet is certainly not complete. For example, it could also be relevant
to investigate whether and, if so, in what way advertising plays a role, as
it is embedded in or surrounds the respective text products. It could also
be investigated whether and, if so, how much advertising the two types
of text have, how much advertising surrounds the texts in each case or is
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embedded in the texts — from pop-up advertising to advertising banners
to links that lead to external advertising websites. PR texts are likely to
have greater leeway here than journalistic products, which could result in a
differentiating criterion.

From the content-analytical examination of the presented differentiation
dimensions, two contrasting result scenarios in the sense of a continuum
are conceivable, between which further gradually graded scenarios could be
distinguished. Result scenario 1: The two types of text can be distinguished
(more or less beyond doubt) on the basis of the dimensions and criteria
analyzed. This means that recipients have at least the potential to distinguish
between original journalism and simulated journalism on the basis of
product-immanent characteristics. Result scenario 2: The two types of text
cannot be (easily) distinguished on the basis of the analyzed dimensions
and criteria. The similarities between journalism simulation (PIoPS) and
actual/original journalism are too considerable. The recipients have no/few
possibilities to distinguish between original journalism and simulated
journalism on the basis of product-immanent characteristics. From these
two result scenarios (if necessary, gradually staged) derivations can and
must then be made for a corresponding recipient study. Depending on
the resulting scenario, a large catalog of research-guiding questions can
also be derived for recipient-oriented research based on the systematization
presented in Table 1. Table 3 outlines corresponding questions for the
user-oriented part of the research.

Beyond these research-guiding questions derived from the preceding
theoretical considerations regarding the stated research interest, one can,
of course, deduce quite different research questions from other theoretical
contexts. For example, in an evaluation-theoretical PR context, it seems
interesting to ask whether the assignment of a text on the Internet to
journalism or PR by the recipients influences its perceived credibility,
seriousness, transparency, etc.—and in which way. Interestingly, such
patterns were not found in the pilot study by Kiefl et al. (2021).
The study’s results indicate that the perception of a text as credible,
serious, transparent, or balanced is independent of whether respondents
had previously classified this text (correctly or incorrectly) as PR or as
journalism. The uses-and-gratifications approach represents an entirely
different, alternative theoretical anchoring of the described problem context.
From this perspective, it could be interesting to ask which motivational
and reward conditions users on the Internet prefer for one or the other
type of text. Here, too, Kiefl’s et al. pilot study produced some interesting
initial findings, according to which the test subjects made highly individual
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Table 3: Possible Research-Guiding Questions for the Reception-Oriented Part
of the Stated Research Interest by Knowledge Objective (Reception

Research)

Knowledge Objectives

Research-Guiding Questions

Identification & relevance of the user-spe-
cific discrii L [also whol-
ly independent of the result scenario con-
tent analysis].

» Do users even want to (be able to) distinguish between the two
types of text on the Internet? How important is this to them?
How do they justify their respective attitude? [ Characteristics of
intention/willingness to distinguish and reasons for this]

Identification & relevance of recipients’
basic discrimination ability.

» Are users able to distinguish (correctly) between both types of
text on the Internet? If not, how great is the recipients’ uncertain-
ty in this regard, and what exactly do these uncertainties consist
of? [Duration of the decision-making process; quality of

the decisions made; reasons/causes for a particular decision,
etc.]

Identification & relevance of recipients’

individual discri; tion beh 'pro-

cedure ...
... according to the function and re-
levance of content-analytically iden-
tified differentiation dimensions as
well as
... beyond the content-analytically
identified differentiation characte-
ristics (user-specific differentiation
criteria).

» Which (classical vs. own content-related and/or formal) cri-
teria/procedures do recipients use to distinguish between both
text types on the Internet? [Particular characteristics of the
differentiation behavior of recipients, including procedures
beyond the content-analytically identified differentiation
dimensions such as consultation of the imprint, etc.]

Identification of the influence of reci-
pients’ socio-demographic characteristics
and characteristics of their media compe-

» Do specific recipient characteristics influence the response beba-
vior of the respondents? [e.g., socio-demographics, quantity &
quality of general media/Internet use; media literacy]

tence.

benefit assessments, again irrespective of whether they considered a text to
be journalism or PR.

Challenges for Operationalization

For the operationalization of the research interest outlined here, a series
of challenges arise. From a methodological point of view, the realization
of the product-oriented approach demanded by Bucher (2000) that was
presented above, i.e., the combination of content analysis and reception
study, is only a minor difficulty. However, the product-oriented approach
entails several particular features for the selection of the investigation and
stimulus material. These are due to the fact that this material must be iden-
tical in the reception study and the content analysis and must therefore
meet the requirements of the research question for a content analysis as
well as for a user study. The specific conditions that have to be taken into
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account in selecting a study design and stimulus material and the kind of
care that has to be taken in the content analysis will be briefly outlined in
the following two sections.

Selection of Study Design and Stimulus Material for Audience Research

Since there is no established procedure for identifying PR texts on the In-
ternet, it is not possible to systematically select the text samples for PIoPS
of journalism. On the other hand, when selecting stimulus material for a
study according to the outlined approach, it has to be taken into account
that the respective media brands strongly determine recipients’ quality
expectations, perceptions, and evaluations (cf., for example, Slater et al.,
1996; Urban et al., 2014; Voigt, 2016; Wladarsch, 2020). This speaks against
selecting prominent, widely known media brands for recipient-oriented
research on the issues under consideration here. The journalistic product
could then be identified by the subjects from the outset quite simply via
the media brand. The search for journalistic stimulus material suitable for
the research interest outlined here thus represents a challenge that should
not be underestimated. Artificially constructing a corresponding text as
investigation and stimulus material, as experimental media effects research
does in many cases, is not a solution. The specific research question requi-
res authentic text material which can actually be found on the Internet.
This also applies to the selection of a suitable content topic for both
types of text. It must be a topic that is very likely to arouse widespread
interest to minimize the influence of the topic on the response behavior of
the recipients (interest in the topic, being personally affected by the topic,
etc.). The recommended topic for journalistic and PR stimulus material
should be a socially relevant problem. To ensure that different perspectives
are presented (e.g., internal plurality/diversity as a quality feature of jour-
nalistic reporting), it should also be sufficiently controversial or crisis-rela-
ted. After all, strategic communicators from different social subsystems
should (want/be able/have to) express themselves. The probability of this
increases in the case of crisis-related topics. Kiefl et al. (2020), for example,
solved these challenges as follows: The research team decided to use the
diesel scandal (‘Diesel-Gate’) of the German car industry as a topic for the
study. This topic was quite current at the time of the survey. In addition
to journalism, many companies also commented on it — especially car
companies as part of their crisis PR. The aim was to restore confidence
and minimize the damage done to their image. To this end, a number of
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German car companies affected deliberately relied on stakeholder commu-
nication in the form of journalistic simulation.

This topic also made it possible for Kiefl et al. (2020) to find corre-
sponding journalistic reporting on the Internet beyond the comparatively
prominent media brands that are easily recognizable. In the case of Kiefl
et al., specialist media sites proved to be well-suited for this purpose. The
researchers therefore chose journalistic online contributions from manager-
magazin.de and gute-fabrt.de for the pilot study in question and PIoPS
of journalism from the PR-products fleetdriver.de and meinautomagazin.de.
The vast majority of participants in the study were not familiar with either
media brand.

The stimulus material of the PR text type ‘journalistic simulation’ must
come from stakeholder media. According to Hoffmann (2007), these can-
not "intuitively be attributed to either PR or journalism, [since they] often
have a professional journalistic makeup" (p. 555). One can easily find
such texts, for example, on industry-specific, subject-specific online sites.!?
Nevertheless, great care must be taken when checking whether the corre-
sponding material actually originates from strategic-persuasive communi-
cators (e.g., through detailed checks of the information in the imprint of
a website). This is all the more relevant because journalistic simulations
are, by definition, similar to actual journalistic reporting. At first glance,
therefore, it must not be recognizable whether a text is journalism or PR.

The second challenge consists of checking whether this PR material also
represents a sufficiently clear journalistic simulation — sufficiently clear in
the sense of the declared research interest. For this purpose, a precise and
easily applicable definition of ‘journalistic simulation’ (content-related and
formal criteria) that can be easily applied to the selection process must be
established in advance.

Quite a few of the research questions listed above as examples for recep-
tion studies and content analyses also require the sender/author of the
stimulus material to be clearly identifiable in the imprint of the website
in question. This is not always the case, especially not with hybrid models
such as blogs. There is a surprisingly large number of texts on such web-
sites that cannot be unequivocally identified as either journalism or PR.
Here, too, broad exploratory work may have to be done first.

12 For the sake of completeness, it should be mentioned here that Kiefl et al. (2020)
selected their PR stimulus texts (journalism simulations) on the topic of ‘Diesel-
Gate’ from the PR platforms fleetdriver.de and meinautomagazin.de.
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Content Analyses

Apart from selecting suitable stimulus material for content analysis and
reception study, there are further challenges, especially for the content
analysis part. It is already known from the many existing studies on jour-
nalistic quality that an enormously sophisticated system of categories is
needed for a correspondingly comprehensive survey, and this system must
be broken down into many different dimensions and characteristics (cf.,
also Theis-Berglmair et al., 2017). Because of the need for intersubjectively
verifiable coding, great care must be taken in defining categories. Given
the complexity of sub-dimensions of the construct ‘journalistic quality’
(e.g., credibility, transparency, diversity), the same applies to developing
corresponding coding instructions. Because of the long tradition of (al-
so internationally comparative) content-analytical research on journalistic
quality, one does not have to reinvent the wheel here. However, it must
be clarified, for example, whether and how individual quality dimensions
should potentially be weighted or how one deals data-analytically with the
problem that quality criteria are not entirely independent of one another.

Concluding Remarks

The digitization of communication and the emergence of the Internet
have not only sustainably changed the conditions of interaction between
journalism and PR in the production of public communication and the
public (sphere). The reception of their respective products by the intended
target groups has also changed. While the first aspect — change in the nter-
action of journalism and PR in the production of public communication
and the public — is comparatively well researched, the latter — change in
the reception and expectations of journalism and PR — still remains a blind
spot in communication science. This is surprising because it is a field in
change. Fields in change are always well-suited for research. In addition,
they are well-suited to improving and advancing dialogue and mutual
stimulation between science and the respective professional practice. In
the present case, journalism and PR are involved likewise — also explicitly
with a view to each other.

This theoretical contribution is intended to show in which direction(s)
the outlined research interest could be developed. In doing so, two questi-
ons were deliberately omitted: First, could relevant studies on the compari-
son of journalistic texts and persuasive journalism simulations also offer an
answer as to whether journalistic products actually provide higher quality

197



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Romy Froblich

(from whose perspective?) than persuasive journalism simulations produ-
ced and disseminated by strategic communicators (PR)? As already mentio-
ned, initial research results (Kiefl et al., 2020) indicate that this question
may be answered differently from the recipients’ viewpoint than from a
normative perspective taken by experts and professional representatives.
However, further research on this interesting and important issue, which is
highly relevant for the future of journalism in liberal democracies, requires
different theoretical foundations than those outlined here.

Second, to what extent do the audience’s perceptions go hand in hand
with what journalists and strategic PR communicators see as their own
professional tasks and experts see as the quality of journalism and PR texts.
Concerning journalism, communication scholars are now working on this
question (see, e.g., Loosen et al., 2020); concerning PR, interest in the issue
is still minimal. In any case, the research interest outlined in this chapter
can contribute initial answers to these two questions. However, concrete
theoretical foundations for the study of these two questions would have
to differ in various aspects as compared to the ones presented here, which
particularly considered the distinguishability and differentiation between
journalism and persuasive journalism simulations.
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The Heterogeneity of U.S. Research Findings and Their Limited
Validity for Europe

Christina Holtz-Bacha

Abstract

Political advertising has always been a contentious issue. In general, this
can be explained by the uneasy feeling that advertising, which comes, after
all, from the world of commerce, has no place in serious politics. Derived
from this, the concern focuses on the presumed effects of advertising on
recipients and, in particular, those that go beyond the actual purpose of
the advertising (which primarily seeks to affect voter turnout, sympathy
for one or the other party or candidate, and the voting decision) and more
generally influence attitudes toward politics. Controversies regarding po-
litical advertising arise in almost every election campaign because its con-
tent is perceived as unfair to opponents, because it “hits below the belt,” or
because it violates human dignity. Therefore, concerns about undesirable
effects relate primarily to negative campaigning because, unlike the case in
commercial advertising, negative advertising in politics is commonplace.
Against this background, this chapter summarizes the research on political
advertising to determine whether there is a reasonable basis, on the one
hand, for the expectations of its sponsors and, on the other hand, for the
concerns about its negative effects on target audiences.

Political advertising worldwide is a contentious issue. In general, the
question whether politics and advertising, which comes, after all, from
the world of commerce, are compatible at all arises. Deriving from this,
the concern focuses on the presumed effects of advertising on recipients
and, in particular, those that exceed the actual purpose of the advertising
(effects on voter turnout, sympathy for one party or candidate or the other,
and the voter’s decision) and more generally influence attitudes toward
politics.

Controversies regarding political advertising come up in almost every
election campaign because its content is perceived as unfair to opponents,
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because it “hits below the belt,” or because it violates human dignity. This
already demonstrates that concerns about its undesirable effects relate pri-
marily to negative campaigning because, unlike commercial advertising,
which usually presents an idyllic world, negative advertising in politics is
common. However, the public’s critical reactions toward the design and
content of political advertising do not deter political actors from entering
the electoral fray with attacks on their opponents.

Against this background, this chapter summarizes the research on politi-
cal advertising to determine whether there is a reasonable basis, on the one
hand, for the expectations of its sponsors and, on the other hand, for the
concerns about its negative effects on target audiences. First, this chapter
establishes a definition of political advertising to narrow the subject of this
review. It then looks at the framework conditions for political advertising,
which reflect international differences in attitudes toward these kinds of
political messages, before assessing the state of research on its effects.
Ultimately, it answers the twofold question of whether the high hopes
that campaigners seem to place in election advertising are justified and the
extent to which the advertising can be dysfunctional.

Defining Political Advertising

Since most of the research on political advertising originated in the United
States and due to the importance of televised spots during U.S. election
campaigns, political advertising is often associated with television ads. In
her 2004 review of research on political advertising, Lynda Kaid demons-
trated how early concepts were oriented toward commercial advertising
and, accordingly, assumed that the airtime would be purchased. Especially
under the impression of international comparative research, which began
around the 1990s, the purchase aspect recedes as a defining feature to
consider the fact that, in many countries, the allocation of broadcasting
time is controlled and conducted free of charge. In U.S. research, however,
the term “advertising” is still used most often. This is explained, on the one
hand, by the conditions in the United States where political advertising
must be paid for; on the other hand, it emphasizes the purpose of the
messages, namely, to promote the sponsor or client.

Eventually, the perspective expands beyond election campaigns and
considers advertising media other than television. Thus, Kaid (2004, p.
156) finally developed a broad definition that understands political adver-
tising “as any message primarily under the control of a source used to
promote political candidates, parties, policy issues, and/or ideas through

209



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Christina Holtz-Bacha

mass channels.” The extension beyond election-related advertising is inten-
ded to include promotional activities in any type of political campaign.
This definition also incorporates third-party advertising intended to sup-
port individual candidates or parties. By specifying “mass channels” as the
relevant means of distribution, the definition associates the transmission
of advertising through traditional mass media or the internet, which was
just emerging as a medium for political advertising at that time, and
finally, social networks. Yet the definition is only able to grasp the mass
distribution of election posters on the streets to a limited extent.

Due to the extensive body of research on political advertising’s effects,
to which European research has contributed significantly in the last two
or three decades, this chapter is limited to audiovisual political advertising
in the run-up to congressional and presidential elections in the United
States. In addition, this focus is interesting against the background that
election advertising on television—and especially negative advertising—
has also stimulated the debate about the Americanization of European
election campaigns that peaked around the turn of the millennium. With
the ubiquitousness of the internet and social networks, new channels have
emerged for audiovisual election advertising, opening up a new perspec-
tive for the question raised here.

Framework Conditions

Any examination of the benefits or undesirable effects of audiovisual elec-
tion advertising must bear in mind that political—just as commercial ad-
vertising—depends on the cultural context in which it is embedded. That
applies to the visuals and to the verbal elements of the advertising. Elec-
tion advertising must, therefore, be understood against the background of
the respective political and electoral systems, and that holds true for the
outcome of the relevant research as well.

This has consequences particularly for research on audiovisual election
advertising, which comes from the United States, or the comparison of
U.S.-based results with research from European countries as the US is
an outlier not only because of its electoral system but also regarding the
regulation of political advertising. Unlike European countries, there are
virtually no restrictions on political advertising in the US, which in this
respect is treated the same as commercial advertising. Election advertising
on television is not subject to any time restrictions; political actors can
buy advertising slots at any time, not only before elections, and as much
as their budget allows. The only requirement is that candidate ads show
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a picture of the contender; candidates must also reaffirm in the ad that
they approve the message (cf. Just & Crigler, 2017, p. 283). In addition,
U.S. regulations allow third parties to support candidates through the
purchase of advertising time. In every election campaign, political action
committees (PACs) appear promoting one candidate or the other and are
characterized, above all, by the use of aggressive advertising. Although
the names of the sponsors are displayed, those who are really behind the
PACs and what they stand for often remains in the dark. This low level
of regulation can be explained by the U.S. interpretation of the basic right
to freedom of expression, which is placed first and foremost here, without
concern about the potential effects of the advertising on its audience. In
contrast, European countries have comparatively strong restrictions on
political advertising, which is usually allowed only as election advertising
in the last several weeks before election day (cf. Holtz-Bacha, 2017). This,
along with the fact that there are countries that do not even allow electoral
advertising, rather points to an approach of social responsibility that does
not want to leave ideological advertising to the free play of market forces.
On top of that, the regulations as well as occasional discussions about
abolishing or introducing election advertising reflect uncertainties about
the effects on the electorate.

In addition to the peculiarities of the respective electoral system, in
particular whether votes are given to candidates or parties, the differences
in regulation have consequences for the period, amount, and scope of
election advertising, and these, in turn, affect its content and design. Some
countries even go so far as to impose specifications on the style and visu-
al design of advertising. If there are such restrictions, they are typically
aimed at preventing manifestations of negative advertising. For the visual
packaging, there may be bans on the use of national symbols to keep them
out of the electoral battle. The country-specific regulations thus determi-
ne whether the political actors have access to television at all for their
advertising and to what extent advertising time is available to them. Any
regulatory specifications for the design of advertising restrict them in their
strategies, which are manifested in the text and visuals. The interpretation
of the results of international comparative studies on the amount and the
verbal and visual content of election broadcasts should, therefore, consider
the legal framework and not simply attribute differences to nation-specific
strategies.
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What Do We Know About the Effects of Political Advertising?

The figures for audiovisual election advertising in the 2020 US presidential
campaign reflect the importance attached to the ads, and in comparison
with European countries, for example, they demonstrate the exceptional
role the use of ads has for US elections. For the 2019/2020 election cycle,
Ridout, Fowler, and Franz (2021, p. 467) recorded 2.35 million airings
of political advertising on television. The period between early Septem-
ber, when party conventions nominated the presidential candidates, and
Election Day in early November accounted for 804,000 airings in 2020.
Compared with the previous presidential election, these figures represent
a doubling. And the election revealed one more factor: While candidates
have significantly increased their online advertising, it has not been at
the expense of traditional television advertising (Fowler et al., 2020, p.
575 Franz, 2020). Although 2020 can be expected to have been an excep-
tional year in terms of audiovisual advertising due to the pandemic and
candidates’ reducing personal appearances, thereby relying all the more on
ads, these figures clearly highlight the discrepancy with the situation in
Europe. In Germany, for example, parties receive a maximum of eight slots
each for their spots on the two public service channels, and parties not
represented in the Bundestag receive only two. Moreover, the commercial
channels, where advertising time must be paid for, are booked only by
the larger parties that can afford the costs. Therefore, unrestricted access
has given election advertising on U.S. television a starring role in political
campaigns. In addition, the election campaigners benefit from an element
of surprise due to the interstitial placement of ads. With the significant
number of broadcasts, they can count on a repetition effect. The high
level of investment in audiovisual election advertising also indicates cam-
paigners’ belief that this type of voter appeal has an impact. Indeed, there
are numerous studies that have fed this hope. By and large, there is a
consensus that ads matter, but determining how they matter is not as easy.

Since electoral advertising has been a feature in the US since the 1950s
and because of the large numbers of ads, which have increased steadily
from election to election, there is an extensive body of research on U.S.
political advertising. The majority of this research is devoted to content
analyses; the findings, however, are relevant to the question posed here
only if they are related to effects. The investigation of effects is naturally
of particular interest to those who commission the advertising. First and
foremost, their concern is whether the financial outlay is worthwhile and
whether the ads work in the campaigners’ interests, i.e., whether they
win them votes. This question is expanded since indirect effects can be
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assumed, i.e., the ads have an effect on variables that influence the voting
decision. The interests of academic research, however, are broader than
those of campaigners because they also investigate the effects of advertising
that go beyond the immediate electoral context and may also affect those
not yet eligible to vote.

Similar to media-effects research in general, overviews of studies on
the effects of audiovisual electoral advertising have demonstrated that any
effects, if they appear at all, are dependent on a multitude of variables,
making generalizations difficult if not impossible (e.g., Fowler et al., 2022,
ch. 7, 8; Kaid, 2004). Such influencing variables include the electoral level
in U.S. presidential elections or down-ballot elections. Furthermore, regar-
ding the ads, the following variables can play a role: characteristics of
the sponsor of the advertisement, the channel (in the case of audiovisual
advertising on television, the internet, or social media), and characteristics
of the formal design and content of an ad. On the part of viewers variables
such as personal characteristics and, for example, their political interests
or party identification may also have an influence on the effects of the
advertising.

