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Abstract 

 

Social media platforms like Facebook have become crucial venues for news distribution 

and news consumption. Given this new form of news presentation, the question inevitably 

arises of how users perceive and process news in the context of social networking sites. In this 

regard, a key research question is whether people’s perception of news content is influenced by 

the environment, platform characteristics, and social information (e.g., user-generated 

comments or “likes”). As proposed by the hostile media effect, partisans tend to perceive 

neutral news coverage as biased and hostile. Most of the studies examining this effect have 

focused on a linear reception (e.g., newspapers, TV) of news. Social media, however, 

challenge the assumptions of the hostile media effect, as different information types (e.g., a 

news article and social information, such as user-generated comments) converge and seek the 

user’s attention. Owing to the increase of politically and civically relevant news content on 

social media platforms, this dissertation analyzes to what extent a biased and hostile perception 

of news content occurs on social networking sites. More specifically, the present thesis 

examines (1) whether people perceive news content on social networking sites as biased, (2) to 

what extent a friend as source or envoy of news content (e.g., via sharing a post) affects 

people’s biased perception in contrast to a professional journalistic source (e.g., news service), 

and (3) whether people’s perception of news content is affected by social information on 

networking platforms (e.g., user-generated comments, likes). 

Based on three empirical studies, people’s perception of news content on social 

networking sites is examined. The first study analyzes to what extent the environment in which 

news content is published (social networking site vs. homepage of a news service) as well as 

the source of the news content has an influence on people’s (biased) perception. An online 

experiment was conducted using a between-subjects design with four conditions varying the 

source of a news article (N = 212). Results showed a biased perception of a news article when 

participants’ personal opinion was considered. However, neither an effect of the environment 

wherein news content was published nor of the source on the perceived hostility of the news 

content was found. But, results revealed that the source has an influence on the evaluation of 

the argumentation of the news content. People who saw the news service post on a social 

networking site rated the arguments of the article as less right, less fair, and less relevant than 

did participants who saw a post by a friend, a shared post by a friend authored by a news 

service, or news content on a news service’s website. 
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Study 2 examines the influence of the source and reach of news content. To this end, it 

was analyzed to what extent a wide reach increases people’s perceived hostility and bias of the 

presented news content. Results of an online experiment using a 2 (source: friend vs. news 

service) × 3 (reach: low, mid, high) between-subjects design (N = 360) showed that people 

with an extreme opinion perceived the news content as more biased than did participants with a 

moderate or low opinion. However, neither an effect of the source nor of reach on participants’ 

perceived news content hostility was found. In line with previous literature, results, however, 

showed that participants who reported higher perception of a general media slant (prior beliefs) 

perceived greater bias and hostility of the presented news content.  

The third study investigated the influence of source and user-generated comments below 

a posting on people’s perception of ostensibly neutral news content. An online experiment 

using a 2 (source: friend vs. news service) × 4 (comments: pro, contra, mixed, none) between-

subjects design was conducted (N = 331). Results showed that under consideration of people’s 

personal opinion, participants perceived a moderate hostile news content perception. 

Comments, however, did not influence participants’ hostile news content perception. 

Nevertheless, different standards (fairness, correctness, relevance of the argumentation of news 

content) were found to influence people’s perception of news content. 

Empirical studies of the present work expand prior research and the state of knowledge 

by testing the hostile media effect in the context of a social networking site and examining the 

influence of mechanisms and social information on people’s (biased) perception of news 

content. Moreover, this work points out potential boundaries as well as new perspectives of the 

hostile media effect in social networking sites and strives for a systematic conceptualization of 

a complex phenomenon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

	
	
	 	

		VII	
	

Zusammenfassung 

 

Social Media Plattformen wie Facebook sind zentrale Orte für die Verbreitung und den 

Konsum von Nachrichten geworden. Die Frage, welche sich aufgrund dieser Entwicklung stellt 

ist, ob sich die Wahrnehmung von Nachrichteninhalten durch die Umgebung sowie Plattform-

Charakteristika und soziale Informationen, wie z.B. Nutzer-Kommentare, bei den 

Konsumentinnen und Konsumenten ändert. Vor allem Anhänger bestimmter Meinungen 

nehmen oftmals neutrale Berichterstattungen als verzerrt und feindselig gegenüber ihrer 

eigenen Meinung wahr. Dieses Phänomen ist bekannt als Hostile Media Effekt. Die meisten 

Studien zu diesem Effekt untersuchten dabei die lineare Rezeption von Nachrichten in 

klassischen Medien, wie Zeitungen und Zeitschriften oder Fernsehen. Soziale Medien 

hingegen fordern einige Annahmen des Hostile Media Effekts heraus, da auf diesen 

Plattformen viele Informationen und unterschiedliche Informationstypen zusammenlaufen 

(z.B. der Nachrichtenartikel und nutzergenerierte Kommentare), die um die Aufmerksamkeit 

der Nutzenden konkurrieren. Auf Grundlage der steigenden Menge an politischen und 

gesellschaftlich relevanten Nachrichteninhalten auf Social Media Plattformen wird in dieser 

Dissertation analysiert inwiefern die verzerrte und feindselige Wahrnehmung von 

Nachrichteninhalten in sozialen Netzwerkseiten auftritt. In diesem Zuge wird in der 

vorliegenden Arbeit betrachtet, (1) ob Personen Nachrichteninhalte auf sozialen 

Netzwerkseiten als verzerrt wahrnehmen, (2) ob ein/e Freund/in als Quelle oder Bote einer 

Nachricht (z.B. durch das Posten/Teilen von Nachrichteninhalten) zu einer Verringerung der 

verzerrten Wahrnehmung im Gegensatz zu einer professionellen journalistischen Quelle (z.B. 

Nachrichtendienst) führt und (3) ob die Wahrnehmung von Personen durch soziale 

Informationen (z.B. Nutzerkommentare, „Likes“) auf sozialen Netzwerkseiten beeinflusst 

wird. 

Auf Basis von drei empirischen Studien wurde die Wahrnehmung von 

Nachrichteninhalten auf sozialen Netzwerkseiten untersucht. Dabei untersuchte die erste Studie 

(N = 212), inwieweit das Umfeld, in dem eine Nachricht veröffentlicht wird (soziale 

Netzwerkseite vs. Internetseite eines Nachrichtendienstes) sowie die Quelle einen Einfluss auf 

die Wahrnehmung eines Nachrichteninhalts hat. Ergebnisse dieses Online-Experiments zeigen, 

dass Personen Nachrichteninhalte als verzerrt wahrnehmen, wenn ihre persönliche Meinung 

mit einberechnet wird. Es konnte jedoch kein Effekt der Quelle auf die wahrgenommene 

Verzerrung und Feindseligkeit des Nachrichteninhalts festgestellt werden. Die Ergebnisse 

zeigten jedoch, dass die Quelle einen Einfluss auf die Evaluation der Argumentation einer 
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Nachricht hat. Personen, die einen Post eines Nachrichtendienstes auf der sozialen 

Netzwerkseite sahen, nahmen den Inhalt als weniger richtig, weniger fair und weniger relevant 

wahr. 

Studie 2 fokussierte den Einfluss der Quelle und der Reichweite einer Nachricht und 

untersuchte, ob eine große Reichweite zu einer stärker wahrgenommenen Verzerrung führt. 

Ergebnisse eines Online-Experiments mit 360 Teilnehmenden (2 [Quelle: Freund vs. 

Nachrichtendienst] × 3 [Reichweite: klein, mittel, groß] between-subjects design) zeigten, dass 

Personen mit einer extremen Meinung zu dem präsentierten Thema den Nachrichteninhalt als 

stärker verzerrt wahrnahmen als Personen mit einer geringen oder moderaten persönlichen 

Meinung. Es wurden keine Effekte der Quelle sowie der Reichweite auf die wahrgenommene 

Verzerrung und Feindseligkeit des Nachrichteninhalts gefunden. Die Ergebnisse zeigten, dass 

Personen, die generell voreingenommen gegenüber den Medien waren (prior beliefs) und die 

generelle mediale Berichterstattung als verzerrt wahrnahmen, eine größere Verzerrung und 

Feindseligkeit des gezeigten Medieninhalts wahrnahmen. 

Die dritte Studie untersuchte, welchen Einfluss die Quelle sowie Nutzerkommentare auf 

die Wahrnehmung von neutralen Nachrichteninhalten haben (N = 331). Ergebnisse eines 

Online-Experiments (2 [Quelle: Freund vs. Nachrichtendienst] × 4 [Kommentare: pro, contra, 

gemischt, keine]) zeigten gleichermaßen wie bei Studie 1 und 2, dass unter Einbezug der 

persönlichen Meinung, Personen eine verzerrte Wahrnehmung hinsichtlich des 

Nachrichteninhalts wahrgenommen haben. Zudem wurde erkenntlich, dass die Fairness, 

Korrektheit und Relevanz der Argumentation des Nachrichteninhalts (different standards) die 

Wahrnehmung von Personen beeinflusst. Kommentare hingegen hatten keinen Einfluss auf die 

Wahrnehmung des Nachrichteninhalts. 

