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Abstract 
 

Contemporary discussions in media science address a shift in powers towards social media 

and the audience itself. This thesis aims to examine these current transitions in prevailing 

news media, within the traditional theoretical framework of media transition, in media and 

communication science, to examine whether or not a revolutionary shift in the way we 

consume news has occurred. To get a grasp of whether or not the current changes show 

drastically differences and therefore a revolutionary shift, or if they are similar to traditional 

ways and therefore indicate an evolutionary development is in examined with the following 

research questions: 

RQ 1: Do the patterns of contemporary news consumption indicate a complementary 

existence or a displacement of traditional news media? 

RQ 2: How has the audience’ role changed due to the shift to internet platforms and has the 

audience perception of traditional news values been alternated?  

RQ 3: Do current consumption patterns and the audience’s perception indicate an 

evolutionary or revolutionary dynamic of media transition?  

Through a quantitative study, applying an online questionnaire and spreading it through the 

social platform Facebook and via Email, data on media usage and perception was 

accumulated among 126 participants. While the dissemination through the social media 

network leads to a convenience and snowball sample, it can also impact the audience’s 

opinion on news consumption and create biases in the answers and results and is an important 

fact to consider in the analysis.  

The results show the dynamics underlying the transformations within contemporary news 

media are both revolutionary and evolutionary. While perception of news in terms of value, 

quality and accuracy stay the same and social media users tend to imitate structures of forgone 

news media; a revolutionary change of the audience role in the relationship with the producer 

side can be observed. 
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1. Introduction  

At the beginning of March 2016 Bell, Visiting Professor, at Cambridge University hold a 

lecture with the title “The End of the News as We Know It: How Facebook Swallowed 

Journalism”. The focal point of her speech was not to outline an apocalyptical 

scaremongering but rather, to put an emphasis on the immense changes within the journalism 

industry due to new and social media. 

While the face of the media landscape has already undergone drastically changes with the 

migration of legacy outlets to online platforms, according to Bell, the mobile communications 

revolution, remote access to the internet technology and an elevated position of social media 

have modified the entire public sphere ecosystem within the last 5 years (Bell, 2016). Social 

media today is not only regulating the journalistic profession but is impacting every corner of 

the societal system, such as politics, the banking system, governments and leisure activities 

(Bell, 2016). 

Among the giants of the internet industry, Apple, Facebook and Google their supremacy has 

fired an excessive competition for user traffics and control over news contents. One 

innovation revolutionizing the journalistic distribution follows another. Thus within the last 

six month Facebook, Apple, Google, Snapchat and Twitter have come up with novel features 

such as Instant Articles, Apple News, Accelerated Mobile Pages, Discovery and Moments, all 

of which should facilitate the user’s experience, delivering news fast and in aggregated form 

(Bell, 2016). 

This power-shift towards Facebook and equivalents put the journalistic profession and 

traditional gateways as we know them in jeopardy, but what impact do they have on the ways 

the broad public consumes news? Will the previously illustrated efforts revolutionize our 

perception of news media as well as prevailing consumption patterns? 

This thesis aims to examine the dynamic underlying current changes in news consumption. 

With the help of a quantitative research, I find indicators either confirming a revolutionary 

impact or describing traditional patterns of news consumption. Within the traditional 

framework of media transformations I will investigate whether today’s consumption patterns 

can be enqueued in a natural chain of evolutionary developments and to what extent they 

evince old characteristics of media usage. Above all, I will examine how the audience’ role 

has changes due to this shift to internet platforms, how the users navigate through content and 

likewise whether their perception of traditional news values have been alternated.  
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Through this approach I will be, by the same token, able to draw conclusions of displacing or 

complementary effects of online news consumption on legacy media but furthermore 

aggregate knowledge on desires and attitudes of the audience. This contributes to the 

manifold research already conducted in the field of media and communication studies, in a 

way that derives information on how audiences adapt to new technologies, how they select 

news sources in an overly differentiated news environment and what aspects affect their 

willingness for participation in the publisher-audience interplay.  

Especially for journalistic education, these findings can be beneficial to improve educational 

programs and give an overview which disciplines of the profession remain in an important 

position, additionally, which path should be taken to successfully reach the users, while 

giving them what they long for.  

In the subsequent thesis, after a broad presentation of previous and current research projects, I 

will illustrate the theoretical framework of media transformation and its indicators and will 

discuss them in coherence with my research aim. Moreover, after a brief description on 

research methods I will justify my own research approach, as well as ponder my research 

design and questionnaire. Successively, I will present the findings of my survey and 

simultaneously discuss implementations of the results for the topic of this thesis. Finally, this 

chapter will be followed by a conclusion, in which I will draw interrelations between the 

theoretical framework and the analyzed consumption patterns of the online news audience, to 

generate answers to my research questions.  

2. Literature review and previous research 

The academic dialog among media scholars on news consumption patterns has steadily risen 

throughout the last decades, due to ongoing innovations in technology and news media 

distribution (Mitchelstein and Boczkowski, 2010). With the emerging of the web 2.0 and 

various social media networks in the first decade of this century, the amount of academic 

research on this topic has reiteratively been exhilarated. Considering this technological 

competence, to massively impact our lives, behaviors, attitudes and social structures, the 

manifold approaches in the latest and prevailing research, seems inescapable.  

According to this thesis’ examination of evolutional or revolutionary patterns, it is crucial to 

recognize strong interrelations between all aspects news media consumption. As a conclusion, 

the method of this thesis is put into relation with a variety of former research projects, 

focusing on divergent aspects within shifts in news distribution, to set the ground for a broad 
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understanding. In the following, relatively old research publications will be presented 

alongside with current projects. While they might consider practices and patterns of news 

consumption, that are – in this form – no longer of importance for current media usage, they 

are capable of a general demonstration of how transformations occur and why.  

2.0.1 Previous research 2000-2010 

 

Mitchelstein and Boczkowski (2010) offer an overview of scholarly findings and dominant 

methods during the years of 2000 to 2010. Although, these findings have partially become 

obsolete, as they focus on the shift from print to online news in the mid 2000s, they illustrate 

methodological ways to assess news consumption behaviors. Therefore they can serve as 

inspiration for current research on online consumption patterns. 

Hence the scholarship of the last decade, regarding news consumption patterns and 

displacement, was partitioned into two opposing blocs (Mitchelstein and Boczkowski, 2010). 

One group of researchers saw online media as complementary to traditional news (Chan and 

Leung, 2005; Hujanen and Pietikainen, 2004; Kayany and Yelsma, 2000; Livingstone and 

Markham, 2008; Nguyen and Western, 2007) and among other things, as Flavian and Guerra 

(2007) found out, as a way for consumers to find specific information (Mitchelstein and 

Boczkowski, 2010). Opponents of these believes (Gentzkow, 2007; Gunter et al., 2003; Kaye 

and Johnson, 2003; Lin et al., 2005), however detected a shift in general, dominating media 

consumption patterns towards online platforms and therefore a displacement of legacy news 

media (Mitchelstein and Boczkowski, 2010). In this context especially age-cohorts and 

socioeconomically affiliations seemed to be intrinsic values to affect online news media usage 

(Mitchelstein and Boczkowski, 2010). 

Cohesive, for the research of this thesis, it will be interesting to scrutinize, to which extend 

the current patterns of online media usage indicate a complete shift to internet platforms; if 

users (following Flavian and Guerra’s approach) select specific channels on the web to find 

one distinct type of news media and whether or not, these behaviors vary according to age-

groups. 

Additionally, the scholarly community has conducted various further examinations, which are 

of importance, regarding gateways and distribution. Thorson (2008) examined the impact of 

online news consumers on the selection of interesting topics. In her research, Thorson detects 

a difference in the producer-consumer-interplay of the news websites in 2008, likewise as 

Boczowski in 2004, stating that foremost the technological abilities of the internet enable the 
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audience to engage to a more active extent than this was potential within legacy media 

(Thorson, 2008).  

“This model of news production and consumption [where the editor suggests, which 

news event is the most important, though page placement or word count] is less accurate 

when applied to online newspapers, where [a] non-linear structure grants the reader 

increased autonomy in browsing through stories (Thorson, 2008, p. 474.)”  

Against this background Thorson employs the theoretical framework of the public 

endorsement effect to her research on NRE (news recommendation engines) and the New 

York Times most emailed-stories-list. In these lists of popular news stories Thorson detects 

institutional endorsement blending in with individual endorsement, as multiple members of 

the public act upon their liking, acquiring the impact of an institution (Thorson, 2008).  

