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Abstract

Much of the literature on polarization and selective expga@sumes that the internet
exacerbatethe fragmentation of the media atin citizenry. Yet, this ignoresiow the
widespread use @ocial mediachangesews consumptionSocial mediaprovide readera
choice of stories from different sources that come recommendegbitmally heterogeneous
individuals,in a context thatmphasizesocial valueoverpartisan affiliation.Building on
existing models of news selectivity to elnggize information utilitywe hypothesize that social
mediaOs distinctive feature, social endorsements, trigger several decision heuristics that suggest
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exposureo levels indistinguishable from chance.
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An era of social media effects

An Era of Social Media Effects? How Social Media Change the Way We Consume News
and Reduce Partisan Selective Exposure

Americans and the media they consumegareerallymoving toward divergent political
orientations.Although contested by optimisfs.g., Fioma, Abrams, & Pope, 2008)vidence
suggests thahkmericansare increasingly polarized along partisan lidgscobson 2000, 2005;
Abramowitz & Saunder$998,20032), particularly among elite@detherington, 2001 yesulting
in legislative gridlock, policy inaction, and a decline in cpuiblic discoursgLayman, Carsey,

& Horowitz, 2006; Sobieraj & Berry, 2011)Simultaneously, citizenscreasingly ascrid
partisanpositionsto mediaentitiesandfilter content based on perceived ideologmahgruence
(Bennett & lyengar, 2008; Coe et al., 2008; lyengar & Hahn, 2009; Stroud, @0flBhinate
news consumption ianoutright desire to avoid politiq®rior, 2007) Not only does the
fragmentation of the media environmdintit the diversity of information availabl® citizens
butit alsopolarizes individualevel attitudegStroud, 201Q)increases ideological homogeneity
among party membe(sr partisan sortingsee Levendusky, 2009)erpetuates the support of
falsehoodgKull, Ramsay, & Lewis, 2003andalters the way consumers dirtisanmnews
sources react to thregBaum, 2011)

In much of the literature cited above, the internet is presumed to exacerbate the
fragmentation of the media and the citizenwet this conceptiomas ignored fundamental
changesn the way that the publigsesthe internet, specifically with respect to social meaiial
news consumptianWe argue that the socialization of internet news fundamentally alters the
context in which news reading occupspviding a venue that promotes exposure to news from
politically heteogeneous individuals, and which sert@emphasizesocial value rather than

partisan affiliation. Wduild on existing models afewsselectivity toemphasizenformation
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utility (as advocated by Ses& Freeman, 1967) and hypothesize thatial mediaXistinctive
feature, social endorsemsririgger several decision heuristittet suggest utility. We then
offer two experimental demonstrations tiséitonger social endorsemesincrease th@robability
thatpeopleselectinformation and thathe mee presence of sociahdorsements serves to
reduce political selectivitjo levels indistinguishable from chance

The Growing Importance of Social News

We begin by outlininghanges in news marketistrategieshat media organizations
haveadoptedn anattempt to attract a wider internet audience by leveragpoal ties and
endorsemeniwhich has direct implications for partisan selectivitistorically, the selection
of news contenteant selecting source:an individual tund in to particular ners program,
boughta particular newspapesr more recently, browsea news website. With the exception of
sharing paper article clippings, and more recestiring article by email, an individualOs news
environmentlepended on the sourdbgyhabitualy consumed Accordingly, news media
organizations marketed their content by establishing a reputatiobrangdand sociafeedback
waslimited tointerpersonal discussions with othegasid latercomments on web pages.

Initial attempts by news medaganizations tduild compelling websitesm the late
1990swere characterized by problems typical of the earlyNvide frustrating experience of
browsingthrough hundreds dfyperlinks and poorly sorted keyword searciAden in theearly
years of the ew millennium the Oweb 2.00 design paradigmerged, whiclemphasizethe
importance of usegererated reviews, collaborative filterirfge., Opeoplike youalsolike
thisO) andaggregated popularity ratings to effectively manaagtamounts of datéOOReilly,
2007).Inspired by the successes of companies su@oagle, Amazon and YouTuben

attracting traffic to their websites by providing a supe@oreb 2.0@ser experiengén 2005 the
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New York Times and other news media compaheggan to emplszetheir mostpopular and
mostemailedarticles totheirhomepage® Thus began an expansive effort to socializeotilane
news reading experience.