Die empirischen Studien dieser Arbeit erweitern den aktuellen Forschungsstand 

dahingehend, dass der Hostile Media Effekt in einer sozialen Netzwerkseite untersucht wurde 

und zudem der Einfluss von sozialen Nutzerinformationen auf die (verzerrte) Wahrnehmung 

von Personen betrachtet wurde. Darüber hinaus zeigt die vorliegende Arbeit potentielle 

Grenzen sowie neue Perspektiven des Hostile Media Effekts in sozialen Netzwerkseiten auf 

und strebt nach einer systematischen Konzeptualisierung eines komplexen Phänomens.
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1 Introduction 

 

In recent years, the process of journalistic news contribution is being reshaped from pure 

linear media to social media. Professional journalists, news agencies, and news services 

disseminate news content via websites and their social networking sites profiles and, thus, an 

increase of news within social media can be observed (Glynn, Huge, & Hoffman, 2012). A 

study by PewResearch showed that 86% of Facebook users and 77% of Twitter users see news 

content while browsing their newsfeed (Gottfried, 2014). Moreover, 19% of Facebook users 

stated that half of the posts they see are political news (Gottfried, 2014). By logging in to a 

social networking site, the likelihood of incidental exposure to news content increases 

(Hasell & Weeks, 2016), leading to exposure to cross-cutting news (Messing & Westwood, 

2014) and an amplification of political content in social networking sites (Hasell & Weeks, 

2016). People’s information intake is no longer the front pages of newspapers, but their social 

networking site’s newsfeed (Messing & Westwood, 2014). Therefore, social networking sites 

are becoming an increasingly important source of information.  

Social media have become crucial venues for news distribution and news consumption. 

One possible reason for this development might be substantiated by the fact that news 

consumption has become a participatory activity online. Modern news distributors enable user 

empowerment that leads to user behavior such as sharing, commenting, and liking (Yun, Park, 

Lee, & Flynn, 2018), political information seeking, opinion expression, and discussions; they 

also enable user-generated content and peer-to-peer communication (Ceron, 2015; Hasell & 

Weeks, 2016). Thus, users themselves contribute to the flow of information. Owing to the 

intermixture of, on the one hand, user postings, comments, and likes, and on the other hand, the 

distribution of news, information, and political content by news services, agencies, and 

journalists, it is important to consider users’ perception of news in social networking sites, 

since the juxtaposition of traditional news and user-generated content might modify the way 

individuals deal with news and how they process the information they receive in such 

participatory environments. Consequently, it should be asked how information embedded in an 

interactive environment including social recommendations or additional information through 

user-generated comments changes the way news content affects its consumers.  

People consume news daily, incidentally or intentionally, but have different perceptions 

of the news coverage. A theory that deals with information processing of news and refers to 

how partisan readers of news process neutral news coverage is the hostile media effect. This 

phenomenon addresses the biased and hostile perception of news, stating that people perceive 
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neutral or even-handed news coverage as biased and hostile against their side. Numerous 

studies on the hostile media effect covered classic media such as television or newspapers (e.g., 

Arpan & Raney, 2003; Choi, Yang, & Chang, 2009; Coe et al., 2008; D’Alessio, 2003; 

Feldman, 2011); beyond that, newer media like blogs (e.g., Ceron, 2015; Veenstra, Lyons, & 

Flannagan, 2017; Yun et al., 2018) or Internet news sites (e.g., Ceron, 2015; Matthes, 2013) 

were analyzed. Most of these studies focused on a linear reception of news, whereas social 

media challenge the assumptions of the hostile media effect, as information converges and they 

seek for users’ attention. In view of this new information presentation the question inevitably 

rises of how news on social networking sites is perceived and processed? More research is 

needed, as there is a lack of research regarding people’s perception of news within social 

networking sites like Facebook that are an online space of interpersonal communication 

(Friedland, Hove, & Rojas, 2006) where users want to receive and share information as well as 

to connect with their friends and family. However, research is facing challenges of 

interpersonal processes, since platforms like social networking sites conflate mass and 

interpersonal communication (Walther & Valkenburg, 2017). Therefore, it has to be examined 

to what extent a friend’s news post affects one’s biased perception of news content. Expanding 

hostile media research to social networking sites is important, as different effects are expected. 

Users’ exposure to news content as well as their reactions to the news content are affected by 

audience feedback, since comments or likes can highlight news and thus can prime people’s 

cognitive processes (Lee & Tandoc Jr., 2017). I assume that there will be a difference 

regarding the perception of news content within social networking sites in contrast to 

newspapers, television, blogs, or news websites due to the fact that news is shared, commented, 

or liked by one’s online social network, briefly worded: interactivity. Thus, social media 

environments challenge the traditional assumptions around the hostile media effect for many 

reasons. One is rooted in the increasing interactivity besides news content. Accordingly, users 

view news from news services they subscribed to or friended, or by the comments, likes, or 

shares of their friends. Presumably, users’ biased perception of news content will decrease 

because users take their friends’ statements, opinions, and views into account and transfer these 

to the news content (e.g., Lee, 2012). In addition, people’s tendency to perceive the media per 

se as biased, known as prior beliefs (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994), might no longer 

have an effect, as a close friend is a source of information in the form of citizen journalism, a 

close friend functions as an envoy of news since she/he shares news, or even the source is no 

longer noted as “the media,” since the news is displaced from its native environment to social 

networking sites. Professional media leads to a tendency and expectancy of a general media 
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slant, whereas an endorsement of nonprofessional sources like friends leads to more neutral 

and trustworthy perception of news content. Another reason is the given ideological similarity 

people may encounter online, which has been called homophily and states that people tend to 

interact with people who are like them and share their beliefs (e.g., McPherson, Smith-Lovin, 

& Cook, 2001). This connection to like-minded others within social networking sites might 

affect the perception of news. Furthermore, this is in accordance with the assumption of 

Gunther, Miller, and Liebhart (2009), who stated that a source that is perceived as friendly or 

congenial would lead to a less hostile and biased perception than a neutral or unsympathetic 

source. This refers to the assumption of prior beliefs that the media is per se perceived as 

biased and thus evaluated as unfriendly and unsympathetic, whereas the authors expect a 

decrease in people’s perceived hostility and bias if the source is perceived as friendly or has a 

strong tie with the recipient. Expanding the hostile media effect research to social networking 

sites, the question remains regarding to what extent the source has an influence on people’s 

perception. Several studies have shown that the source as well as the reach of news has an 

influence on people’s biased and hostile perception in the sense that people’s prior beliefs 

(e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994) as well as a high reach increase the perceived hostility 

(e.g., Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Gunther & Schmitt, 2004). A professional source (e.g., 

journalist) leads to a more biased perception of news content than does a nonprofessional 

source (e.g., student, friend). Moreover, people’s general perception of media slant evokes a 

biased perception of neutral news. Therefore, people tend to believe in a general media slant 

whereas friends as nonprofessional news distributors might lead to a more neutral perception of 

the content. Therefore, I assume that there will be a difference regarding the perception of 

news content within social networking sites in contrast to newspapers, television, blogs, or 

news websites, since on social media, a news source is visually accompanied by user-generated 

comments, by likes, or it is shared by other users. Given these new information and 

interpersonal circumstances on social media, the present thesis intends to analyze to what 

extent the psychological processes behind hostile media perceptions are modified in these 

increasingly relevant venues for news consumption. 

In light of these assumptions, as well as in line with an appeal to examine the hostile 

media effect in social networking sites (Perloff, 2015) the focus of this dissertation is on 

unveiling effects of social networking site characteristics on people’s news content perception. 

Therefore, this thesis covers the types of information on a social networking site by 

systematically examining the following: source, numeric indicators as “reactions” (e.g., likes) 

representing reach, and textual information represented by user-generated comments. 
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Especially numeric indicators and textual information (e.g., user-generated comments) give an 

additional twist to the concept of reach, since regardless of the source and people’s assumption 

of a wide or low reach attributable to the source, these indicators show a direct and concrete 

minimum number of people reached. Additionally, people get an impression of the climate of 

opinion regarding the displayed content from textual information like user-generated 

comments. To analyze the multitude of information on social media and its effect on users’ 

hostile media perception, this thesis systematically addresses each of the given information 

types: First, Study 1 focuses on the source of news content, comparing the effects between a 

news service as source, a close friend as source, as well as between news content posted or 

shared (friend as envoy of news content) on a social networking site and a news service 

homepage. Study 2 includes numerical information besides the news content. In particular, 

reactions (e.g., likes, angry emojis) as an easy indicator for reach (Schulz & Roessler, 2012) 

might influence people’s perception of news content. Thus, the second study of this thesis will 

examine their influence, using a 2 (source) × 3 (reach) between-subjects design manipulating 

the number of reactions. Study 3 focuses on textual information. To this end, the third study of 

this dissertation examines whether the source as well as the user-generated comments have an 

influence on people’s (biased) perception (2 [source] × 4 [comments] between-subjects 

design). Thus, the source of the news content was varied (close friend vs. news service) as well 

the direction of the user-generated comments. Comments were presented as supporting, 

against, or mixed regarding the presented topic. Additionally, participants of a control group 

saw no comments. 

