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This study examines the effect of publicness, or the feeling of public exposure, on 

how people interact with online news. As people increasingly move toward online news, 

news organizations are working to make their online presences more engaging. 

Interactivity, often achieved through social media integration, is one of the more popular 

methods on the market today. However, little scholarly research exists regarding 

consumers’ opinions of and expectations for interactive news. The present study is 

among the first of its kind to explore interactive news and social media integration. 

According to self-presentation theory, people care about the opinions others form 

about them, and so adjust their behavior accordingly. Those behavioral adjustments can 

often be classified as one of five self-presentation strategies: ingratiation, competence, 

intimidation, exemplification and supplication. Previous studies applied these self-

presentation strategies to face-to-face communication, as well as communication 

through personal websites and blogs. They found the strategies of ingratiation and 

competence are used most often, and the remaining three strategies are used 

infrequently. 
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In this exploratory experimental study, participants were assigned to one of three 

login conditions. The conditions were used to give participants varying feelings of 

publicness as they completed the experiment. Participants were asked to read 10 

articles from a news website and write comments on five articles of their choosing. The 

findings show participants’ personal interests could significantly predict news stories 

selected. They also show attempts at self-presentation in comments most frequently 

utilized the strategies of ingratiation and competence, but intimidation was present as 

well. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Fifty years ago, Walter Cronkite was America’s most trusted authority. Families 

gathered around their television sets to listen to him. He delivered The News. Ending 

each broadcast with his now-famous tagline, “and that’s the way it is,” he reinforced the 

idea that his news was The News. Fast-forward to modern day. Families might still 

physically gather in the same room, but Internet-connected devices outnumber people, 

and news sources are too numerous to count. The News is no longer. In its place is a 

constant barrage of information with no filter. The idea of a central authority figure in 

news delivery is also largely diminished (Pew Research Center, 2010b). The only 

requirement for publishing information labeled “news” is a computer, or even a 

smartphone, connected to the Internet. And so for the traditional media industry, whose 

audiences are declining and which arguably has one foot in a grave lined with 

information that is out of date before it is printed or broadcasted, the idea of interactive 

news has sparked hope for the future.  

Interactivity is a broad concept, and as such likely has numerous definitions. In the 

most basic sense, interactivity is what sets traditional news apart from online news 

(Kopper, Kolthoff, & Czepek, 2000). Online journalism is different than print journalism 

because of interactive technology that affords the reader the opportunity to “respond, 

interact or even customize certain stories” (Deuze, 2003, p. 206). The present study 

recognizes the range of meaning associated with “interactivity,” and so does not attempt 

to claim that all definitions have been thoroughly expounded. For purposes of this study, 

interactive news is defined as Internet-delivered news that is refined according to user 

preferences and/or allows the user to interact by posting comments, sharing with social 
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network contacts, and other similar proactive actions. The former is a more passive 

approach, while the latter is inherently active. The two are not mutually exclusive; they 

could easily be combined for a more comprehensive interactive news strategy.  

Why do news organizations care about revitalizing news? A report published by 

the Pew Research Center found that 59% of Americans now get their news from a 

combination of offline and online sources. Of those consumers, 65% reported they have 

no single favorite news website (Pew Research Center, 2010b). In a 2012 report by 

Pew, 40% of Americans said they get “most of their national and international news” 

from the Internet, whereas 20% said they get it from newspapers. Meanwhile, traffic to 

news sites from search engines is declining, but traffic from social media sites is 

increasing. Readers sometimes read the news from within the social media websites, 

which could affect news organizations’ advertising revenue (Pew Research Center, 

2012). Thus for purely business reasons, news organizations are searching for ways to 

differentiate themselves.  

The prevailing model of personal interaction with news content increasingly 

requires social media integration. Practically speaking, this means that to interact with 

news content, users often must be willing to do so publicly. Media organizations have 

turned to Facebook to help personalize their news websites. CNN, The New York Times 

and Fox News, to name a few, now extend to users the option to integrate their existing 

Facebook accounts with the news website to create a more personal experience.   

 While personalized interactivity may seem simple on the surface, it is complicated 

by a uniquely human phenomenon: People tend to care what other people think, and so 

publicly present themselves accordingly (Goffman, 1959). In practice, Goffman’s theory 
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of a dramaturgical perspective of human behavior means that people behave in a 

manner intended to create a specific impression (Goffman). Leary and Kowalski (1990) 

indicate that individuals engage in impression-management, or self-presentation, tactics 

because they care about how other people “perceive and evaluate” them (p. 34). 

Therefore, they frequently exhibit behavior intended to make themselves appear more 

attractive to other people. Accordingly, the theoretical framework of self-presentation is 

a key component of this study.  

Behavior motivated by self-presentation is not limited to face-to-face interaction — 

it is observed in online activity also (e.g. Dominick, 1999; Trammell & Keshelashvili, 

2005). Suler (2002) suggested that people invest energy into managing their online 

identities, which may or may not accurately reflect their conventional identities. 

Livingstone (2008) found that teenagers sometimes will purposefully include false 

information within social networking profiles. Reasons and motivations vary (and are not 

necessarily malicious in nature), but nonetheless can result in skewed information 

feeding an interactive news system. 

Thus it seems plausible that the concept of interactive news has a fundamental 

flaw. Can a product so personal as interactive news be successfully delivered via a 

platform so public as the Internet? What consequences, if any, do interactive news 

systems face if users choose to prioritize self-presentation above accurate 

personalization of their news? The purpose of this research, therefore, was to determine 

if the public nature of social media impacts the way people interact with news — and in 

turn impacts the potential for the success of online news delivery. 
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A post-test-only experimental design was conducted to examine the effect of 

varying degrees of publicness upon participants’ behavior toward and interaction with 

news. A web-based system resembling a mainstream news website and populated with 

Associated Press news content was developed as the testing environment. A sample of 

college students was randomly placed in one of three conditions: No-Login, News 

Organization Login and Social Media Login. The experiment was designed to mirror 

current trends in mainstream news delivery. Increasingly, news websites ask users to 

interact with news stories publicly by commenting or sharing links, often with site logins 

or their social media logins. However, no research has examined the impact that those 

conditions have upon users’ engagement with stories and willingness to use online 

news websites. The goal of this study was to determine what effect publicness has upon 

people consuming news and how they interact with it. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

The framework for this study was based on self-presentation theory. The following 

chapter describes the theory in detail as well as the news media’s push for a more 

interactive news experience by integrating social media, specifically Facebook.  

Goffman’s seminal publication The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959) 

asserted that when in the company of others, people continuously attempt to detect 

behavioral cues exhibited by those around them. Such cues facilitate individual 

discernment of the intricacies of social settings, and subsequently empower individuals 

with information to use to manipulate social circumstances to their own advantage. This 

need not be as nefarious as it may sound on the surface, but rather it speaks to the 

human tendency to engage in behavior motivated by self-presentation (Baumeister & 

Tice, 1986), and to deliberately speak and act according to the requirements of social 

situations (Snyder, 1987). Simply stated, human beings routinely act in a manner that 

leads to desired results. That intentional behavior can easily be observed at all stages 

of life (Banerjee & Yuill, 1999). Consider the toddler who throws a temper tantrum in the 

toy aisle of a large retail store; or the teenage girl who behaves flirtatiously in the 

presence of the boy who catches her eye; or the professional hoping for a promotion 

who works 80 hours a week and dresses in a manner consistent with executives. In the 

social media environment, consider job-seeking college graduates who remove 

unprofessional photos and comments from their Facebook pages to avoid making the 

wrong impression with potential employers.  
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People assign value to the impressions and perceptions other people form about 

them, and as a result usually attempt to control such perceptions through their behavior. 

Leary and Kowalski (1990) offered a practical example:  

Millions of people become paralyzed at the prospect of speaking or 
performing in public because they are worried about the audience's 
evaluation of them. Even in relatively mundane encounters at home, work, 
school, and elsewhere, people monitor others' reactions to them and often 
try to convey images of themselves that promote their attainment of desired 
goals. (p. 34)  

Understanding how to communicate within the framework Goffman described is a 

skill incumbent upon all people; it is an essential element of how people assimilate 

themselves into their respective environments. Those cultural interactions are a learned 

skill (Kroeber, 1955). By observing the actions and reactions of other people, individuals 

learn how to behave. An individual’s personal definition of who they are — in other 

words, their concept of self — provides an explanation for nearly all aspects of their 

behavior (Markus & Wurf, 1987). Triandis (1989) defined the concept of private self as 

the “traits, states or behaviors” that people associate with themselves, and the public 

self as that which others associate with them (p. 507).  

Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) extends the concept of self and 

examines the influence of group identity upon an individual’s self image. Tajfel (1978) 

explains social identity as the aspect of an individual’s self-concept which “derives from 

his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the value 

and emotional significance attached to that membership” (p. 63). A critical component of 

social identity theory, therefore, is the process of social categorization (Tajfel, 1978), 

which suggests people can be classified by sets of roughly defined attributes applicable 

at least in part to all group members (Hogg, 2004). Social categorization allows people 
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to define their roles and places in society (Tajfel, 1978), and therefore part of their own 

self-identities as well.  