Effects can arise in the aggregate and in the individual voter. However,
several studies indicated that ads have little impact on voter turnout. Si-
des et al. (2021, p. 15) suggested that the main effect of ads lies less in
mobilization than in persuasion. Similarly, from their research, Spenkuch
and Toniatti (2018) concluded that campaign advertising has virtually no
effect on the overall voter turnout but does have an influence on vote
shares. This is supported in a study by Law (2021, p. 544), who calcula-
ted estimates based on data from the 2008 election that 60% to 70% of
advertising effects can be attributed to persuasion and only 30% to 40%
to mobilization. Donald Trump’s 2016 election campaign has shown that
political advertising is also used to demobilize voters and present them
with reasons why they should not vote for the opponent (Magleby, 2020,
p. 369).

In an electoral system in which candidates are determined not by the
parties but in primaries and finance their campaigns largely out of their
own pockets, election advertising also plays a significant role in fundrai-
sing. In fact, a major portion of any candidate’s electoral war chest comes
from donations of individuals (Magleby, 2020, p. 362) who are targeted
by all kinds of advertising and personal contacts. In addition, findings on
whether larger expenditures on election advertising and the intensity of
airings lead to greater success at the polls are not definitive (Coppock et
al., 2020, p. 6). Liberini et al. (2020) noted that the 2016 Trump campaign
invested more in Facebook ads than Hillary Clinton did and managed

213



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Christina Holtz-Bacha

to get his supporters to turn out to vote, and that this advertising had a
negative effect on Clinton’s liberal supporters. Konitzer et al. (2019, p. 12),
however, found evidence that there could be a boomerang effect in vote
intention through additional spending late in the campaign, which the
authors interpret as a consequence of oversaturation.

A meta-analysis of 40 field experiments supplemented by nine original
experiments provided evidence that campaign contacts, including different
types of advertising, have minimally persuasive effects (Kalla & Broock-
man, 2018). These findings are further corroborated by 59 real-time ex-
periments that varied sender, message, receiver condition, and context
(Coppock et al., 2020). Other research has suggested that the effects of ads
in U.S. presidential elections are rather small but can make a difference in
down-ballot elections (Sides et al, 2021, p. 2). A plausible explanation is
that voters in lower-level elections have less information about candidates
and issues than in presidential elections. In fact, voters are more likely
to be persuaded by a candidate they don’t know much about, and this
includes considerable changes in beliefs and vote choice (Broockman &
Kalla, 2021). Ads broadcast after Labor Day, i.e., in the last two months of
the election campaign, prove to be effective, while those broadcast earlier
in a campaign do not significantly influence the outcome of the election.

According to the persuasion decay concept (e.g., Gerber et al., 2011),
persuasive effects of electoral ads subside over time, and a large part
of them decays quickly. Whereas the immediate effects in subnational
elections are more substantial than those at the national level, they also
deteriorate more quickly (Hill et al., 2013). However, this process does not
seem to apply to all groups of voters predisposed in the same way (Bartels,
2014, p. 538). The fact that candidates, nevertheless, buy airtime for their
ads on a large scale even in the early phase of election campaigns may
mean that their objective is to become known and to position themselves
at an early stage before attacks by opponents attempt to tarnish their image
(Magleby, 2020, p. 372).

How uncertain the potential impact of ads is can also be illustrated
by the example of negative advertising—considered a hallmark of US
election advertising. Negative advertising in the US is a must for election
campaigns, and that can be attributed, on the one hand, to the political
and electoral system centering on candidates and, on the other hand, to
the virtual absence of any restrictions on election advertising.

Moreover, negative advertising in the US is usually equated with attacks
on one’s political opponent or with a format that contrasts the opponents’
characteristics and political positions. Generally, although negative adverti-
sing is supposed to be unpopular with the electorate, it appears to succeed.
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Voters learn about the character and political positions of the targeted can-
didate through the ads, and possibly about those of the attacking candidate
as well, and they remember negative ads better than positive ads (cf. Basil,
Schooler, & Reeves 1991; Lau, Sigelman, & Rovner, 2007). Campaigners,
however, fear negative advertising’s potential backlash effect. This occurs
when a negative ad has an unfavorable effect on its sponsor, instead of, as
intended, on the attacked, which can happen when viewers perceive the at-
tack as unfair (e.g., Fridkin & Kenney, 2004; Garramone, 1988; Pinkleton,
1997). To avoid this risk, candidates often prefer to hold back negative
ads and leave the attacks on their opponents to the party or the Political
Action Committees. Female candidates may even be subject to a double
bind regarding the use of negative ads and, thereby, face an additional risk
(e.g., Bauer & Santia, 2021; Gordon, Shafie, & Crigler, 2003): Whereas
aggressive advertising is a common campaign tool in the US and women
must prove themselves to be tough enough for politics and for the position
they seek, attacking people does not align with the female role stereotype.
Therefore, they run the risk of being rejected by the electorate for using
aggressive ads.

Regarding the effects of negative advertising on turnout, research has
yielded contradictory results. There are good reasons to assume that ag-
gressive advertising alienates citizens from politics and diminishes their
willingness to vote. With a view to the effects on general attitudes toward
politics, political institutions, and actors, the potential effects of negative
advertising point beyond the electoral context. Conversely, the image that
negative ads provide of politics and political actors could also mobilize
people to participate in elections. With their studies on the detrimental
effects of exposure to negative advertising, Ansolabehere et al. (1994, 1999)
have fueled the discussion. Their findings pointed to demobilizing effects,
a weakening of political efficacy, and further polarization of the electora-
te. Therefore, Ansolabehere and Iyengar claimed that “[n]egative campai-
gning transforms elections into an entertaining spectator sport” (1995, p.
145). Other research, however, has been unable to confirm these findings.
Based on their meta-analyses of studies on negative campaigning, Lau
and collaborators concluded that, although negative ads are unsuitable for
attracting votes, they have no detrimental effects on turnout and attitudes
toward politics (Lau & Rovner, 2009; Lau, Sigelman, & Rovner, 2007).
Other authors have suggested that negative campaign messages can even
stimulate participation in the political process. For instance, research by
Brooks and Geer (2007), who distinguished between negative and uncivil
message content, did not find evidence of adverse effects on political enga-
gement and attitudes toward politics. Rather, they found evidence that the
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least-liked candidate messages, namely negative, uncivil, and trait-based
messages, increase political interest and the likelihood of participating in
an election (p. 12). Similarly, Crigler et al. (2006) compared responses
to different types of negative campaign communication and argued that
their effect is mediated by the emotions they arouse among voters. Their
results confirm the harmful effect of attack ads on the attacking candidate
and offer some support for their demobilizing effect, whereas issue-based,
fear-arousing communication can encourage democratic participation (pp.
153-154). The complexity of the process, with a variety of intertwined
variables, leads the authors to conclude, “The jury is still out on the impact
of attack advertising” (Crigler et al., 2006, p. 155).

An additional incentive for campaigners to employ negative advertising
is that negativity and conflict have high news value, and aggressive com-
mercials, therefore, often become the subject of reporting and, thereby,
generate broader public attention. Television repeats the ads, and newspa-
pers describe them in discussions about their form and content, giving
the sponsor free advertising time. The classic example of an ad that was
broadcast only once but that everyone knows to this day due to the public
response is the so-called Daisy Girl spot, produced for Lyndon B. Johnson’s
campaign for the 1964 presidential election. The powerful, contrasting
images of a little girl counting the petals of a daisy and an exploding
atomic bomb represent a prime example of a negative spot that received
lasting attention. This kind of free media exposure is suited to generate
indirect persuasive effects (Konitzer et al., 2019).

With the widespread use of the internet and social media, election
campaigners opened up new channels for audiovisual election advertising.
These are also less expensive than purchasing television airtime, and they
allow the micro-targeting of specific market segments and individual vo-
ters. Along with the employment of social media for electoral advertising
came new phenomena such as big data and its marriage to neuromarke-
ting (Hegazy, 2019), dark ads (e.g., Madrigal, 2017), and all kinds of
deceptions such as deepfakes (Kietzmann et al., 2020) that have further
provided new research challenges. While television advertising is public
and, thereby, subject to public discussion and possibly fact-checking, social
media ads target a narrowly defined audience and, therefore, easily escape
public scrutiny.

Since channel, content, and reception situations differ, it is to be ex-
pected that digital ads also have different effects than those broadcast
on television. It appears that, regardless of content, the channel alone
makes a difference (Kaid, 2003). However, comparative content analyses
demonstrated that electoral ads on social media are different from those
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on television (e.g., Crigler et al., 2011; Fowler et al., 2021). This suggests
that digital ads serve different campaign goals than classic TV ads do;
in fact, Motta and Fowler (2016) ascertained that using TV commercials
is preferable for persuasion, while online ads are especially effective for
mobilizing partisans. This was also the assumption of Fowler et al. (2021,
p. 147) based on their content analysis of the online and TV ads used
in the 2018 election campaigns that showed reduced negativity, lower
issue content, and increased partisanship for Facebook ads. Accordingly,
the mobilizing function, aimed at supporters and followers, is seen as an
amplifier for political polarization.

While Broockman and Green (2014, p. 281) expressed doubt that online
ads have substantial impact, Liberini et al. (2020), whose study yielded
significant effects on voter behavior, concluded that micro-targeted ads
on Facebook matter. These effects were particularly pronounced among
users who were targeted based on ethnicity, gender, location, and political
orientation (p. 29). The authors also found that highly targeted users are
less inclined to change their minds and more likely to adhere to their
voting choices than less-targeted users, and they interpreted these findings
as evidence that advertising on Facebook intensifies political polarization
(p. 30).

Micro-targeting, however, is not always as well-received as campaigns
hope it will be due to the personalized approach. A study by Hersh and
Schaffner (2013) showed that voters apparently prefer broad-based appeals
of non-targeted advertising to the particularistic promises of micro-targe-
ting. Moreover, mistargeting has negative consequences when mistargeted
voters penalize the ad sponsor because they get the impression that the
candidate has different priorities and does not represent the voter’s inte-
rests.

Since online ads also encourage users to share the content (Kaid, 2006),
ads are further spread via social networks, reaching a larger audience and
possibly gaining credibility. By clicking, sharing, and commenting on the
ads, recipients deliver immediate feedback to the campaigns on the ads’
effectiveness (Brodnax & Sapiezynski, 2020).

Conclusion
All in all, this small excerpt from the extensive research on the effects of
election advertising in the US shows that the findings are mixed. Studies

have looked at all kinds of effects—cognitive, attitudinal, affective, and
behavioral—and findings range from “no impact” to “significant impact.”
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Effects, if they exist, are mediated by a variety of variables that lie with the
ad’s sponsor, its design, and its content (formal properties, visual design,
text, theme, tone, etc.) as well as with the characteristics of the individual
viewer. In addition, the findings of these numerous studies cannot be easi-
ly summarized or compared because they chose different methodological
approaches and often referred to small samples and regionally specific
situations.

As election campaigners hope, persuasion, according to Coppock, Hill,
and Vavreck (2020, p. 1) “is presumed to be conditional on who says what
to whom and when, and getting this recipe right is thought to be critical
for changing minds.” This assessment confirms the difficulty of identifying
implications or success for election campaigners from the many studies
conducted on election advertising in the US. It also reflects that research
is continually in search of influencing variables and also seems strongly
attached to the traditional S-O-R model.

Since the US is, in addition, an exceptional case with regard to election
advertising, the findings of U.S. research can hardly be transferred to Euro-
pean countries. Election advertising is too closely linked to the political
system, the media system, and the way election campaigns are conducted
in the United States. It is not only the legal regulations that affect the
employment of audiovisual election advertising in Europe but also the
differences in (political) culture that are expressed in advertising. Just like
commercial advertising, election advertising is shaped by the (political)
culture of a country, which is expressed, not least, in the visuals: “In order
to generate attention, advertisers must try to couple the advertising messa-
ges with such ideas, beliefs, values and cultural patterns [...] or with such
socio-cultural developments [...] that they assume will be accepted or even
desired by their clients and the target audience and in any case connotated
with positive emotions” (Schmidt, 2002, pp. 103-104, translated by the
author). Advertising is, therefore, always culturally bound, and this results
in differences that make it difficult to generalize findings from US research
to European countries, for example. To be able to assess the effects of elec-
tion advertising in Europe, considerably more research would be needed.

Is political advertising good or bad? Research does not allow an answer
to this question because of the heterogeneity of the findings and methodo-
logical uncertainties. The fact that campaigns invest heavily in advertising
suggests that they expect to benefit from it in the political competition.
But which scientific results they rely on when they spend millions and
millions of dollars on election advertising remains their secret. There are
numerous concerns and fears about the effects of election advertising on
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voters and on those not yet eligible to vote; whether they are justified
cannot be answered unequivocally. We know a lot—but still not enough.
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Does the Media System Explain Individual Media Use
and Media Effects?

Findings From a Systematizing Literature Review

Cornelia Wallner

Abstract

Based on a comprehensive literature review, this article explores evidence
about connections between the media system as explanatory macro-level
for media use and media effects on an individual, micro-level. Addressing
this context from a comparative, media system-related perspective, N=42
papers were reviewed and systematized by thematic area. Core results show
that systematic connections exist between structural differences of media
systems and patterns of individual media use and media effects. More
findings are available for newspapers and television than for the internet
and social media. Empirical evidence is given for media system-related
differences in political knowledge, and the degree of political parallelism
in media systems matters for political participation. Overall, the studies
show that the media system as a context matters for explaining individual
media use and effects. Perspectives for future research are derived from the
current state of research.

Media use and media effects depend on multiple factors, and the micro-le-
vel plays a key role in explaining them. Beyond that, however, the question
of whether micro-level findings are universally valid between different me-
dia environments arises. Concurrently, the question of whether there are
explanatory factors at the macro-level, specifically the media system, that
can explain communication phenomena at the micro-level is raised. These
issues constitute the starting point for the following remarks. Based on a
comprehensive literature review, this paper elaborates on the relationship
between media systems, media use, and media effects and systematizes
insights by thematic area.

In comparative media system research, we seek to explain why media
for a certain area, usually a country, are the way they are, why they differ
from media in other countries, what connections exist between media
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and other characteristics of the respective society, and how these relations
differ between countries. Siebert, Peterson, and Schramm defined this
research interest in 1956, and it continues to guide researchers engaged
in media system research today. Thus, comparative media system research
is also about the explanatory relevance of the macro-level, the “contextual
environment for communication outcomes” (Esser & Pfetsch, 2020, pre-
print, p. 5) and how this macro-level shapes communication phenomena
differently. The comparative research “is based on the assumption that dif-
ferent parameters of political and media systems differentially promote or
constrain communication roles and behaviors of organizations and actors
within those systems” (Esser & Pfetsch, 2020, preprint p. 5) The analysis
of media systems involves the actual status as well as developments and
interdependencies over time. It is about the answers to questions within
individual media systems, as well as comparing between media systems. The
latter is the focus of this paper.

Thus, comparative research examines the context of media and commu-
nication, and this context is relevant in two ways: “Not only are individual-
level processes better understood through the consideration of contextual
factors, but the significance of macro-level characteristics only becomes
visible when different national political communication arrangements are
compared with each other” (Esser, 2019, p. 680). Against the background
of rapid media change and globalization, Livingstone pointed out that “it
is no longer plausible to study one phenomenon in one country without
asking, at a minimum, whether it is common across the globe or distinc-
tive to that country or part of the world” (Livingstone, 2012, p. 417).
Consequently, the comparative perspective can also be profitable for un-
derstanding media use: “Considering media use as embedded in higher-le-
vel structures will thus enable a more comprehensive, encompassing, and
arguably theoretically enhanced understanding of the role of media in
contemporary societies” (Boomgaarden & Song, 2019, p. 547). As such,
we are interested in how different types of media systems are aligned with
different patterns of media use and effects.

Different Models of Media Systems

The most prominent and widely employed study to date by Hallin and
Mancini (2004) presented the “three models of media and politics.” The
authors examined 18 Western countries in Europe and North America in
regard to their media and political systems and applied political science
concepts to communication studies issues. They referred to historical press
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and media development, political parallelism between media and politics,
the professionalization of journalism, and the role of the state in the media
system. The authors drew on the criteria elaborated by Blumler and Gure-
vitch (1995) to capture the relationship between media and politics. Based
on an elaborated theoretical discussion, Hallin and Mancini (2004) derived
their typology of three models of media and politics: the Mediterranean
model (polarized pluralistic), the Northern European model (democratic
corporatistic), and the North Atlantic model (liberal). Hallin and Mancini
saw the models in the sense of ideal types according to Max Weber: “(...)
and the media systems of individual countries fit them only roughly”
(Hallin & Mancini, 2004, p. 11). Their typology has been used as the com-
mon ground for many comparative studies; thereby, Hallin and Mancini
laid an essential foundation for the further development of comparative
media systems research. However, this typology is “far from the last word”
(Benson, 2010, p. 615). Empirical “tests” do not completely reproduce the
typology (e.g., Briiggemann et al., 2014; Humprecht et al., 2022). Although
Hallin and Mancini (2017) did not consider this to be a refutation of
their model, they considered different approaches behind it, namely a
theoretical and a data-centric one.!

In any case, there are clear differences between media systems in Euro-
pean and North American countries, with strong similarities between so-
me countries. At the same time, clear differences between other countries
can be identified. Hallin and Mancini’s 2004 typology is important to
mention here because it is often used to select countries for comparative
empirical studies, as shown by the studies reviewed below.

Media Systems and Media Content

Shortly after the publication of Hallin and Mancini’s typology, comparati-
ve media system studies increased significantly (Wallner, 2016). Initially,
these studies focused particularly on whether and how media content
differs between media systems, and it was consistently found that the diffe-
rences in media content were related to the specific structures of the media

1 There is still a focus on Western countries in comparative media systems research
that is definitely worthy of criticism (e.g., Sparks, 2018). In recent years, few works
have been published that broaden the geographic scope. For an overview of media
system typologies based on Hallin and Mancini (2004) and expanding their model
in terms of indicators and geographic scope, see the overview in Hallin (2016,
updated 2021).
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systems. Studies of Western media systems have shown a relationship
between the structures of a media system and the political information
environments, i.e., “the supply and demand of political news and political
information within a certain society” (Van Aelst et al., 2017, p. 4). In
the case of television, the information environment varies depending on
the degree of commercialization of a media system (Aalberg, van Aelst,
& Curran, 2010), and media systems with public service broadcasting pro-
vide increasingly more frequent opportunities to consume political news
content (Curran et al., 2009; Iyengar et al., 2010). In countries with strong
public service broadcasting, the news supply is greater, especially during
prime time (Esser et al., 2012). Thus, political information environments
differ between media systems, which, in turn, offer different information
opportunities, i.e., “access points in the political information environment
that provide incentives for people to enter the news discourse” (Esser et al.,
2012, p. 249).

Moving on, the question of whether the media system structures are
accompanied by certain patterns of media use or even media effects arises.
One of the first studies on structural influences of media use (Prior, 2007)
in the US found “that news consumption, learning about politics, and
electoral volatility have changed not so much because people are different
today, but rather because the media environment is different. People have
not necessarily changed; they have merely changed the channel” (Prior,
2007, p. 19). Althaus et al. (2009) demonstrated that, for the US, the
demographic characteristics of a region together with the supply-side cha-
racteristics, market size, and complexity explain more of the self-reported
news exposure than the demand characteristics for news at the individual
level.

Based on an extensive literature review, I discuss the state of research
regarding the relationship between media systems, their structures, and
media use and effects.

Systematizing Literature Review

First, a note on the unit of analysis: macro-perspective studies, such as the
one in focus here, continue to use a nation-state as the unit of analysis. Alt-
hough the state is becoming increasingly inadequate as a unit of analysis
due to global-communication networks, this continues to be necessary for
empirical studies at the same time, in particular due to the data situation
(Esser, 2013). Herein, studies are considered that explicitly address the
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media system as a contextual level of individual media use/effects and/or
societal media effects.

The literature search strategy was limited to articles published in peer-
reviewed journals collected from the database Communication & Mass
Media Complete. Journal articles were chosen for their relevance in de-
termining the status of a subject (Brosius & Haas, 2009; Weaver & Wil-
hoit, 1988). No contributions from edited volumes or monographs were
included (for the procedure, c.f. Hanusch & Vos, 2020; Matthes et al.,
2019; Wallner, 2016). The database was searched through April 2022, with
defined search terms (media system OR cross-cultural AND media use
OR media exposure OR media effect OR screen time). For the selection
of studies in the sense of comparative research, the criterion of multile-
vel comparison was applied, i.e., studies with at least three elements of
comparison (i.e., media systems) related to an object of investigation rele-
vant to communication studies (Esser & Hanitzsch, 2012) were selected,
in this case, media use or media effects and media systems. These are
multilevel comparative approaches in the sense of cross-national research
(Boomgaarden & Song, 2019). Intra-state analyses were excluded, as well
as research unrelated to the key interest of the review. The initial result
yielded 330 articles, which were reviewed based on title, keywords, and
abstract, and after removing duplicates, the literature search comprised
24 papers. This result was supplemented by other thematically related,
peer-reviewed journal articles known from my own work on the topic
and others not published in journals listed in CMMC (e.g., in sociological
journals). Finally, 42 articles were included in the literature review.

Results

The aim is to provide a comprehensive overview of the current state of re-
search that is as complete as possible. An interpretation of the (increasing)
number of articles (c.f. Table 1) in the field of comparative media system
research is not possible due to the steadily growing number of journal
publications (e.g., Engels, Ossenblok, & Spruyt, 2012).

Table 1: Year of Publication

Q1
2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013 | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018 | 2019 | 2020 | 2021 | 2022

1 1 2 3 3 2 4 6 2 2 3 3 1 4 3 2
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Table 2 provides an overview of the publication journals.