For this purpose, this work first addresses the theoretical underpinning of the hostile 

media effect (Chapter 2.1). Chapter 2.2 defines the phenomenon for the present work and 

presents conceptualizations of the hostile media effect of prior research. Chapter 2.3 gives an 

overview of the state of research. Based on existing concepts of the hostile media effect, this 

thesis strives for systematization and conceptualization of the hostile media effect by 

suggesting an own approach (Chapter 2.4). Subsequently, mechanisms are presented that were 

stated to help explain why and how a hostile media perception occurs (Chapter 2.5). 

Thereafter, consequences of hostile media perceptions are briefly described (Chapter 2.6). 

Owing to the expansion of the hostile media effect to social networking sites, the role of social 

media as a news distributor as well as two selected social networking sites (Chapter 2.7) are 

presented. The hostile media effect in social media (Chapter 2.8) emphasizes the importance of 

this work and is followed by a brief research approach of this thesis (Chapter 3). Hereafter, the 
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three conducted studies are presented (Chapter 4) and are followed by a general discussion 

(Chapter 5). 

 

 

2 Theoretical Background 

 

In this chapter, the theoretical background is presented starting with the description of the 

hostile media effect, which is the theoretical basis of this dissertation.  

 

 

2.1 The Hostile Media Effect 

 

A phenomenon addressing people’s interpretation of a neutral or balanced news article as 

biased and hostile content is the hostile media effect. The hostile media effect was first 

documented and empirically examined by Vallone, Ross, and Lepper in 1985 and describes a 

contrast bias whereby people perceive the media to report against their opinions and views 

while supporting the opposite side. This perception of an allegedly biased media coverage 

holds true for people of two camps with opposite opinions on a topic. The fascination of the 

hostile media effect is “[…] that it defies reality: Obviously, both sides cannot be correct that 

the same content is biased in opposing directions” (Goldman & Mutz, 2011, p. 43). In the 

words of Vallone and colleagues, this phenomenon was described as: 

 

This hostile media phenomenon appears to involve the operation of two separate 

mechanisms. First, partisans evaluated the fairness of the media’s sample of facts and 

arguments differently: in light of their own divergent views about the objective merits of 

each side’s case and their corresponding views about the nature of unbiased coverage. 

Second, partisans reported different perceptions and recollections about the program 

content itself; that is, each group reported more negative references to their side than 

positive ones, and each predicted that the coverage would sway nonpartisans in a hostile 

direction. (Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1985, p. 577) 

 

The initial study by Vallone and colleagues (1985) strived to demonstrate the hostile 

media perception that was rather anecdotal and is based on Hastorf and Cantril’s (1954) study 

“They saw a game” (as cited by Vallone et al., 1985), where Dartmouth and Princeton 
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supporters saw a film of a rough game by their teams. Both sides perceived the other team to 

have played invidiously and brutally. Thereupon, supporters of both teams perceived the media 

coverage to present their side as the villain and the other side as the hero (Vallone et al., 1985). 

In their study, Vallone and colleagues (1985) intended to determine mechanisms explaining 

people’s perceived bias and fairness of bias in media coverage. In a preliminary study, the 

media treatment of Carter versus Reagan was considered. On the basis of disagreements 

regarding the article in Time entitled “Hatchet Job?” the authors conducted a telephone survey 

before the presidential election in 1980. Results showed that 66% of the respondents rated the 

media coverage as impartial. But under consideration of partiality, nearly 90% of participants 

perceived the media as reporting against their favored candidate. On the basis of these findings, 

Vallone and colleagues conducted an experiment where participants viewed six televised 

media reportings on the Beirut massacre. The presented media coverage had a duration of 36 

min and included reports of the television networks NBC, ABC, and CBS. Thus, no fictitious 

media coverage was presented, but real nationally televised news programs. Participants were 

144 students of Stanford University. In particular, students who were members of either pro-

Arab or pro-Israeli student associations were selected for the survey. Participants were asked 

about their historical antecedents, their factual knowledge about the massacre, and their 

affection toward the Middle East and Israel’s liability of the massacre. Students with neither 

pro-Arab nor pro-Israeli sympathies were classified as neutral. After the first questionnaires 

and the news videos, participants were asked about their perceived fairness and objectivity of 

the programs. Results demonstrated that participants perceived the news coverage in favor of 

their antagonist. Moreover, pro-Arab students perceived a lack of Israel’s role in the massacre. 

Whereas pro-Israeli students perceived a high focus on Israel’s role in the massacre and stated 

that the editors of the news coverage attributed more negative aspects to and pleaded stronger 

against Israel. Consequently, the authors stated that these results demonstrated people’s 

tendency to perceive the news coverage of a controversial topic as biased and hostile to their 

side. For the first time with this study, empirical findings on the divergent audience evaluations 

of the hostile media effect were presented. From the vantage point of today’s research, the 

study by Vallone and colleagues (1985) is not without limitations. Here, I refer to the method 

of the study. As Vallone and colleagues stated, “most subjects were individually recruited by 

telephone and viewed the videotapes in small groups ranging in size from 6 to 12” (Vallone et 

al., 1985, p. 580). Although pro-Arab, pro-Israeli, and neutral participants formed the groups, it 

was demonstrated that watching TV is influenced by the social situation of the recipient. 

Therefore, people’s perception might be affected by the physical proximity to others as well as 



	

	
	
	 	

				19	
	
by social interactions (e.g., Zhu, Heynderickx, & Redi, 2015; Zillich, 2014). Zillich (2014) 

found that conversations with others while watching TV intensify viewers’ empathy, and 

interpersonal communication during news reception affects people’s experience. Therefore, 

people’s perceived bias and hostility might be affected as well. In addition, participants were 

told that the study they participated in focused on the media coverage of the conflict in 

Lebanon. This advanced information might have primed participants’ expectations of the 

stimulus material. Further, the stimulus material consisted of six segments of nationally 

televised network news programs, thus it comprised original news coverage, which is on the 

one hand positive since their study deliver results based on nonfictitious real-life news 

coverage, but on the other hand, since the news coverage was aired before the study, 

participants might have already watched the televised segments and might have discussed the 

news coverage with friends and family, followed debates, and already held an opinion about 

the specific news coverage, resulting in a biased and different perception of the news coverage 

compared with primary viewing. Therefore, the stimulus material used provides the positive 

aspect of real-life content, but also the negative aspect of preexisting opinions about the news 

coverage that might affect the results of the study. Moreover, the sample of Vallone and 

colleagues’ study consisted only of students, and thus did not include people of different social 

and educational groups or people from different US states. 

Apart from the aforementioned criticisms, the study of Vallone and colleagues (1985) is 

an important milestone for media perception research, since for the first time this study 

empirically demonstrated people’s biased and hostile perception of news content that had been 

rather anecdotal. 

In addition to the hostile media effect the relative hostile media effect was introduced, 

examined, and discussed (e.g., Feldman, 2011; Gunther & Christen, 2002; Gunther, Christen, 

Liebhart, & Chia, 2001; Gunther & Liebhart, 2004; Gunther & Schmitt, 2004; Gunther, 

McLaughlin, Gotlieb, & Wise, 2016; McLeod et al., 2017; Perloff, 2015). It differs from the 

hostile media effect in respect of the presented news coverage. A precondition for the hostile 

media effect is a balanced or even-handed news coverage, whereas a slanted news coverage is 

applicable in the relative hostile media effect (Feldman, 2011). Moreover, a relative hostile 

media effect is only present if both partisan sides (supporters and opponents) of a given issue 

perceive the news to be biased in the same direction (Feldmann, 2011; Gunther & Liebhart, 

2006; Schmitt, Gunther, & Liebhart, 2004). However, both partisan groups “sees it as less 

agreeable, or more disagreeable, relative to the other” (Schmitt et al., 2004, p. 639). 

Consequently, in the relative hostile media effect, partisans do not have to perceive the news 
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coverage as hostile in absolute terms, but in relation to their antagonists they perceive the 

content relatively more hostile and disagreeable to their side (Gunther et al., 2001). Several 

studies showed that partisans perceived news coverage as fair and balanced if the content was 

congruent with their perspectives (e.g., Arceneaux et al., 2012). 

The next chapter defines the phenomenon for the present work and presents 

conceptualizations of the hostile media effect from prior research. 