Self-presentation, also referred to as impression management, is the process 

people use when attempting to influence and control the perceptions of other people 

(Leary & Kowalski, 1990). Traditionally, self-presentation behavior endeavors to 

engender favorable impressions (James, 1890). To accomplish this, individuals may at 

times resort to presentation of “unrealistically positive” attributes (Roth, Snyder & Pace, 

1986, p. 867). Broadly, Roth et al. argued that individuals “deny the presence of 

negative characteristics, or attribute the existence of positive characteristics of the self” 

(p. 867) to create favorable impressions. Jones (1990) derived five self-presentation 

strategies from his research in interpersonal interactions: ingratiation, self-promotion1, 

intimidation, exemplification and supplication. People who used those strategies wanted 

others to perceive them as possessing certain attributes specific to the particular 

strategy: 

Table 2-1. Jones’ Taxonomy of Self-Presentational Strategies Classified By Attribution 
Sought (Jones, 1990) 

Strategy Attribution Sought 

Ingratiation Likable 

Self-Promotion Competent (effective, “a winner”) 

Intimidation Dangerous (ruthless, volatile) 

Exemplification Worthy (suffers, dedicated) 

Supplication Helpless (handicapped, unfortunate) 

 —  Adapted from Jones, E. E. (1990). Interpersonal perception. New York: W.H. 
Freeman. (p. 198) 
 
                                            
1
 Studies often refer to this trait as “competence.” 
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Dominick (1999) applied Jones’ five self-presentation strategy categories in an 

empirical analysis of 319 personal home pages. He summarized Jones’ common 

characteristics for each self-presentation strategy (p. 648): 

 Ingratiation: Saying positive things about others or saying mildly negative things 
about yourself, statements of modesty, familiarity, and humor.  

 Competence: Claims about abilities, accomplishments, performance, and 
qualifications. 

 Intimidation: Threats, statements of anger, and potential unpleasantness.  

 Exemplification: Ideological commitment or militancy for a cause, self sacrifice, 
and self discipline. 

 Supplication: Entreaties for help and self-deprecation. 

Dominick hypothesized that, similar to face-to-face communication, the strategies of 

ingratiation and competence would be employed most frequently on personal home 

pages, and intimidation least frequently. He found that approximately 58% of males and 

63% of females used the ingratiation technique, and approximately 33% of males and 

28% of females used competence. The remaining three techniques were seldom 

observed. Similarly, in studies of the self-presentation and identity management tactics 

of bloggers, both Trammell and Keshelashvili (2005) and Bortree (2005) found that 

bloggers frequently utilized the self-presentation strategies of competence and 

ingratiation.  

The Internet as a Public Arena 

Enter the Internet: modern society’s most ubiquitous social scene. Curiously, it is 

absolutely public (Gonzales & Hancock, 2008), but accessed privately. Furthermore, it 

facilitates an unprecedented level of communication on a global scale, but carries with it 
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a certain air of anonymity. Still, Internet users engage in identity management efforts 

online, just as in face-to-face interactions (e.g. Walther, Anderson & Park, 1994; 

Gonzalez & Hancock, 2008). The key differentiating factor between the Internet and 

traditional public forums, however, is the former’s virtual nature. The Internet can only 

be accessed through a computer2; some researchers argue that computer-mediated 

communication (CMC) hinders communication. Particularly in the Internet’s formative 

years, the prevailing opinion among social psychologists was that technology removed 

many of the social cues normally used in face-to-face communicative interaction 

(Kiesler & Siegel, 1984). Scholars argued that CMC resulted in impersonal, task-

oriented, and in some instances even hostile communication (Johansen, Vallee & 

Spangler, 1979; Rice 1984). However, Walther, Van Der Heide, Hamel & Shulman 

(2009) astutely observed that the Internet was not created with intentions of fostering 

relationships; only recently has it become a tool for interpersonal communication.  

Social Presence Theory asserts that communication is increasingly effective as 

the involved parties become more aware of each other’s presence (Short, Williams & 

Christie, 1976). Technology, particularly early examples of CMC, can sometimes 

remove non-verbal social cues. Culnan and Markus (1987) broadly termed this model 

as “cues filtered-out,” but noted that empirical research does not always support the 

idea that reduced-cues communication is less successful.  

More recent studies assert that CMC benefits from modern multimedia technology 

because CMC is no longer text-based, and therefore may not be as one-dimensional as 

                                            
2
 The author recognizes that other electronic devices, such as smartphones, facilitate Internet access. 

However, for simplicity’s sake, this discussion will frequently use “computer” to represent all electronic 
devices capable of accessing the Internet. 
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it once was considered to be (Soukup, 2000). Indeed, the very lack of traditional social 

cues may in some cases allow the user to focus more intently on identity management 

and other interpersonal aspects of communication (Walther & Parks, 2002). CMC 

extends to the user unique methods of gathering information that cannot be achieved 

through traditional communication (Ramirez, Walther, Burgoon & Sunnafrank, 2002).  

Truly, today’s Internet is much different than that of 30, 20, or even five years ago. 

Today’s Internet allows individuals to capitalize on the concept of social categorization 

by belonging to as many niche groups as they desire. With no obligation to share 

information between groups, people may choose to use the Internet as a tool to develop 

specific aspects of themselves (Suler, 2002; Papacharissi, 2002). Presently, such 

groups are commonly found in the form of social networks. Social Network Sites (SNS) 

have come into vogue in mainstream culture during the last decade. Generally, SNS 

include visible user profiles and lists of connected contacts within the same network 

(Boyd & Ellison, 2008). Facebook is perhaps the most popular SNS, accompanied by 

Twitter, Google+, and dozens of others. SNS allow users to manipulate their self-

presentations and connect with other users (Boyd, 2004); the publicly displayed 

connections help users network and validate profile information (Donath & Boyd, 2004). 

However, despite the established scholarly understanding of the Internet as a 

public environment, immersion in SNS can leave users with a false impression of 

privacy. Evidence of this phenomenon is exemplified, anecdotally, in users’ reactions to 

Facebook’s introduction in late 2006 of the “news feed,” a personalized aggregate list of 

already-accessible content from a user’s Facebook contacts. It is worth reiterating that 

the content displayed within the context of a Facebook user’s news feed feature was 
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content that could have already been accessed, should the user have chosen to 

proactively do so. The news feed effectively removed the necessity for action on the 

part of Facebook users because it aggregated the recent activity of their contacts. 

Introduction of the news feed feature caused significant backlash, protests, and 

petitions for it to be removed (Cashmore 2006a, Cashmore 2006b). In a publication 

inspired by the Facebook news feed crisis, Boyd (2008) suggested that when social 

information is made more easily accessible by technology, it can “rupture people’s 

sense of public and private by altering the previously understood social norms” (p. 14). 

Interacting with the News 

On January 20, 2009, CNN.com extended to Facebook users the opportunity to 

log in to their Facebook accounts within CNN’s website and contribute to a real-time 

stream of comments alongside streaming video of President Barack Obama’s 

inauguration activities. At its peak, which occurred immediately prior to Obama’s 

inaugural address, 1.3 million users were simultaneously logged in (R. Holt3, personal 

communication, January 2009). At the time, CNN’s news-media-meets-social-media 

experiment was a relatively novel phenomenon. Since then, CNN.com and numerous 

additional mainstream media websites have largely integrated with Facebook the 

aspects of their sites that can be personalized for individual users.  

With a CNN account linked to a Facebook profile, users can easily — and 

sometimes unintentionally — announce to their networks of contacts that a news item 

caught their interest. Or, if users are so moved as to want to comment on an article or 

suggest it to a friend, this often requires posting in the name of Facebook (and thus 

                                            
3
 Rhonda Holt is the Senior Vice President of Digital Media Technology at CNN’s parent company, Turner 

Broadcasting. The author exchanged with her a series of emails discussing the project. 
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possibly announcing to all Facebook contacts that they have done so). The New York 

Times recently released a system within its website that utilizes a combination of 

recommendations from social media connections and user-defined editorial 

preferences. Even some small-town newspapers, like The Gainesville Sun, now require 

users to comment via an existing Facebook account. In the collective effort to improve 

users’ online news consumption experiences, numerous mass media outlets have 

turned to Facebook for all or part of their interactivity efforts. News industry analyst Ken 

Doctor says one reason for publishers to embrace Facebook is that the social media 

giant already has a large audience. By working with Facebook, the news industry 

stands to benefit from its existing popularity (Doctor, 2011).     

However, integrating news websites with social media can mean relinquishing a 

part of editorial control to computer algorithms and suggestions from social contacts 

(Indvik, 2011). Also, personalization itself can be a double-edged sword. Lee & Lee 

(2009) found that when a user expects personalization, the expectation often leads to a 

“perception of usefulness” (p.448) in the effort to cull through information. However, 

when users feel a personalization system impinges upon their freedom, they may 

respond by not using the system at all (Lee & Lee, 2009).   