The Success of Socializing the News

Recognizing the extent to which people enjoy sharing news costei#l media
servicedevelogdtechnology designed to make it as easy as possible to share news with their
onlinesocial networks Today hese sharing services are deeply integrated into mejst news
website$l sharingnews with oneOs Facebook and/ortfEwcontacts is now as simple as
clicking a prominently displayed icon on a news website (see NYTimes.com,
WashingtonPost.com, FoxNews.coBpbogle NewsandnearlyU.S. newspapepublisher
websitg. Users of social netwoikg websitegshenseerecommendedews stories embedded
within statusupdates frontheir contactgi.e., coworkers, classmates, family, ets)part of the
basic design of social networking platforms.

There is substantial evidence that this strat@ggttractingusersvia socialmediais
succeedingA 2011 study analyzing Neilson data found that Facebook was the fastest growing
source of web referrals to major news websites, rapidly approaching numbers on par with
GooglédGoogle NewgPew, 2011a) Furthermorethis trend seems likely to continuelevision
and print mediaQOs role in conveying nageclining in favor of online media, and the internet
now constiutes the main source of news for a majority of Americans who are un@@e®0
2011b) With 750 million active usergf whom?225 million are Americar{(Facebook, 2011)
sharing over 25 billion web articles each mofithcebook, 2010}he relationship between
social mediaand newsonsumptions now a fundamental part of our media environment.

How Social Media Shape the Media Environment
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Social medisshapehe modern media landscaipetwo ways First,these websites serve
to aggregate content from many different news providers into a single locktoexample,
whena Facebook user recommends a stthng informatia is injeced into the Facebook news
feedof all of the userOs friendshich is shown by default upon signing 8ocial media
therefore enable useigidentify news from a wide range of sources deemed by frienble
interesting and importantn this context, users no longer select a news source; instead they
select the story itselfSecondtheserecommendatianalso appear ahe original website Even
traditional content sources like The New York Times, The Washington Post and The Wall Street
Jounalembedstories recommend by each user's Facebook frieftis.enhances the ability of
individuals to select socially relevant content when presented with an overwhelming number of
news stories from which to choose (there are over 200 links on the¢¥.-Com homepage).

De-facto and Purposive Isolation in the Context of Online News

Having described recestructuralchangesn the online media environmethtat provide
opportunitiedor exposure to stories from a variety of news souacelserve tosccialize the
media consumption process, we move to a discussion of the implicatiengbsure to
attitudechallenging informationPast work on selective exposure suggests that people do not
encounter attitudehallenging information itargepart due taheir social milieu, habitgnd
lack of perceived benefits for seeking out such informdgeom,Sears & Freemah967).Rarely
do people discussounterattitudinal issues anaktitudechallengingnews(Mutz, 2004) and
people are more likely tchance upogounterattitudinal contenin the mass media thain the
context ofinterpersonal interactior{®lutz & Martin, 2001) TheseQle-factaOlimits onexposure
to counterattitudinal informationalong withconstant reinforcement fromfragmenteanedia,

raise questions abouitizengability to engage imeaningfuldiscoursgSunstein, 20023s
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highly partitioned media consumeggw unaccustomed to consideringws and information
supporting thepposing sid€Taber & Lodge, 2006)

Yet, defacto limits to the plitical diversity of oneOs social network are much less severe
in the context of social medi&ocial networking websites like Facebamicourage users to
maintain a vast array ailine relationships compirgy of both strong and weak ti¢slampton,
Goulet, Her, & Rainie, 2009bften including ceworkers, with whom the potential for cress
cuttingdiscourse that introduces coungttitudinal informationis substantially highgiMutz &
Mondak, 2006)Furthermoredespite what people say in sediports aboutte political ideology
of their friends in national surveys, people disagree thighr online social network contaais
political issuesnuch more than thelyelieve(Goel, Mason, & Watts, 2010Additionally, we
expect people to be more willing to share news items that they believe will raise controversy or
violate social norms that discourage political discussion because of thrddoels of social
presence in computer mediated communicatmmpared to ipersondiscussior(seeKiesler,
Siegel, and McGuirel984;Sukumaran, VezichyicHugh& Nass 2011)

The causes of political selectivity today may run deeperdkdactodifferences in
social context, howeveRecentwork sugges that wnlike thezenithof broadcast mass media,
the political selectivity thas part of our current political landscaisenotmerelya byproduct of
limited diversity in personal networks or soaahtext, but is purposively undertaken as part of
a tendency to seleopinionreinforcingnewsin a media environment that increasingly provides
consumers with easy opportunities for doindBennett & Manheim, 2006; lyengar & Hahn,
2009) Furthermore, theris substantiakxperimentagvidenceof partisan selectivity when
consuming content in an environment typicapadsocial medianewsaggregatorglyengar &