Table 2: Journals

Political Communication 6
The International Journal of Press/Politics 5
European Journal of Communication 3
International Journal of Communication 3
Journal of Communication 3
Communication Research 2
Communication Today (under evaluation) 2
Digital Journalims 2
Information, Communication & Society 2
International Communication Gazette 2
Acta Politica 1
Central European Journal of Communication 1
International Journal of Comparative Sociology 1
International Journal of Public Opinion Research 1
Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media 1
Journal of Elections, Public Opinions and Parties 1
Journalism 1
Journalism Practice 1
Journalism Studies 1
New Media & Society 1
Political Science and Research Methods 1
Social Media + Society 1
Total N = 42

In all, 24 studies examined more than 10 countries (multi-state compari-
sons), and 17 examined between three and 10 countries. For one study,
which was a meta-study (Matthes et al., 2019), the number of countries
could not be coded. About half of the data sources used are existing
sources such as the European Social Survey, the European Election Survey,
or the Reuters Institute Digital News Report. A number of studies additio-
nally or exclusively use self-collected data, and some use combinations of
surveys and content analyses as well as experimental designs (Steppat et
al., 2022) and web-tracking data (Stier et al., 2020). The studies examine
the relationship between media system structures and media use as well as
media effects at different levels and include the following categories:
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1.Studies that look at media use and/or media effects in a comparative
perspective, examining in general differences between certain countries;

2.Studies that make comparisons between countries in terms of specific
characteristics and classify country similarities and differences; and

3.Studies that include the media system in their statistical explanatory
models for selected phenomena (i.e., country as a variable) and show
explicitly the explained variance contributed by the media system.

Political communication is the focus in all studies, in particular, news usa-
ge, political knowledge, political interest, political participation, diversity
of topics and opinions, fragmentation of audiences, selective exposure, me-
dia freedom, and the development of democracy. The following overview
of key findings is structured along the thematic focus.

Media Use

In Western countries, television is the most important medium for politi-
cal news (Nielsen & Schroder, 2014), with online media and traditional
daily newspapers coming in second. In television-centric countries, the in-
ternet is used more for political news than the press (Papathanassopoulos
et al., 2013). At the individual level, the studies examine the well-known
relationships between media use of political media content and education,
age, socioeconomic status, political interest, and political knowledge, each
of which also has explanatory power. Across many countries, there is a po-
sitive correlation between social status and television use for information
purposes, as well as an “upper-class bias” in daily newspaper use (Shehata,
2010).

Research shows cross-country variations in the use of social media for
news and, in particular, the use of online news videos (Kalogeropoulos,
2018). Internet use in general is explained by individual factors but also
by the media system at the macro-level, with people in Northern and Cen-
tral European and North Atlantic countries using the internet more than
people in Southern European countries (Meilan & Wu, 2017). However,
interestingly, the explanatory relevance of individual characteristics for so-
cial media news use is obviously lower than for traditional media. Hohlig,
Hasebrink, and Behrig (2021, p. 1816) pointed out that “sociodemographic
patterns of news use are structurally similar within a range of otherwise
distinctive countries but also sociodemographic characteristics only predict
differences of news use between countries to a limited extent,” which indi-
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cates the relevance of macro-level explanations rather than individual ones
for social media news use.

For traditional media, the explanatory power of the macro-level for
individual media consumption has previously been examined in several
studies. Using data on media use from the European Social Survey for
European countries, Elvestad and Blekesaune (2008) showed, by means of
multilevel analysis, that 6.5% of individual newspaper use can be explained
by variables at the country level. However, there is no uniform picture
according to the country classification of Hallin and Mancini (2004): Not
all countries that are assigned to a type show uniform patterns regarding
newspaper consumption. Aalberg, Blekesaune, and Elvestad (2013) found
a similar result for television: 5% of individual television-viewing time,
in general, and 5.1% of individual television-news viewing can be explai-
ned by systematic differences across countries. Shehata and Stromback
(2011) also revealed a connection between media system characteristics
and individual media use: There is a positive relationship between newspa-
per centrism and the use of daily newspapers and television for political
information that goes beyond individual explanatory factors. Political inte-
rest has a stronger influence on television-news use in television-centric
countries than in newspaper-centric countries: “A one-unit increase in poli-
tical interest increases television news consumption by 0.370 units in the
least newspaper-centric country, a one-unit increase in political interest
amounts to roughly 11 more min of viewing in the least newspaper-centric
country, compared to 6 min in the most newspaper-centric country. That
is, political interest has a positive influence in all countries but is substanti-
ally weaker in media environments that are newspaper-centric” (Shehata &
Strombick, 2011, p. 126). Regarding individual characteristics, their study
suggests that “the influence of education and political interest on televisi-
on news consumption does depend on media environment characteristics”
(Shehata & Stromback, 2011, p. 127).

Similarly, Perusko, Vozab, and Cuvalo (2015) highlighted the relevance
of structural macro characteristics for explaining individual media use. By
adding structural macro characteristics to individual characteristics, the
explanatory power of models of individual media use improves, from 53%
to 64% for television, from 36% to 40% for daily newspapers, and from
17% to 27% for mobile television use.
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Political Knowledge

A central question in several studies is the role of the media for political
knowledge and participation. Differences in people’s knowledge about
current affairs can be partially explained by the available media outlets
in their respective countries (Curran et al., 2009; Elenbaas et al., 2014)
and thus by different media system structures. For example, 25% of know-
ledge about international news topics can be explained by the amount of
international news coverage (Aalberg et al., 2013), and this amount differs
across media systems. Here, the use of public broadcasting has a significant
positive effect on knowledge about political issues (Park & de Zuniga,
2021), while the use of commercial TV shows a negative effect (Fraile &
Iyengar, 2014; Curran et al., 2014). Thus, it can also be stated that “the
virtuous circle of democratic reinforcement operates primarily in relation
to public service television” (Curran et al., 2014, p. 823).

A similar finding was made regarding the use of print media. The use of
quality newspapers, which typically contain more hard news, has a positive
effect on political knowledge, while the use of tabloids, which contain
more soft news, has a negative effect (Fraile & lyengar, 2014). This, again,
refers to different types of media systems with different degrees of import-
ance regarding quality press.

Nir (2012) found that cross-national differences explain 10% of the
variability in political knowledge and 6% of the variability in political inte-
rest, where the characteristic “shared news” (operationalized as the share
of regular newspaper readership of the largest newspaper and the share
of regular viewership of the most-watched prime-time news program per
country) is found to be an important covariate for the relevance of the
country variable (Nir, 2012).

Obviously, the information environment matters. Accordingly, we dis-
tinguish information-rich media environments (strong public broadcas-
ting, strong quality newspapers) and information-poor media environ-
ments (weak public broadcasting or only commercial TV and tabloids) as
characteristics of media systems as well as differentiations between them.
In information-rich environments, the explanatory power of individual
characteristics such as interest or socioeconomic status on political know-
ledge is lower than in information-poor environments (Iyengar et al., 2010;
Fraile, 2013). Very few cross-country comparative results are available on
the role of social media for political knowledge; thus far, it is known
that social media use has minimal effects on political knowledge (Park &

231



https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748928232
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Cornelia Wallner

de Zuniga, 2021).2 However, for non-institutional political participation
(e.g., boycotts, legal and illegal demonstrations, occupations), Mosca and
Quaranta (2016) showed that there is no influence from media system
characteristics such as the degree of commercialization or from political
characteristics such as a majoritarian or consensual system on patterns of
non-institutional participation.

The Relevance of Political Parallelism

Another feature of media systems is political parallelism, “...a pattern or
relationship where the structure of the political parties is somewhat reflec-
ted by the media organizations” (de Albuquerque, 2018), which Hallin
and Mancini (2004) considered a crucial distinguishing criterion of media
systems and which proves to be explanatory for distinguishing media sys-
tems in empirical comparative media system studies (Briggemann et al.,
2014). In countries with strong parallelism, citizens are more likely to go
to the polls (Van Kempen, 2007); at the same time, the responsiveness of
political authorities is perceived to be lower; the (biased) portrayal of poli-
tical reality in the media influences perceptions of politics (Bene, 2020);
and satisfaction with democracy is lower (Lelkes, 2016, with parallelism
on television playing a somewhat greater role than parallelism in daily
newspapers).

In an exhaustive analysis with data from the World Values Survey,
Tsfati and Ariely (2014) showed that trust in media, in addition to indi-
vidual-level predictors, was positively associated on the macro-level with
post-materialism. However, and of special interest from the perspective
of media system researchers, government ownership has no significant
influence on trust in media when controlling for democracy and economic
development. In contrast, Machdckovd and Tkaczyk (2020) found higher
levels of trust for democratic corporatist countries, and they concluded
that higher newspaper circulation and lower control on Public Service
Broadcasters (PBS) are positively related to trust in media. These findings,
as well as possible moderation effects, are certainly important factors for
future media system research.

2 For a case study in Sweden, Dimitrova et al. (2011) showed a low effect of social
media use on political knowledge but more-significant effects on political partici-
pation.
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Cross-Cutting Exposure

The greater the parallelism in a media system, the less cross-cutting expo-
sure recipients have, referring to confrontation with opinions that do not
correspond to their own (Goldman & Mutz, 2011). Thus, if a country
has many media with a higher degree of parallelism to political parties, it
may be easier for individuals to avoid cross-opinion or cross-party political
discourse. The preference for news with a shared point of view is partially
explained by the country as a variable, and together with interest for poli-
tics, they explain news preference better than individual sociodemographic
characteristics can (Rodriguez-Virgili et al., 2022).

At the country level and considering national media-use patterns, it
appears that television provides more opportunities for cross-cutting expo-
sure than daily newspapers do (Goldman & Mutz, 2011). In countries
with strong public broadcasting, the degree of individual political interest
plays a smaller role for cross-cutting exposure (Castro-Herrero et al., 2018),
and individuals from a country with strong public broadcasting are more
willing to consume news from sources that disagree with their views,
reducing the risk for echo chambers (Castro-Herrero et al., 2018). At the
same time, differences by political system emerge: “The news media made
a greater contribution to citizens’ cross-cutting exposure in consensus sys-
tems that represent people and political interests more inclusively than in
more power-concentrating systems or settings with a hegemonic tradition”
(Castro & Nir, 2020).

Matthes et al. (2019) conducted a statistical meta-study on cross-cutting
exposure and found that its effects regarding political participation were
not larger for online vs. offline exposure (Matthes et al., p. 533). As an
individual characteristic of the respondent, the region of origin (Europe,
Asia, Africa, North America, Central and South America) was examined as
a moderator. Yet the effect of cross-cutting exposure on political participa-
tion does not depend on respondents’ regions. However, it is important to
note that the “region” level in this case does not consider the differences
between media systems within a region—which are evident, for example,
between European media systems.

Audience Fragmentation
Another question is whether the development of high-choice media en-

vironments leads to a fragmentation of media users. Here, little overall
fragmentation of recipients is shown for offline and online media, and
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therefore, it is not possible to speak of audience fragmentation (or echo
chambers) (Fletcher & Nielsen, 2017; Steppat et al., 2022). However, there
are, again, differences between media systems. Fletcher and Nielsen (2017)
found the UK to have a more fragmented audience than Denmark, Germa-
ny, France, Spain, and the US, and Denmark to have a more fragmented
audience than Spain and the US. In countries with a higher degree of
fragmentation, a higher selective exposure is found (Steppat et al., 2022).

Regarding the media use of individuals with populist attitudes, web-
tracking data showed that these people use more hyper-partisan news but
still get their news primarily from established sources. A strong correlati-
on was found between individual news diets and national media supply,
although no consistent patterns have yet been identified across countries
(Stier et al., 2020).

Online Political Participation

In regard to social media, participation aspects are compared between
countries. Online participation in political discourse is more widespread
in Italy, Spain, and the United States than in Denmark, Germany, and
the United Kingdom (Kalogeropoulos, Negredo, Picone, & Nielsen, 2017;
Nielsen & Schroder, 2014). In this regard, Nielsen and Schroder (2014,
p. 472) noted that these country differences in participation do not corre-
spond to differences in internet use, leading them to conclude that “more
than mere availability shapes the role of social media as part of people’s
news habits.”

When it comes to the spread of fake news via social media, the intensity
of the use of social media, the use of alternative media, and the following
of populist parties are explanatory factors across all the countries studied.
People with higher social media use and activity are less likely to refrain
from spreading disinformation, with some differences between countries.
Thus, country-specific differences and, therefore, the respective informati-
on environments are significant deciding factors in whether fake news is
further disseminated. Interestingly, the use of public service broadcasting
does not strengthen resilience against disinformation except in France
(Humprecht et al., 2021). This is particularly noteworthy because in several
studies, as explained earlier, the country characteristic of strong PBS or the
use of it seems to be consistently explanatory.

Political expression on social networks is positively related to the hetero-
geneity of the social network on which users share discussions, with this
relationship being stronger in countries with lower freedom of expression
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(Barnidge et al., 2018). Freedom of the media and freedom of expression
are, in turn, positively related to political knowledge (Schoonvelde, 2013;
Park & de Zuniga, 2021), and lower media freedom, i.c., a strong state ro-
le, is associated with higher information-seeking media behavior (Loveless,
2015).

Media and Social Change

Finally, the question of what role media change plays in social change
arises. To answer it, Groshek (2011, 2010, 2009) examined the relationship
between media distribution and the development of democracy over time.
The correlation analyses are based on the assumptions of the media system
dependency theory formulated by Ball-Rockeach and De Fleur (1976),
which discusses the connections between media, recipients, their environ-
ment, social structure, and the economy. Groshek (2011) investigated whe-
ther media have a positive effect on the development of institutionalized
democracy in those countries where media are widely distributed and,
therefore, fulfill key social functions, including the information function,
as well as in those countries with greater sociopolitical instability. Both
assumptions were partially confirmed. The results revealed that, in coun-
tries where a certain level of media penetration already exists, a positive
influence of TV and radio—but not newspapers—on the development
of democracy could be seen. Media distribution also promotes the deve-
lopment of institutionalized democracy in countries with sociopolitical
instability. In regard to the internet, for the period 1994-2003 Groshek
(2009) showed that increasing internet penetration is associated with incre-
asing democratic development in the context of developed countries or
countries where democratic approaches are at least partially in place. A
correlation also emerges in countries with high political instability. Howe-
ver, Groshek (2010) demonstrated that internet penetration has no causal
effects on the development of democracy. Thus, mere media dissemination
cannot be seen as a guarantor but rather as a component of democracy
development. In addition, a certain minimum level of democratic politics
must be in place for the internet to lead to an increase in democratic
politics because if national politics restrict communication freedoms on
the internet, then even relatively high internet penetration will zot lead to
a democratization effect. A study of Asian and African countries concluded
that internet penetration is not a predictor, but internet use is a predictor
of “demand for democracy,” and internet penetration strengthens this rela-
tionship (Nisbet, Stoycheff, & Pearce, 2012). Similar to Groshek (2009),
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these authors found that, in countries with higher democratization, the
relationship between individual internet use and demand for democracy is
higher.

Synopsis

This systematizing literature review aimed to provide a comprehensive
picture of the current state of research regarding the relationships between
media systems and media use as well as media effects. Several overarching
findings can be derived from the studies discussed, and these may add
to the question of whether certain parameters of media systems shape com-
munication differently or, in other words, how context matters. Important
for research on media systems as well as research on media use and effects,
the critical finding is that media use differs depending on media system
characteristics and that the media system can proportionately explain indi-
vidual media use.

Furthermore, empirical evidence is provided for media system-related
differences in political knowledge, with information-rich environments
having a positive influence on political knowledge. The role of the state
and political parties in the media sector appears to be an important charac-
teristic for differentiating media systems. The “political parallelism” of a
media system proportionately explains political participation in terms of
voter turnout, perceptions of politics and democracy, and cross-cutting
exposure. In summary, low political parallelism and strong public broad-
casting seem to lead to higher news usage and more political knowledge,
while more-commercialized media markets offer less political information
and fewer information opportunities. Thus, based on studies of media
use and effects, information-rich media environments with various oppor-
tunity structures are desirable characteristics of media systems from the
perspective of democratic theory.

Comparative studies of media systems revealed that fragmentation of
online and offline audiences is consistently low, but apparently, there are
differences between media systems. More in-depth research on this issue
is desirable. For online media in general, the country-specific information
environment is an explanatory factor for media use and participation.
Media change at the macro-level shows the role of the internet for social
change, i.e., democratization processes.

In summary, the results of this systematizing literature review illustrate
that we have well-documented empirical findings on certain relationships
between structures and use, especially for newspapers and television. Re-
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garding the internet and social media in particular, evidence for associati-
ons between structures and use and effects is scarce, and based on the
current state of research, concluding statements can be made only with
caution.

Concluding Remarks

Encouragingly, we already know quite a lot about the connections be-
tween the macro- and micro-levels of communication. However, many
questions remain on a wide variety of topics that have not (yet) been
addressed in empirical research. To name a few, these include questions
regarding gradual expressions of media freedom at the macro-level and
individual communication phenomena; historical developments of media
systems and individual communication, especially regarding the merging
of old and new media logics in hybrid media systems (Chadwick 2013);
and the role of individual media effects for the development of the media
system.

From a methodological point of view, in addition to the now well-esta-
blished multilevel analyses, more moderator and mediator analyses should
be encouraged in order to explain the multiple interrelationships within
the macro-level as well as at the micro-level. Furthermore, Esser (2019)
pointed out the necessity of qualitative research for a deeper understan-
ding of the context. In the field of political communication, Matthes et
al. (2019) suggested that states with varying degrees of democracy need
to be studied in order to better examine structural influences on political
participation aspects.

This leads me to a critical yet decisive remark. Inherent in almost all
studies is a normative view of public communication in that more political
information is considered beneficial; political knowledge as well as parti-
cipation in the political process is considered important; and ultimately,
a functioning democracy is implicitly or explicitly assumed as the target
variable of public communication in the sense of a public sphere as well
as in the sense of the political organization of a country. And here the
reflection also ties in with what Wolfram Peiser (2009) expressed regarding
the question of what ideas about media effects are held by communicati-
on scholars themselves. Reflecting on these implicit assumptions at the
theoretical level for media systems research would be an important contri-
bution, especially in the sense of international comparative media systems
research that goes beyond Western countries. If one applies the normative
criteria of the Western public sphere to non-Western and non-democratic
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states, one will always find a deficit in public communication. If one wants
to examine public negotiation processes, which may well include political
negotiation—also in less-free media environments—and analyze the rele-
vance of media (structures), then a different heuristic concept must be
used as a basis, one that enables a search not for deficits but for realization
options of political communication.

Finally, the results discussed could also be considered on a meta-level,
with an interesting task for scientific research. If we assume, based on the
findings presented here, that media system structures matter, at least to
some extent, for media effects and, at the same time, assume based on
Wolfram Peiser’s remarks (2009) on “general ideas about media effects”
that the perspective taken when researching media effects also depends
on the individual media socialization of the researcher, we can ask what
the socialization of communication scientists into a certain media system
means for the research of media effects.

Altogether, the review of the literature shows that the media system
context and, thus, comparative media system research can provide import-
ant contributions to explaining communication at the individual level.
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Do People Really Not Agree on What Can be Said?

Individual Differences in the Perception of Microaggressive,
Derogatory and Hate Speech Against Women

Carsten Retnemann & Anna-Luisa Sacher

Abstract

In recent years, Western democracies have seen an increase in controversies
about what can be said publicly. These controversies often lead to more ge-
neral discussions about freedom of speech, “political correctness,” “cancel
culture,” or the consequences of hateful and discriminatory speech spread
on the Internet. However, till date, not much is known about the fun-
damental question of whether citizens perceive potentially harmful state-
ments in similar ways and what might explain their varying perceptions.
Against this backdrop, the current study investigates how microaggressive,
derogatory, and hate speech against women are perceived depending on
sociodemographics, experiences of discrimination, political attitudes, and
trust in media. We develop a set of hypotheses and test these based on
a standardized survey with a quota sample resembling the German popula-
tion between 18 and 65 (N = 943). The survey included a split-ballot in
which half of the respondents were asked to judge whether they regarded
eight statements directed at women as acceptable and hurtful. The findings
showed a great deal of consensus in the perception of those statements.
While gender does not prove to be a key factor for explaining individual
differences, age, experiences of discrimination, and media trust turn out to
be significant predictors.

How free should speech be? How should free speech be? With these ques-
tions, Timothy Garton Ash (2016) outlines the tension between freedom
of speech and discourse culture, which has become an issue of public deba-
te in Western democracies in recent years. In the context of discussions
about “political correctness” and “cancel culture,” discriminatory and non-
discriminatory speech, or the increase of hate speech on the Internet (e.g.,
Reimer, 2019), we have seen heated and controversial debates about whe-
ther certain statements fall within the space of what can be said and what
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is socially or legally acceptable. However, the kind of statements being
discussed, what exactly is criticized, and the standards used to judge varies
throughout and is by no means completely obvious in every case: someti-
mes, it may be a matter of legal categories, i.e., the question of whether a
statement constitutes a justiciable insult, incitement of the people, or even
approval of a war of aggression; other discussions revolve around whether
statements are discriminatory, misogynistic, anti-Semitic, Islamophobic, or
disparaging in some other way; it may be a matter of whether statements
represent disinformation or “fake news”; or the questions are discussed of
whether statements should be disseminated (unchallenged) in the media
or whether controversial content or accounts should be deleted from social
networks.

On a more abstract level, these kinds of debates often turn into more
general discussions about whether freedom of expression is increasingly in
danger or whether, on the contrary, freedom of speech tends to be abused
to a more frequent extent, especially in the online environment. From
a jurisprudential perspective, these discussions are often referred to as
the “democratic dilemma,” which describes the tension between freedom
of expression and freedom from discrimination and is considered one of
the greatest challenges for modern democracy (e.g., Marker, 2013; Struth,
2019).

At any rate, the German population currently seems rather skeptical
about the state of freedom of speech in their country: According to a
survey conducted by the Allensbach Institute for Public Opinion Research
in 2021, the number of citizens who believe that it is better to be cautious
when voicing political opinions in Germany has reached an all-time high
with 45% of the population agreeing (Petersen, 2021). Although research
is only starting to examine the reasons for these perceptions, the results
seem to indicate that, first, almost half of the citizens have experienced
or at least heard of instances in which voicing certain political opinions
had negative consequences. Second, these findings might also indicate an
insecurity or lack of consensus about what can be said freely and the
kind of statements that might trigger a backlash of critical remarks, coun-
ter-speech, or even hate—justifiably or not. However, this does not seem
to be the case for all kinds of statements. Recent findings show that while
the evaluation of some statements that have been the subject of public
debate diverges significantly among the population, there is quite a large
consensus on others (Petersen, 2021). Thus, it seems that perceptions vary
based on the statement.