Few published academic studies have examined interactive news, particularly 

from a communications perspective. Thurman (2011) summarized three types of online 

interactivity: “navigational interactivity” (Deuze, 2003), “conversational interactivity” 

(Jensen, 1998), and personalization (p. 396). Navigational interactivity allows the user 

to navigate around a website on his or her own terms, using the site’s navigation, 

menus and links (Deuze, 2003). Conversational interactivity allows users to interact with 
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each other, as well as journalists (Thurman, 2011). The third kind of interactive news 

Thurman described, personalization, can be explicit or implicit. The former type consists 

of news filtered according to preferences directly stated by users, while the latter type 

encompasses news selected according to inferred preferences pieced together from 

indirect surveys and/or browsing-activity monitoring techniques. Adding to Thurman’s 

definition of interactivity, this study operationally defines interactive news as Internet-

delivered news classified into one or both of the following two categories: news that is 

editorially filtered according to user preferences (whether stated explicitly or gathered 

implicitly), as Thurman suggests; or news that allows users to interact by posting 

comments and/or sharing with an established network of Internet-based contacts 

(practically speaking, social media networks). Many online news systems incorporate 

elements of both aspects. Those systems are also recognized under this study’s 

heading of interactive news. 

Based on self-presentation theory and the current trend of making online news 

interactive, the following study set out to examine these research questions and 

hypothesis: 

 RQ1: How are attempts at self-presentation shown through commenting, 
particularly with regard to login condition?   

 RQ2: How do participants’ preferences regarding social media integration play a 
role in media use?   

 H1: Login condition, personal interests and public identity will significantly predict 
the types of news stories participants choose to read. 

 



 

27 

CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

A post-test-only experimental design was conducted to examine participants’ 

selection of news stories and commenting behavior with varying degrees of publicness. 

A web-based system resembling a mainstream, modern news website was developed 

as the testing environment. The site was populated with aggregated Associated Press 

news content from five categories: Business, Entertainment, Politics, Science & 

Technology and Sports. To achieve a meaningful comparison of the varying degrees of 

publicness, three conditions were employed: No Login, News Organization Login and 

Social Media Login.  

The experiment was originally designed for participants to be able to complete it 

on their personal computers at a location of their choosing. It was conducted in this 

manner during two weeks in April 2012, using participants recruited through four 

University of Florida student organizations. To encourage participation, for every 

student who completed the experiment, the researcher agreed to give a donation of $2 

to the student’s organization. However, this approach failed to yield an adequate 

number of participants in a reasonable amount of time: in a two-week span, only 35 

participants completed the experiment. Additionally, 48 people began the experiment 

but did not complete it. This drop-off rate indicated a problem with the experiment 

design. Perhaps the experimental design asked too much of participants at home on 

their own time, or perhaps the incentive was not sufficient. 

Because of the low turnout and high drop-off rate in the pilot study, the experiment 

was moved to a lab setting and participants were recruited through undergraduate 



 

28 

classes with extra credit as an incentive. The experiment was changed to draw a larger 

sample size and to control for external variables that may arise in one’s home.  

Participants were chosen from college students enrolled in three undergraduate 

courses at the University of Florida. The three classes were: EGM 2511 (Engineering 

Mechanics – Statics), EML 4304C (Thermo/Fluid Design and Laboratory), and MAN 

3025 (Principles of Management). Together, these classes represented a pool of 544 

undergraduate students. The three instructors agreed to assist the researcher by 

offering a small amount of extra credit in exchange for participation (one point). In 

accordance with University of Florida Institutional Review Board guidelines, the 

instructors also made available an alternate extra credit assignment for those students 

who did not wish to participate in the research or did not qualify to participate.  

The instructors sent an email invite one week in advance of the study, inviting 

them to participate in the experiment (see Appendix A). A reminder email was also sent 

a few days in advance. Students were given six lab sessions to choose from over a 

three-day period from May 29 through 31, 2012. Students were instructed to contact the 

researcher via email in advance to sign up for a session.  

The target sample size was 90, which allowed for 30 participants in each of the 

three conditions. From the pool of invited students (N=544), 135 students (25%) 

contacted the researcher to sign up for the experiment, and 122 attended their 

scheduled sessions. The lab room comfortably sat 22 participants, each at individual 

computer stations, and 25 participants were recruited for each session. The researcher 

over-recruited for each session to account for no-shows. Sixteen students had to be 
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turned away because of computer availability.1 Those students were still given extra 

credit for participating. Nine surveys were considered incomplete and removed from the 

analysis. Four completed surveys were removed because participants were older than 

the desired age range for this experiment.2 The total number of participants was 93, 

divided among the three condition groups: No-Login (N=32), News Organization Login 

(N=30), and Social Media Login (N=31). Participants were randomly assigned to their 

condition groups through a brief pre-screening survey built in Qualtrics. 

The experimental website required participants’ personal Facebook logins for the 

Social Media Login condition. Thus, all participants were required to actively use 

Facebook, regardless of whether or not they were randomly placed in that condition. 

The definition of an active Facebook user was adapted from several provided by 

Facebook3: A user was considered to be active when they had a personal Facebook 

account and checked it at least once a week. Participants assigned to the Social Media 

Login condition were asked to use their personal Facebook logins to access the 

experiment website. Participants were informed of this possibility prior to agreeing to 

participate in the study. Participants assigned to the News Organization Login condition 

were asked to log into the experiment website using their real names and email 

addresses. Participants were informed of this possibility prior to agreeing to participate 

in the study, as well. 

The experiment was conducted in the University of Florida College of Journalism 

and Communications’ research lab. A web browser was the only software necessary for 

                                            
1
 In some cases, all 22 seats were not available because the computers were not functioning properly. 

2
 The age range of participants was limited to 18-28 years old. 

3
 https://www.facebook.com/help/search/?q=active+users 
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the experiment. Firefox was used in most cases and Internet Explorer was used where 

Firefox was not available. Upon arrival, the researcher checked participants in and 

directed them to open computer stations. Participants were instructed to read through 

the on-screen informed consent statement, but to wait for the researcher’s instructions 

to begin the experiment. The experiment included three elements: a brief pre-screening 

survey, a news website specific to the participant’s assigned condition, and a post-test 

survey:  

The software Qualtrics was used to record participants’ consent and confirm that 

participants were self-identified active Facebook users (see Appendix B). Upon 

answering “yes” to the question that asked if a participant was an active Facebook user, 

Qualtrics randomly assigned each of the participants to one of the three condition 

groups (No-Login, News Organization Login and Social Media Login), and redirected 

him or her to the URL of the assigned condition’s news website. Participants were taken 

first to an opening page that provided the experiment instructions (see Appendix C). 

From here, participants clicked a link to begin the experiment. The link redirected them 

to the news website home page. In the case of News Organization Login participants, 

they were directed to first create an account for the news website. After creating the 

account and logging in with it, participants were then redirected to the news website 

home page. 

Three websites were built for the experiment. They were identical in every way 

except the method used to login and leave comments (see Appendix D). Login methods 

varied according to condition group: 

 No-Login Condition: No authentication required. 
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 News Organization Login Condition: Participants created a login using their real 
names and email addresses. 

 Social Media Login Condition: Participants used their personal Facebook login 
information to authenticate. 

The news websites included the same set of 100 articles, in the same graphical 

arrangement and order. The home page design included a list of headlines and the first 

paragraph of each story. Photos were not included here because they represent 

editorial decisions, and might therefore have influenced participants’ news selection. For 

similar reasons, color was also limited; the design used black and white only. The five 

news category sections were presented in the main navigation in alphabetical order 

(see Appendix E). 

The experiment websites were populated with a set of 100 articles from the 

Associated Press. Twenty AP stories were taken from each of the following five 

categories: Business, Entertainment, Politics, Science & Technology and Sports (see 

Appendix F). The categories were adapted from the Associated Press’ online 

classification system. Two Associated Press websites were used as sources of news: 

www.apexchange.com was the primary source and http://hosted.ap.org was the 

secondary source.4 All Business and Entertainment articles came from AP Exchange. 

Three Politics articles and three Sports articles were pulled from hosted.ap.org. AP 

Exchange did not have a science or technology section, so all Science & Technology 

articles came from hosted.ap.org: 10 articles were classified as science stories and 10 

articles were classified as technology stories. The articles pulled must have met the 

following criteria:  

                                            
4
 http://www.apexchange.com/ and http://hosted.ap.org/dynamic/fronts/HOME?SITE=AP  

http://www.apexchange.com/
http://hosted.ap.org/
http://www.apexchange.com/
http://hosted.ap.org/dynamic/fronts/HOME?SITE=AP


 

32 

 They were 300 words or longer; 

 When possible, contained no time element in the first or second paragraph; 

 And were straight news stories, not columns or question-and-answer articles. 
 

Because the Associated Press published a limited number of articles within the required 

date range, five articles were used that were shorter than 300 words (5%), and 30 

articles were used that contained some kind of time element in the first or second 

paragraph (30%)5. Articles were selected during the three days prior to the start of the 

experiment. The oldest article used was published on May 21, 2012, and the newest 

article used was published on May 28, 2012. Stories were selected in the order listed on 

the AP Exchange and hosted.ap.org websites. Photographs were included on the story 

pages only when available. They were placed in the same position within each article 

(immediately following the first paragraph, on the left side of the page with text wrapping 

to the right of the image). If more than one photograph was available, only the first one 

was used. 