These thoughts are of very fruitful potential for the findings of my own research later on, as 

one could see the roots of sharing and consumption patterns on social media platforms such as 

Facebook, in these early ‘user-generated’ popularity lists. 

 “By granting an article public endorsement, […] its perceived quality [might be 

increased] while [it is] retaining the inherited credibility of the publishing institution 

[…] (Thorson, 2008, p. 476.)”  

 

This assumption is closely related to Sundar and Nass’s (2001) findings on source credibility 

and perception. Subjects would value an article more, when thinking that it was selected by a 

fellow user, rather than a news editor (Thorson, 2008).  Sundar and Nass call this way of 

suggesting a source ‘receiver source’. The receiver “takes responsibility for shifting and 

prioritizing [a news story] (Thorson, 2008.)” and thereby becomes his or her own gatekeeper. 

Especially against the background of social media networks, it is crucial to the academic 

community, to understand how news consumers choose information and how they decide 

“what to read and what to trust (Thorson, 2008.)” 

2.0.2 Recent research 2011-2016 

 

While the previously outlined research can serve as examples for general motives of change 

and evolution in media consumption, due to the immense rise in popularity and proliferation 

of the smartphone and tablet posterior to 2010, current considerations of scholars and research 

at the time, must not be neglected. The modern, technological devices and the digitalization 

have affected the media landscape in various ways, most apparent in the exponentially 

increasing abundance of content (information likewise to entertainment) available (Swart, 

Peters and Broersma, 2016) and the “ubiquitous connectedness, [which] enable[s] citizens the 
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access to news literally whenever and wherever (Westlund and Färdigh, 2015, p. 54.)”. 

Westlund and Färdigh (2015) examined news consumption according to the application of 

one or more sources of news, across different age-cohorts and found indicators for a 

prevalence of “single-media” news use, rather than “cross-media” consumption (Westlund 

and Färdigh, 2015). At the same time, their data implied a clear shift from print to online and 

can be taken as an indicator, that online news usage is not a complementary but displacing 

alternative to legacy media.  

Simultaneously, the myriad of news content forces the digital user to originate methods to sort 

through these masses and maintain a digest. How, today’s news audience approaches this 

task, is examined in diverse ways in the contemporary scholarly community. While some 

researchers choose quantitative avenues of approach (e.g. Mitchell, Holcomb, and Page 2013; 

Newman, Levy, and Nielsen 2015; Yuan 2011; Boczkowski and Mitchelstein 2013), through 

monitoring the users’ clicks and surf-patterns or inquiries on online behavior, others such as 

Van Cauwenberge, d’Haenens, and Beentjes (2013) and  Zerba (2011) apply qualitative 

methods to not only assemble an insight on frequencies, but also alterations in the users 

perception and preference in everyday life news use (Swart, Peters and Broersma, 2016). 

Although, in the eyes of Swart, Peters and Broersma (2016), these courses of action adopt a 

too narrow view on user’s perception, which hinders them from observing a complex 

interplay in news media consumption. Therefore the research team “combines the study of 

cross-media news use with an analysis of the perceived importance of news media (Swart, 

Peters and Broersma, 2016.)”, which can serve as an exemplary research for my study. As I 

am equally eager to examine the perception of legacy media and a possibly constant usage of 

such, likewise to patterns of online news media and social media news use, to determine the 

nature of an evolutionary or revolutionary shift in the overall behavior of the audience.  

Similar to Schrøder’s research in 2015, Swart, Peters and Broersma examine a wide range of 

factors interplaying with news use, such as investment of time and money, the situation, 

degree of technological appeal and possibilities to engage etc. (Swart, Peters and Broersma, 

2016), to draw conclusions from patterns of usage to value perceptions. By inquiring quota 

samplings, they were able to detect additional finings to previous analysis. In first place, the 

separation of analytical concepts for use and importance permitted the recognition, that “[…] 

news media use and appreciation appear to be supported by different motivations […] (Swart, 

Peters and Broersma, 2016.)”. Moreover, their findings indicated, that irrespective of 
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socioeconomic or age affiliation, abilities of a participatory news usage is, contrary to 

predictions, only a marginal factor for online news use (Swart, Peters and Broersma, 2016). 

2.1 Aim and scope of study  

These findings are serving as a toehold for my research, in which I attempt to examine the 

extent to which online news use implies participation and, whether the participation in news 

media online indicates an exemplary shift in news consumption habits compared to those 

found in legacy media.  I am aiming to test the dynamic nature that is subject to the shift in 

contemporary news consumption. Is the way users consume news online drastically different, 

meaning that it has changed revolutionary; or are the patterns they show close to traditional 

usage which would imply an evolutionary shift.  I am assuming to find a transformation that 

is, equally revolutionary in terms of connectivity, exposure to news and participation, and 

traditional, as it shows habits of orientation reverting back to legacy media usage. 

2.1.1 Research Questions  

Therefore, to reach this research aim I will ask discuss the following research questions: 

RQ 1: Do the patterns of contemporary news consumption indicate a complementary 

existence or a displacement of traditional news media? 

RQ 2: How has the audience’ role changed due to the shift to internet platforms and has the 

audience perception of traditional news values been alternated?  

Additionally, regarding the outcome of these RQs and other findings from my quantitative 

inquiry, I will discuss the nature of the current changes:   

RQ 3: Do current consumption patterns and the audience’s perception indicate an 

evolutionary or revolutionary dynamic of media transition?  

3. Theoretical Framework: Transition in Media 

3.1 Transitions in media 

The notion of media transitions considers the shifting tendencies, potentially driven by 

technological transformations, which occur within media and thus, how these forces originate 

new, altered manifestations of such. According to Biere and Holly (1998) these modifications 

have frequently provoked ambivalent sentiments among their observers, throughout the scope 

of history. Each emergence of unfamiliar and advanced technologies repeatedly appeared to 
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be simultaneously squired by anxieties and aspirations (Biere and Holly, 1998). On the one 

hand, innovations were assumed to be superior and signal enhancement, on the other hand 

they were feared to endanger the status quo (Biere and Holly, 1998). Based on the suspicion 

that alterations could result in a discharge of the human perceptual capacity and trepidation to 

experience a loss of quality, this phenomenon has been a red thread throughout the history of 

media (Scheunemann, 1997). 

3.1.1 Characteristics of transitions in media – old in new, new in old  

 

While modifications in the media landscape easily make the impression to bear great 

differences, from a theoretical perspective within the field of media and communication 

studies, this is not necessarily true. Biere and Holly (1998) predicted transformations in media 

to uphold three features that could soothe negative and culturally pessimistic concerns.  

First of all, argue Biere and Holly (1998) innovative technologies will, when introduced in 

society, frequently be addressed with a considerate amount of lethargy from the consumer’s 

side. By principle, the social operating of new media bears those of its antecedent, until with 

time unique patterns of usage are established (Biere and Holly, 1998). 

Moreover these contemporary methods of handling media are more likely to arise from the 

inventiveness of the users, rather than being foreseen by the creator (Scheunemann, 1997). In 

this thought the great dynamic of social-medial interplay becomes evident and illustrates the 

potential for the long-lasting impact both sides can have on each other. Andreas Ziemann 

(2007) summarizes this reciprocal effect in a table. 

Table 1: Media innovations (Ziemann, 2007) 

 Improvement of old media Emergence of innovative 

media use  

Print Improvement of hand-writing Emergence of journalistic press 

Electric telegraphy Improvement of telegraphy for 

military purposes 

News agencies 

Telephony Improvement of telegraphy and 

transmission of sounds 

Media for private 

communication 

Film Entertainment component in 

vaudeville 

Media for movie and news  

Radio Improvement of wireless 

telegraphy 

Media for broadcast news and 

eventually individually 

consumed media on the side 
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Television Improvement of videophone Media for broadcasting news 

and entertainment – dominating 

mass media 

Computer Simplified arithmetic Multipurpose instrument, 

processing and accumulation of 

data, social interaction 

 

Although Ziemann lists the computer granting the rise of the Internet, he is missing the 

Internet itself, which from today’s perspective, considering its medial impact on society, as 

well as development in patterns of usage, should be named alongside with the forgone 

modifications. 

I have developed Ziemann’s model to include the historio-technical infrastructure and user 

practices of Internet and Social media. 

Table 2: Ziemann’s media innovations extended 

Internet Improvement of military 

communication and data 

transfer (Carlson, 2003.) 

Omnipresent multimedia 

technology, spreading of 

information, remotely 

accessible, part of every area of 

society 

Social media  “address book” of private 

contacts, planning and sharing 

of personal life (Holmgaard 

Chrsitensen, 2016.) 