Hahn, 2009;yengar, Hahn, Krosnick, & Walker., 2008)ough there is disagreement on the
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frequency of selective exposure on the intefse¢ Valentino, Banks, Hutchings, & Davis,
2009) and theguestion of whethegweople are actively avoiding attitudballengingnformation
or merely seeking attitudeinforcemen{see Garrett, 2009 other wordsit may not matter
that social media platforms prioe opportunities to select stories from diverse news sdirces
we need tknow whethepeopleactuallydo select more diverse content.
Social Endorsements as More Powerful Heuristic Cues than Source

There are good reasons to expect sioatal mediacanmitigate tendencie®ward
partisan selectivitiand fragmentationTo see whyywe mustexamine and conceptualiee
decision to seleghformation when browsing the welConsider a fictional world in which
media consist of a simple list tfnheadlinegin random ordér The optimal storycan be found
by going down the list and keeping track of the story that providdsdghest (projectedtility
on a single dimension, say topical interest, which requif@4, or in this case ;omparisons.
But themomentwe introduce another dimensisay relevanc® the oneOs professitime
optimization task can rapidly become more difficult in the absence of a clear Wiifirrao
items are tied oif one item is higher on one dimension but lower on anothemust do the
cognitive equivalent of assigning weights to each dimension and then tallying up a wsighted
utility assessment for each iterin reality, we expecsuch &ull optimization task to be
significantly more complethan our example abolethe selection of content triggers
assessments pbtentialcredibility, raw utility in gaining new information.¢., being informed
about civic developments, the stock market/business climateaetipotential social benefits
(i.e., being able to talk with friend or family member about the stpry

There is a great deal of evidence ttiad cognitive facultyof the human mindftenlimits

our ability to undertake tasks as complicatedudisoptimization (Conlisk, 1996; Kaheman,
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2003; Simon, 1972)and we therefordypothesize thapeople resort to duristic processing
(Tversky & Kahneman, 1974y order to manag¢heseselecton tasls. Tversky & Kahneman
(1974 show thatpeople rely on a number of heuristic principlescognitive shortcuts, in order
to reduce complex tasks to simpler judgmental operatioModels of news consumption
generally post that people utilizeheuristics based osource(Althaus & Tewksbury, 2002,
lyengar & Hahn, 2009; Sundar, Knobletesterwick, & Hastall, 2007)story placement, the
presence of a photograph, and otleelitorial cues(Graber, 1988)to help them judgehe
relevance credibility and importance of a news storyn the context of an aggregated social
media @vironment,editorial cuesare completely absentyhich leavessourcecuesas theonly
applicable decision criterikom pastmodels Of course, surcecuesonly convey information
about the reputation amgbssibly theideology of the organization that ghaced the story in
guestion Nonetheless,ni the absence of any other meaningful selection criteria (beaides
storyOs title), we expect peopldactor the attributes of the source into their decision, including
the extent to which that source is likaty provide content that is ideologicaltpnsistentwvith
their prior attitudes.

H1: In the absence of cuesgardingthe importance and relevance of a stoonsumers

of news contenwvill usecontent sourceuesto make content selections.

However there are a variety of reasons to expect that the social endorsement cues present
in social media will dominate partisanesas a decision criterion when selecting news stories.
We hypothesize thaivb well-documentedocial heuristicyield morepertinentinformation and
thus utility as decisiomelevant cuesFirst, whenjudgingdirect endorsement by known peers,
the liking-agreement heuristjgredicts @endency for people to trust others with whom they, like

andto assume that they agree witlte decisias ofothers that they likéChaiken, 1987) Second,
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when dealing wittaggregated recommendationgopularity cuesthe bandwago heuristic
predicts @endency foindividualsto (a) believe thabncealarge numbeof similar individuals
support or endorse an object or attititde necessary to follow the crowseelLee & Lee, 1939
Sunstein, 2006 to (b) asume that the support of others is likely to predict personal relevance
and utilty (Sundar & Nass, 200Bndto (c) believe that the attitudes of others are useful in
forming an opinior(Axsom, Yates, & Chaiken, 1987Yhere is evidence that people utilize
theseheuristican the catext of browsing the internetith respect to determinginformation
credibility (Fogg, 2003; Metzgeet al., 2010)selectingdigital media(in this case music,
Salganik, Dodds, & Watts, 2008glecting and endorsing articles that friends endorse in the
context of a news aggregation service (Lerman 2@00selecting traditional news media
articles (Silvia KnoblochWesterwick, Sharma, Hansen, & Alter, 2005)

H2: Consumers of news contemtll use sociaéndorsements to makentent selections

Because social endorsements contain so much more de@iwant information than
do sourcecues we expect that people will not only utilize social endorsements, but that the
presence ofocial endorsements should shift attentiorayavrom source cues as a decision
criterion. A personselectsinformation largely becaudee seeks information that iisteresting
valuableandsocially significantSears and Freeman, 1967, pp.-202), though we should not
discount the impact of pertved source credibility Nonethelesssocial endorsement cues
convey explicit assertions of social relevance and interest; squgcessarily must host a wide
variety of contentand thus cannot convey as much discriminating informatiothe contexbf
being overwhelmed with choices, we expect that peoplefavithr social endorsements to the

extent that many willsimply disregard source&ues choosing stories based on the two
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dimensions that convey the most information about the potential vallree aftaryOs content
socialendorsemenrdnd stortitle.