Participants were instructed to read 10 stories and comment on five stories. To 

help them keep track of their reading, they were given a sheet of paper to jot down 

headlines and check off comments as they read (see Appendix G). To track participant 

activity, each website used a plugin that recorded user browsing activity according to IP 

address. This was later cross-referenced with IP addresses recorded by the Qualtrics 

surveys. With this information, the researcher was able to identify the stories read and 

comments left by each participant and then link them to the post-test survey responses.  

                                            
5
 In these cases, the researcher attempted to use articles that were not breaking news (i.e., no articles 

focused on the previous night’s sporting event, no obituaries, etc.), and used articles that were as recent 
as possible. 
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Upon completion of the tasks, participants clicked a link indicating they were 

finished. They were then directed to the post-test survey.  

The post-test survey asked participants a number of questions designed to provide 

the researcher with a better understanding of their personal interests, public identities, 

opinions on social media integration, and media-use habits. The survey also asked 

participants about their commenting habits; Facebook use and number of friends; and 

demographic information such as major, gender, age and race. 

Independent Variables  

Public Identity  

This independent variable was measured by asking participants to rate on a 7-

point Likert scale, with “1” being “Strongly Disagree” and “7” being “Strongly Agree,” 

how much they agree or disagree with the following statement: “My friends and family 

are likely to think I have an interest in the following topics: Politics; Business; Science & 

Technology; Entertainment; and Sports.” 

Personal Interests 

The independent variable of Personal Interests was measured by asking 

participants to rate on the same 7-point Likert scale how much they agree or disagree 

with the statement: “I have an interest in the following topics: Politics, Business; Science 

& Technology; Entertainment; and Sports.”  

Login Conditions 

Participants in the No-Login condition (N=32) were not required to log in to the 

news website used in the experiment. When a No-Login condition user left a comment, 

it displayed as being from an anonymous user. In this condition, users were truly 

completely anonymous. Participants in the News Organization Login condition (N=30) 
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were required to create a login especially for the experiment’s news website. They were 

instructed to provide their first and last names, create and later publish usernames, and 

also to use their real email accounts to verify the created news website accounts. When 

a News Organization Login condition user left a comment, it displayed as being from the 

username created by the participant. Participants in the Social Media Login condition 

(N=31) were instructed to log in to the experiment website with their existing Facebook 

login information. The experiment website utilized Facebook’s social media login plugin; 

when participants logged in, they legitimately logged in with their personal Facebook 

accounts. Upon successful login, participants saw visual reminders of the public nature 

of the method used to access the system: for example, their actual Facebook profile 

pictures were visible.  

Facebook Use 

Participants were asked in the post-test survey how many days a week they check 

their Facebook accounts in a typical week. Measured on an 8-point scale, participants 

rated the frequency of their Facebook use from 0 to 7, with “1” being “0 days” and “8” 

being “7 days.” If participants reported checking their Facebook accounts every day, 

they were given an additional question that asked about how many times per day they 

check Facebook. This follow-up question was an open-ended, forced numeric-entry 

question. Participants also were asked to quantify how many Facebook friends they 

have. 

Social Media Integration Opinions 

This independent variable was measured on a 7-point Likert scale that asked 

participants how much they like the idea of interacting with news stories in the following 

ways: reading/watching/listening to news from within Facebook’s interface; commenting 
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on news story links that others have shared on Facebook, commenting on news stories 

on news websites using their Facebook account, commenting on news stories on news 

websites anonymously, emailing news story links to others, posting news story links on 

Facebook, using Facebook applications that automatically post links to the news stories 

they read/watch/listen to, reading news stories posted by news organizations on Twitter 

(i.e., @GainesvilleSun, @CNN, @NYTimes), and posting news story links on Twitter. 

Participants rated the given choices from 1 to 7, with “1” being “Strongly Dislike” and “7” 

being “Strongly Like.” Because this study focused only on Facebook integration and 

use, the non-Facebook social media integration questions were not used in the 

analysis. 

Dependent Variables 

Self Presentation 

Self-Presentation is defined as how people present themselves to the public. The 

tone and content of participants’ written comments were examined. The researcher 

used textual analysis, or a content analysis of the linguistic properties of texts (Carley, 

1993), to categorize each comment using the scale developed by Jones (1990) and 

Dominick (1999, p.648). The categories were: 

 Ingratiation: Saying positive things about others or saying mildly negative things 
about yourself, statements of modesty, familiarity, and humor.  

 Competence: Claims about abilities, accomplishments, performance, and 
qualifications. 

 Intimidation: Threats, statements of anger, and potential unpleasantness.  

 Exemplification: Ideological commitment or militancy for a cause, self sacrifice, 
and self discipline. 

 Supplication: Entreaties for help and self-deprecation. 
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News Topic Selection  

News topic selection was classified into five general categories, adapted from the 

Associated Press’ online classification system: Business, Entertainment, Politics, 

Science & Technology, and Sports.  

To determine if the login condition, public identity, and personal interests could 

predict the news topics that participants would select to read, a regression analysis was 

conducted. The login conditions were treated as two binary variables (0=No Login, 

1=Social Media Login, and then as 0=No Login, 1=News Organization Login). Five 

separate regression analysis tests were conducted: one for each of the five news topics. 

Media Use 

This variable was measured on an 8-point scale that asked participants how often 

they use the following sources in a week to get news: a daily print newspaper, TV news, 

online news websites (i.e. CNN.com, NYTimes.com, Gainesville.com), radio (i.e., NPR), 

your Facebook news feed, Twitter, aggregate websites (i.e., Google News or Yahoo), 

mobile news apps, blogs and email. Participants rated the frequency of their use of 

those news sources from 0 to 7, with “1” being “0 days” and “8” being “7 days.” A 

regression analysis was conducted to examine how opinions about social media 

integration (measured as described above) could predict media use. 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

Students from three courses (two engineering classes and one business class) at 

the University of Florida (N=544) were invited to participate in the experimental study 

during six one-hour sessions between May 29 and 31, 2012. Responses from a total of 

93 participants between the ages of 18-28 were used in the analysis. This study chose 

to specifically explore the news selection and commenting behavior of young adults (18-

28). The participants were divided nearly equally between three condition groups: the 

No-Login condition group with 32 participants, the News Organization Login condition 

group with 30 participants, and the Social Media Login condition group with 31 

participants. Participants in the No-Login condition wrote comments on the experiment 

website anonymously, meaning they were not required to login or leave any identifying 

information; participants in the News Organization Login condition wrote comments on 

news stories after logging into an account created specifically for the experiment, and 

that username appeared alongside their comments; and participants in the Social Media 

Login condition wrote comments on stories by first logging into their personal Facebook 

accounts. For those participants, their Facebook avatars and real names appeared next 

to their comments. 

Among the 93 participants, 65% were male and the mean age was 23. About 54% 

were business majors, 32% were engineering majors, and 14% were various other 

majors. About 58% of the sample was white, 17% Asian, 15% Hispanic, 7% Black or 

African American, 1% American Indian or Alaska Native, and 2% other. By comparison, 

the average age of full- and part-time University of Florida undergraduates was 21 in 

2001, and 45% were male. The race percentages of the sample were each within three 
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percentage points of the university’s race breakdown of students in 2011, with the 

exception of Asian, which was more than twice the university’s percentage. 

To be eligible to participate, all students were required to be active Facebook 

users, meaning they had to have a Facebook account and check it at least once a 

week. Of the sample, 84% reported checking their Facebook accounts at least five days 

a week, and 57% reported checking it every day. 

Regarding their media use in a typical week, 52% said they read a daily print 

newspaper one to three days a week, but 39% reported not reading newspaper at all. 

About 2% said they read a newspaper every day. Almost half of the participants (49%) 

reported watching TV news one to three days a week, but 26% said they don’t watch it 

at all. Nine percent said they watch it every day. Online news was slightly more popular 

among participants in that 17% said they use online news websites every day. But still, 

about 40% reported reading/watching/listening to online news websites one to three 

days a week, and 22% said they don’t use them at all in a typical week. Nearly 30% 

reported reading their Facebook news feeds as a daily news source.  

About 71% of the participants followed the instructions and left exactly five 

comments; 20% left more than five, and 9% left less than five. In the cases of those who 

left more than five comments, only the first five submitted were counted. For those who 

left less than five comments, the comments they did submit were counted. A total of 451 

comments were analyzed. Participants in each of the three conditions left comments on 

about half of the available 100 articles: the No-Login condition group commented on 49 

articles, the News Organization Login condition group wrote comments on 52 articles, 

and the Social Media Login condition group commented on 48 articles. The news 
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category breakdown of articles commented on was similar between the three 

conditions. As Table 4-1 shows, Science & Technology articles were among the most 

commented-on stories across all three conditions, and Business stories were among the 

least commented-on across all three conditions. 

Self-Presentation Strategies Present in Comments 

RQ1 addressed self-presentation strategies and the types of comments 

participants wrote on news stories. Comments were coded according to the scale 

developed by Jones (1990) and Dominick (1999). A textual analysis was used to 

analyze the comments. Comments were each assigned to one of the five self-

presentation strategies, according to their content and attitude. In a few cases, 

comments had two self-presentation strategies present. In those cases, the researcher 

assigned a single category based on the main point of the comment.  