Such differences can not only be seen in the general population but
also in the judiciary, where they are even more consequential because they
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result in divergent legal assessments of potentially justiciable statements
by different judicial bodies. Prominent examples in Germany include
differing verdicts on insulting statements against well-known German
politicians (e.g., Berlin District Court, 2020; Hong, 2020) and diverging
evaluations of political campaign posters of a right-wing extremist party
(e.g., Kister, 2021). However, while these examples show the complexity of
the topic even in court, the discussions about the judgement of statements
usually begin well before a possible legal dispute and often do not occupy
the courts. In most cases, the question is not whether statements violate
legal norms but whether they violate social norms by, for example, making
discriminatory claims. Therefore, given recent heated debates, it is import-
ant to investigate where the boundaries lie between the “sayable” and “un-
speakable” for citizens, how much of a consensus there is about these
classifications, and what individual-level factors might explain differing
assessments of statements. The answers to these questions are addressed in
the present article.

Moreover, the issues we investigate here are socially relevant, especially
because the lack of a minimum consensus on the social acceptability of
speech can be seen as a danger to social integration (e.g., Quiring et al.,
2020). If one segment of society is under the constant impression that its
freedom of speech is restricted while another feels that it is constantly be-
littled or insulted, then feelings of deprivation and social distrust, affective
polarization, or even social intergroup conflicts are potential consequen-
ces.

In this study, we start with two assumptions. First, we assume that the
perception of what can be considered a socially acceptable statement varies
between individuals (e.g., Mummendey et al., 2009) and that individual
predispositions play a central role in explaining those differences (e.g.,
Valkenburg & Peter, 2013). For example, in the context of motivated rea-
soning, numerous studies on information processing show that attitudes,
identities, and values have a considerable influence on how information
is perceived and interpreted (e.g., Kahan, 2013; Taber & Lodge, 2006).
Further, findings from research into polarization suggest that statements
about a certain group are perceived differently by group members and
non-members and that outgroup derogation can increase attitude polariza-
tion (Wojcieszak et al., 2021).

Second, we assume that individual differences are not the same across
statements. As shown in previous research, there are statements, terms,
and expressions that are likely to be either rejected or accepted relatively
uniformly, while there probably is less consensus in terms of others (Pe-
tersen, 2021). This could apply, for example, to more subtle forms of
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discrimination, which have also been discussed for some time as “microag-
gressions” (e.g., Lilienfeld 2017; Sue, 2010; Torino et al., 2018). Dissent
over the evaluation of such statements could indicate that these evaluati-
ons are changing because, for example, social power relations are shifting.
Furthermore, it could also be due to interest groups (from less powerful or
marginalized groups) articulating and problematizing their critical views
on statements and forms of speech that were previously considered “un-
problematic” by a majority or the actors dominating public discourse. It
is these kinds of developments that point to the necessity for democratic
societies to find a minimal common ground at least about what can be
regarded as discriminatory speech in order to strengthen respectful and
inclusive public discourse.

Against this background, we want to explore the actual degree of social
consensus in the assessment of potentially controversial and harmful state-
ments and what individual characteristics might help explain possible indi-
vidual-level differences. To this end, we conducted a quantitative survey, in
which we presented respondents with a set of statements and asked whe-
ther they considered these statements as acceptable or unacceptable and
as hurtful or not. Given that gender plays a central role in victimization
through hate speech and in the debates about non-discriminatory speech,
we decided to use statements about women as examples, among which
there were those that could be regarded as discriminatory, hateful, and
therefore (potentially) harmful.

Freedom of Speech and (Potentially) Harmful Speech

One of the starting points for this paper is the idea that public controver-
sies about the social acceptability of certain statements might be a reason
for the widespread impression that freedom of speech is increasingly re-
stricted. This does not mean, of course, that a pluralistic democratic society
should aim for a situation in which no such controversies exist. This is
neither desirable nor realistic. Some scholars also argue that perceptions
of “taboos” and perceived social restrictions to speech are entirely normal
and even necessary because even a free and democratic society has to rely
upon at least some consensus on speech norms (e.g., Quiring et al., 2020).
Nevertheless, we argue that it is important to understand how and why
citizens differ in their perceptions of speech norms, as these might turn
into more fundamental doubts about the ability to voice one’s opinions
and maybe even about the functioning of democracy per se. At the same
time, if freedom of speech is indeed restricted by state authorities, Internet
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companies, or a toxic culture of hateful discourse, this might also pose a
threat to democracy (e.g., Quiring et al., 2020).

Although not much research has been published on this issue, referring
to the case of Germany, public interest in perceptions of freedom of
speech and of specific statements has been on the rise in recent years.
In fact, public debate about “political correctness” and “cancel culture” in
the country has also been driven by polls published by the Institut fiir
Demoskopie at Allensbach (IfD). Although the institute has long been
interested in “taboo issues”, “political correctness,” what is “sayable,” as
well as related subjects for decades—in the footsteps of its founder Elisa-
beth Noelle-Neumann—public interest has been especially intense since
seemingly alarming results were published in 2019 and again in 2021 (Koé-
cher, 2019; Petersen, 2021). For example, the most recent study found that
just as many people felt that one should “rather be careful” in expressing
political opinions (44%) as those that held the view that one can “express
one’s opinion freely” (45%) (Petersen, 2021, p. 22).

Besides data for general perceptions of freedom of speech in Germa-
ny, the IfD has also been exploring contested and sensitive issues (No-
elle-Neumann, 1996; Petersen, 2013; Kocher, 2019). Results show that
topics such as “foreigners,” “asylum seekers” and “refugees,” “Muslims/Is-
lam,” “Judaism/Israel,” or Germany’s National Socialist past are among
the issues that have been perceived as sensitive for decades (Kocher, 2019,
p. 15). In addition, the IfD has been asking respondents for their percepti-
ons of more concrete political statements (e.g., “Refugees are criminal”),
examples of non-discriminatory speech that were sometimes labelled as
being a part of a trend toward “political correctness” (e.g., Kocher, 2019,
pp. 15-17; Petersen, 2021), and statements that could be viewed as “espe-
cially sensitive.” Respondents were asked, for example, to decide whether
such statements should be forbidden or whether they could get into hot
water for the same (e.g., Petersen, 2013). However, although these data
are interesting, the published findings are confined to descriptive aggrega-
te-level analysis for the most part. Nevertheless, more in-depth systematic
analyses of the reasons for these perceptions are missing. This includes the
characteristics of the statements and issues that should be judged or the in-
dividual-level characteristics of citizens that drive these perceptions. So, the
questions of who perceives certain potentially controversial statements in a
particular way and why this is the case have remained largely unanswered.

Till date, the only German study to date that has provided a more
in-depth analysis of the aforementioned kind is a recent investigation in-
to perceived “speech bans” (Quiring et al., 2020). Taking four contested
issues as examples, they investigated whether restrictions on free speech

]
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were perceived in relation to them, how this perception was connected to
personal opinions on those issues, and who was most likely to perceive
speech restrictions on those issues (Quiring et al., 2020, p. 61). In line
with assumptions derived from Noelle-Neumann’s work, they found that
restrictions on freedom are more likely to be perceived in terms of morally
loaded issues and those on which the public opinion is split (in this case,
religion, migration, and criminality). In addition, they found the dissonan-
ce between an individual’s opinion and that of the (perceived) majority
makes the perception of restrictions more likely (Quiring et al., 2020,
pp. 67-68). Furthermore, women and respondents who are less satisfied
with democracy, have a lack of trust in traditional media, and are less
socially integrated tended to perceive more restrictions on speech about
these contested issues.

While Quiring et al. (2020) investigated the perceptions of speech bans
for specific political issues, we set a slightly different focus here by investi-
gating the perception of everyday utterances that people might encounter
more generally among personal contacts, on social media, and in online
comments sections. In addition, we do not ask about “speech bans” but
whether people perceive certain statements as acceptable and potentially
hurtful. This might change the perspective of respondents to a certain
degree by putting a greater focus on those who may be negatively affected
by a speech act and by not implying that there may be actors, institutions,
or powers that would be able to “order” a speech ban. However, the funda-
mental question remains the same: Is there consensus or disagreement in
the perception of statements and what drives potential differences?

Freedom of Speech in the Context of Misogynistic Statements

While free speech is discussed in relation to various topics, we examine
the issue using the example of misogynistic speech. This topic was chosen
for two reasons. The first is because of the continued relevance of the
research topic: despite increasing awareness of gender equality, the sexist
treatment of women in the form of stereotypically derogatory expectations
and expressions is still present as shown by recent studies (e.g., Lui & Que-
zada, 2019; Foster, 2009). In the context of microaggressions, Sue (2010)
even referred to gender as probably the most restrictive force in everyday
life (p. 160ff). In addition, women run a higher risk of being victims of
online hate speech (e.g., Chen et al., 2020).

The second reason is that it has been shown that there might be a
gender difference in the perception of freedom of speech. A study at
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American universities, for example, asked students about their assessment
of the relevance of an unrestricted right to freedom of speech. When
seeing gender as a binary concept, the results showed apparent differences
between men and women. Nearly 60% of women thought an inclusive,
open society was more important than freedom of speech as compared to
only 28% of men (Knight Foundation, 2019, p. 6). Nearly half of female
students also said Americans need to be more careful in their own choice
of words, while only 26% of men agreed. In contrast, 74% of men were of
the opposite opinion, saying people too often overreact to statements (p.
8f). In addition, 53% of women thought that hate speech should not be
protected by the First Amendment, while 74% of men disagreed (p. 10).
Even though these findings are restricted to the American context, gender
may also impact the aforementioned perceptions in other countries such as
Germany.

Types of (Potentially) Harmful Speech

Before investigating individual characteristics that may lead to different
perceptions of controversial, (potentially) harmful statements, it is crucial
to first define the characteristics of these statements. Previous research
usually did not distinguish between different types of speech (e.g., Peter-
sen, 2021; Wegner et al., 2020) or only focused on the perception of one
specific type of discriminatory language, such as hate speech or microag-
gressive speech (e.g., Sue, 2010), without connecting it to the larger picture
of freedom of speech. Even if the discussions surrounding certain contro-
versial statements do not exclusively revolve around the juxtaposition of
freedom of expression and freedom from discrimination, the discourse
can mostly be traced to the controversy between these two fundamental
freedoms (e.g., Struth, 2019). In order to get closer to understanding the
perception of this conflict in the general population, in this study, we
try to distinguish different degrees of discriminatory statements against
women based on their extremity and the blatancy of the insult they repre-
sent. In doing so, we refer to the definition of discrimination by Dovidio et
al. (2010), who defined it as behavior that “creates, maintains, or reinforces
advantage for some groups and their members over other groups and their
members” (p. 10).

One type of potentially discriminatory language that has been incre-
asingly discussed in recent years, especially in the context of political
correctness, is that of microaggressions. It refers to an implicit and subtle
devaluation of discriminated social groups that can be verbally or behavio-
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rally elicited (Sue et al., 2007). The concept of microaggressions describes
insults that are less obviously recognizable as disparagement than other
forms of discrimination. However, at the same time, they are in no way
considered to be less derogatorily motivated (Lilienfeld, 2017, p. 139).
With this type of potentially harmful language in particular, subjectivity
plays a significant role. In order to label microaggressions as such, the
individual assessment of the person affected is required: “First, the person
must determine whether a microaggression has occurred” (Sue et al., 2007,
p. 279). Moreover, the affected person does not necessarily have to assume
that the communicator intended to offend. Instead, the pejorative may
have also been uttered unconsciously (Sue et al., 2007, p. 278). This high-
lights that microaggressions, in particular, are in the eye of the beholder
according to current research, and it depends on the individual whether a
statement can be considered problematic at all. This means that not even
all members of the respective social group may perceive microaggressive
speech as discriminatory or hurtful (e.g., Sue, 2010; Lilienfeld, 2017)

In contrast to subtle microaggressive speech, is blatant discrimination in
the form of hate speech. It can be understood as speech “that involves
the advocacy of hatred and discrimination against groups on basis of
their race, colour, ethnicity, religious beliefs, sexual orientation, or other
status” (Boyle, 2001, p. 489). In the present research context, the victims
of sexist hate comments are women. Moreover, the difference between
hate and microaggressive speech becomes clear in terms of the perceived
communicator’s intentionality. Here, the intention to offend others is not
questioned by the person affected by the hate speech (Marker, 2013), espe-
cially since the explicit use of offensive language also shapes it. In terms of
perception, studies have found that hate speech is recognized as such by
the majority of people and that it is perceived as disturbing, although this
also depends on various subjective factors such as gender (e.g., Costello et
al., 2019).

As microaggressive and hate speech represent extreme points of (poten-
tially) hurtful speech in terms of the blatancy of discrimination, we will
also include an intermediate type of speech in the present study. This
will help us examine grey areas within the spectrum of speech as well.
We will call this form of discriminatory, that are potentially harmful and
controversial statements, “derogatory speech.” It describes a more overt
expression of discrimination than microaggressive speech and differs from
hate speech in so far as the choice of words is less offensive and violent.

Thus, in the following, we distinguish three types of speech: microag-
gressive, derogatory and hate speech. With regard to the perception of this
spectrum, research has so far been devoted, for example, to the psychologi-
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cal consequences after reception (for example, mental illnesses as a result
of hate messages; for e.g., Leets, 2002). Moreover, comparing the different
forms, some literature suggests that these psychological consequences are
even worse for more subtle statements, such as verbal microaggressions
(e.g., Williams & Mohammed, 2013; Sue, 2010). However, we know rela-
tively little about a concrete comparison of perceptions of different forms
of discriminatory speech (Lui & Quezada, 2019), especially in the context
of freedom of speech debates. This research gap will therefore be addressed
in the present study.

Predictors of the Perception of (Potentially) Harmful Speech

As argued above, we assume that individual characteristics impact the way
potentially controversial, microaggressive, derogatory, or hateful speech
against women is perceived. In this analysis, we will test four sets of
potential predictors.

The first set of predictors are sociodemographic factors that can also be
regarded as being indicative of different social identities. This is, of course,
especially true for gender. It almost seems self-evident to assume that
women will perceive derogatory and other problematic or controversial
statements about women as less acceptable than men. In fact, research
shows that gender does affect perceptions and attitudes on a gender-related
issue like gender-neutral speech or gendered job announcements (e.g.,
Budziszewska et al., 2014; Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015). Moreover, as
noted earlier, it was found that women more often prioritize inclusive,
cautious language over free speech (Knight Foundation, 2019) and more
frequently perceive hateful language as disturbing than men (e.g., Costello
etal., 2019). We, therefore, put forward our first hypothesis below.

H1: Women will perceive microaggressive, derogatory, and hateful
statements against women as less acceptable than men.

In addition, it can be assumed that the way women are addressed and
talked about has been the subject of social change over the last decades
that have seen processes of emancipation and growing societal awareness
of questions of gender equality (e.g., Inglehart & Norris, 2003; Scarbo-
rough et al., 2019). Consequently, we can assume that younger generati-
ons have grown up and socialized in an environment that has become
much more positive with respect to gender equality. Therefore, we assume
that younger people should also be more critical of discriminatory speech
against women. We, therefore, put forward our second hypothesis below.
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H2: Members of younger generations will perceive microaggressive,
derogatory, and hateful statements against women as less acceptable than
members of older generations.

The final sociodemographic factor we investigate is education. General-
ly, it can be shown that more educated people hold less traditional and
more progressive values. Further, they have also been shown to be less
sexist, although it has to be stressed that sexist attitudes are, of course, not
restricted to the less formally educated (e.g., Pew Research Center, 2019).
In addition, formal education has been shown to correlate with a stronger
awareness and preference for gender equality (Pew Research Center, 2019).
As we have not included direct measures of traditional and progressive
values, sexism, and attitudes towards gender equality, we therefore view
formal education as a proxy for these in the context of this study. In
addition, it can also be argued that less formal education may also have a
more direct effect on perceptions of speech because it may correlate with a
more frequent usage of harsh language, although this is a topic of debate
in linguistics (e.g., Love, 2021). We therefore assume the following.

H3: More formally educated people will perceive microaggressive, de-
rogatory, and hateful statements against women as less acceptable than
people with less formal education.

The second set of factors we consider here are experiences of discrimina-
tion based on, for example, migration background, sexual orientation, gen-
der, etc. Discrimination, in general, may not only result in anger, anxiety,
stress, or even mental health problems, but people experiencing verbal
or non-verbal discrimination may also perceive future social interactions
differently due to their experiences (e.g., Mummendey, 2009). One poten-
tial effect may be that people become increasingly aware of and sensitive
to discrimination in general and discriminatory speech in particular and
thus regard even more subtle forms of microaggressive speech as less accep-
table. In contrast, extreme forms of non-verbal discrimination in particular
may also raise the bar for verbal discrimination to be perceived as “real”
discrimination (“I've experienced worse.”) and thus lead to a de-sensitizing
effect. However, as the literature mostly suggests that it is more likely that
experiences of discrimination tend to raise awareness and make people
more sensitive towards it, we assume the following.

H4: The more that people have experienced discrimination, the less ac-
ceptable they will find microaggressive, derogatory, and hateful statements
against women.

In addition, this effect of discrimination should be especially pronoun-
ced in the case of statements against women for people who have been
discriminated against based on their gender. We therefore assume:
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HS5: The more that people have experienced discrimination based on
their gender, the less acceptable they will find microaggressive, derogatory,
and hateful statements against women.

The third set of factors we include are political predispositions. General-
ly, we can assume that politically more conservative and right-wing indivi-
duals will have more traditional values and preconceptions about gender
roles and be more critical of gender equality in general and non-discrimi-
natory speech in particular (e. g., Christley, 2021). In addition, they may
be more inclined to be critical about issues around “political correctness”
and what they perceive as dangers to freedom of speech, as recent research
indicates (e.g., Petersen, 2021). Moreover, concerning hate speech, some
studies have already shown that the perception of certain statements varies
depending on how left or right people locate themselves on the political
spectrum (e.g., Costello et al., 2019). This may be especially true for voters
of the right-wing populist Alternative for Germany (AfD), which has—Ilike
other right-wing populist parties—positioned itself as a strong critic of pro-
gressive gender-equality policies (e.g., Abi-Hassan, 2017; Petersen, 2021).
In contrast, people who are politically more progressive and those on the
left of the political spectrum can be regarded as more sensitive toward
gender-equality issues. We therefore assume the following.

Hé: The more left-wing political attitudes people have the less they
will perceive microaggressive, derogatory, and hateful statements against
women as acceptable.

H7: Voters of right-wing populist AfD will perceive microaggressive,
derogatory, and hateful statements against women as more acceptable than
voters of other parties.

Finally, we also include trust in traditional media and trust in online
user-generated content as potential drivers of differences in the percepti-
on of discriminatory speech. We opted for these indicators because trust
in media can be a better predictor of certain media effects than media
usage itself (e.g., Fawzi et al., 2021). This is because the processing and
interpretation of information are strongly affected by the trust people have
in a source and because not all people using a certain source actually
regard it as trustworthy (Strombick et al., 2020). In addition, we argue
that trust in different types of media sources may be connected to diffe-
ring perceptions of controversial statements about women because it also
reflects a certain degree of agreement with the basic values apparent in
the content of these media. Against this backdrop, we first assume that
most German traditional journalistic sources tend to position themselves
against discrimination and more in favor of gender equality—although
there are definitely exceptions and differences. Second, we assume that
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user-generated content online tends to contain more discriminatory, hate-
ful, and misogynistic speech than the content of traditional journalistic
news sources. Therefore, people trusting user-generated content might also
be more likely to regard such speech as more acceptable because they are
more often confronted with this kind of speech, might get used to it, and
thus regard it as more appropriate (“normalization”). We, therefore, put
forward our last hypothesis as follows.

H8: The higher their trust in traditional media, the less will people per-
ceive microaggressive, derogatory, and hateful statements against women
as acceptable.

H9: The higher their trust in online user comments and posts, the more
will people perceive microaggressive, derogatory, and hateful statements
against women as acceptable.

Methods

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a quantitative online survey. It was
part of a research seminar at the Department of Media and Communica-
tion at LMU Munich. With the help of an access panel from a market
researcher (Dynata), a quota sample was drawn within the age range of
18 to 65 years of the German voting population. Quotas were applied for
gender, age brackets, and education. After intense pretesting, the survey
was conducted in January 2020. Straightliners and respondents with an
interview duration of less than six minutes were excluded from the sample.
In addition, due to the very small group size, respondents who classified
themselves as non-binary when stating their gender were excluded from
the analysis (N = 2). Overall, 20% of original respondents were excluded
for quality assurance purposes resulting in N = 943.

However, the questionnaire contained a split-ballot section on the per-
ception of discriminatory statements. One half of the sample was presen-
ted with statements against people with a migration background and the
other with statements against women. Since the latter constitutes the core
of the present paper, the following section will assume that there were on-
ly half of the subjects. This results in a sample size of N = 447 respondents
for the descriptive analyses and N = 401 for the explanatory analyses.
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Dependent Variables

The core of this study is the evaluation of statements against women.
To this end, the respondents were presented with a series of comments
against women, which corresponded to the spectrum of forms of expres-
sion previously described: two statements each that can be assigned to
the levels of microaggressive, derogatory statements, and hate speech; two
neutral statements that we regarded as non-discriminatory for comparison
purposes.

The conceptualization of these statements was based on previous re-
search on discriminatory language against women (Sue, 2010). Here, such
statements were defined based on their sexualization and objectification of
women or viewing them as less competent and intelligent. Based on these
preliminary considerations, actual comments from Internet forums were
used for the operationalization and subsequently adapted to the respective
levels. The statements not only differed in their extremity but also in the
choice of words, which explicitly distinguishes the two levels of derogatory
and hate speech.