H3: News consumeraremore likely to utilize social infor@tion than perceivepartisan

alignment of a news sour¢gelective exposuje

H4: The presence of social cuedl negate the effect ofaaircecues

Study 1: The impact of social endorsement on partisan selective exposure

We developed a wedpplicationto study the effects of social and political cues on news
content selectigrdesigned to replicate and extend lyengar and Hahn (200@hinvihe
confines of avebinterface similar to Facebook and Twittparticipants browsed a series of
articles from two OhardO categories (World News and Business) and two OsoftO categories
(Sports and Entertainment), making a selection by clicking ofithef an article. Participants
wererandomlyassigned to one of three conditioa®partisafabeld conditionwhich displayed
only the sourcéabel a Osocial endorsementO condijtishichdisplayed the social endorsement
cue but not the source ldbanda Opartisan and socialO conditishich displayed both source
labels andsocial endorsementall participantssawthe headline for each news stgpulledin
real timefrom GoogleRSSfeeds as in lyengar and HahR009), a logo for a news sourdethey
were assigned ta cell with partisan cues, and thacebookcon with the text ® number of
people recommend this story@stigned to aell with socialendorsementues.In each subset
of 4 news reports, 3 were assigned to a OlowO level sbendimt, with a randomly generated
range between 0 and 1,000 recommendations, while one article was randomly assigned to a
OhighO level of endorsement, with over 10,000 recommendadtiali®f the stories were
randomlyassigned partisan source labelsx Far the right, and MSNBC for the left; the

remaining stories were assigned sources without obvious partisan affiliation (USA Today and

1C
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Reuters)After completing the experiment, participantsnpleteca brief questionnaire that
collected data on partisastentification, online news reading habits, and relevant socio
demographics.

A national sample from an online crowd-sourcing service

ParticipantgN = 739) were recruited from Mechanical Turk, a OcresedrcingO service
run by Amazon.com wherein parpeints receive money for completing discrete tasks.
Validation studies using Mechanical Turk subjects and traditional laboratory subjects show that
the two groups are nearly indistinguishable in computing reliability measure of personality scales
(Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 201ahd in replications of classical experimef&prouse,

2011) and further demonstrate that Mechanical Turk subjects, in addition to offering data that
are at least as reliable as more traditional subject pools, aifecaigity more diverse than most
college student subject pogBuhrmester et al., 201%)

An examination of sample demographicgaas that our sample is indeed far more
representative of national demographics than a traditional undergraduate sampley. First, b
geolocating each participantOs IP address, we can examiegitimal distribution of the sample
which we plot in Figure 1 There wast least one participafrepresented by black circles) from
every state in the country except Alaskal Maine, and the number of participants per state is
correlated at .94 with the 2010 U.S. Census estimates of state resident papAlaecpected,
Asian(5%) and Whie respondent&80%)were slightly oveirepresented, while African
American(6%) and Hispanic responden&%) were slightly underepresented-emales were
also slightly overepresented (58%J.he sample leaneslightly left, with 42% of respondents
idenifying as Democratsl4% leaning Democraf, 9% identifying as Independents or Oother

party,O 8% leaning Republican, dm®o identifying as Republicans. As expected, th&48

11
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demographic waslightly overrepresentedvith 25% of respondents in the-2& age group,
35% in the 2534 group, 31% in the 354 group, an®% in the 55 and older group.
[Figure 1 about here.]

