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IN SEARCH FOR AN ONLINE DISCUSSION VALUE: ASSESSING MEDIA-INITIATED 

USER COMMUNICATION FROM A NEWS VALUE PERSPECTIVE 

 

Abstract 

Interactive online environments provide new possibilities for recipients to use and modify 

mass media content. Moreover, media companies start publishing their content on 

increasingly popular online social networks like Facebook. This results in a direct and 

interactive relationship with users of these platforms who comment and discuss the published 

content. The present paper aims at providing a theoretical framework for predicting the 

intensity and structure of user discussions about news items on the basis of news value theory. 

In order to describe users’ communicative action, the term “media-initiated user 

communication” is introduced. We suggest that news and “discussion” factors of both 

published news items and existing comments co-determine a user’s desire to join 

conversations. This degree of attractiveness is described as the “discussion value”. Additional 

motivational requirements for users to become active are discussed as well as consequences of 

their user-generated-content for subsequent user selection and reception behavior. 

Keywords: Interpersonal communication, online social networks, CMC, news value, 

discussion value, discourse analysis, user-generated-content  
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IN SEARCH FOR AN ONLINE DISCUSSION VALUE: ASSESSING MEDIA-INITIATED 

USER COMMUNICATION FROM A NEWS VALUE PERSPECTIVE 

 

Introduction 

As more and more people shift parts of their social life towards online, questions about 

their use of online news arise. On the one hand, internet users are confronted with an 

overwhelming amount of information and the need to reduce complexity is a more difficult 

challenge than ever (Beck, 2006; Beck, 2010; Seibold, 2002). On the other hand, the 

relationship between online users and media companies becomes bilateral. While user 

feedback in general is no genuine internet phenomenon – letters to the editor exist since more 

than 200 years (Raeymaeckers, 2005; Mlitz, 2008) – direct and potentially real-time feedback 

is a key novelty of the last decade. Since online environments allow users to produce tangible 

and permanent content, their postings within the spatial proximity of news items directly 

reach a potential mass audience (Taddicken & Bund, 2010). And by commenting and judging 

online news items, users do not just indicate their interest in an article but may also 

interactively create a unique discussion chain in its environment. The effects of this user-

generated content currently can only be gauged as its quantity and quality potentially does not 

only steer selection and reception processes of “produsers” (Bruns, 2006) but also those of a 

large inactive audience.  

At present, little is known about how, why and under which conditions users discuss 

news items online and how these activities can be scientifically described. Existing studies 

seldom exceed the unilateral reception dimension when analyzing media users’ selection 

behavior. However, in interactive online environments, a theory of communicative action 

which integrates mass media- and user-generated-content rather than a sheer selection theory 
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is suitable to explain users’ allocation of news relevance and significance. The present paper 

aims at providing a theoretical research framework to analyze and predict users’ media-

initiated comment and discussion behavior based on the news value theory. This requires an 

interdisciplinary approach which ranges from sociology to psychology with communication 

studies taking a central role. Therefore, the paper matches the demands of the 2011’s ICA 

conference topic “Communication @ the center” perfectly.   

The paper is structured in three sections: In (1) we provide an introduction to what we 

understand as media-initiated user communication and why it is a relevant phenomenon for 

online communication research. The paper then (2) examines the requirements for a 

theoretical approach of what we call the “discussion value”. The central question is whether it 

is possible to identify “discussion factors” in online media content and user postings which – 

alluding to news factors – explain and predict different user discussion quantity and quality. 

Therefore we give a short overview of the development of news value theory. Although 

focusing the influence of news factors on media users, we do not limit our argumentation to 

these studies: As the role of online media users may continuously toggle between passive and 

active, they are either acting as traditional recipients or as “journalists” who consider the 

originally published content as a source for their own contributions. Thus, news value 

research on journalists’ selection behavior can provide helpful insights to explain user 

behavior. In this context, we investigate the claim of news value theory to provide a universal 

theory of perception (Galtung & Ruge 1965) and analyze what is necessary to apply it to user 

discussions in interactive online environments. We discuss the need of a theoretical model 

that is less static than the original concept and that integrates different existing theoretical 

approaches.  Finally, to illustrate our theoretical argumentation, we (3) adopt it to Facebook as 

one of the currently fastest-growing online social networks. 
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Media-initiated user communication 

 

Conversation about media content – an under-defined and underestimated 

phenomenon? 