 

 

2.2 Conceptualization of the Hostile Media Effect 

 

This chapter aims to define this phenomenon for the present work and to demonstrate 

differences of conceptualizations in prior research. 

The hostile media effect does not offer a clear conceptual definition, and different 

measures were used. In the literature, the hostile media effect is also termed hostile media 

perception, hostile media phenomenon, or hostile media bias (Perloff, 2015). These terms are 

used synonymously and can cause confusion, since no clear and widely accepted definition is 

used (Perloff, 2015). Nonetheless, most definitions in research include neutrality, even-

handedness, or balance of the content as well as a divergent perception commonly dependent 

on people’s partisanship. However, several definitions replace partisanship with terms like 

involvement (e.g., Matthes, 2013). In this dissertation, the hostile media effect is defined as 

biased perception of people with strong divergent opinions of a neutral or even-handed news 

content against their side. This definition is in accordance with Perloff (2015), who defined the 

hostile media effect as:  

 

The tendency for individuals with a strong preexisting attitude on an issue to perceive 

that ostensibly neutral, even-handed media coverage of the topic is biased against their 

side and in favor of their antagonists’ point of view. (p. 9) 

 

Some researchers tried to find a conceptualization of the hostile media effect that might 

be appropriate for their study, but this is not always applicable to other studies. For example, 

Rojas (2010) defined media hostility as the calculated difference between a person’s media 

position and their personal ideological position (see Table 1). Here, the personal ideological 

position might cause a problem, since not all topics or studies are necessarily based on or 

depend on people’s ideological position, but rather on their personal opinion of the specific 
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topic. Nevertheless, this calculation is certainly appropriate for surveys or studies with a clear 

political topic where two political camps are observable.  

A far more extensive and complex approach in the form of a mathematical formula for 

people’s perceived bias was presented by Peffley and colleagues (2001). This included 

people’s view on a specific topic, people’s political awareness, people’s prior belief in media 

bias, people’s ideology, their party identification and demographic variables, as well as the 

product of the multiplication of people’s opinion about the issue and their awareness of it (see 

Table 1). Thus, many variables are entered into the calculation and are summed to the variable 

describing people’s perceived bias. Here again, several variables are not applicable for each 

research subject, such as party identification or ideology. Moreover, it is not specified which 

demographic variables are entered into the calculation. This approach seems to be adequate for 

the specific study, but not for hostile media research in general, since (a) party affiliation and 

ideology are not necessarily informative and expedient to explain people’s perceived bias 

because especially in countries with a more diverse political landscape (in contrast to the 

United States where the study by Peffley and colleagues was conducted) attributing proponents 

and opponents to a specific topic can be difficult and (b) people’s political awareness does not 

necessarily offer a certain added value and does not contribute to the explanation of the 

mechanism if the topic is more of societal relevance than of political relevance. In general, it is 

doubtful whether the summation of different variables is adequate to calculate people’s 

perceived bias. Therefore, this mathematical formula does not seem to be standardized and 

transferable to all studies contributing to hostile media research. 

Another mathematical conceptualization of the hostile media effect was presented by 

Choi and colleagues (2009), who defined people’s hostile media perception as the calculated 

difference between people’s personal opinion and their perceived media slant (see Table 1). 

This approach might be suitable for examining people’s general hostile media perception; 

however, it is not feasible for experiments focusing on specific stimulus material. Nonetheless, 

this approach appears to be most applicable in general since it does not include any type of 

political ideology or affiliation. Therefore, topics like genetically modified food, animal 

testing, or pro-life versus pro-choice can be examined following this approach, since these 

topics are not driven by people’s political orientation. 

Following these conceptualizations, one has to distinguish between the hostile media 

effect that is the term used for the phenomenon of a biased perception for even-handed content 

and the hostile media perception that is a more general construct covering people’s biased 

perception of the media landscape and, for instance, can include people’s personal opinion and 
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their perceived media slant on a topic (e.g., Choi et al., 2009). Thus, the hostile media effect 

refers to participants’ perceived neutrality of news content whereas the hostile media 

perception refers to a general perception of a biased media. In other words, the hostile media 

perception is based on one’s prior beliefs and one’s own opinion on a topic without reference 

to specific news content. 

In the following chapter, the state of hostile media effect research is presented. 

Thereafter, and based on the different conceptualizations presented, the author’s own approach 

is presented to unify and systematically examine people’s hostile and biased perception of 

news content. 

 

 

Table 1 

Approaches to the conceptualization of a biased perception 

Authors Conceptualization 

Choi, Yang, & Chang (2009) Hostile media perception = personal opinion – perceived 
media slant 
 

Peffley, Glass, & Avery 
(2001) 

Perceived Bias = Abortion Views + Political Awareness + 
Abortion Views * Awareness + Prior Belief in Media Bias 
+ Ideology + Party Identification + Demographic 
Variables 
 

Rojas (2010) Media hostility = media position – personal ideological 
position 

 

 

2.3 State of Research 

 

Since the hostile media effect was first documented in 1985 (Vallone et al., 1985), it has 

received much attention in different scientific fields. Psychological, political, communication 

scientists, and several more researchers are devoted to this phenomenon. The interest in this 

effect might be explained by the specific nature of the hostile media effect that is based on a 

bilateral contrast bias whereby opponents as well as proponents perceive the news coverage to 

be in favor of the antagonist’s opinions and views, thus, in reverse, as biased and hostile to 

their position. Several media environments like television, newspapers (e.g., Arpan & Raney, 

2003; Choi et al., 2009; Coe et al., 2008; D’Alessio, 2003; Feldman, 2011; Vallone et al., 

1985), blogs (e.g., Veenstra, Lyons, & Flannagan, 2017; Yun et al., 2018), or news websites 
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(e.g., Ceron, 2015; Matthes, 2013) were the subject of research in hostile media effect studies. 

In particular, studies focusing on news articles and television broadcasts were conducted (see 

Table 2). In addition, numerous studies examined people’s general hostile media perception 

without focusing on a special medium (e.g., Bernhard & Dohle, 2015; Choi et al., 2009; 

Gunther & Chia, 2001; Matthes & Beyer, 2017; Tsfati, 2007) (see Table 2). To the best 

knowledge of the author, only one study examined the hostile media effect in a social 

networking site (see Lee, Kim, & Coe, 2018) and one manuscript theoretically discussed the 

hostile media effect in a social media and social networking sites context (see Perloff, 2015).  

Aside from the lack of hostile media effect research on social media, the conceptual as 

well as the methodological approaches and practical applications contain great differences. 

Firstly, the conceptualization of the hostile media effect differs in the respective literature (see 

Chapter 2.2). Secondly, as addressed earlier, the hostile media effect was researched in 

different media (see Table 2). Additionally, several studies examined people’s general 

perception of a hostile and biased media coverage without referring to a presented news 

stimulus (e.g., Choi et al., 2009; Eveland & Shah, 2003). Thirdly, various dependent as well as 

independent variables are used to explain this phenomenon. Numerous studies focused on the 

influence of the source on people’s biased perception (e.g., Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Gunther 

et al., 2016; Matheson & Dursun, 2001; Tsfati, 2007; Yun et al., 2018). Besides, several 

studies used political or religious ideology (e.g., Ariyanto, Hornsey, & Gallois, 2007; Coe et 

al., 2008; D’Alessio, 2003) or people’s personal opinion (e.g., Chia, Yong, Wong, & Koh., 

2007; Feldmann, 2001; Gunther & Chia, 2001) to assign participants to a partisan group. 

However, only a few studies focused on reach as influencing factor (e.g., Gunther & Liebhart, 

2006; Gunther, Miller, & Liebhart, 2009). Further, some studies examined influencing 

mechanism such as selective recall, selective categorization, different standards, or prior 

beliefs (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; Peffley, Glass, & Avery 2001; Schmitt et al., 

2004). These mechanisms were used as independent variables, mediators, or moderators. 

Moreover, numerous studies examined the role of involvement as an influencing factor of 

people’s biased and hostile perception (e.g., Matthes, 2013; Matthes & Beyer, 2017). For a 

more detailed overview of involvement in hostile media research, see Hansen and Kim’s meta-

analysis (2011). These aforementioned studies pursue different approaches to examining 

people’s hostile and biased perception leading to a need for systematization. 

As presented in the previous paragraph, the conceptual and methodological approaches 

differ in hostile media research and, thus, as a first step an overview of different studies is 

presented (see Table 2). The presented studies were exemplarily selected since they are among 
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the most cited studies on Google Scholar in this research field and thus belong to the studies 

with the greatest influence on the community, but they did not necessarily present the best 

operationalized, conducted, and/or justified studies. Moreover, these studies are presented to 

offer an exemplary overview of the medium, samples sizes, and issues that have been studied 

in hostile media research, helping to give a general idea on the current state of research. 