Personal and public 

organization, accumulator of 

information, gateway to / layer 

over the internet 

 

Apart from the aspect of ‘the old in the new’ according to Biere and Holly’s (1998) theory of 

media conversion, media in competitive positions develop differentiations in usage and aim, 

causing the possibility of complementary existence (Biere and Holly, 1998). Witnessed in the 

transition from the book to the movie, media does not consequently become obsolete when 

sharing the same narrative (Biere and Holly, 1998). Even the advent of hand-writing did not 

result in an abolition of the language although the new media differed in solely a single 

material fixation of its precedent (Ziemann, 2007). Therefore, an overtime evolved 

specification and distinct social application will likely counter a complete re- or displacement 

of media.  
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Nevertheless, as Biere and Holly (1998) examine, at the same time complementary existence 

of diverse media leads to a discharge of tasks, which a certain technology was not fully and 

ideally potential to execute, causing a shift in the patterns of usage to a terrain more suitable 

to the medium’s abilities. This becomes especially evident in the case of the radio, which 

original intent was to inform large groups of the public and relegated into a secondary 

medium, finding a new niche in on-the-side information. ‘The new in the old’ means, 

characteristics of media can possibly stay unrecognized until perceived through the rise of 

new media (Biere and Holly, 1998). Hence, innovative media does not only impact the social 

fabric, but transforms former mass media technologies retroactively. 

3.1.2 (R)-evolution of media 

 

A permanent aspect in the discussion on media conversions and transformations is whether or 

not these occur following either evolutionary or revolutionary patterns of alteration. The 

assumption of a chronological development in timely order, meaning an evolution of media 

from book to broadcast to digitalization, occupies a relatively dominant position in the 

scholarly community. Ziemann (2007) claims this viewpoint to be inadequate, as it 

concentrates on a technological deterministic perspective, regarding the ascending in time and 

myriad increasing sequence of technological innovations in media (Zieman, 2007). Due to the 

intense interplay between media and society mentioned multitudinous times before, advocates 

of a sociological angle deplore a technological approach of medial shifts, as it ultimately 

denies mutual influence (Stauff, 2007).  

Observing each component of current societies a technological drive behind prevailing 

changes can clearly not be rejected, as novel patterns in communication and news 

consumption have solely been enabled through innovative technology. Looking at Biere and 

Holly’s rules of ‘old in new’ and ‘new in old’ from this perspective it turns pictorial, how 

these laws can likewise be applied to structure of media. Taking the example of the transition 

from language to writing one detects, that language itself is constructed of syllables and 

sounds, broken down in discrete letters and therefore underlies a reasonable set of rules. 

Before handwriting and printing was invented, the medium language thus already 

incorporated the structure to capture and memorize, used by successive media (Schröter, 

2004). 

In this scenario the written word can hence be regarded as an enhancement of language and a 

demonstration of media evolution. So, to interpret whether the dynamic of shifts in media is 

of an evolutionary or revolutionary nature is greatly depended on how it is displayed. 
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Nevertheless, the terminology of evolution in biology indicates the adapting of a living 

creature to its surroundings. This implies for the theory of media transitions that not only the 

technology itself needs to be taken into account but alongside with it the society and the 

therein determined aspirations and requirements, deduces Ziemann (2007). 

He inspects the launch of a new media technology from an economic standpoint and 

illustrates, that the success and integration of new media is reliant on the integration in 

existing cultural habits and processes (Ziemann, 2007). Media transformations are in this 

contexts only from a posterior perceptive able to be declared as successful and can therefore 

be considered as ‘problem solutions’ according to Niklas Luhmann (Ziemann, 2007). The 

sociologist is of the opinion that media innovations appear where lacks in communication and 

accessibility need to be solved and generate social order (Ziemann, 2007). Due to this 

reasoning the terminology of revolution appears to be more fitting when describing media 

transformations.  

Contextually, online news media and social networks obviously originated solely due to 

technological inventions that can be enqueued in an evolutionary process of ongoing 

enhancement. Due to how users apply them, which will be examined in the subsequent they 

might be better described with the term revolutionary. Very important at this point is to 

differentiate between an effect on every aspect of society or only one.  

4. Method 

As illustrated earlier a multitude of factors can be examined within news media, using a great 

variety of methods. Whether a quantitative approach, through click monitoring, large-scale 

surveys or longitudinal accumulation is practicable, rather than a qualitative tactic in terms of 

interviews, laboratory examinations or qualitative analysis of content, greatly depends on the 

aim and focal point of the study.  

Nevertheless, as Bryman describes it, a differentiation between qualitative and quantitative 

research should reach further than a solely regard of “superficial […] presence or absence of 

quantification (Bryman, 2012.)” The two opposing strategies ground on diverse 

considerations. While a qualitative study acts controversial to scientific beliefs and the rule of 

verification, it follows an ontological scheme (Bryman, 2012). Contrasting, the school of 

quantitative methodology is more closely related to the examination processes of natural 

science. The quantitative researcher aspires, the concept of “positivism (Bryman, 2012)”. 

Meaning the results should be explainable with reason and each stage of the research must be 
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illustrated in detail to be imitable (Bryman, 2010). Additionally, quantitative research should 

be transparent, comprehensive and free from biases (Bryman, 2012). 

Compared to the qualitative approach, quantitative research strategies can be said to test 

theories rather than to originate new ones (Bryman, 2012). However, these in theory 

conceived regularities might not be found in this clarity within the scholarly community, as 

the sociological component of research issues, often asks for qualitative considerations. As a 

result, a considerate amount of research is implemented in a mixed-method procedure, 

combining elements of quantitative and qualitative techniques.  

In the following, I will illustrate my reasons to choose a quantitative research method with 

minor qualitative elements, as well as my step-by-step considerations, to fulfill the deductive 

ideal. 

4.1 Justification for type of method and units of observation 

For my research it is essential to look into both, a broad picture of general news media usage 

and the behavior consumers reveal on the internet. The data accumulated should enable to 

draw conclusions on frequencies and significance of specific news media. In combination 

with socio-economic statistics, as well as information on age-cohorts, it should allow a 

diagnosis on, whether contemporary consumption patterns of online news usage indicate a 

modification of the social fabric or might solely signify a trend-phenomenon among younger 

users. On behalf of these objects of investigation, a quantitative research strategy seems 

appropriate, as it allows the obtaining of general knowledge on news behavior.  

Simultaneously, it is important not to neglect the operational routines of the news consumers, 

likewise their perspective on different types of news. As Westlund and Färdigh (2015) 

detected, frequent behavior and actual value of different types of media cannot undoubtedly 

be associated with each other. Additionally a shift in media consumption might occur within 

characteristic revolutionary patterns, while still upholding traditional filters of selection, 

organization and appreciation. The research conducted in this thesis should accumulate 

information on perception, which equally indicates majority statements and individual 

judgment. Therefore, I will combine a broad quantitative data acquisition with open questions 

enabling a basic qualitative insight.  

Already implied in the justification of method is the argument for the desirable units of 

observation. The ideal condition for the study would be an equally representative sampling 

frame. Anyhow, as the research aims to conduct specifically online news consumption and the 
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role of social media within this framework, not only an internet connection but also an active 

use of web-based media, is necessary to accumulate knowledgeable replies. A desirable 

examination of divergent age-cohorts in this research should rather aim to draw conclusions 

on different perceptions of new media and ways of distribution, than to encore outline a 

visible decline of legacy media. Last but not least, as the internet greatly contributed to 

globalization and generated a public sphere that exceeds the boarders of nation states, it is 

aspirational to acquire responses from a vast diversity of national backgrounds. An attempt to 

achieve this objective was taken in the successive research, although only in parts 

accomplished. 

4.1.2 Consideration of research design criteria 

Bryman (2012) brings forward a sequence of operational steps within quantitative study 

designs, which were taken as groundwork for my inquiry on online news media consumption 

and perception. Bryman (2012) devotes great attention to the operational functionality of the 

research design, which particularly in quantitative surveys concerns composition of the 

questionnaire, as well as quality of questions. Although in the case of the inquiry that 

underlies my research, distortion through social awareness is to a great extent impeded due to 

an anonymous online procedure, types of questions and possible responses need to be 

thoroughly revised. 

Open questions incorporate the benefit that respondents are not exposed to a fixed set of 

answers, but can express their own believes (Bryman, 2012). Simultaneously this prevents 

leading answers and can generate “unusual [not foreseen] responses (Bryman, 2012). 