In the literature, there is no such thing as a clearly defined concept of “follow-up 

communication” (Sommer, 2007). There is consensus that it encompasses the conversations 

and discussions of media users about media content (Sutter, 2010a; Fröhlich, Quiring, & 

Engesser, 2010, p. 9; Maier & Faas, 2003). This communication is permanent part of 

everyday social interaction (McQuail 2008; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1969; Schenk & 

Rössler, 1994; Schenk, 1998; Gehrau & Goertz, 2010). For example, families and friends use 

topics and arguments from mass media in order to find common discussion topics or to 

support own points of view (Berelson 1949; Kepplinger & Martin, 1986; Keppler, 1994). 

Moreover, discussions about media content potentially assist recipients in better 

understanding what they have received.    

For two reasons, we suggest using the term “media-initiated user communication” 

instead of “follow-up communication” in the context of our framework: First, the 

communication we analyze is media-initiated as media topics serve as its initiator and its 

primary object. Second, it has to be titled as user communication to decidedly distinguish it 

from professional media-initiated communication i.e. by journalists who mutually cite content 

from other media.  
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In order to obtain a more systematic overview of different manifestations and 

functions of media-initiated user communication, the following description of media stimuli 

processing provides a helpful frame (figure 1).  

-- figure 1 about here -- 

The figure resorts to the classification of the media selection process in different 

phases (Donsbach, 1991, p. 26; Klapper 1960). Four contact points for media-initiated user 

communication can be identified (cf. figure 1). In the pre-communicative phase, 

conversations about media content attract the user’s interest for specific media content which 

would otherwise not have surpassed the user’s attention threshold for selection (dashed lines). 

While these conversations have usually been limited to the individual’s primary peer-groups 

(Sommer, 2007, p. 130), internet platforms amplify their publicity and reach. Another 

function of pre-communicative media-initiated user communication is an anticipative one; 

individuals might know that specific media content will be discussed at a later moment and 

therefore select it.  

During the communicative phase, media-initiated user communication fulfills other 

selective functions: The conversations set thematic priorities within the selected media 

content. Moreover, statements and judgments during the shared reception potentially affect 

the individual’s knowledge about and perception of the viewed issue (Sommer, 2007, p. 137). 

These effects can be reinforced or weakened in the post-communicative phase – specifically 

when media users discuss the relevance and significance of media content after its reception. 

Various studies show that this interactive adoption of media content differs significantly from 

the subjective processing of the same content (Sutter, 2010b; Sommer, 2007, pp. 72, 255; 

Klemm, 2000; Holly, 2001). During the interactive adaption, individual cognitive processes 

are complemented by social components. Recipients thereby are forced to verbally align their 
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own knowledge and attitudes with the ones from their interaction partners. Successful own 

arguments during the discussion might moderate media effects, unsuccessful arguments might 

provide the insight, that the own point of view is not accepted by the group. Depending on the 

individual’s position in the social group and the group’s expectations, the mutual construction 

of attitudes about the received media content might thus be more moderate (Klemm, 2004) or 

more radical (Myers, 1982). 

Online media-initiated user communication  

As already described on an abstract level, offline media-initiated user communication 

appears in different situations with different functions. It encompasses a family discussion 

about the quality of the latest movie during supper as well as a friend’s deprecating comment 

on the behavior of a TV host during the reception. But while it has been challenging and cost-

intensive to reliably record user conversations about media content for a long time (Gehrau 

& Goertz, 2010), this significantly changes with the rise of the “social web”, respectively the 

“web 2.0”. Now, many user discussions can be publicly observed, easily tracked and – as an 

integrated form of mass and interpersonal communication – systematically analyzed (cf. pp. 

10). 

However, online media-initiated user communication is even more various than its 

“offline” pendant as spatial proximity and temporal synchronicity between the 

communication partners are not required. Figure 2 illustrates a selection of this variety by the 

example of an online news item. It shows that online media-initiated user communication can 

both occur in different manifestations on the publisher’s website as well as kind of even more 

multifaceted and beyond the media company’s direct control in the social web. In the 

following, we focus user comments which appear spatially close to published news items as a 

specific appearance of media-initiated user communication. 
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-- figure 2 about here -- 

In its written and published manifestation, online media-initiated user communication 

can be described as a kind of user-generated content (Schweiger & Quiring, 2005). 