Respondents also saw two neutrally phrased control items. This resulted
in a total of eight items, which were randomized and presented to the
respondents twice for evaluation. First, respondents were asked to evaluate
the respective statements more rationally by asking whether they conside-
red the items acceptable or thought they went too far. This was measured
in each case on a seven-point scale (1 = “is acceptable”, 7 = “goes too far”;
the “don’t know” option was also available). The second question was ai-
med at assessing the potential of the statement to elicit a negative emotio-
nal response by a potential receiver. Here, respondents were asked whether
they thought that the statements could be hurtful (“Would you classify
these statements as hurtful or would you say they are not hurtful?”; 1
= “not hurtful,” 7 = “hurtful”; the “don’t know” option was also available).
Both questions were immediately asked one after the other (Table 1)'.

1 The conceptualization and operationalization of the statements were undertaken
by Danilo Harles, Lilli Fischer, Velina Chekelova, and Anna-Luisa Sacher.
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Table 1: Set of (Potentially) Harmful Statements Against Women

Perception of acceptability Perception of potential to hurt

"Below, you find the comments from the pre-
vious question again. Regardless of whether you
find them acceptable in principle, would you
classify these statements as hurtful, or would you
say they are not hurtful?"

"Now it is about very specific statements: Imagine
the following comments are made to a woman.
Do you find these statements acceptable, or do you
think they go too far?"

Neutral "Are you free for a short meeting tomorrow?"
speech "Have you seen, it is really nice weather today."
Micro- "You must be on your period, right?"
aggression "] think that is brave, though, that you have a career on top of having kids."

"Well, of course, you earn less, this should be the case for you women."

Derogatory Speech | vyoy women just do not belong in the office, you should be taking care of the
household."

Hate "Stupid and ugly, it takes a woman's quota for you to get a job."

Speech "If you dress like that, don't be surprised if you get raped."

Independent Variables
Sociodemographics

Next to gender (47.5% female; 52.1% male), another sociodemographic
factor of interest is age (M = 48.21, SD = 12.26), which is also measured
using generations (“Baby Boomers”: 1945-1964; “Generation X”: 1965—
1981; “Generation Y”: 1982-1994; “Generation Z”: 1995-2010). Since our
sample is limited to the age range of 18 to 65, the generations under
study are also limited to 1954 to 2001. In addition, respondents’ education
was obtained, and the variable was dichotomized to indicate whether they
had received a high school diploma or not (1 = no diploma, 42.8%; 2 =
diploma, 57.2%).

Experiences of Discrimination

Concerning previous experiences of discrimination, respondents were pre-
sented with nine items on a five-point scale to indicate how often they had
already been disadvantaged or discriminated against for a variety of reasons
(1 = never, 5 = very often). Potential reasons mentioned were, for example,
migration background, appearance, sexual orientation, and gender. For the
following analyses, this variable is relevant in two ways. First, the influence
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of “experiences of discrimination based on one’s gender” is considered
individually (M = 1.63; SD = 1.037). Second, a mean index was formed
from all items (M = 1.48; SD = 0.66; o = .876) in order to make a statement
about the effect of “the variety of previous experiences of discrimination.”
Respondents with more frequent and diverse experiences will score higher
on this index.

Political Predispositions

In order to also examine the influence of political attitude on the percepti-
on of statements, two factors were considered. First, we examined “general
political positioning” using an 11-point left-right scale (1 = left, 11 = right;
M = 5.87, SD = 2.04). Second, we measured “party preference” using the
so-called Sunday question, in which respondents indicated which party
they would vote for if an election were held next Sunday (CDU/CSU:
16.1%; Green Party: 18.7%; AfD: 11.5%; SPD: 9.2%; FDP: 6.7%; The Left:
9.8%; others: 5.2%).

Media Trust
Finally, subjects’ “media trust” was measured by four items in one questi-
on. Due to very high correlations between two indicators (“User genera-
ted commentary and posts online” and “Social media”) and more than
200 “don’t know” responses for another item (“Alternative media”), we
only included two of the items in the analysis. Here, respondents were
asked to rate their trust using a five-point scale (1 = no trust, 5 = very
high trust) regarding traditional media (e.g., newspapers, news magazines,
radio, television; M = 3.65, SD = 1.14) and posts or comments by Internet
users (e.g., in forums, blogs, or comment sections; M = 2.17, SD = 1.05).

Results
Descriptive Analyses of Perceptions of (Potentially) Harmful Statements
The first result of our analysis is, rather surprisingly, that respondents

perceived the statements very similarly no matter whether they were as-
ked to evaluate their acceptability or hurtfulness. We only found a slight
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deviation in the perceptions of the statements. The distinction between
the more rational assessment of whether the statements are acceptable
and the more emotional assessment of whether they are hurtful does not
seem relevant to respondents. This may be caused by the fact that the two
assessment dimensions are interwoven and thus cover the same construct:
if one classifies a statement as acceptable, this may also mean that one
would interpret the degree of violation as low and vice versa. However,
this could also be due to a response bias in the form of consistency effects
since respondents were presented with the two item batteries immediately,
one after the other. Thus, they possibly rated the statements consistently
on the five-point scale despite different types of randomization. Since the
evaluations of the more rational and emotional assessment dimensions
were so similar, the results will be considered together as an index for each
level in the following analyses. Reliability coefficients and index means are
documented in Table 2.

Second, neutral control statements were indeed overwhelmingly percei-
ved as acceptable and not hurtful (M = 1.88; SD = 1.26). However, it is
interesting to note that the statement “Are you free for a short meeting
tomorrow?” was rated as somewhat more hurtful and unacceptable (M =
2.14; SD = 1.51) than the statement about the weather (M = 1.62; SD =
1.29)—and as expected from a neutral item. Here, respondents possibly in-
terpreted this statement in the context of the discriminatory comments as
a courtship towards women and thus did not understand it as completely
neutral. The difference is nevertheless small.

In terms of microaggressive speech, there was a striking difference be-
tween the two items as shown below. The statement “I think it’s brave that
you have a career while raising children” was rated below the midpoint of
the scale for both dimensions (M = 3.34; SD = 1.95). However, respondents
considered the item “You certainly have your period, don’t you?” to be less
acceptable, with the mean being way above the midpoint (M = 5.69; SD
= 1.58). A comment regarding a woman’s role image that it is courageous
to be employed while raising children seems to be socially viewed as
more “sayable” than a statement referring to her period, which is likely
perceived as a violation of a woman’s sphere of intimacy.

Concerning the results of the two extreme discriminatory levels, dero-
gatory language and hate speech, it was found that all four statements were
rated similarly. Accordingly, it did not seem to make a difference whether
the statements were provided with extreme wording, as with hate speech
(e.g., “Stupid and ugly ... it takes a woman’s quota for you to get a job”).
The apparent disparagement provided a perceived boundary-crossing for
all items at both levels. Overall, the theoretical differentiation proved to
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not be completely in line with the respondents’ perception. This is espe-
cially true for the derogatory and hate speech statements, with the former
being perceived as even more unacceptable than one of the statements we
had classified as hate speech (Table 2).

Table 2: Perceptions of (Potentially) Hurtful Statements (M, SD, Indices)

“Are you free for a short M=2.14
Neutral meeting tomorrow?” SD=1.51 SI\IA): 1.886
=1.2
speech “Have you noticed the re- M=1.62 r=.564""%
ally nice weather today?” SD=1.29
“You must be on your M=35.69
period, right?” SD=1.58 M
. =4.51
M‘C“_" “I think that it is brave, SD = 1.44
aggression though, that you have a M=3.34 Fo 2647
career on top of having SD =1.95
kids.”
“Well, of course, you
earn less ... this should M=6.38
be the case for you wo- SD=1.11
men.” M=6.32
Derogatory : SD = 1.09
speech “You women just do not o 685
belong in the office ... M=6.26
you should be taking care SD=1.22
of the household.”
cker s womans o M=649
Hate for you to get a job.” Sh=1.12 SI\IA): 6.29
=1.11
speech « i e
» SD=1.43
get raped.

Note. Based on N = 401 respondents. Spearman-Brown r, *** p <.001

One of the questions we started with was whether there is a consensus
about assessing potentially harmful statements about women among Ger-
man citizens. Figure 1, which contains descriptive results for the accepta-
bility assessment, suggests that this is mostly the case at least for the state-
ments we classified as hate and derogatory speech. Moreover, only between
2% and 7% of respondents consider these statements to be more or less
acceptable, which itself is rather surprising. Meanwhile, the consensus is
almost as high for the statement regarding a women’s period, although the
share of respondents choosing the extreme point of complete acceptability
is, in fact, lower. Then, the most diverse responses were regarding the
statement that addresses the conflict between having kids and a career.
While just more than half of the respondents find the statement rather
acceptable, this is not the case for almost another 30%. Obviously, this
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statement could be a trigger for controversy, probably be hurtful for a least
some women, or touches a hot topic that is still a social taboo (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Distribution of Answers — Perceptions of (Potentially) Harmful State-
ments

"Stupid and ugly, it takes a woman's [
quota for you to get a job." B Toet
(hate speech)

"Well, of course, you earn less, this
should be the case for you women.” JI[ ¢ [
(derogatory speech)

"You women just do not belong in L
the office, you should be taking care of B[ ¢ [-"T12 7]
the household.” (derogatory speech)

"If you dress like that, don't be surprised

29 T
if you get raped.” (hate speech) B o [

"You must be on your period, right?"
(micronggresson) \

"I think that is brave, though, that

you have a career on top of having kids." 30 15 [ 16 Pl
(microaggression)
e ey [ 2 [e22
omorron?” (neutal) 58 14 [ 22
e oy oy
weather today." (neutral) 77 9
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 110
macceptable ™ O © © Bgoestoo far

Note. Based on N = 401 respondents.

While the grouping of the statements examined was based on theoretical
assumptions, the results indicate other clustering and thus the items were
subsequently examined using an exploratory factor analysis (Varimax).
First, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin criterion was fulfilled (KMO=.76), and Bart-
lett’s test was found significant (x* (28) = 1174.96, p< .001). Here, two
factors can be extracted, each of which has an Eigenvalue greater than
1. They support the assumptions described above: One factor covers the
neutral statements and the microaggression regarding a woman’s career
choice. The second factor, in contrast, includes the second microaggression
regarding the female menstrual cycle, which was considered to be less
acceptable, as well as the statements representing the more extreme types
of speech. Accordingly, the statements we regarded as microaggressions
were not perceived similarly by our respondents. While one resembles a
neutral item more closely, the second was perceived almost in the same
way as derogatory and hate speech. Together, the two factors can explain
60.58% of the variance.
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Explanatory Analyses of Predictors of the Perceptions of (Potentially) Harmful
Statements

We ran four regression models to explain individual perceptions of the dif-
ferent types of statements. However, the variance explained by the models
was rather small and did not differ much, with a range between 10% and
13%. Of course, this is not that surprising given that the overall variance
of perceptions is somewhat limited, especially in the case of neutral, dero-
gatory, and hateful statements. In addition, the number of cases in the
analysis was reduced to N = 403 due to missing values in the questions on
media trust (Table 3).

The first remarkable finding is that only in one case did gender make a
difference in perceptions when controlling for the other included factors.
Further, only in the case of hate speech did women perceive the statements
as slightly less acceptable and harmful than men. H1 is therefore rejected
for most types of statements. As for age, a more consistent picture across
types of statements is apparent, but it is rather surprising: most notably,
members of generation X perceive all types of statements as more accepta-
ble than the reference group of Boomers. For the neutral statements, this
is also true for generation Y. In contrast, there mostly are no differences
between the younger generations Y and Z and the Boomers. Therefore,
H2 has to be rejected as only generation X seems perceive the statements
as more acceptable. As for education, we only see a small effect in the
case of the neutral statements, with higher education even contributing
to a less critical view of these statements. H3 is therefore rejected. More
generally, the explanatory power of sociodemographics is rather limited in
our analysis, with age showing the most consistent impact.

The picture is slightly different for our indicators of experiences of
discrimination that show a rather complex pattern of influences. For neu-
tral statements, we found a significant effect of our cumulative measure
of various types of discrimination with various experiences contributing
to a more critical perception of the neutral statements. Meanwhile, micro-
aggressive speech had different results. Respondents who have experien-
ced various types of discrimination perceived these kinds of statements
as “more” acceptable, whereas those who have experienced discrimination
with respect to their gender regard these as “less” acceptable. However,
this result has to be interpreted cautiously because, as we have seen, the
two statements combined in the index were evaluated rather differently.
For the derogatory statements, none of the indicators produced significant
effects, but the cumulative indicator pointed in the same direction as
that for microaggressions. Finally, the same indicator showed a significant
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effect on the perception of hate speech with more diverse experiences of
discrimination again contributing to a less critical stance towards hate
speech. Overall, these results suggest a sensitizing effect of gender-specific
discrimination concerning microaggressions and a de-sensitization or ha-
bituation effect for more varied experiences of discrimination in terms
of microaggressive and hate speech, with the coefficient for derogatory
speech at least pointing in the same direction. Accordingly, H4 has to be
completely rejected, and HS has to be mostly rejected because it can only
be confirmed for microaggressive speech.

Moreover, only a small number of significant effects can be identified
concerning political attitude factors. The more conservative the respond-
ents ranked themselves on the left-right scale, the less negative they percei-
ved the microaggression, while there was no effect for the other types of
speech. That means that we can only partially confirm Hé6. With regard
to party preferences, we can also confirm our assumptions only partially:
respondents with voting intentions for the AfD considered derogatory
statements to be more acceptable. This means that we can also only parti-
ally confirm H7. Meanwhile, other effects were only found in one other
case, with a preference for the FDP resulting in neutral statements being
rated as less acceptable.

Finally, there were several significant effects in terms of the two trust
indicators. As it turns out, neutral, microaggressive, and derogatory state-
ments were perceived as less acceptable by respondents who tend to have a
higher trust in traditional media. Therefore, this is in line with H8, which
can be mostly confirmed. The picture is less clear for trust in posts and
comments from Internet users. While neutral statements were regarded
as less acceptable for those who have a higher trust in user posts and
comments, derogatory speech was perceived as more acceptable by those
with a higher trust in user posts. In addition, no effects could be found for
microaggressive and hate speech. Therefore, H9 has to mostly be rejected
(Table 3).
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Table 3: Predictors of the Perception of (Potentially) Harmful Speech

) Neutral Micrg- Derogatory Hate Speech
Predictors statements aggression Speech Beta
Beta Beta Beta
Sociodemographics
Gender (0 = male. 1 = female) -,030 -,024 ,067 ,101°
Gen. Z (18-25 years) -,064 -,056 -,020 -016
Gen. Y (26-39 years) -,130% ,011 ,072 ,008
Gen. X (40-54 years) -,122% -,105% -,107* -,109*
High School Diploma (0 = no. 1 = yes) -,112% -,004 -,081 ,028
R’ .029 .022 .027 .032
Experiences of discrimination
Discrimination based on gender -,007 ,235% -,065 ,035
Discrimination in general ,179* -177% -106 - 2447
R? .063 .049 .065 .089
Political predispositions
Political attitude (left-right scale) -.006 -156* -.019 .006
Party preference (0 = no. 1 = yes)
CDU/CSU ,082 ,062 -018 ,006
Green party ,049 ,002 -,042 ,104
AfD ,036 -,012 -,150* -,104
SPD ,049 ,012 -,060 -,036
FDP ,122% ,019 -,030 -,052
The Left ,051 -,079 ,043 ,082
R’ .085 .087 .106 .128
Media trust

Traditional media ,110* ,138* ,159% ,046
Posts/comments by Internet users ,165%% ,061 -,102* ,011
R? 118 .104 135 .130

Note. Table entries are beta coefficients from linear regression analyses.
Based on N =401. * p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001

Conclusion

The starting point of this paper was the notion that it is important to un-
derstand where people draw the line between acceptable and unacceptable
speech and what drives these perceptions. This is because differences in the
perception of (potentially) discriminatory speech are at the heart of the fre-
quently recurring disputes about controversial statements. Further, these
controversies are important because, at least in Germany, they are potenti-
ally one factor contributing to the widespread perception that freedom
of speech has become increasingly restricted. Against this background, we
asked two rather basic questions: (a) whether and to what extent people
differ in their perception of (potentially) harmful speech against women;
and (b) which individual-level characteristics might explain such differen-
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ces. The results of our analyses that are based on a survey conducted in
early 2020 can be summarized as follows:

(1) Our respondents’ answers did not vary much when they were asked
to evaluate the acceptability and harmfulness of statements. Whether this
is a methodological artefact because of consistency effects or whether this
indicates that the acceptability of statements is to a large extent driven by
the evaluation of their harmfulness cannot, however, be decided on the
basis of our data.

(2) Most of the statements that we came up with based on real Internet
comments and that we asked our respondents to evaluate were perceived
rather similarly. This means that there was a large consensus about their
evaluation. This is especially true for the statements against women that
we had previously classified as derogatory and hate speech. Here, no more
than about 10% of respondents regarded them as more or less acceptable.
Our theoretical distinction between the two groups based on particularly
offensive language was not supported by the results; the factor analysis
subsumed them into one factor. Accordingly, our results confirm findings
from previous studies that offensively discriminatory statements are also
recognized as such by a majority and are thus strongly rejected (e.g.,
Costello et al., 2019). Although this might sound like good news, it should
be noted that even a small number of people can make a difference in
(online) discourses. In this context, given the extremity of the statements,
there is still worry about the number of people viewing them as accepta-
ble.

(3) The statements we had classified in advance as microaggressions
were evaluated very differently. This was already evident based on the
descriptive statistics but became apparent in the subsequent exploratory
factor analysis, which did not support our grouping based on theoretical
assumptions. Instead, two factors were distinguished that separated the
two microaggressions based on the results. One statement was almost rated
as unacceptable as the derogatory and hate speech statements, while the
other was perceived in more diverse ways, but closer to the rating of the
neutral statements. The obvious discrepancy between the a-priori classifica-
tion and the respondents’ perception is interesting in itself and highlights
the difficulty of determining in advance how some statements may go
down with an audience. In addition, the fact that there was no consensus
on one of the statements reflects the more subtle and unclear nature of
microaggressions that might result in controversy and misunderstanding
because of entirely different perceptions and interpretations. Therefore,
the central role of the subjective views on microaggression, which has
been discussed in previous studies (e.g., Sue et al., 2007; Sue, 2010), is also
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reflected in our results. Moreover, they also point to potential conceptual
challenges with the construct of microaggression that remain to be resol-
ved in future research (e.g., Lilienfeld, 2017).

(4) The individual characteristics we included did not explain much of
the (mostly) rather small perceptual differences we encountered. This is
particularly interesting in terms of the individual affectedness based on
respondents’ own gender being discussed. In contrast to our expectation
that women’s direct involvement might result in different perceptions,
there were few to no differences. Thus, in terms of perceptions of discri-
mination against women, group membership did not play a central role
in our study, so we could not replicate previous findings (e.g., Knight
Foundation, 2019; Costello et al., 2019). However, this could also be due
to methodological reasons, which we will discuss later. In this context, sin-
ce there are certainly structural differences between discriminated groups,
replications with other target groups would be of interest.

(5) Considering the other predictors analyzed, the most consistent ef-
fects across different types of statements appeared to come from age and
trust in traditional media. In general, members of Generation X found the
statements somewhat more acceptable than all other generations, younger
and older. The reasons for this unexpected finding are unclear and will
have to be identified in further analyses. The consideration that younger
people have been socialized more sensitively due to increasing awareness
of gender equality (e.g., Inglehart & Norris, 2003; Scarborough et al.,
2019) can therefore not be confirmed on the basis of our data. In addition,
people who trust traditional media more found three out of four types of
statements “less” acceptable. This suggests a normative impact of traditio-
nal media on what is considered acceptable speech, which is an aspect that
should also be investigated further.

(6) The results are less straightforward for experiences of discrimination
and political attitudes. First, for the former, it seems that more frequent
and diverse experiences instead led to a small de-sensitizing effect in terms
of microaggression and hate speech. In contrast, experiences with gender-
specific experiences contribute to a sensitizing effect for microaggressions.
On a general level, this is consistent with previous findings that prior
experiences with hurtful statements influence perceptions of future ones
(e.g., Mummendey, 2019). In specific terms, however, the differentiated
results also raise new questions concerning the further research that would
be fruitful. Nevertheless, at this point, at least the importance of further
research on microaggressions again becomes clear.

(7) Political attitudes were not as important as assumed. Two effects,
however, point in the assumed direction. Political self-positioning proved
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influential for microaggressions, with people on the right perceiving these
statements as more acceptable, and the AfD preference has the same effect
in terms of derogatory statements. These results are also consistent with
previous studies on perceptions of freedom of expression (e.g., Costello et
al., 2019; Petersen, 2021). However, while it has often been assumed that
political factors, in particular, could be a key factor in these debates, we
could not find such definite results within the framework of our method.

(8) Finally, we found surprising effects concerning the neutral control
items, for which there could be methodological as well as substantial
reasons: either the other overtly discriminating statements affected the
evaluation of the neutral statements by producing a halo effect, or predis-
positions actually led to a differing assessment of even everyday statements.
Further, the respective (imagined) context—i.e., the conversation partners
and the situation—can also decisively influence the perception of the state-
ments. As we cannot judge, either way, further research is needed here as
well.

Although our results provide important indications of whether and how
perceptions of statements vary across society, they are limited by some
apparent factors. For example, the topic of statements about women is,
of course, only one of many relevant to the question of social consensus.
However, even within the topic itself, the number of statements examined
was very limited with only two items per level. While they provided an
initial basis for our exploratory approach, they did not, of course, cover the
full range of discriminatory statements. Accordingly, the results cannot im-
mediately be generalized to other topics or groups and thus require repli-
cations for other forms of discrimination and a wider range of statements.
In addition, it should be mentioned that the number of respondents was
relatively small due to the application of a split ballot design. Accordingly,
besides the thematic limitation, the results are also limited with regard to
sample size.