Regarding the self-presentation strategies employed, ingratiation and competence 

were used most often, regardless of the login condition. People who use the ingratiation 

strategy do so in hopes of being liked, whereas people who use the competence 

strategy typically do so out of a desire to be respected (Jones, 1990; Dominick, 1999). 

According to the findings, participants’ use of ingratiation and competence shifted with 

login conditions. About half of the comments in the Social Media Login condition were 

categorized as ingratiation. For the No-Login condition, about a third of the comments 

employed ingratiation. Conversely, nearly half of the comments left by participants in the 

No-Login condition used the competence strategy, and in the Social Media Login 

condition, about one-third of the comments were categorized as competence. 

Intimidation was used regularly as well, across all three conditions. The intimidation 

strategy is defined as having ruthless or volatile characteristics. The strategies of 
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exemplification, which is characterized by moral uprightness, and supplication, which 

has a helpless quality, appeared only a handful of times. The following is an overview of 

the findings for each strategy, a summary of the self-presentation strategies coding 

scale, and examples of participants’ comments1: 

Ingratiation 

Though participants in all conditions used ingratiation heavily, participants in the 

Social Media Login condition used it most often. This strategy includes “positive 

statements about others, or mildly negative things about self, statements of modesty, 

familiarity, and humor” (Dominick 1999, p. 648; Jones, 1990). In the present study, 

certain common themes arose from many comments. These comments did not 

necessarily fit the description listed above regarding the ingratiation strategy, but they 

did seem to have the objective of the strategy: to come across as likeable. Given that 

Jones (1990) did not intend for his list of attributes and strategies to be exhaustive, the 

researcher amended the criteria for the ingratiation strategy accordingly. Thus, 

statements that express camaraderie or sympathy fall into this category, as do 

statements that have no real substance or state the obvious, and general questions. In 

this context, comments of that nature are considered ingratiation because they 

represent a safe, almost benign, self-presentation approach. They are not meant to call 

attention to the commenter, as the self-promoting competence strategy does; they are 

not power-oriented, pushy or threatening, as intimidation is; they are not morally based, 

and they are not pleas for help, as are exemplification and supplication. Rather, they are 

                                            
1
 Comments are copied and pasted from participants’ actual submissions exactly as they appeared; 

spelling, grammar, etc., errors were intentionally not corrected. 
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meant to contribute (albeit minimally in some cases) in a friendly manner to a larger 

conversation of commenting.  

Examples of ingratiation comments gleaned from the present study include: 

 Federer will go down as one of the greatest of all times. Rack up those Grand 
Slams! (Positive statement about others.) 

 It is cool how the president’s kids can enjoy normal things in life (Positive 
statement about others.) 

 Biebs!!! I want to know the whole story! Did he put him in a choke hold? A few 
uppercuts? Did he smash his face in the turbuckle? Bieber for president!! (Humor.) 

 How will this affect the population (General questions, no real substance.) 

The common thread throughout the comments classified as ingratiation is a desire to be 

liked. Participants approached this in many different ways, but their comments are held 

together as a group by a clear likeable quality. More than three-fourths of participants 

utilized the ingratiation self-presentation strategy at least one time.   

Competence 

The self-presentation strategy of competence also was used frequently across all 

conditions, but most heavily by participants in the No-Login, or anonymous, condition. 

This strategy includes “claims about abilities, accomplishments, performance, and 

qualifications” (Dominick 1999, p. 648; Jones, 1990). As with ingratiation, common 

themes arose within this group as well. For similar reasons, therefore, the researcher 

amended this strategy to also include statements that assert special understanding, 

offer explanations, or attempt to solve a problem. Examples of competence comments 

from the present study include: 

 I have been watching the Indy 500 for years. As an Italian I love Andretti and refer 
to him often when talking about cars. It’s a dangerous but heart racing sport and 
more people should watch it. (Makes a claim about qualifications and asserts 
understanding.) 
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 Pasta is a large industry in Italy, and it should be perfected. I think the blind test is 
great because it lets individuals not be biased into brands but on the actuality of 
the pasta. The industry should be lead by what individuals like and not just 
producing it for the means of more production but also quality. (Asserts 
understanding and offers explanations.) 

 Is using this internet data to market to interested voters any different from Romney 
spending more on advertising on Fox news and Obama spending more on 
advertising on CNN? I wouldn't say they are exploiting the data. The data from 
who watched certain channels is used to the same advantage. Why is it different 
that we are not in the computer age instead of the television age? (Asserts 
understanding and offers explanation.) 

The similarity between comments classified as competence is a desire to be respected. 

Participants accomplished this with different methods: some bragged about themselves, 

others offered explanations or attempted to solve a problem. However, the underlying 

motivation in all competence comments was the same: participants wanted others to 

respect them. More than three-quarters of all participants employed this strategy at least 

once. 

Intimidation 

Participants in all conditions utilized intimidation. Though it was not the strategy 

used most often, it was used regularly and somewhat evenly among all three conditions. 

The intimidation self-presentation strategy includes “threats, statements of anger, and 

potential unpleasantness” (Dominick 1999, p. 648; Jones, 1990). As with ingratiation 

and competence, common themes also arose out of comments in this area. Thus, the 

researcher amended intimidation to also include sarcasm and statements that harshly 

correct others or put others in their place. Examples of comments using the intimidation 

strategy include: 

 Grover Nordquist and his whole “no new taxes ever” shtick are destroying this 
country. I’m sorry but you can’t run a nation on good will and a belief that the free 
market fairy will find a way to make a profit from constructing and maintaining 



 

43 

roads for example. The child-like understand of tax systems in this country is 
shocking. (Statements of anger and potential unpleasantness.) 

 “Americans have short attention span and don’t understand government debt 
spending, News at 11′′ Also @*** our country is not a business and it’s really 
stupid to compare it to one. What would we as a nation do if we started “turning a 
profit?” Please try to really think about what it is to run a country in a socio-
economic context. (Statements of anger and potential unpleasantness, sarcasm, 
harshly corrects others.) 

Intimidation is not used often in previous studies, but was used roughly one-fifth of the 

time in the present experiment. People who use the intimidation strategy do so out of a 

desire for power in a relationship (Dominick 1999; Jones, 1990). More than one-half of 

participants wrote at least one comment classified as intimidation.  

Exemplification and Supplication 

Exemplification and supplication were used only a handful of times in the 

experiment. Exemplification includes statements that express “ideological commitment 

or militancy for a cause, self sacrifice, and self discipline” (Dominick 1999, p. 648; 

Jones, 1990). It also includes statements with undertones of “moral superiority” 

(Dominick, 1999, p. 648). Examples of comments using the exemplification strategy 

include: 

 Let’s take care of our environment please.. save the bees.. and the polar bears 
too.. im serious! (Undertones of moral superiority.) 

 If you still believe Romney is wrong for wanting to build our military back up, read 
my comment on that article. You’ll see this is why we need a powerful military. 
There are groups of people out there threatening to hurt people just for wanting to 
see Lady Gaga perform. Just imagine what they want to do to any American who 
believes they should be able to express themselves any way they want. Now I 
wouldn’t be opposed to Muslims killing Lady Gaga for her music, but I’m opposed 
to them killing anyone who believes in the freedom to express themselves haha. 
(Undertones of moral superiority.) 

Supplication includes “entreaties for help and self-deprecation.” (Dominick 1999, p. 648; 

Jones, 1990) Only one comment used this strategy: 
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 I don’t know who to vote for. I’m a registered Republican but I just can’t vote for 
Romney because he is so out of touch with the middle class and he’ll admit that 
himself and I sure won’t vote for Obama. I’m all for military power but we should 
not be in the Middle East in the first place. Like my Grandpa used to say, them 
people have been fighting from the beginning of time and they’ll continue to the 
end of time. I say let’s get our boys out of there and spend that money on 
weapons development and a better defense so we’re ready when we do have to 
fight. I wish they’re was a true middle class candidate because these past 
elections have been choosing the lesser of the two evils and it keeps getting 
worse. (Helpless quality.)  

In the present study, as in past research, these strategies were used infrequently. About 

one-tenth of participants used the exemplification strategy at least once, and no one 

used it more than twice. One participant left a single comment categorized as 

supplication. 

Social Media Integration Preferences and News Media Use 

RQ2 asked, how do participants’ preferences regarding social media integration 

play a role in media use? A regression analysis showed that social media integration 

preferences significantly predicted media use for two of the five types of Internet-based 

media (news websites and the Facebook news feed), but could not significantly predict 

media use for traditional media types (newspapers, TV news and radio) among the 

participants (Tables 4-2 and 4-3).  