Considering the publicity of this content, Schweiger and Quiring speak of “interactive mass 

communication” (Schweiger & Quiring, 2005: 17). According to the different phases of 

communication, research on online media-initiated user communication can provide two 

comprehensive insights. In the (1) pre-communicative phase, the sheer amount of user activity 

in the environment of a news item might indicate relevance and thus stimulate the individual’s 

desire to select the item. For the (2) post-communicative phase, a published user posting 

shows a user’s specific reconstruction and interpretation of the received media stimuli. Above 

that, its unique content might stimulate other users’ desire to comment on the posting or on 

the (received) media report in general.    

Following the differentiation between subjective and interactive (or communicative) 

adaption of media content (Sutter, 2010b; Sommer, 2007), an analysis of online media-

initiated user communication might further deliver implications for different forms of media 

adaption: Some users might comment a news item without explicitly responding to or 

addressing other users. The interpersonal communication act might not be intended in this 

case (Schweiger & Quiring, 2005: 13). This kind of users adopts media content more 

subjective than interactive. In contrast, other users reply to earlier comments and integrate 

existing arguments into their own argumentation. Therefore and according to the definition of 

interactivity by Rafaeli and Sudweeks (1997), the analysis of online media-initiated user 

communication should also include research into the extent of individuals’ reactions on 

previous comments and the development of a common meaning of the received content in an 

iterative process (Rafaeli, 1988; Quiring & Schweiger, 2006, p. 17).  
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If quantity and content of the media-initiated user communication influence 

subsequent users’ selection and behavior, the “discussion value” of a published news item 

appears as a dynamic variable. However, it is plausible to assume that abstract news and 

discussion characteristics might predict user conversations. In order to extract news and 

discussion factors from online media-initiated user communication, news value theory offers 

a promising approach.  

 

The theoretical framework of the discussion value 

 

News value theory as a central theory of selection and reception  

Communication science provides numerous approaches for explaining users’ selection 

and reception of media content “offline”, among them uses-and-gratifications and selective 

perception. The origins of news value theory instead can be found in journalism studies 

(Lippmann, 1965; Warren, 1934; Eilders & Wirth, 1999). The theory states that events can be 

described by their inherent and stable attributes, the news factors (Eilders, 2006; Galtung & 

Ruge, 1965; Östgaard, 1965). Some of these abstract attributes of events are for example 

proximity, negativity, controversy and personalization (Eilders, 2006). News value theory’s 

central hypothesis states that journalists select events according to their news value – which in 

turn is composed by the number, the intensity and the relative weight of existent news factors 

(Kepplinger & Bastian, 2000; Fretwurst, 2008). A journalist writing for a newspaper will 

ceteris paribus rather headline a national political scandal than an equivalent international one. 

Thus, one main aim of news value theory has primarily been seen in analyzing the importance 

of news factors for journalists to select events for news production. Throughout its 

development, news value research spent a lot of effort on composing, extending or modifying 
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different catalogues of news factors (Schulz, 1976; Staab, 1990; Ruhrmann et al. 2003). 

However, the prognostic validity of these findings is still subject to controversial debates: Up 

to now, there is discontent about the question whether news factors should be regarded as 

characteristics of events or of news (Eilders, 2006, p. 11). Critics argue that scholars who 

extract news factors from media content cannot label their findings “event characteristics” for 

what they examine has already passed the journalistic selection process. Apart from the fact 

that some researchers now regard news factors as “perceived” event characteristics or as 

journalistic hypotheses of reality (Schulz, 1976), this debate has been kind of fruitless. In 

contrast, methodological criticism of news value theory seems more justified; above all, this is 

true for the facts that different news factor weights (Kepplinger & Bastian, 2000) and 

intercorrelations between news factor dimensions (Fretwurst, 2008; Eilders & Wirth, 1999) 

are not considered sufficiently in news value research.  

Apart from that, the long-time focus of news value studies on journalists astonishes, as 

the initiators of the European tradition of news value research (Galtung & Ruge, 1965; 

Östgaard, 1965) already described the theory as universally applicable both on the selection 

and information processing of journalists and recipients. However, few studies have decidedly 

examined the influence of news factors on media users (Sande, 1971; Ruhrmann, 1989; 

Donsbach, 1991; Merten, 1985). While Shoemaker (1996) discusses the question of the 

anthropologic validity of news factors from a biologic-cultural approach, a principal 

theoretical adaption of news value theory on usage processes has been provided by Eilders 