Overall, it can be summarized that the study provides initial insights
into whether a social consensus exists in terms of which statements are
currently socially accepted and which are considered unspeakable as well
as what predispositions might impact these perceptions. Based on an initi-
al exploratory framework that examined different types of discrimination,
this study broadens the view from a specific phenomenon to a general per-
spective of freedom of expression. Accordingly, this conceptual view could
also serve as a starting point for future research regarding the tension be-
tween freedom of expression and freedom from discrimination. While free
speech is a fundamental basis of democracy, it can be simultaneously ar-
gued that democratic societies will do well to find common ground about
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what they regard as discriminatory speech in order to strengthen respectful
public discourse. As far as this study is concerned, the controversial area
of conflict does not seem to evolve around offensive discrimination but
rather more subtle expressions. This study thus provides initial insights
on the kinds of potentially controversial statements on which there is a
general consensus and those that we as a society still need to discuss.
Future research should follow up on these conclusions.
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How Does One’s Season of Birth Influence Television- and
Music-Genre Preferences? And Why?

An Exploratory Analysis

Klaus Schonbach

Abstract

This study investigates the influence of season of birth on preferences for
music- and television genres later in life. As early as in 1994, Wolfram
Peiser and I had published survey data showing that people with fewer
summer months during their first half year after birth in Germany tend
to be less cheerful. In the meantime, an impressive body of research has
accumulated similar evidence also for other countries in the north of
the northern hemisphere. In a recently published study, I had applied
mood-management theory to show that media content may be used to
alleviate less cheerfulness due to one’s birth climate in the Middle East
and in North Africa as well. This article further explores such a benefit of
media use with a secondary analysis of a large and representative survey in
Germany. The study reveals that people with more winter months soon af-
ter birth tend to prefer “mainstream” entertainment offerings a little more
—even after age, education and gender are controlled for. In addition, age
shows significant moderating effects.

Does our month of birth have an impact on us later in life? Believers in
horoscopes are convinced of it. But we do not need astrology to make this
point: An impressive body of scientific evidence from Europe, East Asia
and the U.S. has revealed all kinds of effects of when in the course of a year
one was born. A recent analysis of large surveys from the MENA region
(Middle East and North Africa) showed that one’s season of birth even
influences the media genres one prefers (Schoenbach, 2018). The following
article further explores this effect—with a secondary analysis of a large and
representative survey in Germany.

So far, our knowledge about the impact of one’s season of birth has
originated almost exclusively from biology, medicine, psychiatry and neu-
roscience (overviews, e.g., in Zhang et al., 2019; Schoenbach, 2018; Mar-
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tinez-Bakker et al., 2014, and Axt & Axt-Gadermann, 2004)-sometimes
based on huge datasets (e.g., Lewis et al., 2021). As examples, just a few
more recent results: People born in spring or early summer of the north
of the northern hemisphere—compared to those born in the fall and early
winter—have a significantly higher chance to die of a cardiovascular disea-
se (Uji et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2019). They suffer slightly more often of
macular degeneration (Longo et al., 2017), autoimmune Adisson’s disease
(Pazderska et al., 2016) and coeliac disease (Namatovu et al., 2016).

But also certain personality traits are related to one’s season of birth.
Again, some examples: There is ample evidence that early-spring-born ba-
bies have a greater tendency to develop schizophrenia (Hori et al., 2012).
But in a fascinating U.S. study, Marzullo (1996) claims that to be born in
February or March—as opposed to in August or September—is also more
often related to creativity and artistry. A similar pattern was found in Ger-
many (Axt & Axt-Gadermann, 2004, p. 82f.). Or—more trivial: People
born in spring or summer of the northern hemisphere more often
are “night owls,” i.e., evening persons (Natale & Milia, 2011).

Almost 30 years ago, Wolfram Peiser and I had found that also a desira-
ble temperament was more widespread among people born in spring or
early summer in Germany: They tended to be more cheerful, to experien-
ce more joy of life (Peiser & Schoenbach, 1994). In the meantime, the
amount of evidence has increased impressively confirming that spring- and
summer-borns in the north of the northern hemisphere do not only enjoy
at least a little more cheerfulness, but also more liveliness, less shyness
(overviews in Schoenbach, 2018, but already also in Cortmaker et al.,
1997) and better self-control (Lee, Lee & Lee, 2021). No surprise, then,
that they more often regard themselves as “a lucky person” (Chotai &
Wiseman, 2005) and seem to be less aggressive (Asano et al., 2016).

Season-of-birth research has suggested a number of reasons for diffe-
rences between those born in spring or early summer and other people
(see overviews in Zhang et al., 2019; Schoenbach, 2018; Antonsen et al.,
2013)—for instance: The seasonally different amount of light influences
chemical reactions in our brains—e.g., the melatonin-dopamine ratio (Cor-
tmaker et al., 1997) and the vitamin-D level (Day et al., 2015). Also, seaso-
nal fluctuations in nutrition availability have been discussed as a cause
(see, e.g., Chodick et al., 2009). The impact of one’s month of birth on
school-starting age—in the U.S. the difference between being born before
September and later—has been investigated, too, as a cause of specific
developments in personality (Dhuey et al., 2017). Finally, the warmer
and sunnier environment during summers in the north certainly offers
more stimuli and a richer social life for a newborn—and, in addition, also
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about one year later, when toddlers usually begin to walk (e.g., Peiser &
Schoenbach, 1994). At any rate, our first year after birth seems to be a
particularly decisive year for physical and mental well-being later in life
(e.g., Roseboom, 2018).

The basic premise of the analysis conducted for the MENA region
(Schoenbach, 2018) and the following one is: If one’s season of birth
influences how cheerful and lively one is later in life, media use could
help compensate lower levels of these personality traits. Such a function of
the media is deducted from a broader reading of Dolf Zillmann’s “mood
management” theory (1988). Zillmann had applied it to situational “affec-
tive states” only (p. 328). He assumed that a bad mood makes us turn
to exciting and absorbing media content (p. 331)—“cheerful programs,
such as comedies,” for instance (p. 335; see also Carpentier et al., 2008).
Knobloch (2003) added “energetic-joyful” music for the same purpose.

So, the media genres entertaining enough to alleviate a bad mood ob-
viously are defined by a hedonic approach to well-being (Whitaker, Velez &
Knobloch-Westerwick, 2012). Hedonism equates well-being with pleasure,
enjoyment and the avoidance of pain—as opposed to the eudaimonic per-
spective, originally described by Aristotle (about 340 BC/2000; see also,
e.g., Kahneman et al., 1999, and Waterman, 1993). To achieve well-being,
the eudaimonic approach suggests “seeking for meaningfulness,” for
the “gratification of greater insights,” more than seeking for pleasure (Oli-
ver & Raney, 2011, p. 987). An eudaimonic orientation therefore aims
at “the cultivation of personal strengths and contribution to the greater
good..., the realization of one’s true potential” (McMahan & Estes, 2011,
p-93f).

In the MENA study, it was suggested that hedonic media offerings
should not only be a choice for people who feel sad temporarily but also
for those who feel less lucky and are less cheerful than others as their per-
manent emotional traits (Schoenbach, 2018)—thereby following Swedish
researchers Karl-Erik Rosengren and Sven Windahl. They had proposed—
as early as in 1972—that media consumption often serves as a “functional
alternative” to experiences generally missing in everyday life.

The 2018 MENA study indeed revealed slightly different preferences for
hedonic media genres, depending on one’s season of birth (Schoenbach,
2018). That analysis was based on large and representative surveys in six
countries of the MENA region—from Tunisia to Saudi Arabia. But, of
course, that region is a setting quite different from where almost all studies
on the impact of season of birth had been conducted before. In MENA
countries, it is winter that offers a mostly still very sunny, but more plea-
sant, season. So, newborn babies can, for instance, be outside their homes
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more frequently than in the often unbearable summer heat—and thus
profit from both more sunlight and social contacts. Typically, doctors in
the Gulf countries prescribe vitamin D in the summer, taking into account
that people often do not get enough sun because they stay inside. This
is why the 2018 analysis assumed that being born in the MENA spring
or early summer should be related to that lower level of cheerfulness and
liveliness found among people born later in the year of more northern
countries.

The MENA study used the number of summer months (April to Sep-
tember) in one’s first half year after birth as an indicator of the extent to
which a baby had to cope with often extremely hot weather. Experiencing
more of these months showed the expected relationships with one’s prefe-
rence for hedonic audio-visual media genres ("Comedy,” “Drama,” “Films
on DVD”) and with a slight but significant rejection of “Religious/spiritu-
al” content, but interestingly also of “Daytime talk shows.”

The present study, as a secondary analysis, replicates and refines the
MENA one by exploring the impact of one’s birth climate on preferences
not only on specific audio-visual media genres—as in the MENA analysis.
Now also a number of music styles are included. And like almost all studies
on the effects of season of birth so far, this one looks again at the north
of the northern hemisphere. It uses data from Germany—a country with
relatively moderate summers and often “real” winters, i.e., with freezing
temperatures and snow on the ground. So, the first, and general, hypothe-
sis of this study reads:

H1. The more winter months in the first half year of their life individu-
als have experienced, the more they prefer hedonic media genres.

Also, as in the MENA analysis, age and gender will be looked at again as
possible moderators of the impact of one’s birth month. As to age, Oliver
and Raney (2011, p. 999) suggest that older people may generally become
more eudaimonic and thus not need hedonic media content that much
anymore to compensate for a lack of cheerfulness. Quite consequently, eu-
daimonic genres may also be suitable for this purpose. But even any effect
of the climate of one’s birth on media-content preferences—whatever they
are—could fade with becoming older, just because one’s first half year after
birth is longer ago: one of the results of the MENA study (Schoenbach,
2018, see also Cordova-Palomera et al., 2015; Harada et al., 2011; Peiser &
Schoenbach, 1994).

In his review of the impact of winter months after birth on depression,
Schnittker (2018) goes even further. He suggests that among today’s youn-
ger cohorts this relationship may actually be weaker from the start—becau-
se conditions of life have significantly improved during the last 50 years,
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making differences between lives of newborn babies in winter and in
summer less important. Schnittker’s example of those better conditions is
food preservation, including refrigeration and distribution. But one could
also think of more widespread central heating, better hygiene and, above
all, the progress in medical (but also psychiatric) diagnosis and therapy.

All three assumptions seem plausible—i.e., older winter-borns do not
need hedonic media content anymore, or any notable impact of one’s
birth date may only last as long as one is young, or this effect may be weak
even for newborns already. A fourth possibility, of course, could still be
that the impact of season of birth on hedonic media-content preferences
at least somewhat stays as long as we live. This is why we do not test a
hypothesis for the role of age, but will try to answer the following research
question:

RQ1. How does age influence the relationships between the number of
winter months right after birth and media-genre preferences?

Our second research question concerns gender as a moderator variable.
Previous studies have shown that the impact of season of birth sometimes
differs between women and men—albeit inconclusively (e.g., Lee, Lee &
Lee, 2021; Blanch & Solé, 2021; Chotai et al, 2009; Kamata et al., 2009;
Weber et al., 1998). More often, however, the role of gender has not been
investigated at all. But women or men may be differently sensitive to
darker months after birth and thus also show a different need to alleviate
a lack of cheerfulness or liveliness by more entertaining media content. In
the 2018 MENA study, gender did not matter (Schoenbach, 2018). Just to
be safe, however, the following analysis includes gender again. But we do
not dare formulate a hypothesis at this stage of our exploration, but instead
ask:

RQ2. How does gender influence the relationships between the number
of winter months right after birth and media-genre preferences?

A second hypothesis adds education as a third possible moderator to
our analysis. Education has been shown to be an important determinant
of one’s media-genre preferences (see, e.g., the overview in Wonneberger,
Schoenbach & Meurs, 2009). But so far, it has not been taken into account
systematically in season-of-birth research of all kinds. Plausible, however,
that somebody born with fewer summer months, but with a higher educa-
tion, commands a wider range of possibilities to compensate for a lack
of cheerfulness and of feeling lucky—and consequently does not have to
rely on hedonic media use that much (see already Rosengren & Windahl,
1972). This could not only be due to a wider intellectual range by more
education but also to factors that often correlate with it—one’s social class,
for instance, and one’s family socialization (see, e.g., Bourdieu, 1984). If so,
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the higher educated may actually need more sophisticated media content
to be pleased (see, e.g., Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006). So, the according
hypothesis reads:

H2. The lower one’s education and the more winter months in the first
half year of their life individuals have experienced, the more they prefer
hedonic media genres.

Method

Our secondary analysis uses a large and representative survey of the Ger-
man adult population: the so-called “German General Social Survey,” in
short “ALLBUS.” The ALLBUS is a trend study, supervised by GESIS—
Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences and repeated every other year to
observe attitudes, behaviors and social change in Germany. Its focus shifts,
but it always carries an extensive demography, including one’s month and
country of birth. In 2014, and as an exception, the questionnaire contai-
ned also two item batteries about media-genre preferences. The ALLBUS
sample is supposed to represent all adults (18 years and older) living in
Germany and sufficiently capable to be interviewed in German.

The survey used face-to-face interviews via Computer-Assisted Personal
Interviewing (CAPI) and was in the field between March 24 and September
13, 2014. In total, 3,471 persons participated, with a reasonable response
rate of 35 percent. The data were weighted to represent the population
as closely as possible. Weighting criteria were the number of East and
West Germans as well as the size and composition of the household the
respondent belonged to (see a detailed description of the questionnaire,
the sampling and weighting procedures in Baumann & Schulz, 2015).

For the purpose of this analysis, those 2,991 respondents are used who
did not only live in Germany in 2014 but were also born there. The reason
is simple: To investigate the potential impact of the season of birth, we
have to make sure that the climate conditions for all of respondents, when
they were newborns, were as comparable as possible. Unfortunately, the
dataset does not contain the respondents’ exact birthplaces—for more preci-
sion of the weather conditions right after birth. But although Germans
often perceive Hamburg in the north and Munich in the south of the
country (a little more than 600 kilometers apart) as having almost opposite
climates, this difference has actually not been that dramatic, at least as
a long-term average. Between 1981 and 2010 and in July, the height of
summer, Hamburg reached 7.0 sunshine hours per day, Munich 7.7. In
January, Munich had an average of 2.6 hours of sunshine a day, Hamburg
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followed with 1.6 hours. (see, e.g., https://www.dwd.de/DE/leistungen/k
limadatendeutschland/mittelwerte/sonne_8110_fest_html.html?view=n
asPublication). And the average meteorological summer temperature in
Munich, again from 1981 to 2010, was 18.3 degrees Celsius, in Hamburg
17.1. During meteorological winter, it was an average 1.9 degrees in Ham-
burg and 1.0 in Munich (https://www.wetterkontor.de/de/wetter/deutsch-
land/monatswerte-station.asp).

Even if these rather small climate differences could be regarded as se-
rious, we should keep in mind that a little fewer or more sun hours and a
little higher or lower temperature in one’s first half year represent only one
potential cause for more joy of life and vividness. As discussed above, we
assume that one’s experience of summer or winter is at least as important:
the baby’s social environment, e.g., how “summery” or “wintery” parents
and other people behave. It could be possible, for instance, that the short
and often not very warm summers in northern Sweden are experienced
as exciting and pleasant as the much longer and mostly warmer ones in
southern Germany.

Measurement

Our independent variable is the number of winter months in the first half
year of one’s life. It was based on the responses to:

“Please tell me in which month and year you were born.”

The English wording of this question and of the other ones used in this
analysis are retrieved from the extensive description of the 2014 ALLBUS
survey by Baumann and Schulz (2015).

We defined winter months in Germany as October to March—so, their
number could range from zero (born in April) to six (born in October).
For the 2,940 respondents in the survey who were born in Germany and
whose month of birth we know, the mean of this number is 3.0, with a
standard deviation of 1.8.

For our dependent variables, the attractiveness of specific media genres,
the survey used here contained two batteries of items for a secondary
analysis: (a) interest in specific genres on television and (b) liking specific
kinds of music.
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Interest in specific television genres was measured by the question:
“Now, I will name you different television programs. Please tell me by
means of this list how strongly you are interested in programs such as
this one.”

The responses listed were: “Very strongly,” “Strongly,” “Medium,” “A
little” and “Not at all.” For our analysis, the five answers were coded
from S to 1, with “Very strongly” interested as 5 and “Not at all”
interested as 1.

These were the types of television programs the respondents had to
react to—with an N of 2,876 (in parentheses their average interest
score between 1 and 5, and its standard deviation, separated by
a comma): “Entertainment shows, quiz programs” (2.5, 1.1), “Sports
programs” (3.0, 1.3), “News” (4.2, .9), “Political magazine programs”
(3.0, 1.1), “Art and culture programs” (2.7, 1.1), “Detective movies, cri-
me series” (3.2, 1.2) and “Family and entertainment series” (2.6, 1.1).
To find out about their taste of music, the respondents were asked:
“Now, I will name you different kinds of music. Please tell me by
means of this list how much you like listening to this music.”

On the list the possible responses were: “I like listening to... very
much,” “I like listening to...,” “I neither like nor dislike listening
to...,” I dislike listening to...” and “I dislike listening to... very much.”
For our analysis the five answers were coded from 5 to 1, with “I like
listening to... very much” as 5 and “I dislike listening to... very much”
as 1.

These were the music styles the respondents had to react to—with
an N between 2,934 and 2,949 (in parentheses their average liking
score between 1 and §, and its standard deviation, separated by a com-
ma): “German folk music” (2.6, 1.3), “Folk music of other cultures”
(2.6, 1.1), “German ‘Schlager’ music”—i.e., a Barry-Manilow type of
popular German music (3.1, 1.2), “Pop music and today’s charts”
(3.6, 1.2), “Rock music” (3.4, 1.3), “Heavy Metal” (2.1, 1.3), “Electronic
music—such as House, Techno, Electro” (2.3, 1.3), “Hip Hop, Soul,
Reggae” (2.7, 1.3), “Classical music” (3.2, 1.2), “Opera” (2.5, 1.2), “Mu-
sical” (3.2, 1.2) and “Jazz” (2.8, 1.2).

Of course, one could assume that the items of the two batteries available
for our analysis are connected, representing styles of liking music and
of being interested in types of television programs. But a factor analysis
(principal component) of all these genres together only reveals two—fairly
weak—factors, with an explained variance of as low as 16 percent each.
And only music styles considerably load on them—i.e., there is neither a
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really close relationship between TV genres alone nor between TV and
kinds of music.

One music factor is represented by “Classical music,” “Opera”, “Jazz”
and “Folk music of other cultures”—with loadings (after rotation) of at
least .48. Cronbach’s alpha for these four items is a satisfactory .75. This is
why we create an additive index of them and call it “High-culture music.”
The index ranges from 4 to 20, and its mean is 14.3 with a standard
deviation of 4.3.

The second music factor is represented by “German folk music”
and “German ‘Schlager’ music,” with loadings (after rotation) of .80 and
.77, respectively. Their additive index is called ““Schlagers’ & German
folk.” Its range is 2 to 10 and its mean is 5.7 with a standard deviation
of 2.2.

Finally, two more kinds of music are at least fairly strongly correlated
(Pearson’s r = .53**): “Hip Hop, Soul, Reggae” and “Electronic music—
such as House, Techno, Electro.” We name their additive index “Hip Hop
& Electronic.” It ranges from 2 to 10, and its mean is 5.0 with a standard
deviation of 2.3.

In a preliminary attempt to categorize the media genres of the survey
into hedonistic and non-hedonistic ones, we assume that the following
types of television programming are mostly pleasant and “fun”—and thus,
at least in principle, providing enough hedonic benefits to distract from
one’s lack of an outgoing temperament and also to allow identification
with the protagonists of these genres as exemplars of cheerfulness (see
above, Zillmann, 1988): “Entertainment shows, quiz programs,” “Sports
programs,” “Family and entertainment series” and “Detective movies, cri-
me series.” As not primarily hedonic genres we consider “News,” “Political
magazine programs” and “Art and culture programs” (see a similar classifi-
cation of media genres by Carpentier et. al., 2008).

As to music, and in terms of hedonism, we assume—again preliminari-
ly—that most kinds of popular music are experienced as generally more
pleasurable and as more fun than, e.g., classical music, opera, jazz, and
folk music of other cultures (the components of our index “high-culture
music”). If we accept this, at least more compensatory types of music
for those with more darker months after birth would be: “‘Schlagers’ &
German folk,” “Pop music and today’s charts,” “Rock music” and “Musi-
cal.” In contrast, “High-culture music,” but also “Hip Hop & Electronic”
and “Heavy Metal” might be experienced as more challenging and stre-
nuous by most Germans.

This categorization is not to imply that the genres we classified as
less suited for a hedonic compensation of less cheerful- and liveliness
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are also less popular—they are not, as the means of their scores above do-
cument: At least on average, “Classical music® is just as attractive as “Ger-
man ‘Schlager music”—with their mean scores of liking them: 3.2 and 3.1,
respectively (see above). We still do assume, though, that, e.g., “High-cul-
ture music” is not used that often to alleviate the consequences of fewer
summer months after birth for one’s temperament.

However, any unobjectionable classification of genres is difficult, of
course. So far we have used a kind of “popular taste” approach to hedo-
nic well-being—we expect that most people regard, e. g., “Entertainment
shows, quiz programs“ as more fun than “Art and culture programs.“ But
we cannot ignore that there may be individuals that do not only use the
latter more often than the former, but who also enjoy them hedonically:
for instance the higher educated (see above)—something to be explored in
our analysis.

For RQ1, the age of the respondent was calculated in years, based on
the question about one’s year of birth (see above). The average age of our
sample members was 49.0 years, its standard deviation 17.5 years (N =
2,949).

Gender (RQ2) was determined by the interviewers of the survey. For-
ty-nine percent of 2,951 respondents were assigned “female” and 51 per-
cent “male.”

Finally, for our hypothesis H2, education as a proxy for one’s intellectu-
al, but also social, capital (see above) was gauged by the question:

“Which school-leaving certificate do you have?”