Analysis

Our dependenneasure comprisehe selection of one dbur stories, which constitutes a
choice between multiple Ounordered@ratives’ We need to include both alternatispecific
and individuallevel predictors to capture the impact of an individualOs partisan identity on their
choice of news source and utilization of a social endorsement cue. Accordingly, we model this
unadered choice with what is often referred to as a Oconditional logitO or @miikeoimial
logitO regression model (McFadden, 197@onsidemparticipant with j choices this model
estimates the lateuntility of the jth choice byJ; =!;+ "x;; + #z;, where the; are alternative
specific variables, and theare individualspecific variables. When an individual makes the
choice among alternatives, he reveals his preference for alterhewieeall other alternatives.
Thus, we estimate the tBfence between the utility of one alternative over anothg$U; = (!,
$ 1) +"(x;$ xu) + (# $ #)z. Accordingly,coefficients for individuakpecific variables
including the intercepts, will be alternatigpecific and only the differences between these
coefficients are identified. Given the respondentfity function, the probability of selecting
alternativey is simply:P, = P(U, > Us,...,U, > U)). Because we ask respondents to choose
stories multiple times, we must index over the individual respongehg item set;, and the
alternative/, they choose out gfpossible alternatives. We thus estimate the probability for
each choice via the following joint probabilistic model:

- expo] + Biwiw + izik)
= N~T o |
> iy exp(a + Biwviny + vj%ik)

12
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where the- superscript above tHecoefficients signifies a normally distributed random effect.
We estimate the model by simulating the random parameters, then estimating the model via
NewtonRalphsormaximum likelihood optimization as implemented in the OmlogitO R package
(Croissant2011).
Results

Prior to presenting the formal results of the hypothesis tests in the model specified above,
we first present simple visualizations contrasting selection rates across various conditions and
groups. We first compute an individualOs mean gmieette for each source (across the 4
topics), in order to avoid artificially inflating the number of observations. Figjammpareshe
mean individual selection rates for participants across the four topi¢ fiolajgartisan identifiers
by article sorce with standard error barsThe partisatabel condition (left) clearly shows
evidence of political selectivity, with Republicans selecting Fox News at a substantially higher
rate than other sources, and Democrats showing a tendency to select MSNiEGhat rate
than other sources. Atést confirms that in the partisan label condition, Republicans selected
Fox News {/ = .38,SD = .27) at a significantly higher rate than Democrats(21,SD = .21),
7(77) = 4.12,P < .001, onédailed, Cohen@&=.72, and likewise, Democrats selected MSNBC
(M = .30, .27) at higher rate than RepublicaWs=(.20,SD = .22) 7(118) = 2.44,P = .008, one
tailed, CohenOs d = .36n thecondition where participants also sawcial endorsemes{(right)
the mean seleat rates are nearly identical for Republicans and Demdtthtsmere presence
of endorsemestreducedpartisan selectivityo levels indistinguishable from chance.

Of coursejt is insufficient toargue that social cues reduce selective exposure based on
null findings in one condition and not the other, so we turn to a comparison of the selection rates

for partisan identifiers between conditions. Comparing the Fox News mean selection rate for

13
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Republicans shows that partisan selectivity is significangjizdr in the partisan label condition
(M = .38,8SD = .27) than in the condition also containing social endorsemefi26,SD = .22),
7(97) = 2.95,P = .002, ondailed, Cohen@&=.55, and although the MSNBC selection rate for
Democrats does not shovs@gnificant difference between the partisan label only condifitn (
=.30,5SD = .27) and the condition that also contains social endorsementdue{,SD = .21),
conditions7(234) = .92,P = .18, onetailed, CohenQ&= .57, the difference is in theqgected
direction.

[Figure2 about here]

To get a sense of why the presence of social endorsement cues suppressed tendencies
toward political selection, we turn to a closer examination of the behavior of partisan identifiers
in the condition that contaed both social endorsement and source cues. Specifically, we
examine the effect of social cues on selection rates when the partisanship of the respondent and
the source labels agree (i.e., Republican and Fox News, and Democrat and MSNBC,
respectively) ad disagree. Of course, if participants randomly selected articles, they naudd
seleced an article with a higlevel of socialendorsemen25 percent of the time and an article
with a lowlevel 75 percent of the timdecause only one of the four aldie contained a strong
endorsement By comparing actual selection rates with these chance selection rates, we can
measure the extent to which social endorsements caused people to select contempsye
the observed rate to the chance rate for eagporelent by taking the observed rate minus the
chance rate divided by the chance ratbichrepresentshe percent greater or less than chance
Figure 2 (left) clearly shows that partisans were more than twice as likely to select an article with
a strongsocial endorsement from a dissonant source compared to chance, while they were 18

percent less likely to select such an article with weaker endorse#éhts/ = 187) = 15.09p

14
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< .001,¢ = .14. The effect of strong social endorsements also applieduxes with which
partisans agreed: partisans selected these stories at a rate 76 percent higher than chance, whil
selecting such articles with weaker endorsements at a rate about one percent lower th&nw chance
2(1,N=187)=1.73p = .19,¢ = .14