(1997). The author’s empirical findings suggest that news factors both influence users’ 

selection and recall of news items. However, there are significant differences between 

individuals in the way that some recipients disproportionally emphasize news factors in their 

reconstruction of the original news item while others do not.   
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Besides those individual differences, an additional problem in news value research has 

been seen in methodically separating the impact of news factors on users’ selection from the 

influence of formal article characteristics such as position, size and style (so-called 

“secondary” news factors). In this context, one decisive study conducted by Eilders & Wirth 

(1999) experimentally isolated “primary” news factors (among them reach, damage, 

unexpectedness and controversy) and found empirical support for their influence on 

recipients’ ability to recall news (cf. also Eilders, 2006; Woelke, 2003).    

News value in media-initiated user communication 

The news value theory claims to be a universal theory of perception. Therefore, news 

factors should be crucial for the selection and information processing of both journalists and 

recipients. If people’s retention of informative media content is guided by news factors, these 

factors will also guide – to a certain extent – the voluntary communicative action after the 

reception process, that is, when people actively talk about received media issues. In this 

context, Sommer (2007) asks for the influence of news factors on the quantity of “offline” 

media-initiated user communication. The author’s theoretical argumentation suggests that 

users talk more often and intense about media issues with a high news value. This seems 

plausible but stays superficial as the assumption lacks not only a specification but also 

excludes the question, how users structure the content of their communication (cf. also 

Woelke, 2003, p. 154).  

In order to adopt the original chain of news communication (Galtung & Ruge, 1965, p. 

65) to online media-initiated user communication, it is therefore necessary to revise it. The 

modified version is displayed in figure 3. 

-- figure 3 about here -- 
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Like the original chain, the modified one differentiates between a “media” (or 

journalist) dimension and a user dimension. Intersections between these dimensions are 

omitted in the figure. However, it is a plausible assumption that for example an online user 

comment on a published news item provides the journalist with a (pseudo-)feedback on his 

work and therefore might lead to an adaption of his selection criteria (Früh, 1991, p. 32; 

Steppacher, 2008; Pritchard & Berkowitz 1991). The modified chain further agrees on 

Galtung and Ruge’s description of the general process of news communication which 

consecutively steps from world events to a specific media and individual perception. In 

contrast, it disagrees with the original localization of the selective and distortive influence 

after the perception of an event or a news item (Galtung & Ruge, 1965, p. 65). This seems 

misleading as the authors correctly state that already an individual’s perception is selective – 

however, they do not illustrate this rationale in their figure. Surprisingly, it has been quite 

uncritically adopted in subsequent research (Eilders, 1997, p. 23; Woelke, 2003, p. 147). The 

modified model illustrates that news factors (passively) steer the individual selection of an 

event or of a news item while the (active) distortion into the direction of what made it worth 

selecting affects the “production” process of a news item or a user comment. 

As mentioned before, the most crucial change from the original chain of news 

communication to the modified one affects the media users. Contrary to the description of 

Galtung and Ruge (1965, p. 65), their abilities exceed the passive process of establishing 

“personal images” of a received issue. According to the current description, they may actively 

communicate their perception of this issue – either in face-to-face communication or online. 

In these situations, users adopt a pseudo-journalistic role in which they perceive specific 

attributes of the original news item that make it worth discussing. The revised chain of news 

perception and communication suggests that these specific attributes can be described as news 

and discussion factors. As a result, users’ communicative action is distorted in the way that 
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they accentuate news and discussion factors (Eilders, 1997). This requires an analytical 

distinction between cognitive-oriented and behavior-orientated processing of news items: It 

seems plausible that media users activate different processing mechanisms when they 

voluntarily communicate information to others than when being asked to recall information 

about a received media topic (as it is especially the case for studies which examine media 

users’ retention of a received report on news factors). To illustrate this, a short example may 

be helpful: A fictional recipient reads a complex and extensive newspaper article about the 

war in Afghanistan. For he cannot process every detail, he receives the article selectively and 

adjusts its content to his former knowledge about the issue (cf. e.g. Crockett 1988). If 

questioned about his memory of this article, the recipient emphasizes the news factor 

“controversy” by primary recalling aspects which concern the involvement of his home 

country. Contrary, the recipient criticizes the obviously never-ending news coverage of the 

issue – and hereby emphasizes the news factor “establishment” – when actively discussing the 

article with friends or family.  This example and our preceding theoretical argumentation 

suggest that news value theory can provide a significant progress in explaining the quantity 

and content of online media-initiated communication. 