On a list, possible answers began with “A I'm still a high school student”
and “B No school leaving certificate.” The other items on the list mirror
(in ascending order) the German educational system—this is why we
have to quote the responses literally (in parentheses the rough equivalent
in the U.S., again retrieved from Baumann & Schulz, 2015): “C Volks-/
Hauptschulabschluss bzw. Polytechnische Oberschule mit Abschluss 8.
oder 9. Klasse® (= approximately a certificate of secondary education), ,D
Mittlere Reife, Realschulabschluss bzw. Polytechnische Oberschule mit
Abschluss 10. Klasse (= approximately high school), ,.E Fachhochschulrei-
fe (Abschluss einer Fachoberschule etc.) (= approximately high school,
but additionally qualifying for a vocational university), ,F Abitur bzw.
Erweiterte Oberschule mit Abschluss 12. Klasse” (= approximately college)
and “G A different leaving certificate.”

We excluded the 39 cases of still being a high-school student and of “A
different leaving certificate” and constructed a scale of one’s formal educa-
tion by assigning scores to the five levels B to F of schooling, ascending
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from 1 to 5. The mean of this scale, then, was 3.3 with a standard deviation
of 1.3 (N =2,916).

Analyses

In a fairly rigid fashion, multiple linear regressions serve as the statistical
tool to determine the relationship between the number of winter months
soon after birth and a specific media-genre preference: In a first step, for
every genre and our sample as a whole, age, education and gender are
simultaneous control variables, but also all the other media-genre preferen-
ces measured in our survey. The next step of the analysis, then, explores
how the three demographics may moderate this impact (RQ1, RQ2, H2).
For this purpose, the respondents are segmented: To investigate the role of
age, we divide the sample into three almost equal portions and repeat our
analyses for each subsample. The three age categories consist of those 41
years and younger, 42 to 57 years and, finally, 58 years and older.

For gender, we analyze men and women separately. For education as a
moderating variable, its five levels are collapsed into two categories and
also looked at separately. The two categories represent a lower formal edu-
cation, i.e., levels B, C and D (ending with ,,approximately high school),
and a higher one, i.e. levels E and F (starting with ,approximately high
school, but additionally qualifying for a vocational university“).

In these subgroups of the survey, multiple regressions still control for
all the other media-genre preferences but also for the two demographic
variables ot used for segmentation, respectively—i.e., for age and educati-
on when the sample is split into men and women; for age and gender
when formal education is analyzed; and for gender and education when
the three categories of age are investigated separately.

To answer our RQs and to test H2 about the roles of age, gender
and education, we apply two statistical conditions to determine whether
they moderate the relationships between season of birth and TV or music
genres: (a) the beta weight for at least one of the categories of these demo-
graphics should be significant at least on the five-percent level, and (b) the
difference between it and the beta of at least one of the other respective
categories should be statistically significant as well (again p smaller or
equal .05). To compare these betas we use Fisher’s z, as suggested, e. g., by
Hemmerich (2017).
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Results

The number of winter months in the first half year after one’s birth is
significantly related to half of the 14 media genres and their indices that
could be investigated in this secondary analysis—to four of them for a//
respondents and three for at least one of our demographic subgroups. As
suggested by the general hypothesis H1, “Entertainment programs, quiz
shows,” “Sports programs” and “Family and entertainment series” on tele-
vision are a little more preferred by respondents with more darker months
soon after birth—in other words, media content that one might generally
regard as hedonic. And one of the music styles that we assumed to be
less useful for alleviating a lack of cheerfulness, “Heavy Metal,” is actually
disliked somewhat, but fairly universally, the more winter months there
were after birth (Table 1).

Table 1: Relationships Between the Number of Winter Months Right After
Birth and Preferences for Television and Music Genres

All Age (in years) Gender Formal education
18-41 42-57 58+ Female Male Lower  Higher

Television
genres:
Entertain- .04* .06 .02 .02 .04 .03 .05% .02
ment shows,
quiz pro-
grams
Sports pro- 05%* -.00 .06* .08** .04 .05% .03 .06*
grams
Family and 04* 07* .03 -.01 06* .01 .04 .04
entertain-
ment series
Detective -.01 -.03 .02 -01 .02 -.03 -.01 .01
movies, cri-
me series
News .03 -.03 .03 09%* .02 .04 .04 .01
Political ma- .01 -.02 -.03 07* .01 .01 .01 -01
gazine pro-
grams
Art and cul- .01 -.01 -03 .06* .03 -.01 .03 -.02
ture pro-
grams
Music
genres:
’Schlagers’ & .02 .00 .04 .01 .04 .01 .02 .03

German folk
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All Age (in years) Gender Formal education
18-41 42-57 58+ Female Male Lower  Higher

Pop music .02 .04 .04 .03 .00 .04 .02 .05
and today’s
charts
Rock music .00 .01 -.00 .03 .01 -.01 -.02 .04
Musical .02 -.02 .05 .03 .04 .01 .03 .00
Hip Hop & .00 .04 -.02 .02 -.01 .01 .00 -.00
Electronic
High-culture .02 -.01 .01 .04 .02 .02 .00 .05
music
Heavy Metal  -.06** -07* -.06 -.03 -.06* -.06* -.06* -.04
Minimal N 2,904 958 993 951 1,419 1,484 1,831 1,103

Note: Standardized betas from multiple regressions, controlled for all
other genre preferences, age, gender and formal education, and also seg-
mented by age, gender and formal education.

* betas, significant at the 5-percent level
** betas, significant at the 1-percent level.

These relationships are also confirmed in the smaller samples of one or
the other of our demographic subgroups: “Entertainment shows, quiz
programs” among the lower educated, “Sports programs” in the oldest
group, “Family and entertainment series” in the youngest one, and final-
ly the dislike of “Heavy Metal” also in this age category, but separately
among women and men as well. The six other music styles of our analysis,
however, simply do not matter significantly, neither as liked or disliked
in connection with one’s month of birth—although we had expected
four of them as entertaining in a hedonic sense: “’Schlagers’ & German
folk,” “Pop music and today’s charts,” “Rock music” and “Musical.” In
one of the age categories—the oldest one—we find even positive relati-
onships of being winter-born with three media genres not considered to be
particularly hedonic: “News” on television, “Political magazine programs”
and “Art and cultural programs.”

So, age indeed seems to be a relevant moderator (RQ1), but gender
and education (RQ2 and H2) are not: Once the two statistical conditions
described in our analyses section are applied, neither gender nor education
significantly discriminate the relationships between TV- or music-genre
preferences and the number of winter months soon after birth. In other
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words, women and men do not really differ regarding the role played by
their season of birth for media genre preferences, nor do higher or lower
educated respondents. So, H2 is rejected.

In sum, however, our general hypothesis H1 is supported: The patterns
in our data indicate that the fall/winter borns have a higher likelihood to
prefer what we had called hedonic media genres.

Summary, Conclusions and Discussion

Does season of birth influence the attractiveness of media content? In this
explorative analysis, a 2018 study in six MENA countries (Schoenbach,
2018) was both replicated and refined—now not in an often extremely
hot region of the world but in Germany. This is why we expected that
those with more winter months in their first half year should alleviate a
lack of liveliness and cheerfulness by preferring hedonic media offerings.
In sum, this seems to be the case—and even more universally than in the
MENA study. An explanation could be that German summers, compared
to its winters, are more impressive for newborns than the mild winters
are in North Africa and the Middle East. In other words, Germans may
simply “make more” of their summers than the MENA population does of
their “summery” winters.

There is one subgroup in our analysis, however, that presents us with
an interesting exception to this general result in Germany: the oldest
one. Surprisingly, compared to at least the youngest respondents, those
58+ years old and with longer winters after birth are somewhat more
interested in “News,” “Political magazine programs” and “Arts and culture
programs” on TV—even after the preferences for all the other genres as
well as education and gender are controlled for. We had assumed that
these types of TV programming should actually be less compensatory for
a deficit in cheerful- and liveliness than “Family and entertainment series,”
for instance.

The MENA study (Schoenbach, 2018) had found similar evidence for
older individuals—even more strikingly: In that region, older people pre-
ferred entertaining media content of a// kinds less often, the more—in
that case—hot summer months they had to endure soon after birth. The
results of our analyses in Germany do not go that far—the oldest group
of our sample is not systematically less interested in or dislikes hedonic
genres more than other people. But, all in all, in Germany as well, and
as suggested by Oliver and Raney (2011, p. 999—see above), older people
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may indeed become more eudaimonic, also in their preferences of which
media content they find compensatory.

As in the MENA study (Schoenbach, 2018), gender did not show as an
important moderating variable in our analysis—i.e., women with more
winter months soon after birth do not prefer more and/or different media
content for mood management than males, at least not among the 14 gen-
res we could investigate here. Also, one’s formal education was not relevant
as a moderator either. This makes our null results for liking or disliking
specific music styles still puzzling. Sure, in the MENA study, both “Listen
to music” as its only—and very general—variable for the use of music
had not emerged as significant either. Nor had “Music videos” as the only
measure of one’s preference for musical media content (Schoenbach, 2018).
But although our German data discerned specific kinds of music, only one
of them, “Heavy Metal,” shows up significantly in our analyses at all.

It is still surprising, though, that higher educated people with more
winter months after birth do not like “High-culture music” significantly
more than the low educated. And should younger respondents with longer
winters as newborns not differ more strongly from the older ones in their
preference for “Pop music and today’s charts” and “Hip Hop & Electro-
nic”?

What could be the reasons for this generally feeble role of music in our
study? On the one hand, music as such may not be regarded as absorbing
enough when it comes to the management of long-term emotional traits,
as opposed to temporary bad moods (see above—Knobloch, 2003). Stron-
ger stimuli than music may be needed, in this case audio-visual ones. This
is probably why several television genres showed results as expected by our
general hypothesis whereas music styles simply were treated indifferently.

On the other hand, some genres that our analyses did not reveal as
significant as well may be too strenuous to be entertaining, too hermetic,
not pleasant enough, again even for younger or higher educated people.
This definitely seems to apply to “Heavy Metal,” rejected by most of our
respondents with more winter months soon after birth. And when it
comes to “High-culture music” and “Hip Hop & Electronic,” all of our
respondents with a darker first half year tendentially shy back from liking
them.

A cautious conclusion: What many people with more winter months
soon after birth instead seem to be interested in is genres that are not on-
ly stimulating audio-visually, but also “mainstream,” “middle-of-the-road,”
i.e., accessible—without being too bland, though: The effect of season
of birth in one of our segmentations underscores such a compromise.
To older winter-borns, “Sports programs” were more attractive than for
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the youngest respondents, whereas “Family and entertainment series” were
less popular among them—not exciting enough anymore after all these
years?

To be sure, as in the MENA study (Schoenbach, 2018) replicated here,
all relationships we have found are weak in statistical terms. But actually,
one should not expect strong effects of the climate following one’s birth
date (see Schoenbach, 2018, and Peiser & Schoenbach, as early as in 1994).
First of all, even for the youngest of our respondents, 18 years old, it is
long ago. Second, season of birth, of course, is just one of the influence
factors for our temperament and may be buried under a lot of “noise”: for
instance, and quite naturally, one’s upbringing and education, material life
conditions, but also sometimes dramatic turning points in life.

But our analyses could actually also underestimate the impact of season
of birth—because the study certainly suffers from the typical constraints
of a secondary analysis. First of all, we could investigate indirect effects
of one’s climate after birth only. But based on a number of previous
studies (see above), season of birth quite plausibly influences one’s tem-
perament. Plausible as well is that temperament, in a next step, could
have consequences for one’s media-content preferences—serving as mood
management, even many years later. Second, the impact of one’s birth date
might show greater effects once its climate conditions could be defined
more precisely—e.g., by not only counting the summer or winter months
right after birth, but also by using the exact weather of these months at
one’s exact birthplace.

Of course, one could also think of refining the dependent variables of
our analysis: For instance, more media genres—and more fine-grained
ones—would be useful: Maybe there were no significant effects of season
of birth on liking a very general genre such as “Rock music.” Respondents
may simply be split about what it means: For instance, some of them may
call the music of Deep Purple not “rock,” but suffer from it as already too
much “Heavy Metal”—and may therefore not like it. Or “jazz” could mean
either its lively and energetic form or a more laid-back and sublime one.
Also, other moderating conditions could be explored that might strengthen
or weaken the relationships between season of birth and interest in specific
media offerings: one’s media socialization at home, for instance.

Finally, what do our results mean for uses-and-gratifications research
in communication studies—i.e., for explaining the purposes people use
media content for? First of all, the extension of mood-management theo-
ry that was suggested in the MENA study (Schoenbach, 2018) seems to
work again: Entertaining media content seems to be preferred not only to
compensate for situational and temporary bad moods, but also for more
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structural deficits in cheerfulness and liveliness. For many people, this
compensation may need middle-of-the-road media offerings—absorbing,
but not too challenging. Lastly, it should be mentioned once again that
the relationships investigated here were not intended to finally incorporate
notions of astrology—the planets of one’s sign of the zodiac—in media-au-
dience research, but to suggest that the impact of one’s first experiences in
life can shape media preferences.
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Modes of Authentication

Realism Cues and Media Users’ Assessment of Realism Across
Media and Genres

Felix Frey, Benjamin Krdmer & Wolfram Peiser!

Abstract

Media users’ perception of the correspondence of media content to reality
has significant consequences for media use and effects. At the same time,
new media environments have been complicating the users’ task of jud-
ging the realism of media information. Against that background, our study
addresses the cues and criteria on which media users base their realism
assessments using an online survey of a diverse population. Based on our
respondents’ assessments of a broad spectrum of realism cues, we first
identify fundamental criteria underlying users’ realism judgments across
media and media genres. Second, using cluster analysis, we identify homo-
genous groups of users based on the criteria they perceive as enhancing or
reducing media realism. And third, we investigate how these perception

1 This article aims to reconstruct what was, to our knowledge, the only presentation

at a major conference that Wolfram Peiser submitted and prepared together with
researchers at his chair at LMU Munich. The study was presented on 29 May 2017
at the annual conference of the International Communication Association in San
Diego by Felix Frey and Benjamin Krimer and is based on a study conducted in
a master seminar the authors taught in 2015 to 2016 (we would like to thank the
students for their contributions to the conceptual discussion, the development of
the measurements, and the realization of the study). We planned to publish the
contribution in the form of a journal article but unfortunately never elaborated a
full text before Wolfram Peiser passed away.
The present contribution is based on an extended abstract submitted for review
for the conference as well as the slides and notes for the presentation. It therefore
mostly reflects the state of research and of our scholarship at that time. However,
we think that the theoretical framework and empirical findings are more relevant
than ever today. In the main text, we mostly rely on literature that had been
published before the study was conducted. Where it seems necessary or interesting,
we add remarks based on more current developments in our footnotes. We present
the results in a more elaborate way than it had been possible in the original
presentation and have therefore conducted further analyses.
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patterns relate to users’ realism assessments and use of various media and
genres, media skepticism, and sociodemographic variables.

Media trust recently has reached a new low in the U.S. (Swift, 2016); and
in Europe, media skeptics are voicing their hostility towards ‘mainstream
media’ more aggressively than before (Haller, 2015).2 One of the reasons
for this “credibility crisis” (Carr, Barnidge, Lee, & Tsang, 2014, p. 453)
is the perception among a part of the population that reality is not reflec-
ted accurately by (‘mainstream’) media portrayals. The perceived relation-
ship of media content to reality has been the object of communication
research under various terms and in various contexts, such as perceived
media bias (e.g., Eveland & Shah, 2003), perceived realism (e.g., Busselle
& Greenberg, 2000; Hall, 2009), (media) authenticity (e.g., Duffy, 2013;
Enli, 2015), source, message, or media credibility (e.g., Metzger, Flanagin,
Eyal, Lemus, & McCann, 2003; Self, 1996), media trust (e.g., Gunther,
1988), media skepticism (e.g., Tsfati & Peri, 2006), and the hostile media
phenomenon (e.g., Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1995).3 Integrating some of
these terms, Austin defines “apparent reality assessments” of media users
as the “degree to which an individual believes media portrayals of issues
or people reflect reality” (Austin & Dong, 1994, p. 974). These apparent
reality or realism assessments of media users can be assumed to have signi-
ficant consequences for media use and media effects (Tsfati & Ariely, 2014;

2 Since the time of the presentation, trends in media trust in different countries
have been discussed extensively, sometimes complicating the picture with regard
to the conceptual and empirical aspects of media trust, but mostly leading to the
same diagnosis that a substantial but not overwhelming part of the population
in Western democracies distrusts the media (see Fawzi et al., 2021, for a recent
overview of research on media trust). Since then, skepticism or hostility toward the
media has also often been treated in the context of populism (e.g., Fazwi, 2019).
However, we think that it would still be wise to broaden the perspective and to
consider a multitude of judgments concerning the realism of media content and a
wide variety of potential factors.

3 Today, we would add that research often refers to the catchwords of “fake news”
or “disinformation” not only as labels for substantial phenomena but also as
categories with which politicians, other communicators, and users express their
skepticism or radical distrust toward certain categories of media outlets (not always
clearly with regard to the correctness of claims proper but all kinds of concerns
and accusations regarding alleged biases and manipulations); for example, see Egel-
hofer and Lecheler (2018) on these two perspectives on “fake news” as genre and
label. However, again, we think that the analysis of such discourses or attitudes
should be complemented by studies with a wider focus on different kinds of
perceptions of media content in terms of their realism.
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Carr et al., 2014, p. 455). At the same time, the task of judging the realism
of media information has become more challenging for users, since new
media environments with new types of information providers outside of
professional journalism, the convergence of media and hybridization of
genres, and digital editing technologies have been complicating the users’
task of judging the realism of media information (Metzger, Flanagin, Eyal,
Lemus, & McCann, 2003). Against that background, one important questi-
on concerns the cues and criteria on which media users base their realism
assessments. Building on existing research in this field, our study aims
at, first, empirically investigating how various established or proposed “au-
thenticity markers” (Dickerson, 2012) and realism criteria across various
media and genres relate to each other and, second, whether media users
can be differentiated based on to their preference and reliance on certain
realism criteria and disregard of others. We thus investigate the diversity
of realism assessments and criteria, going beyond the most ideology-driven
and hostile distrust and thereby aim to contribute to a broader picture of
judgments of realism that is relevant to media practitioners and audience
researchers alike and that can inform public debates that often focus on
the most extreme accusations of untruthfulness toward the media.

Conceptions of Media Realism

How media content relates to reality can be captured by a number of
concepts that are not always clearly defined and demarcated, such as truth,
truthfulness, realism, plausibility, credibility, authenticity, and others.
There is of course no scholarly consensus on what constitutes truth
(see, e.g., Glanzberg, 2018, for different theories). We may assume that for
most media users, truth will probably mean that individual factual claims
are correct or correspond to reality or that one has good reasons (such as
arguments or evidence) to believe them. However, we prefer the broader
concept of realism over that of truth proper.* Realism can encompass
a wider variety of judgements that we assume recipients do not always

4 Of course, like truth, “realism” has various meanings. We do not refer to the mea-
ning usually implied in philosophy, i.e., the existence of certain entities, properties,
or facts independently of statements or the mind (see, e.g., Brock & Mares, 2007).
What we have in mind is closer to the everyday understanding of something
being realistic or to artistic or literary realism: a fit with reality that does not
necessarily amount to factual truth proper in every aspect (see, e.g., Morris, 2004,
for a discussion of different meanings and literary realism in particular).
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clearly distinguish or that, taken together, contribute to their overall idea
of how media content relates to reality.

To begin with, something can be “realistic” in someone’s eye even if
they are not sure whether the claim is literally and positively true. It may
be plausible or credible based on certain preexisting knowledge or certain
cues, or because a communicator is sufficiently trustworthy. It may be
somewhat speculative or difficult to verify but reasonable. “Realistic” rep-
resentations may also paint the broader picture recipients expect them to,
i.e., select or highlight the aspects that they consider most relevant, reflect
a broader worldview of “how things really are,” or strike the right sober
tone. All of these types of criteria and judgements matter in particular with
regard to media reception because users are most often unable to establish
the correctness of a claim in a way that they would consider necessary in
other contexts to judge something as true in the strictest sense (such as
direct observation, personal expertise or experience, or access to reliable
primary data or documents). This is one of the aspects where relying on
the media is most often a matter of trust, not independent verification.’

Certain aspects of our conception of realism are also often captured
by different understandings of authenticity. First, it sometimes stands for
the uncompromised transmission of information or meaning. Here, the
focus is less on the representation of certain facts but on the absence of
manipulation or compromising influences along a chain of communicati-
on that usually originates with an authoritative source (Lethen, 1995).6
Second, authenticity is often understood as the preservation, realization,
or expression of some positive essence, either of an aspect of culture or
a person (although such essentialism has often been deconstructed and
criticized, see, e.g., Ferrara, 2009; Handler, 1986). In this sense, the media

5 This is a point in our argument where it is or used to be customary in parts of Ger-
man communication research to cite Luhmann’s (2000, p. 1) dictum “Whatever we
know about our society, or indeed about the world in which we live, we know
through the mass media. [...] On the other hand, we know so much about the mass
media that we are not able to trust these sources.”

6 While many today are still concerned with the faithful transmission of the state-
ments by political or epistemic authorities, citing, for example, ideological biases,
sensationalism, foreign propaganda, or digital manipulation of source material
as dangers to authentic news, this is exactly what others fear: the media as a
mouthpiece of the elites, not of ordinary people with their everyday experience
and concerns. While the discussion of the second, “populist” criticism of the
media’s authenticity has received increasing attention over time, we should not
underestimate the demand in the population for what people consider “reliable”
media (whatever this sometimes naive realism implies in each case).
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can “keep it real” in the eyes of their audience with its cultural standards of
authenticity, for example, by focusing on ordinary life and people instead
of things or people that are seen as fake, staged, corrupted, or out of touch.
Third, authenticity can be defined as truthfulness or sincerity in communi-
cation. What is expressed is actually believed or felt, and presented without
any hidden motives or agenda.”

Based on these general ideas of realism as plausibility or authenticity,
we can then turn to the more specific criteria recipients may to determine
how “real” media content is and review previous findings on the effects of
such cues.