Further, the study by Lee, Kim, and Coe (2018) was added to the table since currently it is the 

only study examining the hostile media effect within a social networking site environment. 

This study is presented in more detail in Chapter 2.8. Despite the differences in theoretical as 

well as methodological approaches, most studies have in common that they originated in the 

United States and participants were mostly students. To underline this statement, the column 

sample size/origin was added to Table 2. Moreover, a number of these studies are consulted in 

subsequent chapters (e.g., Chapter 2.5) to outline empirical findings of miscellaneous 

mechanisms (e.g., prior beliefs, different standards). However, throughout this dissertation, 

additional studies to those presented in the table are covered.  

Despite the aforementioned differences and a need for systematization, in the selected 

literature six broad areas of research were identified: (1) structural elements of news (e.g., 

source, reach); (2) psychological mechanisms of people’s news processing; (3) influence of 

involvement; (4) influences of people’s biased perception on their perceived public opinion; 

(5) democratic and political consequences; and (6) influences of social media characteristics on 

people’s biased perception. The studies are listed in Table 2 in alphabetical order per category 

and the six broad areas of research are presented in the following sections. 

 

(1) Structural Elements of News 

Most studies examining the hostile media effect focus on revealing influences of 

structural elements of news on people’s biased and hostile perception. In particular, the main 

focus of these studies is on source (e.g., ingroup vs. outgroup, professional journalist vs. 

student) and reach. However, source and reach are mostly inseparable since reach is linked to 

the source and simply modified by textual descriptions if the news coverage reached small or 

broad audience. Thus, reach was only quasi-experimentally manipulated (see Chapter 2.5 [e] 

influence of presumed influence). Reach was particularly examined by the following studies: 

Christen, Kannaovaku, & Gunther, 2002; Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Gunther et al., 2009; 

Gunther & Schmitt, 2004. 
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(2) Psychological Mechanisms in People’s News Processing 

Numerous studies analyzed the influence of and interaction between mechanisms such as 

selective recall, selective categorization, or different standards and people’s biased perception. 

These mechanisms help to explain why and how a biased and hostile perception occurs and are 

addressed in Chapter 2.5. 

 

(3) Influence of Involvement 

Involvement was stated to be a core element of people’s hostile and biased perception of 

news. Moreover, it was reported that people’s involvement might influence their perception of 

the source and consequently affect people’s biased perception (e.g., Gunther et al. 2009). The 

presented studies examine different types of involvement (e.g., ego involvement, issue 

involvement, affective involvement, cognitive involvement) and examine the moderating role 

of involvement in people’s biased perception. More detailed explanations are presented in 

Chapter 2.5 (see [f] involvement). 

 

(4) Influences of People’s Biased Perception on Their Perceived Public Opinion 

People’s biased perception cannot be seen as a dependent variable only, but also as an 

independent variable. Several studies examined to what extent a biased perception of news 

influences people’s perceived public opinion and its affection of their opinion expression (e.g., 

Gunther et al., 2001). The influence of people’s biased perception on their perceived public 

opinion is described in Chapter 2.5 and in Chapter 2.6. 

 

(5) Democratic and Political Consequences 

The perception of biased and hostile news coverage can result in consequences that affect 

people’s political participation and behavior and it can also lead to resistance of democratic 

decisions that are possibly responded to by violence. The consequences of people’s perceived 

public opinion as well as democratic and political consequences are specified in Chapter 2.6. 

 

(6) Influences of Social Media Characteristics on People’s Biased Perception 

As social media have become crucial venues for news distribution and news 

consumption, recent studies strived to analyze influencing factors of social media 

characteristics on people’s biased perception. To this end, studies examined differences 

between social media like blogs and classic media like newspapers (e.g., Veenstra et al., 2017) 

or the influence of user-generated comments on people’s perception of online news articles 
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(e.g., Lee, 2012). The influences of social media characteristics on people’s biased perception 

and the studies by Lee (2012) and Veenstra and colleagues (2017) are presented in Chapter 2.8. 

The focus of Chapter 2.8 is the hostile media effect in social media. 

 

In addition to these categories, numerous studies examined the influence of the 

mechanism of prior beliefs on people’s biased and hostile perception (e.g., Antoniades 2013; 

Ariyanto et al., 2007; Chia et al., 2007; Choi et al., 2009; Coe et al., 2008; Feldmann 2011; 

Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Oh, Park, & Wanta, 2011; Peffley 

et al., 2001).  

Notwithstanding, it should be noted that the presented categories are not exclusive and 

some research fit in several of the listed categories. Nevertheless, these studies as well as the 

categorization should help to give a general idea on the current state of research. Moreover, 

Table 2 lists studies that additionally examine the relative hostile media effect (e.g., Gunther & 

Chia, 2001; Gunther & Christen, 2002; Veenstra et al., 2017). 

Because various definitions of the hostile media effect were used in the studies, this 

dissertation strives to present a more systematized conceptualization of the hostile media 

effect. To this end, the previous section (Chapter 2.3) discussed former definitions and 

conceptualization of the hostile media effect and signposted the definition for this thesis. The 

column in Table 2 including the topic of the studies is presented as it underlines that the 

conceptualization of the hostile media effect should not include people’s political ideology or 

party affiliation since topics were researched that are not strictly related to people’s political 

ideology. A more exact explanation and reasoning are provided in the following section 

(Chapter 2.4) and the author’s own approach to examining people’s biased and hostile 

perceptions is presented. 

 
 

  



	

	
	 	 	

Table 2 

Overview of studies examining the hostile media effect in various media 

Author Research focus Medium Method Sample size / 
origin 

Topic 

Structural elements of news 

Arpan & Raney 
(2003) 

Examination of the interaction of 
different news sources in sports 
news. 

News article Experiment N = 203 / 
USA 

Off-the-field problems of 
football teams (e.g., crimes 
committed by players) 

Ariyanto, 
Hornsey, & 
Gallois (2007) 

Influences of the group 
allegiances of a newspaper on 
people’s perceived bias. 

News article  Experiment N = 212 / 
Indonesia 

Inter-religious conflict 
(Christians vs. Muslims) 

Chia, Yong, 
Wong, & Koh 
(2007) 

Partisans’ perception of media 
bias in a highly regulated press 
environment. 

News article  
 

Experiment N = 144 / 
Singapore 

Casino building 

Coe, Tweksbury, 
Bond, Drogos, 
Porter, Yahn, & 
Zhang (2008) 

Identifying factors leading 
political partisans to select cable 
television news networks and 
programs as well as to employ 
experimental methods to 
demonstrate how viewers’ 
partisan leanings influence their 
perceptions of content from CNN, 
Fox News, and The Daily Show. 

Study 2: 
Television 

Study 1: Telephone 
survey; 
Study 2: Experiment 

Study 1: N = 
3,000; Study 
2: N = 300 / 
USA 

Study 2: 
Trip of President Bush to 
NATO summit in Europe; 
Iraqi parliamentary election 
results; conflict between 
Harvard University President 
Lawrence H. Summers and 
the faculty over comments 
Summers had made regarding 
women 
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D’Alessio (2003)  Examination of audience 
perception of media bias to 
discover what content elicits the 
designation of “biased.” 

News article Experiment N = 146 
/USA 

Campus housing 
overcrowding; shortage of 
parking; performance of 
President George W. Bush. 

Eveland & Shah 
(2003) 

Examination of interpersonal 
factors such as the ideological 
similarity or dissimilarity of 
personal communication networks 
on bias perception. 

/ E-mail survey N = 1,902 / 
USA 

General perception of media 
bias 

Feldman, (2011) How do audiences perceive 
content of proliferation of opinion 
and overt partisanship in cable 
news? 
 

Study 1 & 2: 
Television; 
Study 3: text-
based 
(transcript 
from 
Television 
news 
broadcast) 

Online experiment Study 1: N= 
127; 
Study 2: N = 
423; 
Study 3: N = 
437/ USA 

Study 1: Bush’s speech about 
al Qaeda using Iraq to plan 
terrorist attacks against the 
United States; 
Study 2: Bush’s veto of the 
proposed expansion of the 
State Children’s Health 
Insurance Program; 
Study 3: Failed Senate cloture 
vote on the Development, 
Relief, and Education for 
Alien Minors (DREAM) Act 

Gunther & 
Liebhart (2006) 

Influence of source (journalist vs. 
college student) and reach (mass 

News article 
(student essay 
style vs. online 

Online experiment N = 413 / 
USA 

Genetically modified 
organisms 
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media vs. classroom composition) 
on perceptions of bias. 

news story 
format) 

Gunther, 
McLaughlin, 
Gotlieb, & Wise 
(2016) 

Examination of shifts in content 
and source concurrently in an 
effort to clarify their roles in the 
hostile media effect and to specify 
the nature of their interaction. 

News article Online experiment N = 1,639 / 
USA 

Alternatives to evaluation 

Gunther, Miller, 
& Liebhart 
(2009) 

Analysis of the effects of low, 
moderate, and high levels of reach 
and characteristics of a source. 