The motivational dimension of commenting news in online social networks 

Throughout the user-focused news value research tradition it has been stated that news 

characteristics alone are not sufficient to explain people’s selection and reception behavior. 

Rather, it seems inevitable to include the motivating (or discouraging) influence of individual 

and social psychological variables (Eilders, 2006, p. 10; Woelke, 2003). This is also true for 

an analysis of online media-initiated user communication. Additionally, specific network 

influences on the individual’s behavior have to be taken into account: “Social interactions that 

develop around the content are the key to understanding the importance of […] user-generated 
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content” (Cooke & Buckley, 2008, p. 274). In the following, the dimensions of peoples’ 

willingness to comment and discuss media content online will be separated into (1) situational 

influences, (2) network influences and (3) the influence of personality traits. 

Research on why people write letters to the editor and why they do not has up to now 

provided some fundamental insights. Among the reasons for refusal are accommodativeness, 

lack of time and lack of consternation as well as a general lack of opinion and the fear of 

publicly expressing a specific point of view (Mlitz, 2008, pp. 70; 362). In contrast, states like 

the need for discussion and communication on the one hand (Grey & Brown 1970) and 

pseudo-journalistic motives like a perceived obligation to reveal grievances on the other hand 

serve as motivators for writing letters to the editor (Mlitz, 2008, pp. 366; Loreck, 1982). As 

those letters – like many online comments – are addressed to a large audience, it seems 

justified to integrate the findings into an analysis of online media-initiated user 

communication. Moreover, Schweiger and Quiring (2005) suggest a systematic situational 

analysis of motivating factors of content production, depending on the addressee of the 

communication. This seems plausible, as online media-initiated user communication is – as 

already mentioned – not limited to physically present subjects but may nevertheless address 

specific individuals. The authors identify three addressees: The public, other users and the 

provider (Schweiger & Quiring 2005, pp. 12). For the public as addressee, individual’s 

motives to produce content overlap the described reasons for writing reader’s letters. That is, 

online users might too rather pursue pseudo-journalistic motives than having a desire to 

interactively discuss the commented issue. This is closely linked to the desire to show others 

one’s own knowledge and ability, well known as impression management (Goffman, 2008). 

When other users are addressed, the motivations for an individual’s posting range from 

discursive to altruistic motives. For user postings which address providers (authors of the 

original news item, respectively) it seems plausible to assume technical issues and general 
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critique on the journalist’s or the media company’s behavior as primary motivators. Monetary 

or material user interests (Schweiger & Quiring, 2005, p. 13) can be neglected in our study of 

media-initiated user communication. Comprehensively, it seems plausible that personal 

interest serves as an important motivator for both selecting news items and commenting it 

(Fröhlich, Quiring, & Engesser, 2010). As every added user comment can modify the “value” 

of a published news item in interactive online environments, personal interest here appears as 

a quite dynamic variable. For example, a published news item in Facebook might headline 

unemployment rates in general – which does not arouse the attention of a fictive user. 

However, because another user comments on the alimentation of unemployed person, the 

personal interest to comment this issue might be raised. This indicates the need to decidedly 

analyze news and discussion factors.  

This description reveals impending difficulties in distinctively analyzing isolated 

motivators. However, an investigation of online media-initiated user communication must 

consider those different communication situations as they do both influence the individual’s 

willingness to contribute in general and particularly the content of an individual’s posting. 

This means that, depending on the question if the public, other users or the journalist is 

addressed in a posting, different news and discussion factors will be emphasized (Sommer, 

2007, p. 222).  

Concerning network influences on user activity, one key function of integrated online 

social networks like Facebook is to depict an (accurate) portrayal of an individual’s social 

relations and activities. Under this premise, network influences – that is, the influence of 

institutions, contacts and friends – play an important role in the individual’s decision for 

communicative action, as people orientate their behavior towards their affiliation to these 

specific social groups (Taylor, Peplau, & Sears, 2003; Myers, 1982). As a result, their 
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communicative behavior online may vary depending on the (perceived) size of the group and 

the individual’s commitment to the group (Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Gangadharbatla 2008). For 

an analysis of media-initiated user communication in online social networks, three different 

situations can be distinguished: 

(1) Perceived anonymity: Users are neither conscious that their communicative action 

might be publicly visible for everyone reading the original report nor do they consider 

their contacts reading the posting. These opinions might be mainly socially 

“unbiased”. 