A preference for posting news story links on Facebook (β=.61, p=.001) 

significantly predicted a tendency to get news from online news websites, F (6, 86) = 

2.91, p=.013. A preference for posting news story links on Facebook explained 11.1% of 

the variance for using news websites as a news source. A preference for 

reading/watching/listening to news stories within Facebook’s interface (β=.58, p=.007, F 

(6, 86) = 3.44, p=.004) and a preference for using Facebook applications that 

automatically post links to the stories a participant reads/watches/listens to (β= -.41, 
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p=.023, F (6, 86) = 3.44, p=.004) significantly predicted use of the Facebook news feed 

as a source of news. The directions of use, however, were different. For every unit 

increase (one point on a 7-point Likert scale) of liking to read/watch/listen to news 

stories within Facebook’s interface, the use of the Facebook news feed as a news 

source increased by .58, holding all other variables constant. But for every one unit 

increase in a preference for using Facebook applications that automatically post links to 

news stories read/watched/listened to, the use of the Facebook news feed as a news 

source decreased .41, holding all other variables constant. Those factors explained 

13.7% of the variance for getting news from the Facebook news feed. 

No significant findings were found for social media integration preferences and the 

use of aggregate websites, blogs and mobile news apps, as well as for newspapers, 

television news, and radio. 

H1 addressed the ability of login conditions, personal interests and public identity 

to predict the types of news articles participants would select to read. The login 

conditions were treated as binary variables (0=No Login, 1=Social Media Login, and 

then as 0=No Login, 1=News Organization Login). A regression analysis was conducted 

and the findings showed that a person’s personal interests significantly predicted the 

type of news stories a participant chose to read for three of the five news topics. A 

personal interest in entertainment (β=.4, p=.004) significantly predicted choosing an 

entertainment article, F (4, 88) = 3.98, p=.005; an interest in politics (β=.24, p=.018) 

significantly predicted selecting political articles, F (4, 88) = 3.25, p=.015; and a 

personal interest in sports (β=.33, p=.022) significantly predicted choosing sports 

stories, F (4, 88) = 11.81, p=<.001. (Table 4-4.)  
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An interest in entertainment and politics explained a small percentage of the 

variance for selecting those story topics — 11.5% and 8.9%, respectively, and an 

interest in sports explained 32% of the variance for choosing to read a sports story, 

holding all other variables constant. 

No significant findings surfaced for login conditions and public identity, which was 

defined as the topics that others would think the participants would be interested in, for 

the types of articles participants selected to read. Additionally, personal interests were 

not found to be significant for business articles or science and technology articles. 

 
 
 
Table 4-1.  Articles with Comments According to Login Condition 

Condition 
Groups 

TOTAL 
Articles 

Business 
Entertain-

ment 
Politics 

Science & 
Tech. 

Sports 

No-Login 49 7 8 7 17 10 
News 

Organization 
52 7 9 9 17 10 

Social Media 48 7 13 5 13 10 
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Table 4-2.  Regression Analysis for Social Media Integration Preferences for Digital 
Media Use  

Social Media Integration 
Predictor Variables 

News Sources Used in a Typical Week 

News 
Websites 

Aggregate 
Websites 

Blogs 
Facebook 
News 
Feed 

Mobile 
News Apps 

Reading/watching/ 
listening to news stories 
within Facebook’s 
interface 

-.14(.21) .14(.24) .09(.15) .58(.21)** -.12(.23) 

Commenting on news 
story links that others 
have shared on 
Facebook 

-.08(.30) -.28(.34) -.30(.21) -.52(.29) .12(.32) 

Commenting on news 
stories on news websites 
using a Facebook 
account 

.26(.22) -.05(.25) .24(.16) .28(.29) -.19(.24) 

Commenting on news 
stories anonymously 

.02(.16) .12(.18) .22(.11) .29(.16) -.15(.18) 

Posting news story links 
on Facebook 

.61(.18)*** .26(.20) -.04(.12) .27(.17) .45(.19) 

Using Facebook 
applications that 
automatically post links 
to news stories 
read/watched/listened to 

-.11(.18) .05(.20) -.18(.13) -.41(.18)* .21(.19) 

  R²=.111 R²= -.037* R²=.008 R²=.137 R²=.038* 

NOTE: Betas are reported and standard errors are in parentheses. 
*p<.05, **p<.01,*** p≤.001 
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Table 4-3.  Regression Analysis for Social Media Integration Preferences for Traditional 
Media Use  

Social Media Integration  
Predictor Variables 

News Sources Used in a Typical Week 

Newspapers TV News Radio 

Reading/watching/listening to news 
stories within Facebook’s interface 

.03(.14) -.24(.19) .07(.17) 

Commenting on news story links 
that others have shared on 
Facebook 

.11(.19) -.2(.27) .02(.25) 

Commenting on news stories on 
news websites using a Facebook 
account 

.21(.14) .11(.2) -.05(.18) 

Commenting on news stories 
anonymously 

-.1(.11) .21(.15) -.03(.14) 

Posting news story links on 
Facebook 

-.16(.11) .08(.16) .11(.15) 

Using Facebook applications that 
automatically post links to news 
stories read/watched/listened to 

-.24(.12) .26(.17) .04(.15) 

  R²=.034 R²=.013 R²= -.049 

NOTE: Betas are reported and standard errors are in parentheses. 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 4-4.  Regression Analysis for Predictor Variables for News Article Selection 

Predictor Variables 
Dependent Variables 

 

Business Entertainment Politics Sci/Tech Sports 

Login condition 
    

 

Social Login  .46(.30) .50(.37) .30(.38) .33(.46) -.77(.42) 

News 
Organization 
Login 

.48(.31) .34(.38) .15(.29) .09(.47) -.87(.43)* 

Interests 
    

 

Public Identity -.04(.11) -.08(.15) -.02(.10) .22(.20) .26(.15) 

Personal Interests .22(.11) .40(.13)** .24(.10)* .15(.19) .33(.14)* 

  R²=.044 R²=.115** R²=.089* R²=.041 R²=.32*** 

NOTE: Betas are reported and standard errors are in parentheses. 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 

This study is unique in that it applied the strategies of self-presentation theory in 

analyzing the types of comments left on news stories, as well as in determining if 

publicness affected the online news stories that participants chose to read. The central 

tenet of self-presentation theory is that people care what other people think of them, and 

because of that, act accordingly. The experimental study found that login condition and 

public identity did not significantly predict news selection, but that overall personal 

interest was a strong factor. The study also found that the self-presentation strategies of 

ingratiation and competence were used most frequently in online comments. The self-

presentation strategy of intimidation was present as well. 

Major Findings 

The first major finding was that two self-presentation strategies — ingratiation and 

competence — were most often used in comments, regardless of login conditions. This 

finding is consistent with previous research, which found ingratiation and competence to 

be the self-presentation strategies used most often in face-to-face communication 

(Jones, 1990), as well as on personal websites (Dominick, 1999) and by bloggers on 

blog websites (i.e., Trammell & Keshelashvili, 2005). Commenting on stories is a 

fundamentally different type of communication than face-to-face conversation, and 

different still than the communication involved in maintaining one’s personal website or 

blog. Leaving a comment on a news story allows the commenter to briefly join a larger 

conversation without claiming ownership of or responsibility for the conversation as a 

whole.  



 

51 

The results showed a shift in strategy depending on the login condition. 

Participants who were part of the No-Login condition group — and therefore were more 

likely to retain a feeling of anonymity throughout the experiment — used the self-

presentation strategy of competence about half of the time, and ingratiation less often. 

However, participants who were in the Social Media Login condition — and therefore 

were more likely to feel a greater sense of publicness about the comments they left 

using their personal Facebook accounts — used the self-presentation strategy of 

ingratiation about half of the time, and competence less often. Participants in the News 

Organization Login condition — which was designed to feel more public than the No-

Login condition but less public than the Social Media Login condition — were directly 

between the other two condition groups in their use of both ingratiation and 

competence. One possible explanation for this finding speaks to the age-old 

psychological truth highlighted in James’ (1890) research: people want to create 

favorable impressions. As Jones (1990) wrote, “The wish to be liked by others is 

undoubtedly a pervasive human desire” (p. 177). The person who employs the 

ingratiation technique desires to be perceived by others as likeable (Jones, 1990). In the 

present study, participants in the most public condition group, the Social Media Login 

condition, tended to resort to the self-presentation technique that makes people seem 

likeable. Participants in that condition authored comments that complimented others, 

included humor, and were generally good-natured. Participants were less likely in their 

comments to speak like experts or claim special understanding of the issues at hand. 

However, participants in the No-Login condition frequently played the part of the expert, 

relying often on the self-presentation technique of competence. Those participants — 
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more so than participants from the other two conditions — often offered explanations 

and solutions to problems.  

For each self-presentation strategy, there is both risk to and reward for the person 

who employs it. For example, while ingratiation is intended to provoke positive feelings 

about the person who displays this characteristic, the strategy can cause people to 

perceive the person as being a “sycophant or conformist” (Jones, 1990, p.198). 

Exhibitors of the competence strategy desire to be respected as they promote 

themselves, but in so doing they risk seeming intellectually superior in a way that might 

cast them in an unfavorable light among their peers (Jones, 1990). The present study’s 

findings indicate that the risk of intellectually alienating others may have been worth it to 

participants only when a potential existing relationship wasn’t involved. In other words, 

when participants could interact without identifying themselves, they used the 

competence self-presentation strategy about half the time. But when participants had to 

communicate using their real identities — especially Facebook, which connects them to 

their individual social circles — that figure decreased. There is the possibility that 

participants may have written socially desirable comments that tended to show what 

they knew about a story because of the artificial physical lab setting. Socially desirable 

responses are a weakness of experimental and survey research methods.  