Nonetheless, this type of questions demands considerate energy, as they are time consuming 

to answer and require encoding (Bryman, 2012). 

Closed questions have the advantage to be time economical and alongside may define the aim 

of a question. In this context it is crucial to consider answer possibilities and give an 

indifferent option, as the subject might otherwise be troubled, if no option suits his standpoint 

(Bryman, 2012). Especially concerning an examination of changes, as in my following 

questionnaire, the transcription of the respondent’s memory may not accurately apply to 

actual usage in the past. A similar presentation of problems applies to questions on 

perception.  

“[…] Prior (2009) demonstrated that measuring news media use via […] surveys is 

problematic, because users tend to overestimate their own use up to eight times as high 

as their actual use. Therefore, to investigate perceived news use in a way that might be 
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closer to people’s actual use patterns, it is more fruitful to let users rank different news 

media in relation to each other […] (Swart, Peters and Broersma, 2016, p. 2.)” 

These difficulties accessed in former research have therefore been taken into consideration 

during the preparatory phase of the subsequently applied methodology and construction of the 

questionnaire.  

4.2 Questionnaire and aims for data analysis  

 
The questionnaire composed for this survey is equally designed to collect quantitative data 

and a minor amount of qualitative responses, which might help to prove attitudes or 

perceptions of news media online. To simultaneously measure the quotidian presence of news 

media, habitual news use, gateways and the degree of information received; alongside with 

the willingness to involve and attitudes towards news media, the questionnaire was 

subdivided into different categories. 

Initially the subjects were inquired about general data, to draw conclusions between 

demographic information and habits or attitudes collected in the posterior. Afterwards, the 

leading section of the questionnaire Media usage and interest aims to accumulate the 

participant’s interests, most valued characteristics in news and which social media platforms 

they are registered on. These answers will serve to weigh the respondent’s patterns of usage, 

in the posterior. 

In the subsequent chapter on News Consumption Patterns Online and Offline this data is 

amplified with questions on consumption habits; how important is which type of media to the 

subject and how frequent does it use this media during the day. In the analyses this section 

will emerge knowledge on whether or to what extent today’s news consumption has 

peregrinated into the online sphere. In the analysis I will closely relate this section the 

questionnaire’s segment Gateways. Here, indicators for a shift in news consumption, 

Facebooks altered role in the interplay between news distributers and the audience, and the 

behavior of the audience itself, will be examined. How does the use of social media help the 

subjects to organize the myriad of information available? And moreover, to what extent do 

these patterns resemble those of traditional news use?  

In the questionnaire’s segment of News, Social Media and Participation, the subjects respond 

to, how they participate in news distribution and ‘trending’ topics on social media. Here the 

prevailing assumption of an active and “produsing (Bruns, 2007; Picone, 2011)” audience will 

need to stand up to empirical scrutiny. Moreover, in the analysis of this segment it will be 
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observed which influence the internet and behavioral characteristics of a participatory public 

are impersonated in the shifts of news consumption and again, whether these are indicator for 

or against a revolutionary change. 

Closely related to this, the subcategory Perception of News and News Online inquires the 

audience view on quality of online news alongside their perception of public engagement in 

the process of news production. Additionally, the respondents shall give their opinions on 

ethical and moral aspects of news on social media. In this section quantitative evaluation will 

indicate how traditional journalism is seen in comparison to its user-generated counterpart, 

how the broad majority of the sample values in-depth, reasonable and considerate reporting in 

opposition to fast distribution of information. This might allow, to draw meaningful results in 

the analysis, as a critical position to these new patterns of participation might indicate a 

traditional attitude towards the producer-audience relationship. Most importantly, at this stage 

also qualitative research segments are included and will provide insights on the subject’s 

attitudes and perception.  

Beyond that, the questionnaire gathers information on News Payment. Respondents are asked, 

if they pay for printed newspapers or online content and why. Through this questioning 

conclusions will be drawn again on how news media is currently consumed and, moreover, 

how much participants value journalistic work. Hence, this will enable conclusions on the 

respondent’s desires, expectations regarding content, reliability or ethics and perception of 

news. 

4.3 Survey: Online news media consumption and perception 

The study conducted as an empirical basis for my research persists of an anonymous survey, 

which was available for participation during a two week inquiry period from April 25
th

 until 

the 9
th

 of May. It is predicated on an online questionnaire, designed through the webpage 

esurveycreator.com. Automatically, the platform generated an online link, by means of which 

the subjects were forwarded to the poll’s webpage, through a simple click. Moreover, after 

completing the questionnaire, the survey generator esurveycreator.com accumulated the 

collected data and offered an innominate insight for me as the initiator. 

Through the application of this survey tool various positive effects on the cooperativeness of 

the subject body could be achieved. On the one hand, the availability of the survey online did 

not depend upon further efforts of the participants. This would have been the case for 

analogical filled-in forms requiring reshipping. On the other hand, the ability to select German 
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as an alternative language to English is most likely to have especially lowered the hindrance 

of the German-speaking subjects. Furthermore, the possibility to respond without an 

interviewer on the phone or in a face-to-face conversation decreased the risk of social 

awareness. This is of particular convenience regarding questions of ethical and moral 

concerns.  

4.2.1 Composition of subject sample and implementation of survey 

The selection of the subject sample, in most instances, occurred based on the strategy of 

‘snowball-dissemination’, through the publication of the survey-link on private user accounts 

on the social media platform Facebook. Through continuous spreading through further users, 

it was possible to reach a quite sizeable and in origin diverse research-population, considering 

the short inquiry period. Nevertheless, as the sampling frame consists of my personal friends 

and distant acquaintances, as well as their contacts, the participants were chosen by a 

principal of chance. Therefore, my research is based on an unknown, convenience sample, as 

it was hardly practicable to impact the composition of participants and is not statistically 

representative. To obtain a representative survey sample the dissemination should have been 

completely random. 

In order to reach beyond the typically young and digital-media-oriented audience of social 

media networks, the survey-link was supplementary circulated via email. I used my private 

contacts, as starting points for a chain-procedure; one subject reached by email, was invited to 

remit the questionnaire to a potential further participant. This enabled reaching older peer 

groups, whose answers could be of notable interest for the comparison of online news media 

consumption. Additionally, size of the sample was strongly limited from the survey tool. 

Although access to a broader number of answers was enabled due to an investment in a 

premium account, the conduction remained limited to 10,000 clicks. 

Anyhow, it is important to underline that the outcome of my research is strongly impacted by 

its dissemination through Facebook. Although some participants were contacted via email, the 

majority of the sample was called to action though the social network. Therefore I need to 

assume, that this grand share of participants holds biases towards online media and news 

consumption through social media, as they are active users and familiar with online 

procedures, which they might have incorporated in their answers. Comprehensively, this can 

have a negative effect on the results and needs to be continuously considered during the 

analysis.   
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In total, 126 people took part in the survey. With 41 %, more than two-fifth of the respondents 

are full- time students in higher education, forming a clear majority among the sample. The 

second largest participation was conducted by full-time employees, spending more than 30 

hours a week on their profession. With 38%, this group forms more than one-third of the 

survey sample and can be seen as relatively balanced to the share of full-time students. The 

remaining respondents forming slightly over one-fifth of the sample size are embodied by the 

part-time employed (6%), the unemployed, both seeking (6%) and not seeking (8%) work, 

High School students (1%) and trainees in trade, technical or vocational programs (1%).  

This statistically unbalanced composition is likewise reflected in the participant’s data on age 

and education. Corresponding to the numbers of full-time students among the respondents, the 

age groups of 18-24 (42%) and 25- 34 year olds (35%) are constructing the most essential 

share of the sample. Residually the other age classifications compose slightly more than 20% 

of the whole, the 55-74 year olds are represented by forming 14 % of the participants, while 

the 34- 44 years olds make up 6% and the group of 45-54 year olds only reaches 3%. 

Furthermore, none of the participants were either younger than the age of 17 or older than 75 

years old. 

A considerably significant majority of the survey received higher education, more than two-

thirds of the sample have obtained or are currently enrolled in a Bachelor’s (39%) or Master’s 

(25%) degree, 3% graduated with an associate degree and three participant reached the 

doctorial level (2%). While roughly one-third of the subjects either has an education level of 

High school (10%) or lower (6%), or took part in a trade/technical or vocational program 

(12%). 