(2) Perceived low-binding publicness: Users are conscious about the visibility of their 

posting for an unspecified population of readers. They know that they and their 

posting might be judged by other commentators. Therefore, they show a more group-

compliant behavior – e.g. by carefully pondering pros and cons of a topic – to avoid 

negative feedback.  

(3) Perceived high-binding publicness: Users are conscious about the visibility of their 

posting for their primary network, consisting of colleagues, friends and family 

members. These comments may be most influenced by the specific conformity 

pressure of the group as the communicating individual feels a strong commitment to 

this group (Taylor, Peplau, & Sears, 2003). 

As these different states of consciousness might influence a user’s willingness to 

communicate and – to some extent – determine the content of communication, their role 

should be thoroughly assessed in future research.  

Numerous studies outline the influence of personality traits on the processing of news 

in general (Ruhrmann, 1989; Woelke, 2003; Smith & Mackie, 2000) and particularly on 

communicative activity (Lazarsfeld et al., 1969; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1964; Noelle-Neumann, 
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1985; Guadagno, Okdie, & Eno, 2008).  A comprehensive approach is provided by Jers 

(2010) who uses the Big Five personality inventory (cf. e.g. Costa & McCrae, 1988; Digman, 

1990) and uses-and-gratification-based outcome expectations (LaRose & Eastin, 2002) to 

assess both the role of personality traits and situational influences on different levels of social 

web activity. The empirical findings suggest that specific outcome expectations are suitable to 

describe different receptive and participative online behavior: While a “curiosity and 

information” outcome expectation is appropriate to describe passive and consuming social 

web use, “exchanging opinions” and “keeping in touch” are predictive outcome expectations 

for active and producing social web use. For personality traits, extraversion significantly 

predicts participating social web activity (Jers, 2010). This supports the general assumption 

that on average, extraverted people are more communicative than introverted individuals 

(Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Contrary to the author’s hypotheses, agreeableness as a personality 

trait correlates positively with social web activity on a significant level. Indeed, this finding 

might be explained by the social web’s services which often provide platforms for helpful and 

altruistic people (Schmidt 2008; cf. also Taylor & Sears 2003). For an analysis of media-

initiated user communication, it is especially interesting as people seem to frequently choose 

complex and ambivalent aspects of a received news item to jointly discuss their meaning 

(Sommer 2007, p. 222).  

Overall, the coefficients of determination for the influence of personality traits on 

social web activity remain small which implies that more factors than personality traits 

influence the individual’s willingness to contribute actively in the social web. For users’ 

commenting behavior of news items online, table 1 summarizes the motivating influences 

which were discussed in this chapter.  

-- table 1 about here -- 
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The integrated model 

The preceding argumentation requires a model which integrates the described factors 

how and why people discuss news items online. At this point, we have both named the 

influence of news characteristics and motivational factors as well as the interaction between 

them. The effect of user postings within the spatial proximity of news items on subsequent 

users’ selection and discussion behavior is difficult to quantify but nevertheless appears as a 

dynamic variable in the process of media-initiated user communication. Figure 4 shows a 

basic model that integrates the different perspectives.  

-- figure 4 about here -- 

One basic assumption is that both media company’s published news items and user 

comments in their environment are “valuable”. Both news values are composed of weighed 

news factors, discussion factors and – to a less extent – of secondary factors such as used 

language, length and correctness. Assuming that a news item does not show any user 

comments at the time of its publication, it is at first solely the item’s news value that suggests 

relevance for an online user. Given a sufficient “event involvement” which is determined by 

the above described motivating factors, the user will comment the published item (post-

communicative phase). The content of this comment contains news and discussion factors of 

the original item as well as “new” news and discussion factors which both influence the news 

value of user comments. As far as those comments are directly visible below the published 

item, they in turn affect its original news value as following users receive relevance indicators 

both from the original item and from the published comments (pre-communicative phase). 

Subsequent comments thus can be categorized whether they refer to the original news item or 

to former discussants. The model yet is far from being conclusive. Nevertheless, it offers a 
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fruitful starting point for analyzing the dynamic and different influences on why and how 

online users discuss news items.  

 

Facebook as a platform for media-initiated user communication 

 

The “revolution” of online social networks 

The superlatives in media coverage which describe Facebook’s growth are manifold. 