A second major finding was that the self-presentation strategy of intimidation was 

employed more often by participants in this study than participants have used it in 

previous studies (e.g., Dominick, 1999). Earlier studies found that, though ingratiation 

and competence are used rather frequently, the remaining three strategies — 

intimidation, exemplification and supplication — are seldom observed in communication. 
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Those latter three strategies are characteristically more unpleasant in nature than the 

first two strategies (Jones, 1990). While participants in the current study did not use 

exemplification and supplication often, intimidation was used in roughly one out of every 

five comments. The frequency varied slightly with the login conditions, but was 

consistently used by participants in each of the three conditions. This study does not 

conclusively answer what may have caused participants to employ the intimidation 

technique so frequently in this online news environment, regardless of a sense of 

publicness brought on by condition group. However, one possible explanation is that 

some people may feel a freedom to be malicious toward others while on the Internet. 

In the context of cyber-bullying, Kowalski and Limber (2007) observed that the 

Internet is a place “where victim and perpetrator cannot see each other” (p. S28), 

because of which some people may think they can play the role of the bully, or the 

intimidator, without harming other people. Psychologists, including Suler (2004), call it 

the “online disinhibition effect,” which is when people sometimes behave online in ways 

they would not in person. This effect can sometimes drive people to be nicer online than 

they would normally be in person. But, online disinhibition is not always a good thing. 

Suler terms the unpleasant side of online disinhibition “toxic disinhibition” (p. 321). This 

let-down of a person’s guard can include “rude language, harsh criticisms, anger, 

hatred, even threats” (p. 321) … which is precisely what lies at the core of Jones’ self-

presentation strategy of intimidation. This reveals a potential for something intriguing 

and mysterious about participants’ perceptions of the Internet. It is a public place, but 

some people appear to thrive off of the hidden communication it facilitates. That theory 
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of invisibility on the Internet may partially explain why some individuals write hate 

speech in online comments or attack other people with words online.  

While there were no extreme examples of bullying in the present study, examples 

of bully-like intimidation were observed. Some participants used profanity. Others 

responded with harsh criticism to comments left by previous participants. Still others 

made sweeping statements of anger directed at individuals, society or both. 

The author of the present study suggests extending Jones’ (1990) intimidation 

strategy of self-presentation with the hallmark characteristics of bullying, cyber-bullying 

in particular. These traits help to explain the motivations of persons who employ volatile 

comments. To date, ingratiation and competence are the best-understood self-

presentation strategies (Jones, 1990). Exploring intimidation in greater detail can help to 

broaden our understanding of this strategy in an online environment. 

A third major finding showed that personal interest in news topics can sometimes 

predict the types of news stories that participants select to read online. In the present 

study, personal interest significantly predicted participants’ news story selection for 

three of the five news categories (Entertainment, Politics and Sports). It did not predict 

news story selection for the remaining two categories (Business and Science & 

Technology). This personal interest finding is consistent with a previous study by 

Althaus and Tewksbury (2002), who found that news consumption by online readers of 

The New York Times is more closely tied to personal interests than it is for print readers 

of the newspaper. However, in the present study, the amount of variance explained by 

personal interests of news topics and its impact on news story selection was still 

relatively low in most cases. This result means there are other possible explanations for 
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why participants chose the news stories they did. Another reason for choosing certain 

stories online could be the placement of stories on the web page (Nielsen & Pernice, 

2010). In the present study, the same stories appeared in the same order for each 

participant. The first several articles were among the most-often read and the most-

often commented-on articles. The researcher attempted to design an experimental 

website that mirrored a real-life news website in that the newest stories appeared first. 

The author advises future researchers to randomize the order of headlines on a news 

website, if possible, to control for this possible ordering effect. 

Interestingly, interest in Business and Science & Technology did not significantly 

predict news story selection in any of the three conditions. It is important to note that 

Business and Science & Technology were the two topics most closely associated with 

the majors of a majority of the student participants (enrolled in business and 

engineering courses). Those news topics were also the least-read and the most-read 

topics, respectively. Business articles were read 80 times, and Science & Technology 

articles were read 338 times. It is possible that no significance was found between the 

three login conditions because the business and engineering majors were spread out 

randomly across the groups. In other words, the participants shared an interest in 

Science & Technology stories, and a disinterest in Business stories across the three 

conditions. Inviting participants from courses with business and engineering majors is 

an acknowledged weakness in the methodology. The author suggests that future 

researchers select a broader sample of college majors or occupations in examining 

online news interests. 
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Current events may also explain why participants selected certain news. For 

example, at the time of the experiment, the 2012 U.S. presidential election was about 

five months away. The Republican Party was in the middle of its series of primary 

elections. The Texas primary election was held the first day of the experiment (May 29, 

2012). Former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney clinched the GOP nomination by 

winning the Texas primary. Primaries in California, Montana, New Jersey, New Mexico 

and South Dakota were held a few days after the experiment concluded (June 5, 2012). 

Those external factors may have played a role in the news selection process for some 

participants.  

H1 hypothesized that participants’ public identity and login conditions would 

predict the news stories they selected. The login conditions did not significantly predict 

story selection. This finding suggests that those factors — logging in anonymously, 

using a news organization login, and using a personal Facebook account to log in — 

may not play a role or may play a lesser role in the news story selection process. The 

researcher recognizes that the different login conditions used in the experiment may not 

have created a complete sense of publicness among participants, in particular in the 

Social Media Login condition. That sense of publicness is a requirement of self-

presentation theory. The experiment’s news websites appeared the same for each 

condition, except for the commenting module (see Appendix D). It is possible that this 

design inadvertently gave participants in the Social Media Login condition an undue 

feeling of anonymity while reading articles, as they did not have to use their Facebook 

accounts when selecting articles, but only when leaving comments. If the experiment 

website had posted headlines of stories read onto the Facebook timelines of the Social 
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Media Login participants, for example, that sense of publicness might have felt more 

authentic and the results may have been different as well. Also, the News Organization 

Login condition may not have successfully mirrored real-life conditions for some 

participants. The researcher acknowledges there are numerous methods used to create 

these logins. For example, some organizations display the user’s photograph, others 

use a cartoon avatar; some display full names, others use made-up user names; and 

some require the accounts to be authenticated, others do not. This experiment used just 

one of the many methods, and this design may have affected the sense of publicness 

created for users in the News Organization Login condition.  

Limitations 

One of the primary limitations of this study is the lab environment in which the 

experiment was conducted. The researcher conducted the study in a lab room that 

comfortably sat 22 students, but they were seated directly next to each other. Artificial 

settings are a weakness of experiments (Wimmer & Dominick, 2000). With the 

controlled lab environment, participants may have felt as if they were being watched, 

even though they were instructed to read through the stories on the website as they 

normally would peruse a news website. An experimental setting, however, was 

preferred to control for any external variables that an at-home environment would bring, 

such as other distractions online. A pilot test of 83 participants using an at-home 

method found that participants were unlikely to complete the experiment. In the pilot 

study, 35 participants reached the post-test survey stage of the experiment, and even 

fewer still completed it. The researcher believes that future studies might successfully 

utilize the at-home method, but a much more enticing incentive would be necessary. 
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A second limitation is the short shelf life of news stories. Every effort was made to 

ensure the Associated Press news selected was as recent as possible. The oldest 

article used was originally published on May 21, 2012, and the newest article used was 

originally published on May 28, 2012. However, the experiment ran from May 29 

through May 31, 2012, so participants in the later sessions experienced news that was 

dated by a few days. In terms of today’s 24-hour news cycle, news that is several days 

old is considered old. The author recognizes that this time element may have impacted 

some participants as they made decisions about which stories to choose.  

A third limitation is that the sample was comprised of college student volunteers 

and the findings can only be applied to those 93 participants. Indeed, the results may 

have been very different if the participants had been older or were already invested in 

their careers. In the present study, the participants were between the ages of 18 and 28, 

a common age group that researchers study when examining young adult news 

behavior (Pew Research Center, 2010a). More research on age group differences and 

online commenting is needed, because participants of a different age group likely could 

yield entirely different results. Also, participants took part in the experiment in exchange 

for extra credit. That external incentive may have impacted their answers, 

unintentionally or intentionally, toward what they perceived was desired of them. To 

reduce this possible effect, the researcher instructed participants that they should 

choose news genuinely of interest to them because they were not being tested in any 

way.  

Finally, the subjectivity of textual analysis is a limitation of the present study — 

language means different things in different contexts (Fairclough, 2003). The many 
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nuances of the English language have a major impact on the meaning behind 

comments. It is not possible to know a commenter’s true intent simply by reading what 

he or she wrote. For example, a comment might read, “That’s great.” It depends on the 

author’s inflection to know whether he or she truly meant that something was wonderful 

and fantastic, or if he or she sarcastically meant that something was not a good 

situation. Despite its limitations, though, textual analysis was appropriate for and useful 

in analyzing the comments written in the present study because it helped to identify and 

interpret the strategies participants used to present themselves (McKee, 2003).  
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION 

Times are changing. News delivery is changing. And so the mainstream news 

industry must change too, or risk becoming unprofitable and being replaced by 

something else entirely. To improve, the industry must strive to better understand 

modern society’s expectations for interactive news. Social media integration has great 

potential as a method of interactivity. However, exceedingly little is known about 

consumers’ opinions regarding this approach.  