While we have evidence that social endorseswihite the effect of political selectivity,
we have yet to examine the whether the effect of high social cues are diluted in the presence of
partisan cues. Figure 2 (right) provides evidence that they arélhetselection rates compared
to chance for stories with the same level of social endorsement are, if angthongerin the
condition with both social and partisan cues. Participants in the social endorsement only
condition selected stories with atiger levels of social endorsement at a rate 17% greater than
chance, while selecting stories with weaker endorsements at a rate 5% below%6thnge
111) = 3.89p = .04,¢ = .19. The effect was slightly stronger in the condition with both social
and partisan cues: participants selected stories with stronger levels of social endorsement at a rate
24% greater than chance, while selecting stories with weaker endorsements at a rate 8% lower
than chancé6(1, N = 299) = 23.12p < .001,p = .11.

[Figure 3 about here]

Havinguneartheatonsiderable evidenspportingour political selection hypothesis and
the social cue hypothesise evaluate the models specified aboBg interacting a respondentOs
self-reported political ideology with each of theusce labels (usinthe political affiliation
OOtherO aride news sourc®ReutersO as the baselines), we can formally test the political
selection hypothesis in each condition. Tab#hdwsthe estimatesf our mixed logit
regression on story selectioiihe significant interaction between Fox News and Republican

partisans providefurtherevidence of partisan selectivity in the partisan labefglition
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Moreover, though not significarthe signs of all coefficients are in the expected direction in the
partisancondition In the social endorsemerdsndition however the partisan alignment
coefficients source lose significafi¢eonditional on the presence of social endorsement cues,
there is no observable effect of political selecfiohhemodel estimtes providen even more
robust test ofhe effects we document in Figut@nd the ttests of selection rates by partisans
between conditions.
[Table labout herg
Study 2: Individual recommendations and aggregate popularity

In this study, ve replicateand extend the findings above in the context of a much richer
web applicatiorthat simulates thdynamicexperience of browsing the news in an online
environmentStories wereharvested dailjrom CNN, The New York Times, The Wall Street
Journal and Fox 8lvs andCNN stories werdéabeledunder the MSNBC brand to tesi left-
leaning political selectivity Participants were assigned to eithesocial endorsement condition
or an aggregate rank conditiom the social endorsemegbndition, a random subsof stories
condition contained the te€IN people like thige the firstof your friends,@ere N was
randomly drawn from the values betweleB5 and the values betwe&50-650. In the
aggregate rankingondition a subset otories were randomly dgaed a websitspecificOnost
emaileddrank from 15. Stories not included in the social endorsement or popularity subset
contained no additional information other than source and headline. Unlike study 1, this interface
gaveparticipantghe opportunityto browse through the 80 stories, selecting only those they
wanted to readn addition to displaying content and timing user interactions the system required
participantgo rate each article they read before moving on to the next item. Bguovidesan

example of the participatfiicing interface.
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[Figure4 about herg

Sample

Participants included8 undergraduates at a West Coast research univefggtyt
subjects were removed because they did not complete the experiment or selected nothing,
leaving70 subjects for the analysi®8 were assigned to the meélacebook recommendation
condition and32 to theOnost emaile@aggregate rank conditiorRarticipants weré8%female
The sample was racially diverse, with 4&%¥%ntifying asWhite, 7% Black, 2% Hispanic, 12%
Asian, and 21% other. Politically, the sample skewed left, with 57% identifying as Democrats,
20% identifying as Republicans, and 23% identifying as independent or dihgrarticipants
werebetween 18 and 27 years of age.

Results

We begin as before by documenting the effect of the social endorsement cue on each
participantOs mean rate of selection. Indeed, even in a noisy realistic envimgitimembhuch
smaller sampleparticipants were significantly more likely to selectissthatwereendorsd
(M = .163,SD =.171) tharstoriesthatwerenot (M =.146,SD =.174) based on a paireetést
7(67)= 1.75, P =.043, onetailed, CohenQs= .10

Table 2shows theesults of a mixed logistic regression modéh a random intercept
for each participant, estimating te#ect of story and user attributes on story selectibime first
specification confirmshat the effect of social endorsement is signifi¢aobling across the
individual and aggregatevel endorsement conditions)he secondandthird columns present
specifications that include interactions between story source and participant ideologpf Both

thesemodels show scant evidence of political selection, and the inclusion of the social
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endorsementariablein thethird specification provides further evidence that the effect of social
endorsement cuesiigbust to the presence of partisan source labels.
[Table 2 about here]