One certain fact is that the online social network’s increasing popularity has initiated an 

enormous pull effect on media companies. Speaking of Germany, nearly every national media 

company maintains an own Facebook page with growing user numbers (for a regularly 

updated overview, see http://leanderwattig.de/wiki/index.php/Hauptseite). This development 

is also supported by Facebook’s low entry-barriers (Taddicken & Bund, 2010, p. 169): Apart 

from an obligatory registration process, there are few hurdles for a media company to create 

an own Facebook page and acquire users as “fans”.  

An original motive for maintaining a Facebook site is to extend the reach of a media 

company’s website. The resulting direct, interactive contact with recipients was seen as a 

secondary effect in the beginning. But as users keep commenting published content and 

journalists receive quantitative and qualitative feedback, media companies start perceiving 

Facebook as a discussion platform for their diffused content. The German news magazine 

Stern has already shut down its comment section on Stern.de and now refers to its Facebook 

page. Regardless of the associated economic risks, this decision seems comprehensible as 

Facebook is already established as a platform for commenting and discussing various contents 

such as photos and status updates (Thelwall, 2008). 

http://leanderwattig.de/wiki/index.php/Hauptseite
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Current research on online social networks mainly assesses the role of privacy within 

these networks, the authenticity of user profiles and the structure of user networks (cf. for an 

overview boyd & Ellison, 2008). Meanwhile, there is dissent about the naming of platforms 

such as Facebook, LinkedIn and myspace. Speaking of Facebook, authors use the term 

“online social network” (Kumar, Novak, & Tomkins, 2006; Gross & Acquisti, 2005; Mislove 

et al., 2007), while others synonymously use “social software tool” (Lampe, Ellison, & 

Steinfield, 2006), “social network site” (boyd & Ellison, 2008; Lewis, Kaufman, & 

Christakis, 2008) and “social community” ({Fogel & Nehmad, 2009; Busemann & Gscheidle, 

2010) to describe the phenomenon. We prefer the term “online social network” as it implies a 

higher reach and universality than a “community” on the one hand and a stronger user-focus 

than the technological terms “software tool”, “site” or “service”. However, it is self-evident 

that beneath Facebook as some kind of “meta” network, an uncountable number of smaller 

“sub” networks exist. Contextually, online social networks can be classified in respect to the 

breadth and depth of the gratifications they fulfill. Here, Facebook appears as an all-rounder 

which does not only support users in maintaining their social contacts but satisfies traditional 

information and entertainment needs (Brandtzaeg & Heim, 2009, p. 150; Lewis et al., 2008). 

Analyzing media-initiated user communication on Facebook 

To our knowledge, there is hardly any research that analyzes user postings and 

discussions in the environment of news stories. Concerning the problems of such a Facebook-

based analysis, two main issues arise. Firstly, it is notable that only a small percentage of 

Facebook users comments and discusses published media content. In September 2010, 

published stories of Germany’s biggest news site Spiegel Online received 228 comments in 

average. Even under the unrealistic assumption that during this time span, a user neither 

commented more than one article nor more than once within an article, only nine percent of 

the Spiegel Online “fans” would have actively contributed. The true percentage will certainly 
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be (much) lower.  This supports the general insight that the social web indeed equips its users 

with the potential to contribute actively. However, only few active users produce what many 

inactive users receive (Busemann & Gscheidle, 2009, p. 357). As the discussion value asks 

for the mechanisms of how active individuals process online news items, this is a secondary 

issue. However, to assess similarities and differences between active and passive users, future 

studies should investigate reasons, why users do not comment and discuss media content in 

online social networks. 

Second, an analysis of communicative action on Facebook must consider the 

platform’s commercial business model. The operators of online social networks eventually set 

the basic conditions under which companies and users may communicate (Döring, 2010, 

p. 162). A high technological dynamic can be problematic as new functions may be added or 

existing functions may be modified. Such a development would possibly complicate a 

standardized retrieval of media-initiated user communication. 

Nevertheless, Facebook offers a variety of characteristics which seem promising for an 

analysis of media-initiated user communication: 

 Integration: As part of the personalized “news stream”, published media content is 

integrated in a user’s “virtual daily routine”. This can be seen as challenging because 

news reports compete with gossip and other status updates from the users’ network. 

On the other hand it seems promising as an investigation of media-initiated user 

communication on Facebook satisfies the criteria that these analyses should be 

methodologically integrated in a variety of everyday activities (Sutter, 2010). 