The gender distribution among the sample population evinces a ratio of two-thirds to one-

third differing by 17%, as 58% of the participants clicked the option female and 41% of the 

subjects claimed to be male. Only one of the respondents chose the option ‘other’, making up 

less than 1% of the answers. Moreover, the number of participants who indicated to have a 

profession or education related to media and journalism (36%) makes up about only half of 

those, whose occupation is not at all related to this field (64%). Therefore the answers of the 

participants can mainly be seen as those of regular internet users without in-depth knowledge 

on the issue; nevertheless these professionals might become apparent in the opened questions 

embedded in the questionnaire. 

Naturally, due to my personal network on the social media platform Facebook and my 

German origin, the majority of participants stated to be of German nationality, forming 45 % 
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of the sample. This clear majority is marginally followed by Swedish, Danish, Norwegian and 

Finnish citizens, collectively constituting 15 % of the survey sample. Nevertheless, the survey 

succeeded to reach an especially broad variety in terms of nationality and origin of its 

respondents. Overall, subjects from 28 different countries took part in the inquiry, mostly 

from European countries. 

Table 3:  European countries of nationality in survey composition 

Germany 58 Switzerland 1 

Sweden 9 Spain 5 

Norway 3 Italy 2 

Finland 3 Greece 1 

Denmark 5 Poland 1 

England 3 Estonia 1 

The Netherlands 1 Hungary 2 

Belgium 1 Romania 1 

France 2 Czech Republic 1 

 

Nevertheless the survey also performed a transcontinental examination.  

Table 4: Non-European countries of nationality in survey composition 

Ghana 3 Australia 8 

Tanzania 1 Argentina 1 

Egypt 1 Mexico 1 

Iran 1 China 1 

Armenia 4 USA 5 

 

Regarding these percentages and the general composure of the subject body, it rapidly 

becomes apparent, that the results of the study will not be statistically representative. 

Although the survey is by majority composed of full-time students and full-time employees, 

equally belonging to both genders, broadly with a sophisticated level of higher university 

education, in order to be representative for this group, the sample would need to be random.  

5 Results and Analysis 

For the following display of results, the subcategories of my questionnaire as illustrated 

earlier under 4.2.1, will serve as orientation. Due to an immense timely limitation, an 
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extensive and thorough statistical analysis would exceed the scope of this thesis. Therefore, 

the subsequent analysis concentrates mainly on a descriptive evaluation, taking percentages 

into account to draw conclusions on dominant behaviors, attitudes and perceptions. 

Nevertheless, a far account of variables will be associated with one another through cross 

tabulations computed within SPSS to give a more detailed understanding and specific insight 

in relations between age and social media usage. 

5.1 Media usage and interest 

5.1.1 Interest  

 

To the question, how generally interested in news the respondents would asses themselves, 

7% answered with the option “exceptionally interested”, a total of 63 people and therefore 

53% claimed to be very interested and another 31% stated to feel moderately interested in 

news media. While only one-tenth of the survey sample chose the response option “slightly 

interested”, the share of highly interested to moderately interested subjects among the sample 

makes up a clear majority. Associated with the composition of the sampling frame of the 

survey, mostly displaying comparatively young participants in between 18 and 34 years old, 

majoritarian belonging to professional fields not related to journalism or media, these results 

indicate a surprisingly strong interest in news among potential users of online and social 

media. Nevertheless a cross tabulation comparing the shares of “very interested” participants 

among the age groups show a significant trend (p<0.05) that older peer groups claim to be 

more interested than younger subjects.  

Table 5: Age and general interest cross-tabulation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 6: Age and general interest Chi-Square Test 
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While among the 18-24 year old about 40% said to be very interested and 43% moderately 

interested, the disparity between these two answer options increases with age. Thus, 45% of 

the 25-34 year olds are very interested and 27% moderately interested. Among the ages 35-44 

years (71%) and 45-54 years (75%) the majority is “very interested”. In fact members of these 

age-cohorts were either very or exceptionally interested in news or did not answer at all. 

Within the group of 55-74 year olds the percentage of very interested participants even 

reaches 78%. 

Overall, the characteristic of a news story that all participants saw as most important, was 

accuracy and reliability, which 80% of the subjects who answered this question indicated as 

“very important”. In the comparison below it becomes apparent, that factual reporting is 

valued most. An in-depth analysis and the display of various points of views to form an 

opinion is indeed seen as something crucial of most respondents but seems to occupy a lower 

position in the order of priorities, as a higher percentage of subjects clicked the option 

“somewhat important” for these two characteristics. Especially concerning the answer option 

“Give me what I need to make up my mind”, where double the amount of participants 

answered with “somewhat important” the interpretation is very interesting. Here it can be 

assumed, that multi-angle reporting is indeed highly valued but that a majority of the subjects 

are at the same time self-confident to gather the necessary information for a well-grounded 

opinion themselves. 

Table 7: Valuation of characteristics of news (n=117) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If one compares these results with the outcome of why the majority uses more than one single 

source to receive news information, this assumption is proven right. With a very significant 

distance to alternative options, 64% of the sampling frame stated to use various news media 
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“to get different point of views and form a well-grounded opinion”. Apart from the subjects 

self-dependency this might also indicate a low reliance in media institutions to report 

accurately. This will be analyzed in the context of Perception of News and News online in 

5.5.  

The topics most interesting to the overall majority of the survey participants are first of all 

national politics (61%), followed by international politics (60%) and local issues (53%). The 

least interest was aroused by news on sports (19%), celebrities and entertainment (22%) and 

finance and business (25%).  

Graph 1: Interest in type of news (n=126) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Regarding the composition of the research population in relation to, in the posterior more 

thoroughly illustrated, exposure to online and social media, these results strongly disprove the 

assumption, that online news users are more interested in trivial topics. Nevertheless, to 

eliminate the possibility of a premature conclusion, this hypothesis needs to be tested in 

relation to social media usage and age. 

5.1.2 News Media Usage 

 

Additionally, the survey results show a clear dominance of Facebook among social media 

network usage. 83% of the respondents clicked the answer option “Facebook”, only 

moderately close followed by Instagram (55%) and YouTube (52%). Twitter, a platform 

which is alongside with Facbook a focal point of this study, due to its ability of fast news 
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distribution, is in contrast solely used by 37% of the sampling frame. According to general 

expectations only 11% of the 55-75 year olds use Facebook, while the share among the 35-44 

and 45-53 year olds is 50% and both of the younger peer-groups show a full-coverage of 

Facebook-use. Twitter, in this context, reaches comparatively more users among the middle-

aged, as in both cases only one subject less claims to use Twitter than Facebook. 

Nevertheless, these numbers need to be considered carefully, as the overall population of 

these groups is very small and not able to illustrate significant representations. 

When asked how many news sites, organizations or magazines the respondents have either 

liked or followed on Facebook and Twitter, the composition of results differs a lot between 

the two social networks. While both social media platforms show a high appliance of 

following or linking news sources compared to a relatively small share of users who do not, in 

the case of Facebook like any news institution (9%) and in the case of Twitter do not follow 

any (16%), Facebook users seem to receive news from a greater variety of sources. 35% of 

those registered on Facebook like more than ten news distributers of various kinds and 

another 15% indicated to like between six and ten, making up a share of over 50%. Overall 

the percentage of users liking at least three news pages or equivalents on Facebook is 16 

approximated percentage points higher than within the Twitter community. 

This illustrates a comparatively more significant role of Facebook in news media distribution 

online. Nevertheless, both social media networks indicate a generally meaningful orientation 

towards news and allow the assumption that news consumption is a guiding reason for social 

media use. Subsequently this assumption will be compared with the overall detected 

importance of different news media to be verified. At this point I want to mention that a clear 

declaration of a shift in social media news towards news distribution could solely be accessed 

through the evaluation of Facebook’s and Twitter’s user data, but finds an observational 

confirmation in Facebook’s increased efforts in terms of newsbots, instant articles and live 

streams. 
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In comparison to social media, news applications appear to be of marginal importance, as 

64% of the respondents have less than 3 or none at all installed on their smartphone.  

Graph 2: Number of News Applications on Smartphone (n=120) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2 News Consumption Patterns Online and Offline 
 

In consideration of a shift in news consumption, the first indicator for a change is given by the 

frequency of which the research population claims to access news. Most participants indicated 

that they access news immediately after standing up (49%) or later during the morning (31%). 

Moreover, the early (30%) and late evening (30%) are popular times to consume news media. 

Although a relatively equal amount (around 20%) also likes to consume on other occasions, 

these habits reveal a quit traditional and regulated pattern in news consumption. 