Conclusion

Our findings suggest thavsial endorsemesatfundamentally alter the way news is
consumed and sharexh the internetin study 1,social endorsements proved to be a much
stronger predictor of selection that did sowwaes Moreover, the effect of social endorsements
was strongest for partisans selecting articles from ideologicallyligned sourcesindeedthe
mere presence of social endorsemeadisicedpartisan selectivityo levels indistinguishable
from chanceStudy 2helps establisthe external and ecological validity thie effectof social
endorsemestin a realistic enviroment.The evidence hersuggests that sociahdorsemest
changehe calculus and theeuristicshat participants utilize to select neiughe context of
socialmedia

Given the diversity of social network contacts within the context of social mebsites
these findings suggettatsocial media should be expected to incressrsO exposure to a
variety of news and politically diverse informatidrhe evidence presented here, combined with
the success that the online news media have experiengeadtbgring with social media
companies in order to drive traffic to their websites, also suggests that social media may
constitute a force that drives citizens to read newat leasheadlinesand abstractsOf course,
social endorsemeris nota panaead\ de-factoselectiveexposure and partisan polarizationil
continue tooccuroffline in the context of cable news, and onlinghe extent that an individual
limits their news consumptigoartisan news websites and maintains a politically homogeneous
network of online contact®onetheless, in the context of the diverse social, work, school, and

intergenerational familial ties maintained via online networking websites, the odds of exposure
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to counter attitudinainformation among partisans and politicgws among the disaffected
strike us asubstantiallyhigher thaninterpersonal discussion or traditional media venues.
Ourfindings provide someptimism regarding the state of the citizenry. The widespread
sharing of news content limits the extentoich individuals can opbut of hard news
altogetheiin the manner documented by Prior (2003), makes it less likely for individuals to fall
victim to falsehoods intentionally reinforced by a single news source as documented by Kull et al.
(2003) and suggsts that attitudinal polarization will decrease as source diversity increases as
documented by Stroud (2010). Social media may not be a panacea for democracyOs ills, but their
technological affordansare a spot of hope in an otherwise dark media lapasc
These findingslsocarryimplications foragendasettind\ increasingly the window
through which the public views the world is no longer the front page of the New York Times, but
the Facebook news feed, and especially so fantireasingly active 1:80 demographicOur
resultssuggest a diffusion of agendatting power from newsroonts social networks in a
sense harkeninigackto thetwo-step flow modebf political communicationKatz, 1957,
wherein exposure to information depends upon socrakg or perhaps as others have argued,
wherein agendaetting power is vested thewisdom of crowdr the individuale.g.,Holbert
et al, 2010) We expecthe impact osocialmedia to growl social networking websites,
including Facebook, are the single fastest growing source of news referral§lomithenore
than a billion items shared each day.
As with any experimental study, concemne$ated tcexternal and ecological validity must
be addressed. Our experimental paradigms were specifically designed to present visually
realistic cues, actual news stories randomly selected from the reaj aratldthentic feedback

mechanisms within an environment that closely mirrored true news aggresgad®scial media
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websites This ensured that news was relevatthe time the users completed the study and that
social aml partisan cuegresentedhat particpants sawverecomparabldéo howthese cuesxist

on most websitesAlthough study Xfocusedparticipantson the story selection decisiostudy 2
replicated our social endorsement findinga ifully interactive news reading environment
characteristic o$ocial media websitesThe use of a nerepresentative internet samfilmits

our ability to generalize beyond internet usérsugh it didensurevalidity within the population
that actually uses the internet to find, consume and socially endorseHnealty, our data and
operationalizatiomf theory are accurate in the face of the current internet, but the world may
very well change Nonetheless, weee little reason to expect the trend toward the socialization
of internet media to reverse coursg dme soon.

While we do not study individudével social endorsements here, it strikes us as quite
likely that individuatlevel attributes of recommenders shoalsb be expected to affect how
people use social media. Both demographic and attitubliigls against certain recommenders
mightgive scholars cause temper some of theptimistic implicationsve describe herelt
strikes us a likely that many factors affecting persuasive processes including
similarity/homophily, attraction, and percedsstatus should be likely to affect the tendency to
act on anotherOs recommendatiddditionally, we expect patterns to emerge with respect to
what typeof content shared, with what expectations and for what rea3t¢rwsopportunities for
scholars explong social media effects are vast in scope and critical to our understanding of how