 Non-reactiveness: Media-initiated user communication does not need to be retrieved 

by a reactive survey method or within an artificial experimental situation. Apart from 
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the described network influences, discussions in the environment of media content are 

methodological unbiased. 

 Authenticity: Compared with commentators on media websites, Facebook users 

seldom hide behind a pseudonym (Gross & Acquisti, 2005; Lampe et al., 2006). As a 

result, there is a lower chance for radical comments which are posted only under the 

cover of anonymity. Another aspect that further increases authenticity is that – at 

present – comments on Facebook are merely editorially chosen and modified.  

 Symmetry: Despite the possibility to identify commentators on Facebook, there is only 

a small chance for a public user to retrieve a comprehensive insight in another user’s 

profile. Thus, some personal information which might influence the “offline” media-

initiated user communication is omitted. This possibly leads to a smaller 

communication asymmetry. Unsystematic observations suggest that especially the 

“age” factor seems not to lead to role-based communication online. 

 Availability: Media content which is published on a company’s “Like Page” can often 

be backtracked until the first publication. This includes the timestamp of the published 

report and every comment, allowing a dynamic discourse analysis of the content and 

of the temporal development of users’ arguments.  

 

Conclusion 

What makes news worth discussing?  Which are the factors that initiate, intensify or 

inhibit media-initiated user communication about a certain topic? Our theoretical 

argumentation suggests that news value theory provides a promising approach to assess these 

questions as it has been successfully applied both to the investigation of selection and 

information processing behavior of journalists and recipients. However and in contrast to 
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preceding studies, we do not propose to question media users for their retention of received 

news items, analyze it on news factors and then infer on their selection criteria. Instead, we 

have suggested another procedure: Interactive online environments – particularly online social 

networks like Facebook – allow analyzing users’ tangible, voluntary and unbiased 

communicative action. Within the spatial proximity of published news items, user postings 

reveal specific reconstruction processes and indicate which aspects of the received content 

attract the interest of users and the desire to communicate. The modified chain of news 

perception and communication suggests that these user postings contain news factors as they 

indicate relevance and offer a possibility to structure the content of a posting. However, an 

analysis of online media-initiated user communication should not be restricted to 

characteristics of published media content. Rather, we propose regarding the impact of user 

postings on the further discussion process. An online discourse analysis may provide genuine 

insights into how users interactively and collaboratively negotiate relevance and significance 

of news items. This integrated perspective promises a valuable and comprehensive approach 

to assess the “discussion value” of online media content.  
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F igure 1: Contact points for media-initiated user communication in the selection and 
reception process of media stimuli 

 

F igure 2: Manifestations of online media-initiated user communication about news items 

 

F igure 3: Chain of news perception and communication 
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F igure 4: An integrated model of the discussion value 
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Table 1: Different influencing variables on users’ motivation to comment and discuss 

news items online 

Category Influencing 
variable 

Examples 

Situational public as 
addressee 

 impression management (Goffmann, 2008) 
 information dissemination (Schweiger & Quiring, 2005) 

other user as 
addressee 

 need for discourse (Flangain & Metzger, 2001) 
 helpfulness (Schweiger & Quiring, 2005) 

journalist as 
addressee 

 need for technical support (Quiring & Schweiger, 2006) 
 discontent (Mlitz, 2008) 
 catharsis (Davies & Rarick, 1964)  

outcome 
expectations 

 establishing contacts (LaRose & Eastin, 2002) 
 exchanging opinions (Jers, 2010) 
 keeping in touch (Gerhards, Klingler, & Trump, 2008) 

Network normative 
influence 

 need to belong (Gangadharbatla, 2008) 
 need for consensus (Cialdini & Trost, 1998) 
 conformity pressure (Taylor, Peplau, & Sears, 2003) 
 affiliation strength (Festinger, 1954) 

informational 
influence 

 need for expertise (Sommer, 2007) 
 need for accuracy (Kaplan & Miller, 1987) 

Personality states  consternation (Mlitz, 2008) 
 personal interest (Fröhlich, Quiring, & Engesser, 2010) 
 need for cognition (Amichai-Hamburger, Kaynar, & Fine, 

2007) 
traits  neuroticism (Guadagno, Okdie, & Eno, 2008) 

 extraversion (Amichai-Hamburger, 2009) 
 openness to experience (Guadagno, Okdie, & Eno, 2008) 
 conscientiousness (Jers, 2010) 
 agreeableness (Jers, 2010) 
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