Newspaper vs. 
essay  

Experiment N = 152 / 
USA 

Genetically modified wild 
rice 

Gunther & 
Schmitt (2004) 

Exploration of a theoretical basis 
for the hostile media perception. 

Newspaper vs. 
student essay 

Field experiment  N = 237 / 
USA 

Genetically modified foods 

Matheson & 
Dursun (2001) 

Assessing whether the cognitive 
differentiation that highlights 
ingroup similarities and 
distinctiveness from the outgroup 
mediates the effects of group 
identification on perceptions of 
media bias. 

News article Experiment N = 90 / 
Canada 
(Serbs living 
in Canada) 

1994 bombing of the 
Sarajevo marketplace (Serbs 
vs. Muslims) 

Psychological mechanisms of people’s news processing 

Giner-Sorolla & 
Chaiken (1994) 

Contribution of prior beliefs about 
media bias to the hostile media 
effect. 

Television Experiment  N = 246 / 
USA 

Mideast issue; abortion issue 
(pro-life vs. pro-choice) 
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Peffley, Glass & 
Avery (2001) 

Systematic variation of the degree 
and direction of the balance or 
slant in the news article. What 
types of news coverage prompt 
what types of citizens to perceive 
a news story as biased? 

News article Experiment N = 564 / 
USA 

Pro-life vs. pro-choice 

Reid (2012) Examination of the self-
categorization explanation with 
regard to the hostile media effect. 

News article Experiment Study 1:  
N = 134; 
Study 2:  
N = 213; 
Study 3:  
N = 133 / 
USA 

Political position; Presidential 
primaries; Review of 
Fahrenheit 9/11 

Schmitt, Gunther, 
& Liebhart 
(2004) 

What mechanisms might explain 
the hostile media effect: (a) 
selective recall, (b) selective 
categorization, or (c) different 
standards? 

News article 
vs. student 
essay 

Experiment N = 150 / 
USA 

Genetically modified food 

Vallone, Ross, & 
Lepper (1985) 

Assumption based on Hastorf & 
Cantril’s (1954) study that 
viewers of media coverage of a 
continuing political struggle may 
see their side portrayed as the 
villain, and the other side as the 
hero. 
 
 

Television  Experiment N = 144 / 
USA 

Television coverage of the 
Beirut massacre 
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Influences of involvement 

Antoniades 
(2013) 

Do Muslims perceive balanced 
media coverage on sensitive or 
controversial issues as biased? 
Does media branding affect 
people’s perception? 

Television Experiment N = 581/ 
Qatar 

Depicting material of the 
prophet 
Mohammad 

Choi, Yang, & 
Chang (2009) 

Examination of the type of 
involvement that plays a role in 
the hostile media perception 
phenomenon and hostile media 
perception relationships with 
other media-related perceptions. 

/ Survey N = 185 / 
South Korea 

National Security Law in 
South Korea 

Matthes (2013) Clarification of whether the 
hostile media effect is triggered 
by cognitive and/or affective 
involvement. 

/ Study 1: Online 
survey; Study 2: 
Telephone survey; 
Study 3: Panel 
survey in 
combination with a 
content analysis of 
news media  

Study 1:  
N = 1,096; 
Study 2:  
N = 500;  
Study 3:  
N = 2,252 / 
Switzerland 

Study 1: World Economic 
Forum (WEF); Study 2: 
Asylum policy; Study 3: 
Reform of corporate taxation  

Matthes & Beyer 
(2017) 

Affective involvement for the 
perceptions of media bias. Model 
of cognitive–affective hostile 
media perceptions. 

/ Online survey N = 1,026 / 
USA, 
N = 1,048 / 
Norway,  
N = 1,034 / 
France 

Immigration (France, 
Norway, USA)  
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Oh, Park, & 
Wanta (2011) 

Examination of individual-level 
variables influencing the hostile 
media perception. 

/ Telephone survey N = 2,521 / 
USA 

Presidential primary elections 

Influences of people’s biased perception on their perceived public opinion 
Christen, 
Kannaovakun, & 
Gunther (2002) 

Examination of differences in 
perceptions of news content and 
public opinion. 

News article Experiment N = 189 / 
USA 

Teamsters strike against UPS 

Gunther & Chia 
(2001) 

Pluralistic ignorance and the 
potential for public misjudgment 
of public opinion. 

/ Telephone survey N = 402 / 
USA 

Primates in laboratory 
research 

Gunther & 
Christen (2002) 

Effects of personal opinion and 
perceived media content on 
individuals’ assessments of public 
opinion. 
 

/ Telephone survey  N = 760 / 
USA 

Potential health hazards from 
radon gas; genetically 
engineered foods; visit from 
intelligent beings from outer 
space; physician-assisted 
suicide 

Democratic and political consequences 
Bernhard & 
Dohle (2015) 

Perception of media influences on 
other people. 

/ Online survey N = 485 / 
Germany 

Parliamentary election for the 
German federal state of North 
Rhine-Westphalia 

Hwang, 
Schmierbach, 
Paek, Gil de 
Zúñiga, & Shah 
(2006) 

Explanation of information 
seeking and related political 
behaviors as a result of 
individuals’ reaction to 
mainstream media coverage. 

/ Web-based survey N = 307 / 
USA 

Iraq war 
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Kim (2011) Affective mechanism of hostile 
media perception and the 
democratic consequences of such 
perception. 

News article Web-based survey N = 138 / 
USA 

Politics of global warming in 
the United States 

Tsfati (2007) Examination whether perceptions 
regarding negative coverage, and 
regarding the influence of this 
coverage on outgroup audiences, 
indirectly affect minority 
alienation. 

/ Telephone survey N = 251 / 
Israel 

Perceptions of Arab Israelis’ 
media image 

Tsfati & Cohen 
(2005) 

Examination of the consequences 
of the hostile media phenomenon 
and advance of the argument that 
people’s perceptions of hostile 
coverage shape their trust in 
mainstream media institutions. 

/ Telephone survey  N = 413 / 
Israel 

Gaza settlers 

Influences of social media characteristics on people’s biased perception 

Lee (2012) Influence of user-generated 
comments on Internet news sites 
on readers’ perception of the bias 
in the news story (hostile media 
perception). 

News article 
(with user 
comments) 

Web-based 
experiment 

N = 214 / 
South Korea 

Ban on corporal punishment 
in grade schools 
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Lee, Kim, & Coe 
(2018) 

Examination whether social 
media characteristics and party 
affiliation have an influence on 
people’s perceived bias. 

Twitter Experiment N = 265 / 
USA 

Affordable Care Act 

Veenstra, Lyons, 
& Flannagan 
(2017) 

Examination of the influence of 
identity centrality, candidate 
favorability, and perceived social 
network homogeneity as measure 
of partisanship and involvement 
on participant’s perceived bias 
against their favored party and 
candidate. 

News article 
vs. blog post 

Experiment Study 1: 
N = 327 
Study 2: 
N = 337 / 
USA 

Cues that favored Clinton or 
Sanders, contrasting these 
two candidates 

Yun, Park, Lee, 
& Flynn (2018) 

Effects of source and user 
comments on the perception of 
shared news story. 

Blog post Experiment N = 92 / 
South Korea 

Congressional debate over the 
South Korean government’s 
budget for the following year 
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2.4 Own Approach to Systematically Examine People’s Hostile and Biased Perception 

 

As outlined in Chapters 2.2. and 2.3, there is no clear conceptual definition and different 

measures were used to examine people’s hostile and biased perception of media coverage. 

Moreover, existing conceptualizations are mostly applicable to the topic of the study or imply 

people’s political ideology. Therefore, this dissertation strives for a systematization of concepts 

and delimitations of terms. To this end, the author’s own approach is introduced that aims for a 

clearer conceptualization of hostile media research to ensure better comparability of findings.  

The presented conceptualizations (see Chapter 2.2) and definitions require 

differentiation. As presented in Chapter 2.2, one has to distinguish between hostile media 

effect, which is the term used for the phenomenon of a biased perception for even-handed 

content, and hostile media perception, which is a more general construct covering people’s 

biased perception of the media landscape and, for instance, can include people’s personal 

opinion and their perceived media slant on a topic (e.g., Choi et al., 2009). Thus, hostile media 

effect refers to participants’ perceived neutrality whereas, hostile media perception refers to a 

general perception of a biased media. In other words, the hostile media perception is based on 

one’s prior beliefs and one’s own opinion on a topic without reference to specific news 

content. 