Graph 3: Times of news consumption (n=118) 
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At the same time, this graph visualizes a multiple consumption of news media throughout the 

day. More than 60% of the sample particularly states to consume news either permanently 

(10%) or several times a day (51%), most likely suggesting a remote online use through 

modern devices as the smartphone or tablet. This guess will be aligned with the overall 

importance of news sources below.  Anyhow, a cross tabulation of the frequency of media 

consumption and age reveals a striking fact. With the reservation and emphasis on the fact, 

that the sampling frame is not representative, my results show that older respondents consume 

news media more frequently than younger age-groups.  

Table 8: Age and frequency of news consumption cross-tabulation (n=126) 

 

 

 

 

 

Among the 18-24 year olds, the share of subjects consuming news only once a day (43%) is 

more substantial than the one of those consuming news media several times a day (36%), 

while all the other groups show a higher percentage for the response option “several times a 

day”. In the case of the 55-75 year olds this answer reaches a percentage of 78%. Therefore, 

although the younger participants seem to have a great exposure through their social media 

networks and liked or followed pages of news distributers, they appear to be overall less 

exposed to news. This could be an indicator that online news consumption lacks in regularity 

compared to legacy news media. Older age groups, who dominantly use newspaper, television 

or the radio, are more likely to receive news throughout the day as they do not need to invest 

the same amount of effort to access news as web-oriented youngsters. This explanation is 

found when computing cross tabulations of age and importance of news sources as illustrated 

hereafter (table 9-13).  

Table 9: Importance of news sources (n=114) 
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This graph of the overall importance of different news sources shows a clear dominance of 

news websites visited through an internet browser, as 42% of all respondents classified this 

way to consume news as very important according to their personal behavior. The informative 

value of the evaluation of news websites is further supported by the minimal share of subjects 

who rated them as “not important at all” (7%) in comparison to the alternatives. Hence, it is 

crucial to the analysis to not only focus on the percentages the source received under “very 

important”, but to associate this value with the results of the residual ratings. According to the 

arithmetic average social media is placed as second in the total trend, closely ensued by the 

radio and television. With the newspaper, as a said to be dead medium, at the 5
th

 position, 

competing successfully with news apps and online media centers it becomes apparent that 

even apart from age distinction, legacy media remains in a meaningful position.  

Table 10: Age and importance of television cross-tabulation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here it becomes apparent, that although the younger age groups do also consider television as 

an important source in their news consumption, compared to the age-cohort of 55-75 year 

olds, of whom 100% state it to be either somewhat or very important, a substantially bigger 

share rates it as “not important at all” (e.g. 40% of the 25-34 year olds). Roughly the same 

applies to newspaper consumption as seen below.  

Table 11: Age and importance of newspaper cross-tabulation 
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Table 12: Age and importance of newspaper Chi-Square Test 

 

 

 

 

In this case, the Chi-Square test even indicates a significant (p>0.05) relation between age and 

the consideration, that the newspaper is in important news source. While 78% of the 18-24 

year olds and 69% of the 25-34 year olds regard social media as a somewhat to very important 

source for their personal news consumption, no one among the other three age groups 

consider this media as “very important”. Therefore the assumption, that older participants are 

more frequently exposed to news media as youngsters, due to their tendency to use more 

legacy media, can be confirmed. While 18-34 year olds tend to use online sources which they 

need to access on their own, driving them to show rather scarce consumption patterns. 

Table 13: Age and importance of social media cross-tabulation  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.3 Gateways 
 

This formerly illustrated significance of news sources naturally varies when focusing 

explicitly on online news media, as explained previously the online audience consists of only 

a frame of the whole sample and uses different techniques to find news. By focusing on this 

share of participants when examining the gateways of news consumption on the web, or 

through web-based technologies, news applications on the smartphone or tablet dramatically 

increase in popularity. To the question “how did you become aware of news stories during the 

last week?” 33% of the subjects ticked the option “I directly accessed a news app on my 

smartphone or tablet”, compared to 31% alone who found out about current news events 

through directly accessing a news website through their browser. Nevertheless, the most 
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prominent position in terms of gateways impersonated social media networks, as almost half 

(47%) of the sampling indicated that they become aware of news because the read articles or 

watch videos their friends share on Facebook.  

Graph 4: Gateways of news consumption (n=104) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The results of these questions generate further knowledge on how online users organize their 

consumption. As previously mentioned online news consumption demands a notably higher 

degree of personal initiative and effort to be exposed to news in comparison to legacy news 

media consumption. The previously illustrated percentages contextually indicate that online 

users utilize the community within social networks to sort the myriad of information.  

This can be interpreted with the help of a cross tabulation of age and the extent to which 

participants acknowledge an influence of their friends’ Facebook-posts.  

Table 14: Age and influence of friend’s posts cross-tabulation (n=126) 

 

 

 

 

 

While these numbers are not significantly high, they nevertheless indicate that a far amount of 

social media users consider their friends posts as influential. Thus jointly 58% of the 18-24 

year olds and 47% of the 25-34 year olds stated the feeling that their friends’ shared posts on 
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Facebook have either a very or somewhat influential effect on their consumption. In this 

context, the results of this research support Thorson’s (2008) theory that online news users 

function as each other’s guidance. Through sharing and liking Facebook users grant an article 

or news piece public endorsement and thereby, if not attributing higher quality to it, at least 

devote and attract attention. 

However, this needs to be compared to other types of posts existing on Facebook as done in 

the subsequent chart.  

Table 15: Most important pots on Facebook (n=48) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here the subjective estimations of the subjects, belonging to the group of social media users 

selected by filtered questions, are visualized. The participants were asked to assess which type 

of posted news stories on social media would receive most of their attention and rate them on 

a scale from one to six, one being the most attention and six the least. As seen in the previous 

chart the news stories posted by official news distributers such as newspaper or magazines on 

Facebook, were indicated as most noticed with 51%, and named as not interesting in the least 

cases. While “posts by personal friends” are in first instance declared as, most noticed, in 23% 

of the answers, in the arithmetic average posts of friends and those of individual journalists 

receive the same amount of attention overall. In hierarchy these two are succeeded by “posts 

of organizations”, “posts of eyewitnesses” and lastly “posts by celebrities”.  

Contextually I conclude that while online users sort the information online through friends, 

accounts of newspapers and magazines who represent legacy media within social media 

communities remain in a seemingly more dominant position. In this controversy I see 

indicators for evolutionary as well as revolutionary dynamics of transformation. While on the 

one hand the immense impact of the audience as a community itself on topic-selection is a 

novelty and changes the relationship between producers and consumers of news drastically. 
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On the other hand, two aspects in this interplay remind of traditional news consumption. First 

of all, the dominance of official news outlets in terms of attention and assumption of accuracy 

is uniform to media offline. And secondly, through the liking of news pages on social media 

and the selective orientation towards topics posted by such, the online user on Facebook, 

reestablishes a filter for news that reminds, in its function, of the editor in traditional media.  

Simultaneously to these characteristics supporting Biere and Holly’s (1998) “old in new”, the 

results of the questionnaire’s segment on gateways additionally bear evidence for media 

specification in competition, enabling complementary existence. 

Table 16: Sources most used for different types of news stories (n=107) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This graph shows the differentiation in the participant’s choices in news sources, according to 

specific kinds of news. Here it becomes obvious that although, especially among the age 

groups of 18-24 and 25-34 year olds, news consumption has migrated to the internet, the 

audience utilizes diverse media, including legacy offline outlets, for specific aims. While 

these percentages confirm to neglect printed newspapers for breaking news as predictable, 

they additionally indicate that news consumers log onto social media networks when seeking 

the latest information on news events. With 32 % Facebook and Twitter make up the highest 

share in possible breaking-news sources and stand before news website, television and news 

apps in the hierarchy. Nevertheless the difference in the percentages of subjects who chose 

television and radio as fast functioning offline media are also comparatively sizeable with 

28% naming television and 25% naming radio as their main source for breaking news.  

Furthermore the here accumulated data also gives evidence, that legacy media occupies a 

dominant position in the branch specification of serious news stories (printed newspaper: 

18%), in-depth analysis (printed newspaper: 28%) and summaries of current events (radio: 

21%; TV: 19%).  In this context, online news media centers and YouTube seem to serve for 
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both, discussions and opinions (15%) and soft news stories (17%). The dominant features of 

social media alongside breaking news are, according to my research, especially discussions 

and opinions. With 16% they accumulated the highest share of participants stating to log in on 

social media for this type of news, followed by the online media centers and YouTube with 

15%.  

This underlines the influential role impersonated by Facebook and equivalents and the 

participatory options given to the audience within this media which I will further illuminate in 

the subsequent chapter.  