Realism Assessments by Users

Several characteristics of the source or the message have been proposed or
empirically demonstrated to affect users’ realism assessments. One group
of ‘immanent’ factors are characteristics of the source or the media mes-
sage, which also can be employed strategically by communicators. First,
professional news journalism traditionally features figures and statistics
(Koetsenruijter, 2011), experts as sources (Steele, 1995), or direct quotes
(Sundar, 1998) to authenticate news reports. These cues convey the im-
pression that a report is based on solid evidence or close observation of
events. Second, rendering content production more transparent by disclo-
sing sources and detailing the process of information acquisition has been
suggested to further credibility (e.g., Chadha & Koliska, 2015; Gilpin,
Palazzolo, & Brody, 2010; Karlsson, Clerwall, & Nord, 2014). The idea
behind such attempts is to counter the idea of compromising influences
or manipulation, and to convey an idea that the process of content pro-
duction is thorough and reliable. Similarly, live on-the-scene reporting
(Scannell, 1996), undercover reporting, and no or only limited editing of
footage attests to the immediacy and fidelity of a media representation
to reality and therefore might result in assessments of content as more rea-

7 However, some authors differentiate between sincerity or truthfulness and authen-
ticity (Trilling, 1971). Habermas (1987) defines truthfulness as one aspect of his
concept of communicative action—the claim implied in many utterances that
one expresses what one actually thinks, feels, believes to be true or morally right
etc., and that one does not pursue different, hidden aims other than the one to
make others understand and rationally accept one’s explicit claims. Relatedly, but
with an emphasis on form instead of content, he reserves “authenticity” for the
accomplished expression of experiences that makes them relatable.
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listic (Enli, 2015). Third, media skeptics ascribe more credibility to citizen
journalism than to professional journalism (Carr et al., 2014). Therefore,
contributions from ‘ordinary people’ could also enhance perceived social
realism of media content. Similarly, reducing social distance between the
media and its public by featuring ‘real’, ‘ordinary’ people in the media, or
allowing reporters, presenters, journalists or hosts to present themselves as
ordinary, feeling human beings might also further realism (Coleman &
Moss, 2008; Coupland, 2001; Dufty, 2013; Enli, 2015, p. 137).

In addition, users draw on external information to judge the realism
of a message. First, messages diverging from the user’s own opinion are
perceived to be less credible and biased against the user’s opinion (Metzger
et al., 2003). Second, discrepancies between media portrayals and informa-
tion from friends or acquaintances perceived as similar (Eveland & Shah,
2003) or from other users’ online comments (Lee, 2012) might impair
perceived realism. Third, the consonance of a message with ‘mainstream’
or ‘alternative’ media, respectively, influences realism assessments (Tsfati
& Peri, 2006). Whereas certain media users trust established institutions
such as legacy media outlets, others are receptive to the claims of alter-
native media as a corrective, supplement, or substitute to these outlets.
Both sides can then distinguish themselves by being “critical” and thus
more “realist” because they are not gullible either to the disinformation
of fringe outlets or the affirmative portrayals by the naive or corrupt
mainstream media.

Whereas the effects of many of these realism cues—examined in isolati-
on—are empirically established, their relationship to each other remains
unclear since most of the relevant studies used experimental designs and
included only a small number of factors at a time. Also, the question of
whether and how users differ in the criteria on which they base their
realism assessments on has received little scholarly attention. Finally, im-
portant strands of empirical research (e.g., research on perceived realism)
focus on fictional content, hampering the generalizability of their results
to media as a whole, and to nonfictional, journalistic information in parti-
cular.

We therefore lack an inter-individual, cross-category (in terms of the
types of cues), cross-media, cross-genre perspective on realism judgements.
Our study therefore aims to fill these gaps using an online survey to
investigate three research questions:

RQ1: Which fundamental criteria underlying users’ realism judgments
across media and media genres can be identified based on their assess-
ments of realism cues?
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RQ2a: Are there groups of users differing in the criteria they perceive as
enhancing or reducing media realism?

RQ2b: How do these perception patterns relate to the respective users’
realism assessments and use of various media and genres, their media
skepticism, and sociodemographic and personality variables?

Method

Data was collected from a quota sample among members of a convenience
online access panel (Leiner, 2012) using a standardized online questionnai-
re. For 17 message characteristics and external cues discussed above, parti-
cipants were asked how much they perceive them to enhance the realism
of media content, answering two questions (,Please indicate whether the
following features enhance or reduce a media portrayal’s realism [Ger-
man: “Wirklichkeitsnahe”] in your personal view“ for 10 cues, and ,To
what extent do the following situations make you skeptical with regard to
the accuracy of a media report‘s portrayal of reality? for 7 cues). In additi-
on, data on perceived realism of the media in general, specific media, and
media genres (question: ,How close do media portrayals in general/in gen-
re XY approximate reality in your personal view?“), news media skepticism
(4 items, o = .81, e. g., ,News coverage serves the interests of the Big Boys
and the powerful in politics, economy and society”), participants’ media
use (print newspapers, TV in general and various genres, Internet in gene-
ral and online newspapers, social media, and blogs), the personality traits
neuroticism (Satow, 2012; 4 items, a = .81), conscientiousness (Satow,
2012; 4 items, o = .73), and ambiguity tolerance (Radant & Dalbert, 2003;
4 items, o = .69), and sociodemographic variables (age, education, gender)
was collected. A quota sample was used to ensure sufficient demographic
heterogeneity. A total of 928 German, Austrian and Swiss respondents
completed the survey at least partially (response rate: 24.4 %). 53 cases were
removed due to implausibly short completion times (< 5 minutes total),
high overall item non-response rate (> 15%), missing data in the realism
cue variables used for factor and cluster analyses or because they were de-
tected to be multivariate outliers (n = 4). The resulting sample used in the
following analyses (N = 875) was 50,1 percent female with age ranging
from 18 to 86 (M = 42.4, SD = 14.6). 57.1 percent of the respondents had a
university entrance diploma.
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Results

To identify broader criteria underlying users’ realism assessments (RQ1),
a principal factor analysis with direct oblimin rotation on the 17 realism
factor evaluations was used (see Table 1 for detailed results).

Horn’s parallel analysis, Kaiser criterion and scree plot suggested a solu-
tion with five factors explaining 36.0 percent of total variance. The first
factor, ‘Evidence’, comprises five items measuring users’ perceived contri-
bution of figures and statistics, quotes, expert sources, disclosure of sources
and the information acquisition process, and on-the-scene-reporting. The
second factor, ‘Coherence’, includes four items concerning the consistency
of media content with the users’ own opinion, knowledge and experien-
ces, and with opinions expressed by friends and acquaintances, in online
user comments, and alternative media (blogs, activists, interest groups).
The third factor, ‘common sense’, is described by items measuring the
perceived authenticating impact of including footage, statements or entire
reports authored by ‘ordinary people’. Two items measuring the impact
of perceived consonance of a media message with messages from other
media characterize the fourth factor, labeled ‘inter-media congruency’.
And the fifth factor, labeled ‘No human interference’, includes two items
measuring the effect of noticeable editing and emotional commenting (by
journalists) on perceived realism of media content. This factor and the
factor ‘Evidence’ are the only two factors correlated more strongly than
r=.20.

To identify groups of users using similar criteria for assessing realism
(RQ2a), we applied k-means clustering using squared Euclidean distances
to the same set of 17 items. Indices for determining the optimal number of
clusters implemented in the R-Package NbClust (Charrad, Ghazzali, Boi-
teau & Niknafs, 2014) suggested optimal cluster numbers of 3 (proposed
by 9 indices), 5 (4), 6 (4) or 3 (3) clusters; we selected the 6 cluster solution
because it allowed the most plausible and productive interpretation of the
groups (see Figure 1 for an overview).
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Fig. 1 Average z-scores for cluster items per cluster
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Then, we explored whether these six clusters differed in various other
respects, most importantly their realism assessments and use of various me-
dia and genres, media skepticism, and sociodemographic and personality
variables (RQ2b). In the following, we describe the six clusters based on
results of both analyses combined; in the case of the context variables,
only variables significantly differing between the clusters (see Table 2) are
discussed.
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Mainstream Media Audience (MMA, 18.6 %)

A first group of users, representing 18.6 percent of the sample, is overall
characterized by a rather favorable evaluation of most of the realism crite-
ria surveyed and a lack of extreme preferences or aversions. These people
become somewhat, but not too skeptical about the realism of a media
message when friends, user comments on the Internet, voices outside the
media and, above all, they themselves evaluate or present a topic differ-
ently than the message (factor “Coherence”). Also, they perceive realism
to increase to a certain degree, when persons affected by the respective
issue or ordinary citizens have their say, when picture or video footage
created by citizens is used, and when undercover research was involved;
however, they perceive it as a risk to realism if content was produced
entirely by laypeople, not by professional journalists (factor “Common
sense”). In addition, the traditional means of verification and authentica-
tion in journalism, i.e., the presentation of statistics and figures, quotes
and experts, the transparency of sources and the research process, or (most
clearly) reporting directly from the scene of an event (factor “Evidence”),
also increase the realism of an article; other user groups, however, attribute
a stronger influence on their realism assessment to these means. They rate
editing contributions as less damaging to realism than all other groups
and emotional reactions from reporters as more enhancing to realism than
most other groups except for the citizen oriented (see below, factor “No
human interference”). The most marked difference compared to the other
groups is the perceived detrimental effect of incongruent presentations
across different media on the realism assessment of these persons: If a
message presents a topic differently than many or most other media, this
group of people becomes more skeptical with regard to the realism of
this message than all other groups. In sum, individuals in this group are
(mildly) sympathetic to both the established means of authentication in
journalism and the representation and participation of lay people in the
creation of media content; the greatest threat to the assessment of a media
message as “realistic” comes from incongruence—in different media or
between the media representation and one's own opinion. Both because of
their favorable and non-extreme assessments of realism criteria and their
compatibility with the conventional means of presentation in traditional
mass media, we propose to call this group the mainstream media users.
Apart from the realism criteria used for clustering, this group is charac-
terized by the highest percentage of female users (59.5%), the highest
average age (M = 45.9 years) and a medium education (M = 12.1 years).
In terms of media skepticism, this group ranks in the middle between
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the other groups, but in comparison gives the highest realism ratings for
many categories of media content surveyed. Specifically, this applies to
the realism of media content in general and informational content in
general, to TV in general, news broadcasts in public and commercial TV,
political TV features/documentaries, TV casting shows, TV soap operas,
reality TV, print newspapers, and online tabloid newspapers, the latter
few categories suggesting overall a certain leaning toward popular media
and especially television formats. This leaning also manifests itself in the
pattern of media consumption of the mainstream media users: They are
the most frequent users of TV in general, commercial news broadcasts, TV
casting shows, reality TV, TV soap operas, TV crime dramas/series, and
print newspapers, but second to last in the frequency of online quality
newspaper consumption. In general, across genres and groups, we can
observe significant weak or moderate positive correlations between realism
ratings and frequency of consumption. Finally, this group is on average
the least ambiguity-tolerant among the six clusters, explaining the negative
effect of incongruent representations on realism judgments.

Professional Journalism Objectivists (PJO, 18.6%)

A second group, similar to the mainstream media audience, is characteri-
zed by a favorable assessment of the classic authentication strategies of
journalism (“Evidence”); unlike the MMA, however, this applies in parti-
cular to “hard” evidence in the form of figures/statistics and the transpa-
rency of sources and the research process. Regarding the perceived effect of
congruence in representations and evaluations on the realism assessment,
this group lies in the average of the six groups: The congruence of a media
portrayal with the portrayal or evaluation of the same topic by friends,
user comments on the Internet, voices outside the media and one's own
opinion, as well as with other media, are neither perceived as particularly
beneficial nor particularly detrimental to realism. The most distinguishing
characteristic of this group of people, however, is their high regard for
professionalism in the production of “realistic” media content: Compared
to the other groups, the participation or contributions of lay people in
the production of media content are perceived as most clearly detrimental
to realism. This is matched by the second most pronounced disapproval
of human intervention in the form of recognizable editing of material or
emotional involvement on the part of reporters or moderators. Due to
the emphasis on professionalism and objectivity in ensuring the realism of
media content, we refer to this group as professional journalism objectivists.
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In terms of contextual variables, PJOs are on average the least media-
skeptical among the six groups, have the highest level of education (M
= 14.4 years), the second lowest average age (M = 39.7 years), and the
most positive attitudes toward asylum and refugees. While they have the
highest expectations for the realism of informational content among the
six clusters, they make a clear distinction between informative and pseudo-
informative content and between high-quality and lower-quality outlets
when evaluating the realism of different genres: PJOs rate the realism of
informational content in general, online quality newspapers, print newspa-
pers, political TV features, public news broadcasts, and TV news satire
shows higher than all or most of the other groups, but have fairly low
or even the lowest ratings of the realism of news in commercial TV, TV
casting shows, online tabloids, social networks, TV soap operas, and reality
TV shows. Their media repertoire reflects these evaluations in conjunction
with a greater openness to online media compared to the MMA: PJOs use
online quality newspapers, public television newscasts, and the internet
in general more frequently than most or all of the other groups, but are
generally well below all or most other groups in the mean frequency of
commercial television newscast, online tabloid, general TV, TV casting
show, TV soap opera, TV crime drama show, reality TV, and also print
newspaper use.

Citizen Orented (CO, 17.7 %)

Like the two groups described above, a third group of media users percei-
ves traditional journalistic means of authentication as enhancing realism,
in the case of the use of direct quotations and the inclusion of experts even
to the greatest extent compared to the other groups (“Evidence”). In con-
trast, this group rates discrepancies in the portrayal or evaluations of a to-
pic between some media representation and other sources (including other
media representations) as significantly less damaging to the perceived rea-
lism of that representation than MMAs, PJOs and indeed all but one group
(“Coherence”, “Inter-media congruence”). Even more clearly positive than
MMAs (and all six groups on average) and in marked contrast to PJOs,
this group of people evaluates the contribution of laypersons to media
content: Contributions like viewpoints, opinions, pictures and videos, but
also the production of entire articles by non-professional persons, increase
their assessed realism significantly more in the perception of these persons
than in the perception of the other groups (“Common sense”). In line with
this appreciation of non-professional contributions, this group of people
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also shows the most positive assessment of the effect of subsequent editing
and emotional reactions by moderators or reporters on realism. Because
of these perceived positive effects of the “human factor” and especially
contributions by “ordinary” citizens on the realism of media portrayals, we
refer to this group as the citizen oriented.

In terms of sociodemographic variables and realism assessments, citizen-
oriented users are very similar to MMAs: they are on average the oldest
(M = 45.8 years), slightly more educated, but more balanced in gender
than the MMA group. They are neither particularly media skeptical nor
particularly trusting compared to the other groups, and have very favor-
able and sometimes the highest realism ratings for media in general and
many genres. In terms of media use, however, the citizen oriented fall
between the MMA and the PJO groups: Apart from a more frequent use of
online quality newspapers and the Internet in general, they use media less
overall and with a somewhat greater distance from television in general
and popular TV formats in particular than the MMA.

Mainstream Media Skeptics (MMS, 4.9%)

While the three groups of media users just described rate the classic jour-
nalistic means of authentication above average, the other three groups
believe that these means do not increase the realism of media content.
One group in particular even sees them as reducing realism, with the
role of experts being rated as the most detrimental to realism. Statistics,
transparency of the research process, quotes and live reporting from the
crime scene are also most clearly rejected in a comparison of all groups
(“Evidence”). Although less extreme, but in comparison still most strongly
among the six groups, this group regards both the presence of human
actors (“No human interference”) and contributions by laypersons (“Com-
mon sense”), as reducing realism. Finally, this group of media users also
evaluates it more critically than average if a media representation deviates
from representations and evaluations in other sources, including the perso-
nal views of friends, comments by Internet users and the users themselves
(“Coherence”, “Intermedia congruence”). However, with the exception of
the most critical attitude toward uniform portrayals of an issue in most
media, these ratings are not the most negative among the six groups.
Because of the extremely skeptical attitude towards the means of authenti-
cation used by traditional news journalism, we refer to this group as the
mainstream media skeptics (MMS).
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The mainstream media skeptics are on average the least educated (M =
11.6 years), youngest (M = 39.1 years), most male (67.4 %), and most media
skeptic among the six groups and also report the least positive attitude
towards asylum and refugees. This group consistently has lowest average
realism ratings of all groups, not only for media content and information
content in general, but also for virtually all more specific media genres sur-
veyed. Only the content of social networks is perceived as slightly less rea-
listic by the PJOs. Tellingly, MMSs rate TV satire/comedy shows as the
most realistic among all genres surveyed, on par with print newspapers.

However, the media use of the MMS seems to be decoupled from their
realism ratings to some extent: While the lowest realism scores of all six
groups go hand in hand with the lowest usage frequencies for public
news broadcasts and print newspapers (PJOs use print newspapers even
less frequently but use them online instead), and low consumption of
TV casting shows and soap operas is on par with other groups, MMS do
not use commercial news programs, online quality newspapers, TV crime
shows and reality TV shows the least frequently of the six groups. Online
tabloids and TV in general, which MMS also perceive as very unrealistic,
are even used more frequently than by almost all other groups.

Coberence-Seekers (CS, 19.8%)

Like the MMSs, a fifth group of media users also considers the classic
journalistic means of authentication to be below average in terms of rea-
lism compared to the other groups (“Evidence”) and is in the average
of all six groups when evaluating the effect of human intervention and
non-professional contributions (“Common sense”) on the realism of me-
dia content. However, this group attributes clearly above-average positive
effects on realism to the congruence of media portrayals with portrayals
and evaluations by other sources such as friends, user comments on the
Internet, voices outside the established media, other media and their own
opinions (“Coherence”, “Inter-media congruence”). Therefore, we refer to
this group of media users as coberence seekers (CS).

In terms of their sociodemographic and personality characteristics as
well as realism assessments, Coherence Seekers are the less extreme neigh-
bors of MMSs: They are second to last when it comes to education (M =
12.0 years), share of women (48.3 %), media skepticism and (positive) atti-
tude towards asylum and refugees. Also, their negative assessment of the
realism of media content in general, informational content in general, TV
in general, and print newspapers, political TV documentaries, political TV
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news magazines, online quality newspapers, and public news broadcasts is
exceeded only by MMS, commercial news broadcasts are also rated more
negatively only by one group, the PJOs. And their realism ratings of TV
news satire programs are actually the lowest of all six groups. In contrast,
the CS’s realism ratings of TV casting shows and reality TV shows are
(among) the highest of all six groups. The coherence seekers’ media use is
quite average, with a few exceptions: They are (among) the most avid users
of commercial news broadcasts, reality TV shows, and online tabloids. And
consistent with their respective realism ratings, they use public newscasts
only slightly more often than the MMSs and online quality newspapers
least often of all groups.

Independents (IN, 20.3%)

Finally, a sixth group of media users shows below-average appreciation for
all of the realism criteria examined, acting as a negative counterbalance
to the MMAs' mildly benevolent ratings. However, this group particularly
clearly rejects being negatively impressed in their realism judgment by
a media portrayal not matching other portrayals and opinions—those of
friends, user comments, other media or voices outside established media,
or their own opinion (“Coherence”, “Inter-media congruence”). Especially
in view of the further characteristics of the cluster members (see below) it
seems plausible to interpret this cluster as a group of people who do not
believe or want their realism assessments to be dependent on some rather
superficial characteristics of the report. A more far-reaching interpretation
could be that these people are generally skeptical of the idea of the “one”
reality or truth, which is why they are not particularly impressed by contra-
dictory portrayals or evaluations of the same topic. This is why we refer to
this group as the independents; somewhat more boldly, we could also call
them constructivists or (epistemic) relativists.

In their other characteristics, Independents are very similar to the group
of PJOs: They are among the least skeptical of the media, the second most
educated, relatively positive about asylum and refugees, and comparatively
young (M = 40.0 years). The pattern of reality assessments is also quite
similar to that of the PJOs, but somewhat less pronounced: Their realism
ratings are medium to high, with positive assessments especially for quality
journalistic offerings and rather negative ones for popular entertainment
formats. Interestingly, they have the lowest realism expectations for media
content in general and information content, which supports our interpre-
tation of their realism criteria above. The pattern of their media use is
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also similar to that of the PJO, but with less extreme swings: They keep
a certain distance from commercial news broadcasts and television in
general and are relatively Internet-savvy. For example, they use printed
newspapers comparatively rarely, but online quality newspapers second
most frequently among the six groups.

Conclusion

In sum, our study’s original contribution to the field are the identification
of (a) five rather independent criteria which media users apply to assess the
apparent realism of media content (Coherence, Common sense, Evidence,
Inter-media congruence and No human interference), and (b) six groups
of users who differ in their relative (self-reported) reliance on these five cri-
teria as well as socio-demographic and personality characteristics, realism
assessments and media repertoire: Mainstream media audience, Professio-
nal journalism objectivists, Citizen oriented, Mainstream media skeptics,
Coherence-seekers, and Independents. These results are based on a field
study with a heterogeneous quota-based sample surveying a set of items
covering a wide array of potential message and social realism cues instead
of focusing on a single or a few realism factors. These findings may help
contextualize or explain diverging reality assessments of the same media
content by different (groups of) individuals. Regression models predicting
the realism assessments in our study by the factor scores of the five realism
criterion factors explained between 26 percent (public newscasts) and 13
percent (online quality newspapers) of the respective realism ratings in
the case of (quality) journalism or rather broad content categories such as
media content in general, informational content or TV content in general,
and between 3 and 6 percent (online tabloids) in the case of popular media
categories or online content like blogs and social networks.

One limitation of our study is the use of single item self-report measures
for the realism criteria—a methodological concession that allowed us to
cover the widest possible range of criteria and context variables. Thus,
reliability cannot be adequately demonstrated, and our results are confined
to the perceived impact of message factors and external cues on realism
judgments. A second limitation is the use of a non-representative online
access panel for sampling. The mostly correlational analyses we conducted
are less affected by sample characteristics; however, the cluster structure
and sizes obtained in our analysis should be replicated and possibly exten-
ded in further studies. Other possible next steps would be to develop the
items used in our study into a proper scale for preferred modes of authenti-
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cation as a trait, thereby expanding it to include items and criteria more
relevant to realism judgments in online media, and to further explore
the implications of preferred realism criteria for media effects and media
selection.
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