communication is evolving.
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Figure2: The presence of social endorsemsémpads partisan selectivity
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Figure3: The robust effect of social endorsement cues
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Figure4: News simulation interface (study 2)
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[Ed Be the first to recommend this story “For us, this is about balancing the budget. We've
- - - got a $3.6 billion budget deficit. We are broke.
Pressure on Wisconsin Unions, Dems Grows as Just like nearly every other state across the
Walkout Drags on country, we're broke. It's about time somebody
£ 236 people like this. Be the first of your friends. stood up and told the truth.
\"’ Does the body predict weather? Gov. , R-Wisc., on "FOX News Sunday
Bé The 14 Democratic members of the Wisconsin Senate
I3 Be the first to recommend this story remain ag large, with a handful vowing in interviews
from undisclosed locations to stay in hiding as long as
Navy Breaks World Record With Futuristic necessary to prevent a votg on a budget proposal
Free-Electron Laser .| opposed by government union workers.
. But with only one Democrat needed to bring the
Ragelijofid measure up for vote and Republican resolve deepening, )
the standoff seems set to soon turn into a showdown. v
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Table 1: Mixed logit model of article choice, by condition

Condition
Fixed Effects Partisan Endorsement Both
Social Endorsement 0.214™ 0.32201H
(0.107) (0.064)
Democrat Fox " 0.239 "0.111
(0.188) (0.191)
Democrat USA Today " 0.267 " 0.280
(0.182) (0.188)
Democrat MSNBC 0.093 " 0.272
(0.185) (0.179)
Republicari Fox 0.560™ 0.296
(0.236) (0.235)
Republicah USA Today " 0.239 0.110
(0.251) (0.235)
Republicai MSNBC " 0.141 0.101
(0.258) (0.225)
Order " 0.140MH " 0.168™H " 0.129MH
(0.026) (0.041) (0.025)
Random Effects Partisan Endorsement Both
I Fox " 0.007 0.092 " 0.130
(0.143) (0.147) (0.146)
" Fox 0.346 0.004 0.148
(0.308) (32.557) (0.701)
I MsnBC " 0.007 0.135 0.238
(0.140) (0.218) (0.242)
" MSNBC 0.5851 0.013 " 0.014
(0.200) (8.278) (6.438)
! USAToday 0.143 0.160 0.045
(0.135) (0.157) (0.138)
" USAToday 0.231 0.423 0.332
(0.453) (0.416) (0.298)
Log-likelihood " 1632.232 " 604.657 " 1626.685
McFadderR? 0.019 0.016 0.016
LRT X2 61.532 19.958 53.532
LRT P 0.000 0.001 0.000
AIC 3290.464 1225.314 3281.370
BIC 3356.635 1258.081 3352.585
Pct. Correct 0.233 0.241 0.270
N 1200 444 1196
Alternatives 4 4 4
N subjects 300 111 299
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Table 2: News simulation interface (study 2)

Model
Fixed Effects Social Cue Partisan Cue Both
(Intercept) 1 2.041" 1 1.951" 1 2.014"
(0.090) (0130) (0134)
Social Endorsement 0.174 0.173
(0.087) (0087)
Fox News 1 0.230 10.233
(0.148) (0148)
MSNBC 1 0.229 10.228
(0.147) (0148)
Republican 0.287 0287
(0.276) (0276)
Democrat 0.183 Q0182
(0.202) (0202)
Rep" Fox 1 0.262 1 0.260
(0.312) (0313)
Rep" MSNBC 10.115 1 0.106
(0.302) (0302)
Dem " FOX 10181 10.175
(0.234) (0234)
Dem" MSNBC 0.063 Q056
(0.225) (0225)
Random Effects Social Cue Partisan Cue Both
I 0.350 0348 Q350
(0.592) (0590) (0592)
Log-likelihood ! 2009370 1 2004232 1 2002284
Deviance 4018740 4008464 4004668
AIC 4024740 4028464 4026668
BIC 4044497 4094320 4099010
N 5354 5354 5354
Groups 70 70 70
Pct. Cor. 87 87 87
Endnotes

! Data from the Internet Archive.

2 Participants were also required to answer 5 validation questions that assessed compliance with
Z Participants were also required to answer 5 validation questions that assessed compliance with
instructiors; only those with 100% accuracy on these measures are in the final dataset.

% The structure of the choice precludes us from using a logit or ordered logit model, because the
choice cannot be conceptualized as a dichotomy, nor can it be said that cboessogrce is
OgreaterO than another on some ordered scale.

* Strictly speaking, a conditional logit model only estimates for alternapeeific predictors.

®>We use ondailed ttest throughout because the hypotheses we are testing are directional.

® pudeR? measures offer very little utility for mixed logit models. They are not interpretable

as the Oamount of variance explainedO by the model and are instead a ratio-tikétiadogl

of an intercepbnly and the full model. We look to more infortive measures of model fit here:

AIC, BIC and percent of correct predications.

"MSNBC.com containsnostly photos and video media, wiitile original text contentsuitable

for this experiment.
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