5.4 News, Social Media and Participation 
 

Contrary to common assumptions, the results of my research indicate an extraordinarily 

limited audience engagement in online news. Thus 50% of the respondents claimed to not 

participate in news online at all. Important to mention in this context is, that this answer 

option was not opposed with responses describing exceptionally active behaviors like writing 

or editing journalistic content; but, whether the individuals would share, like or comment on 

news stories. Moreover, the results show, these inactive patters do not exclusively apply to 

solely elderly age groups who might naturally feel a higher degree of hindrance for 

involvement online. Among the 18-24 year olds the share of passive users amounts to 38% 

and in the age-group of 25-34 years old to 36%. In regard of the optimal exhaustion Facebook 

reaches among these ages, this lethargic attitude is surprising.  

Table 17: Age and participation in news online cross-tabulation (n=52) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Amongst those respondents who do take part in online news, either on social media or in 

general, the majority (32%) stated to be most likely to “like or rate an article, video or 

podcast” found on their news feed. This is followed next by those who indicate to share a 

news story with 24%. Comparing these percentages with those of the alternatives, two trends 
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become evident. On the one hand it seems that participation requiring only one click, 

indicating approval or spreading the news, shows a greater likelihood than activities requiring 

more effort. For instance, considering one third of the subjects being willing to like an article, 

only 13% of them state to send links of articles etc. via private messages or email.  

The second tendency which can be observed within the numbers on participation is an 

apparent decline of activity cohesive with rising risks of public impeachment. Hence, 15% of 

the users comment on a news story posted by friends and slightly only more than one-tenth of 

the subjects do so, on news stories posted by official account to discuss with people they do 

not know. Therefore, the more official an environment is, the less, it seems, are the 

participants willing to comment on a news story. Solely the marginal share of 4% claimed to 

normally post within the comment section of an online newspaper.  

Due to the sparse number of respondent who do comment on news stories it is difficult to 

indicate a correlation with the individual interest in news. As the sample frame in a whole, 

who claimed by majority to be either marginally or very interested (see chapter Media Usage 

and Interest) does in most instances not comment, assumingly personal interest does not 

strongly impact the likelihood of commenting. Nevertheless, the subsequent cross tabulation 

lists the division of subjects who comment and shows that compared to their overall 

representation in the sample, within the groups of very and moderately interested respondents 

slightly less than 10% comment on news stories posted by official accounts on social media. 

Among those participants who claim to be exceptionally interested in news, this share reaches 

38%, which thereby indicated a relation between interest and willingness to comment when 

the interest is exceptionally high. 

Table 18: Commenting on official news story on Facebook and general interest cross-tabulation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Put in relation with how influential the study’s participants assess their ability to impact their 

fellow users’ opinion on current issues, these results are even more controversial. While 

roughly one quarter of the subjects thinks their own posts are capable of influencing others to 

either an exceptionally (3%) or very (22%) strong extent, together with those who assume 
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what they post is somewhat influential (43%) on others, this group makes up two-third of the 

sampling frame. Hardly one-tenth in comparison believes their posts on social media have no 

influence at all. Thus, the willingness to share and or comment on news issues within social 

media communities and the evaluation of a possible influential effect of the respondents, 

stand in contradiction to each other. This might either indicate little interest to take political, 

societal or moral action and responsibility or indicates that the external pressure and the fear 

of ‘shitstorms’
1
 prevents them from doing so. Another conclusion that could be drawn from 

these results is that users do not consider social media as an engagement medium to the so far 

expected extent but rather use it as an informative tool. To validate this assumption a broader 

research would be needed. 

5.4.1 Participation in Breaking News Events 

Nevertheless my research give a brief insight in the audience’ reasoning for either 

participating in online news production or staying passive, during natural disasters or terror 

attacks. The in this segment accumulated data needs to be interpreted with care as the 

respondents were asked to state a hypothetical behavior, but regardless, can help to 

understand the perception and judgment the participants uphold towards this type of news 

distribution and its publishers.  

While about one-third of the sample indicated to be either exceptionally likely or likely to 

post pictures or videos of natural disasters or a terror attack on social media, slightly more 

than a 50% share said that it was exceptionally unlikely or unlikely to do so. This behavior is 

similarly reflected in the answers whether or not the respondents would forward pictures or 

videos they took in breaking news situations to official media outlets. Although in this context 

the share of participants willing to contribute is even smaller and reaches, counting the 

amount of subjects exceptionally likely (5%) and those likely (12%) together, hardly one-fifth 

of the overall responses. Simultaneously to a growing share of indifferent subjects, the 

percentage of negating respondents show an increase compared to the forgone inquiry. Hence, 

almost two-thirds would not contribute to traditional media coverage with footage taken in 

breaking news events. A reason for higher share of refusal in the second question presumably 

is the increased effort the subjects would have to invest, to not only post this information 

themselves but, in a threatening situation, also send it further.  

                                                           
1
 Shitstorm: Term used to refer to massive criticism in social media networks or comment sections on the 

internet.  
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Through an open question section of the questionnaire these assumption can be supported 

with individual opinions of the subjects and give deeper understanding for their sharing-

behavior. The analysis of answers accumulated in both questions mutually show three general 

motives, why subjects are not willing to share or forwards pictures and videos of natural 

disasters or terror attacks. Respondents either evaluate their own safety and helping others in 

need as a priority to the reporting of such an event, or have moral or ethical concerns. 

“I consider sharing this kind of content as disrespectful towards the victims of these 

events [sig!] (Anonymous, results: open question no. 36.)” 

 

“Respect for human dignity and protection from voyeurism [sig!] (Anonymous, results: 

open question no. 36.)” 

 

  “I am not seeking for attention and I [find] it disgusting in some ways (Anonymous, 

results: open question no. 36.)” 

 

Moreover, the answers indicate that the participants are aware of the difficulty to present 

breaking news in an accurate and truthful manner and therefore believe that this should be 

done by professional journalists.  

 

“I don’t consider this to be my responsibility, it serves sensation-seekers. It is the task of 

reliable news organizations to evaluate and spread such videos (Anonymous, results: 

open question no. 36.)” 

 

“[…] If I had to witness an event and the situation seems like inviting me to take 

pictures of it, I would forward them to official news organizations and hope that they 

will make use of it with further facts that will, actually provide news consumers with 

real fact-based information, and not my spontaneous interpretation of news events 

(Anonymous, results: open question no. 36.)” 

 

“I leave that to the journalists who are normally fast enough on-site [sig!] (Anonymous, 

results: open question no. 39.)” 

 

“[News organizations] should get more reliable footage via their own means 

(Anonymous, results: open question no. 39.)” 

 

In summary, most respondents who answered these questions saw moral or ethic concerns in 

both posting pictures within their own channel on social media and forwarding information 

which might include financial reward. Additionally, these results indicate a professional, 

scrutinizing and reliable perception of traditional media whereas the involvement of citizens 

was seen as notorious and the seeking of attention.  
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5.5 Perception of News and News Online 
 
This ill-reputed perception on citizen journalism likewise finds support in the outcome of 

the section Perception of News and News Online of my survey.  

When asked to position their perception of pictures or videos of breaking news events 

uploaded on social media, between the poles “informative” and “sensational”, the 

respondents as a collective appear slightly indecisive. Nevertheless, one-third mutually 

places this information either slightly tending towards “sensational” or at a mediocre 

position between slightly and very sensational. While only one-tenth of the sampling frame 

thinks these pictures are very sensational, indeed only 1% considers them as informative 

reports.  

Table 19: Perception of informative or sensational nature of breaking news events on social media   

 

 

 

 

 

The respondents’ apparent concern regarding ethical reporting and respect towards human 

privacy and dignity is correspondingly reflected in their agreement or disagreement with 

statements on showing violence, blood and human tragedy within media online and offline. 

While the statements “Showing violence, blood and human tragedy in traditional media or 

social networks and blogs should underlie ethical standards” (Ø = 2.02) and “Respecting 

human integrity is more important than generating informational content” (Ø = 2.22) were 

averagely tagged with “somewhat agree”, subjects showed indifference on whether or not 

the display of violence or human tragedy could evoke radicalizations or rather compassion.  

Contextually to the subjects’ perception of citizen engagement in news production 

documented in the open questions, the subjects show contradictory attitudes when asked 

how much they trust in information generated by the public and whether or not this 

contribution is important.  