However, to meet the stipulation of the hostile media effect of a neutral, even-handed, 

and balanced news content as well as to examine people’s biased perception of a given news 

content under consideration of their personal opinion, and, furthermore, to conceive a 

methodological conceptualization that is applicable to issues of societal interest, which are not 

necessarily linked to people’s political ideology or affiliation, I adopted the conceptual 

approach of Choi and colleagues (2009) and applied it to stimulus material. This is based on 

two reasons: First, the conceptualization of Choi et al. (2009) does not include people’s 

political ideology or party affiliation and is therefore applicable to societal issues that are not 

dependent on political orientation. Second, this approach allows for the calculation of any 

discrepancy between people’s personal opinion and a further variable (e.g., perceived media 

slant, perceived neutrality of news content), since it was reported that the degree of people’s 

perceived discrepancy between their opinion and the presented statements affects people’s 

biased perception, that is, the higher the perceived discrepancy between people’s opinions and 

a given content the more likely a contrast effect will occur (Reid, 2012). Following this chain 

of reasoning, I propose a new calculation to examine people’s biased and hostile perception of 

given news content that is applicable for any given issue, labeled as: hostile news content 
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perception. This facilitates the analysis of people’s perception of specific news content 

considering their personal opinion on the issue. This is motivated by three reasons: (a) the 

proposed calculation meets the needs of the originally theoretical conceptualization of the 

hostile media effect, demanding neutral, even-handed, or balanced news content, which is not 

treated by the calculation of hostile media perception, since here people’s general perception of 

a biased and hostile media landscape is subtracted from people’s personal opinion; (b) the 

calculated discrepancy between people’s personal opinion and their perceived neutrality of the 

news content illustrates the level of acceptance or rejection of news content; and (c) people’s 

hostile media perception might not be pronounced in social media environments to this extent, 

as users are confronted with different types of messages and content, and professional news 

content is ripped out of its natural environment. Social media enables unfiltered news 

distribution by its crowd that might lead to user- and content-centered perceptions rather than 

to an overarching perception of a hostile media. Therefore, it is more likely that a hostile and 

biased perception occurs for particular issues and content than for general issues and content.  

In line with Choi and colleagues’ (2009) calculation of the hostile media perception, 

negative scores of the hostile news content perception indicate a congeniality bias whereas 

positive scores indicate the level of perceived hostile news content perception (for a detailed 

overview of the calculation process, see Choi et al., 2009). 

In general, since most studies of hostile media effect were conducted in the United States 

where a clear and strong party affiliation can be observed, the inclusion of people’s ideology 

might offer indications of an influence on people’s perceived bias. The European political 

party spectrum, on the other hand, is more diverse. This also applies for the media sector where 

no clear assignment to a political party or ideology can be drawn, in contrast to the US media 

landscape. Here, a clearer allocation exists, such that one can, for example, assign MSNBC or 

The New York Times to a democratic and more liberal position whereas, for example, Fox 

News or The Wall Street Journal are deemed to be more conservative and in favor of 

Republican views (e.g., Barnidge et al., 2017; Hassell & Weeks, 2016). Therefore, it seems 

more expedient to examine people’s perception based on a specific stimulus rather than on a 

wider and more general prospect. 

As outlined earlier, one has to distinguish between the hostile media effect and the 

hostile media perception. The hostile news content perception, however, is a type of 

combination of people’s perceived neutrality of a given news coverage, but under 

consideration of people’s personal opinion on the specific topic. In light of this threefold 

division and to adequately cover the hostile media effect, I will test this phenomenon in a 
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tripartite approach (see Figure 1). This means, that I will first test for participants’ perception 

of neutrality. Second, I will examine the hostile news content perception following the 

approach I suggested and presented, and third, in selected cases I will analyze people’s general 

hostile media perception following the approach by Choi and colleagues (2009), since in this 

thesis people’s perception of a neutral or even-handed news content is the main focus.  

 

 

 

 

Nevertheless, the conceptualization of the hostile media effect does not provide sufficient 

information on how and why the hostile media effect occurs. In the next section, mechanisms 

are therefore presented that were described to have an influence on people’s biased and hostile 

perception. 

 

 

2.5 Mechanisms Helping to Explain How and Why the Hostile Media Effect Occurs 

 

In the literature several mechanisms are described to affect the divergent audience 

evaluations of the hostile media effect and are defined to explain how and why the hostile 

media effect occurs (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; Gunther & Liebhart, 2006). These 

mechanisms are labeled as: (a) selective recall, (b) selective categorization, (c) different 

standards, (d) prior beliefs, and (e) influence of presumed influence (including source and 

reach). Moreover, the moderating variable (f) involvement is presented. 

 

 

Figure 1. Tripartite approach to examine people’s biased and hostile perception. 
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(a) Selective Recall 

A mechanism that states a better recall of counter-attitudinal information than 

information that is consistent with one’s opinion is selective recall (a). Thus, selective recall 

addresses the idea that individuals tend to recall contradictory information. This mechanism is 

contrary to the elemental assumption of confirmation bias that states a better recall of opinion-

supportive information (e.g., Nickerson, 1998; Reid, 2012). This contrary approach 

characterizes people’s tendency to seek for opinion-supportive information and their endeavor 

to interpret information as supportive to increase their confidence (Nickerson, 1998) and to 

decrease cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1954). However, research demonstrated inconclusive 

findings for selective recall (e.g., Arpan & Raney, 2003; Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; 

Schmitt et al., 2004).  

 

(b) Selective Categorization 

Selective categorization (b) describes people’s tendency to categorize more information 

as unfavorable than favorable to their side (Perloff, 2015) as well as a disagreement about the 

valence of the content (Gunther & Liebhart, 2006). Thus, people classify opposing as well as 

neutral content as hostile to their side (Reid, 2012). It was reported that selective categorization 

is affected by people’s involvement (see mechanism [f] involvement), indicating that highly 

involved people tend to perceive more statements and arguments as hostile and biased than as 

neutral or in favor of their position (Schmitt et al., 2004). An incorrect interpretation of neutral 

content as biased could be the result (Barnidge & Rojas, 2014). Here again, research showed 

inconclusive findings (e.g., Chia et al., 2007; Schmitt et al., 2004). Chia and colleagues (2007) 

reported uncertainty about the effect of selective categorization on people’s perceptual bias, 

since the authors could not foreclose that selective recall also contributed to people’s perceived 

bias. Schmitt and colleagues (2004) as well as Gunther and Liebhart (2006) asked their 

participants to read and subsequently to rate six passages of the stimulus material from strongly 

unfavorable to strongly favorable. Results of both studies demonstrated that selective 

categorization functions as a mediator of the hostile media effect. However, the items were 

used to measure participants’ hostile media perception and selective categorization, resulting in 

a misattribution of the mediator (Reid, 2012). In general, there are hardly any studies 

examining this mechanism in a legitimate manner. 
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(c) Different Standards 

The mechanism of (c) different standards supposes an agreement of both partisan groups 

about the content itself and the valence of the news content, but a disagreement of the 

appropriateness of the content and valence (Vallone et al., 1985). This disagreement subsists, 

“in light of their differing views about the larger truth that the stimulus was designed to 

portray” (Vallone et al., 1985, p. 579). In other words, the explanation of different standards 

proposes that people perceive the news coverage to be balanced and that people can allocate 

pro and contra arguments correctly (Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994). However, the news 

coverage is perceived as inappropriate since partisans ascribe more accuracy to their side than 

to their antagonists’ side. As a result, the perception of an even-handed and balanced news 

coverage seems unfair (Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994). Research supported the influence of 

different standards on people’s perception (e.g., Chia et al., 2007; Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 

1994; Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Schmitt et al., 2004). Nevertheless, different standards apply 

for the hostile media effect as well as for assimilation bias (Reid, 2012), described as people’s 

tendency to evaluate content as favorable to their position (Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979) and is 

also known as the friendly media phenomenon (Goldman & Mutz, 2011), since the likelihood 

of the occurrence of assimilation bias or hostile media bias depends on people’s degree of 

partisanship – the more partisan a person is, the greater the likelihood of an occurrence of 

hostile media bias with an increased extent of its perception – (Reid, 2012) as well as on the 

factor source since, “It might be argued that self-categorization theory provides this 

mechanism—ingroup sources produced biased assimilation, and outgroup sources produced 

hostile media perceptions” (Reid, 2012, p. 396), suggesting that people’s biased perceptions 

are affected by “partisans’ jaundiced perspective on their group” (Ariyanto et al., 2007, p. 267). 

Therefore, the different standards explanation comprises explanatory patterns of other 

mechanisms. 