The present study is among the first of its kind to study the emerging field of 

interactive news. As such, it attempted to create a foundation for future research with a 

methodology that could be replicated and built upon. More research is needed in the 

area of publicness, particularly how publicness affects news selection. This concept is 

essential to the success of online news distribution. If publicness affects news selection, 

publishers may need to adjust their editorial strategies accordingly. An experimental 

construct that publicly reports the online news stories participants read could be another 

way to examine self-presentation strategies and interactive news. More research is also 

needed to better understand the behavior and motivations of those who leave 

comments on online news stories. Commenting is a different kind of communication 

than face-to-face communication or blog publishing. Existing research is relevant, but 

cannot be applied without first studying self-presentation and commenting further. A 

content analysis of comments left on actual news stories — instead of those left on an 

experimental website — could examine the same five self-presentation strategies 

explored here. Specifically, more research is needed on the self-presentation strategy of 

intimidation. Jones (1990) acknowledged that ingratiation and competence are the best-
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understood of the set of five self-presentation strategies. The prevalence of the 

intimidation strategy in this online context presents a new opportunity for scholars to 

deepen our understanding of this strategy. 

There were several aspects of interactive news that fell outside the scope of this 

study, but would be equally intriguing to investigate. For example, how well can 

aggregate news services like Google’s and Yahoo predict the types of news stories that 

people are interested in? How does their ability to do so compare with traditional 

editorial judgment? Those services often function by users submitting a list of personal 

news preferences. This raises the question of self-presentation again: Are Internet 

users willing to provide accurate representations of their news interests in order to 

receive optimal news results from aggregate services? Or does the feeling of publicness 

and a corresponding desire to manage impressions take precedence?   

Interactive news is a broad topic with seemingly endless implications and 

applications. Currently, very little research exists. This study begins to explore the 

emerging field of interactive news — an area of study that has numerous questions in 

need of answers. 
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APPENDIX A 
EMAIL INVITE 

Dear UF student, 
  
I’m a mass communications graduate student at the University of Florida conducting an experiment for 
my master’s thesis that asks your opinions about Facebook and your media use. You will also be asked 
to read news stories, of your choosing, on a website as part of this experiment. 
  
I’m writing to ask if you would participate in the experiment. It will take you no more than 30 minutes. It will 
be held in the Research Lab in Weimer Hall. In exchange, you’ll receive extra credit for [INSERT CLASS 
HERE]. You would also be helping out a fellow UF student. 
  
To be eligible to participate in the study, you must sign up for a time specified below by Sunday, May 27, 
2012, by 5 p.m. To participate, please email Megan Mallicoat at mmallicoat@ufl.edu and specify which of 
the following lab sessions you’d like to attend: 
  
·   Tuesday, May 29, at 12:30 p.m. 
·   Tuesday, May 29, at 2 p.m. 
·   Wednesday, May 30, at 12:30 p.m. 
·   Wednesday, May 30, at 2 p.m. 
·   Thursday, May 31, at 12:30 p.m. 
·   Thursday, May 31, at 2 p.m. 
  
PLEASE NOTE: You must have a Facebook account to participate in this study, and some students may 
be asked to log into Facebook for the study. We will not have access to your account or any personal 
information, but know that you may be asked to participate in the experiment using Facebook. 
  
Please be assured that your individual responses will remain confidential and will only be reported as 
part of the group results. These results will be used solely for academic purposes and for possible 
academic publication. Your decision not to participate will not affect your standing with the University of 
Florida. The first page of the survey tells you about any risks involved in this study as well as your 
rights as a participant. 
  
If you have any questions about the experiment, please feel free to email me at mmallicoat@ufl.edu or 
my faculty supervisor, Amy Zerba, at azerba@jou.ufl.edu. 
  
Thank you in advance for helping a fellow Gator by taking the time to participate. 
  
  
Best regards, 
  
Megan Mallicoat 
University of Florida Graduate Student 
  
Approved by the University of Florida Institutional Review Board 02.  
Protocol #2012-U-363. 

mailto:mmallicoat@ufl.edu
mailto:mmallicoat@ufl.edu
mailto:azerba@jou.ufl.edu
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APPENDIX B 
SCREENSHOTS OF PRE-SCREENING SURVEY 

 

Figure B-1.  First screen of pre-screening survey. 
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Figure B-2.  Second screen of pre-screening survey. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure B-3.  Third screen of pre-screening survey. 
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APPENDIX C 
NEWS WEBSITES INSTRUCTIONS PAGE 

 

Figure C-1.  Example of the instructions page found on each news website. 
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APPENDIX D 
NEWS WEBSITES COMMENTING MODULES 

 

Figure D-1.  Commenting module for the No-Login condition. 
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Figure D-2.  Commenting module for the News Organization Login condition. 
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Figure D-3.  Commenting module for the Social Media Login condition. 
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APPENDIX E 
DESIGN OF NEWS WEBSITES 

 

 

Figure E-1.  News website home page. 
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Figure E-2.  Example of an article on the news websites. 
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APPENDIX F 
ORIGINAL SOURCE OF ASSOCIATED PRESS NEWS ARTICLES 

Business 

 http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=6ab5b6fcc9ff43b3bc35a355a
0c71583&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=0f4eab127d4a4a8bbc
7fa9b1b161f469&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Earns-
Tiffany&format=nitf&site=1 

 http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=defd7de16a8b456e8b7e907e
8ea6928d&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=3121745e0f204240
91fdd1992c096c93&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-RI-Schilling~s-Company-
Governor&format=nitf&site=1 

 http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=79ff1319703b4db78df837f3a
72a635e&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=264294ad2e9e4660b
c5591912ad7a389&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Durable-
Goods&format=nitf&site=1 

 http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=1fa2b9278b934995b12acb98
289b8fe3&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=89bc66c61e1f426ea
48f5e49d962708c&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Bank-
Earnings&format=nitf&site=1 

 http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=0bf3e65ae0e94ede9438ffbbf
2d01e36&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=8ba81fc8fdc344b3ac
a673bd8c34f753&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Gulf-Oil-Spill-Fishing-
Slump&format=nitf&site=1 

 http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=157787ae14cb48448a35c3a5
2227a36d&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=e0041166df48499a
92c6009f32882c60&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Food-Stamp-
Fraud&format=nitf&site=1 

 http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=766be7da08824e0ca293db4
702e97894&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=3f918f5eb9e248eb
8217aa1055054f1b&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-EU-Germany-Britain-
Financial-Crisis&format=nitf&site=1 

 http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=21ada34b3be94eb4b3ede3b
b0112335f&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=200614f60ff94f4ba
730933fc818db8e&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Pentagon-Clean-
Energy&format=nitf&site=1 

http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=6ab5b6fcc9ff43b3bc35a355a0c71583&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=0f4eab127d4a4a8bbc7fa9b1b161f469&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Earns-Tiffany&format=nitf&site=1
http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=6ab5b6fcc9ff43b3bc35a355a0c71583&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=0f4eab127d4a4a8bbc7fa9b1b161f469&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Earns-Tiffany&format=nitf&site=1
http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=6ab5b6fcc9ff43b3bc35a355a0c71583&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=0f4eab127d4a4a8bbc7fa9b1b161f469&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Earns-Tiffany&format=nitf&site=1
http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=6ab5b6fcc9ff43b3bc35a355a0c71583&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=0f4eab127d4a4a8bbc7fa9b1b161f469&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-Earns-Tiffany&format=nitf&site=1
http://www.apexchange.com/pages/OneUp.aspx?id=defd7de16a8b456e8b7e907e8ea6928d&links=39320,USABL,WK21Y2012,W21Y2012&fid=3121745e0f20424091fdd1992c096c93&Token=&media=Text&slug=AP-US-RI-Schilling~s-Company-Governor&format=nitf&site=1
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APPENDIX G 
EXAMPLE OF HEADLINE SHEET 

 

Figure G-1.  An example of a filled-out headline sheet. 
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APPENDIX H 
SCREENSHOTS OF POST-TEST 

 

 

Figure H-1.  First screen of post-test. 

 

 

 
Figure H-2.  Second screen of post-test. 
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Figure H-3.  Third screen of post-test. 

 
 
 

 

Figure H-4.  Fourth screen of post-test. 
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Figure H-5.  Fifth screen of post-test. 

 

 

 

Figure H-6.  Sixth screen of post-test. 
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Figure H-7.  Seventh screen of post-test. 
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Figure H-8.  Eighth screen of post-test. 

 

 

 

Figure H-9.  Ninth screen of post-test. 
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Figure H-10.  Tenth screen of post-test. 
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Figure H-11.  Eleventh screen of post-test. 
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Figure H-12.  Twelfth screen of post-test. 
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Figure H-13.  Thirteenth screen of post-test. 
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Figure H-14.  Fourteenth screen of post-test. 
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APPENDIX I 
DEBRIEFING FORM 

 

 

Figure I-1.  Image of the debriefing form. 
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