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%98
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%98
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Graph 5: Perceived truthfulness of Citizen Journalism (n=94) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graph 6: Perceived importance of Citizen Journalism (n=96) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As illustrated above, about two-thirds of the participants consider news content created by 

members of the public as either very or somewhat truthful. Moreover, slightly more than 

50% are of the opinion that this form of journalism is beneficial or important. How these, 

contrasting results, in comparison to those displayed in chapter 5.4.1, could come about 

can again be explained more thoroughly in regard to open question answers. 

Here the subjects seem to leave their previously identified perception, of an ethically 

questionable, sensational downside of citizen journalism, aside and emphasize its 

democratic potential.  Nevertheless, most participants do feel the need to mention possible 

threats within their answers. 
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 “Especially in countries with regulated media systems, the public can help to spread 

information. When for example the Turkish state once again imposes a news embargo, 

tweets can serve as an alternative to mainstream news media. […] Indeed, the 

participation of the public can also hold risks. Journalists verify their information and 

underlie ethical sentiments. As this doesn’t apply to every Tweet, misinformation can 

be easily spread which might hurt individuals (Anonymous, results: open question no. 

43.)” 

 

“Look at the Arabic Spring which almost entirely took place on and was driven through 

Twitter. Frequently incidents that do not happen in the western world are hardly/not at 

all mentioned in western media. Therefore it is important that this kind of information is 

spread directly by the people affected (Anonymous, results: open question no. 43.)” 

 

“I think it’s important, meaning that I acknowledge the significant quantity of news 

produced by the public nowadays. Yet I do not think that it should be amounting such a 

big part of the production and be determining for the production of media content 

(Anonymous, results: open question no. 43.)” 

 

 

Although while interpreting these statements, the composition of this research, including 

mainly high-educated and news-interested participants, needs to be taken into account, these 

answers indicate a significant extend of media awareness. This knowledge could result from 

the enhanced self-responsibility individuals are confronted with when consuming news 

online, forcing them to develop a greater capability to understand and interpret. 

This assumption is repeatedly strengthened by the findings, why participants tend to use a 

multitude of media sources.  

Graph 7: Reasons for news consumption through several sources (n=98) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The here visualized percentages clearly display conscious consumption patterns and 

additionally indicate a certain mistrust in official news organizations, as the majority (64%) of 
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the respondents state to use more than one source of news to “get different point of views and 

form a well-grounded opinion”. Moreover, this share is closely ensued by the alternative “To 

prevent myself from getting a biased point of view” (42%). While the statement that the 

source of news used depends on the current environment and situation of the subject is ranked 

third with 33%, the other response options concerning opportunities to engage, stages of the 

news story or the mood of the participant, appear to have only a minor impact. 

5.6 News Payment 
 

In this segment of the questionnaire, the respondents’ willingness to pay for journalistic 

content was examined. Here, in summary, the subjects were asked to whether they have 

recently paid for newspaper or online content and additionally whether they have an ongoing 

subscription to the respective medium. As possibly anticipated and in support of the results 

displayed in chapter 5.2, the share of individuals who bought (28%) printed news paper, are 

marginal.  However, among those who have recently bought a newspaper, 76% claim to have 

a subscription. Stinking about the results on, why these respondents decided to subscribe is, 

that this choice is, in comparison, hardly related to their perception of the content. Hence, 

while 32% state to value the quality of a specific section such as politics, business or sports 

and 21% express to value specifically the work of one reporter or journalist, the majority 

(75%) indicate to consume a printed newspaper because they simply prefer the physical 

presence. 

Graph 8: Reasons for newspaper consumption (n=28) 
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This indicates considerably traditional patterns of news usage and suggests that consumers of 

legacy media have a more ordered approach to perceive news. Moreover, these results show 

an equal valuation of legacy media, at least in case of the printed newspaper, and journalistic 

content online. 

Furthermore, only 13% of respondents have ever paid for news content on the internet. This 

does not only present a crucial economic issue for the news industry, but shows that news 

consumption has overall shifted into a gratuitous public sphere. When asked those who do 

pay for an online subscription the reasons were precisely to the same extents related to 

accessibility as to quality of content, as mutually 47% ticked the answer options “I value the 

quality and specification in a certain area” and “Paying/subscribing enables me to access news 

content at any time and place”. Due to the share of participants explaining their subscription 

with quality content, which is in this case noticeably higher than in the case of newspaper 

subscription, it could be assumed that individuals find it more difficult to find quality content 

online.  

Regarded in relation to why participants do not pay for online content, this assumption is 

quickly revised or, needs to be consciously construed for the share of online-subscribers, as 

amongst those who do not pay the majority (53%) stated to be able to “find qualified and 

informed reporting about all areas of my interest for free on the web”. Furthermore, around 

one-third indicated that news online are equally reliable and another 28% explained that a 

broad access to a variety of news is essential to them.   

6 Conclusion 

After this thorough analysis it becomes apparent that the contemporary behavior of news 

consumers gives indicators for both, evolutionary and revolutionary dynamics underlying the 

transition of news media. Moreover, they give evidence for the theoretical considerations 

done by Biere and Holly (1998) regarding “old in new”, “new in old” and complementary 

parallel existence; as well as Ziemann’s (2007) observations on reciprocal, societal impact. 

While the internet technology can, from an infrastructural perspective, be seen as the next step 

in a natural evolution of news media that can be enqueued in the chain of ongoing 

improvements of distribution and reach; it evidently incorporates a revolutionary aspects, as it 

is the driving force behind changes in news consumption. Nevertheless the patterns of usage 

which today’s audience applies to this technology are equally if not more determining for a 
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transition. Thus, today’s patterns of news consumption have drastically changed the position 

and role of the audience.  

By using social media newsfeeds, likes and share buttons, the consumers order the myriad of 

information according to personalized interest, which indicates three characteristics of 

transformation. First of all, the development towards individualized use is seen in every major 

media shift. Individualization therefore implies evolutionary dynamics. 

Secondly, while in traditional news media journalists decided which news events were the 

most interesting; this position is now filled by the collective who places a layer over the 

internet and filters what shall be displayed and what remains shielded off. Hence, a power-

shift has taken place which illustrates the interplay between society and media, as Ziemann 

(2007) sees it. The audience’ influence on prevailing topics is a side effect of its immense 

need to sort information, at the same time, the audience’ input in this decision was solely 

enabled by the shift to online technologies. 

And thirdly, the pattern of sorting information can be seen as a longing for information served 

in bitable pieces, requiring minimal effort as this is known from television or radio.   

Retrospectively observed, this behavior strongly remind of traditional news use and indicate 

the “old in new (Biere and Holly, 1998)”, as the consumers find ways to imitate the externally 

controlled flow of information within a medium that offers everything but requires self-

guidance to get there.  

Moreover, Biere and Holly’s “old in new” can likewise be detected in the dialog between 

news producers and consumers. While it has already been present in traditional news media in 

form of the ‘letter to the editor’ or indirectly through audience ratings, the internet and 

especially social media networks are simply more capable of performing this dialog than 

legacy media was. 

Nevertheless, contrasting to the image of an actively participating audience, current 

consumption patterns overall are closely related to those of traditional media. The consumers 

apply criteria characterizing for legacy media; quality, reliability and accuracy. Moreover, 

contemporary news consumers consider side effects of citizen journalism. While this critical 

position and the fear of ethical indifference could also be an exemplary reaction to media 

transformations, it illustrates that the current shift did not modify traditional values.  

This elevated awareness of the audience is one of the most impacting changes in the shift to 

online news. Consumers apply more educated ways to evaluate the information given and are 
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self-reliant to receive accurate news. Although Biere and Holly’s (1998) implied specification 

of media in competing environments can be seen, the striking and revolutionary aspect here 

is, that not the media itself finds niches to “survive” in, but rather the audience adjudges a 

suitable purpose for different types of media.  

In summary, the consumers’ perception follows traditional patterns and legacy media still 

inhabits a dominant position within the overall scope of news media. While technologies 

enable revolutionary behaviors, the audience utilizes its new gained powers and tends to use 

the given structures to imitate traditional ways of consumption remotely and personalized.  

The changes in news consumption will continue to be interesting, as Facebook proceeds to 

specialize in news distribution. Inquiries that exceed the scope of my research, could give a 

more detailed insight in evolutionary or revolutionary dynamics.  
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8.1. Questionnaire: Survey – Online News Media Consumption and 

Perception 
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8.2 Results: Survey – Online News Media Consumption and 

Perception  
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8.3 SPSS Cross-Tabulations 
 

The display of SPSS Cross Tabulations immensely exceeds the scope of this thesis. If further 

insight in these results is needed, feel free to contact me: veraschmies@gmx.de. 

mailto:veraschmies@gmx.de