 

(d) Prior Beliefs 

Another mechanism helping to understand the occurrence of a hostile media effect is (d) 

prior beliefs. Prior beliefs describe people’s general tendency to believe in a biased and hostile 

media landscape. Thereby, they evaluate news content in line with their preexisting – prior – 

beliefs as biased and hostile against their side (e.g., Ariyanto et al., 2007; Giner-Sorolla & 

Chaiken, 1994; Peffley et al., 2001). Thus, people transfer their prior beliefs about the media in 

general to specific news content (Chia et al., 2007). When people are exposed to specific news, 

prior beliefs might function as a judgmental heuristic (Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994), since 
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people seem to not closely scrutinize the news coverage if they believe in a bias of the specific 

media report per se (Ariyanto et al., 2007). Prior beliefs about a general media bias might 

affect people’s cognitive processes that subsequently may lead to an influence on other 

mechanisms like (a) selective recall or (b) selective categorization (Perloff, 2015). It was 

reported that prior beliefs partly result from people’s interaction and discussions with others 

(Eveland & Shah, 2003). Former research demonstrated inconclusive findings. For example, 

Ariyanto and colleagues (2007) as well as Giner-Sorolla and Chaiken (1994) showed that prior 

beliefs enhanced people’s biased perception. However, Arpan and Raney (2003), for example, 

could not show an influence of prior beliefs on people’s biased perception. These differences 

might be due to different conceptualizations of the construct. Research measured prior beliefs 

either as people’s general perceived media slant without referring to a specific topic or 

dependent on a specific topic. Furthermore, as described by Ariyanto and colleagues (2007), 

different results regarding prior beliefs might be dependent on the topic and people’s opinion 

about a capable and neutral reporting regarding a specific topic. Thus, different topics can lead 

to stereotypical associations of bias to media reports (e.g., Ariyanto et al., 2007, Giner-Sorolla 

& Chaiken, 1994). This was also demonstrated in a study by Gunther, Christen, Liebhart, and 

Chia (2001), who demonstrated that people’s perceived media bias and consequently their 

perceived biased of news content is issue-specific. In their study the same audience perceived 

only a bias for two out of four issues. Moreover, inconclusive findings might be due to 

different sources, in that the research uses ingroup or outgroup sources, leading to an increase 

of perceived bias if the news source was evaluated as an outgroup (Ariyanto et al., 2007). 

Further, people’s preferred media choice might lead to a decrease in perceived media slant 

whereas news sources refused by people might lead to an increase in perceived media slant 

(e.g., Barnidge et al., 2017). Therefore, the congruency between people’s preferred media 

choice and the displayed news source might lead to different perceptions of hostility and bias.  

 

 (e) Influence of Presumed Influence 

The influence of presumed influence model originated from the persuasive press 

inference and is based on the assumption that people perceive an influence of content on others 

and subsequently react to this perception (Gunther et al., 2001; Gunther & Storey, 2003). The 

persuasive press inference results from the hostile media effect (McLeod, Wise, & Perryman, 

2017) and it argues that people (a) allocate to mass media and carry out an evaluation of their 

perceived media slant, (b) consider a representative status to the content, (c) presume a wide 

reach of the content, and (d) assume that others’ opinions and attitudes are affected by the 
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media content (Gunther & Storey, 2003). This process was empirically documented (e.g., 

Gunther et al., 2001) and supposes an influence on public opinion such that people perceive a 

congruency between their perceived bias and the public opinion (McLeod et al., 2017). Further, 

this process seems to be even more accurate in an increasing media-centered and connected 

world, since the presumed press inference proposes that a small sample of news content would 

be sufficient for people to form a general impression of the news coverage, as described by 

Tversky and Kahnemann’s (1971) law-of-small-number bias (as cited in McLeod et al., 2017). 

A further assertion of the presumed press inference describes people’s belief of a powerful 

media affecting the recipients (McLeod et al., 2017). The connection of people’s belief that 

others are less informed, undecided in their opinions, and are more vulnerable by media 

influences might cause a stronger hostile media perception. This optimistic bias is in line with 

a special case of the influence of presumed influence model: the third-person effect (Gunther & 

Storey, 2003). The third-person effect describes people’s tendency to perceive a greater 

influence of negative content on others than on themselves (Davidson, 1983). The feeling of 

less affection is presumed to increase an individual’s self-esteem and to demonstrate 

superiority (McLeod et al., 2017). 

In line with this mechanism, it was demonstrated that the source and reach of news 

content have an influence on people’s biased and hostile perception. Source is defined as the 

originator of the news content and/or the person or entity who authored the information. In 

terms of (d) prior beliefs, source is an important factor that can produce a hostile perception of 

news content (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; Gunther & Liebhart, 2006). Moreover, 

Reid (2012) demonstrated that an ingroup member as source decreased people’s hostile media 

perceptions. In a study by Gunther and Liebhart (2006), source and reach were quasi-

experimentally manipulated. The source was either a journalist or a student and different 

ranges of reach were obtained by modifying the publishing media. Thus, the stimulus material 

was presented in one of four ways: (1) high-reach, with a journalist as source published in USA 

Today with a further declaration that this article was published nationwide (Associated Press); 

(2) high-reach, with a student as source (essay) with the description that this essay won a 

university composition contest and thus was published in USA Today and nationwide via 

Associated Press; (3) low-reach student essay for a seminar; and (4) low-reach journalist essay 

written for the same seminar as the student’s essay, but with a description that the author is a 

professional journalist. On the basis of this study, the authors demonstrated that the hostile 

media effect is independently affected by both source and reach. However, Reid (2012) as well 

as Perloff (2015) expressed criticism of Gunther and Liebhart’s (2006) study since other 
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factors than reach and source might intervene in the effect. Therefore, Perloff (2015) suggests 

approaching this problem by “devising experimental manipulations in which the two 

communication sources are perceived as equivalent in reach” (p. 21). Nevertheless, research 

yielded moderate evidence of the influence of reach (Reid, 2012). Moreover, results of Gunther 

and Schmitt’s (2004) study showed that a hostile media perception only occurs if the mass 

media mediates the content. This assumption is based on people’s perception anticipating an 

influence on a broad audience. According to the authors, news content with high reach would 

lead to an enhanced biased perception, whereas news content with low reach would indicated a 

self-centered influence resulting in an assimilation bias (Gunther & Schmitt, 2004; Lord et al., 

1979). 

Additionally, in prior research, reach was examined as a static factor represented by 

either the source (e.g., well-known nationwide newspaper) and/or by textual descriptions 

before the news content was presented. However, in the digital age of social networking sites, 

reach has to be reconceptualized since it has become more dynamic. Represented through the 

number of likes, number of shares, and user-generated comments, the reach of news content 

usually rises and rarely decreases. The interpretation of reach based on these types of social 

information can become a dynamic process that might affect people’s biased and hostile 

perception of the news content. When focusing on the psychological process of estimating the 

reach and potential influence of news content, McLeod and colleagues (2017) presented a 

visual overview of media perceptions and media effects perception, which proposed a sequence 

in which audience predispositions and perception processes are followed by media perceptions 

(e.g., hostile media perceptions) and subsequently followed by media effects perception (e.g., 

persuasive press inference), resulting in influence of presumed influence. However, this model 

describes a rigid sequence of media perceptions and media effect perceptions that seems 

inadequate since different types of information (e.g., likes, user-generate comments) can attract 

people’s attention to read specific news content or entail an alignment of their perceived 

biased, resulting in a more dynamic process of media perceptions and media effect perceptions, 

and can also lead to a mutual influence. It can be assumed that owing to the number of likes 

and comments, people align their perception of a biased and hostile news content because the 

reach and, thus, the influence on others is indicated. Moreover, comments can have an 

influence on people’s perceived climate of opinion and can challenge people’s formed opinion 

about the news content. In this way, people might return to the news content to reconsider or 

reconfirm aspects of the news content. Thus, people’s media effect perceptions (e.g., influence 

of presumed influence) might affect people’s media perceptions (e.g., hostile media 
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perception). Especially in the social media context, as mentioned earlier, this assumption might 

play an important role, since users of social networking sites like Facebook can find out (e.g., 

via comments, likes, and/or shares) how many people are reached and thus might be influenced 

by the indicated reach of news content. In general, it is assumed that media perceptions are 

followed by media effect perceptions, but also that media effect perceptions (e.g., influence of 

presumed influence) can have an influence on media perceptions as the hostile media effect. 

Walther and Valkenburg (2017) proposed four classifications of convergence of mass and 

interpersonal communication: 

1. Concurrence: Mass and interpersonal communication can occur simultaneously; 

2. Integration: Mass and interpersonal communication blend in a unified process; 

3. Transformation: Disruption and transformation of the creation and exchange of 

interpersonal and mass messages; and 

4. Evolution: Drive of technological adaption that is based on people’s needs of 

mass and interpersonal communication. 

Given this blending of mass (e.g., a news article) and interpersonal (e.g., user-generated 

comments) communication, a formerly static and rigid sequence can become a more dynamic 

process that is dependent on the sequence of attention users devote to mass media messages 

and interpersonal interactions or individual responses (e.g., “liking” a message). As described 

earlier, the audience perception processes can lead to a hostile media perception, here the 

hostile media perception refers to the general perception itself, which consequently might lead 

to a hostile media effect that results in a persuasive press inference and the influence of 

presumed influence. A strong perception of an influence on others might cause recursively a 

stronger hostile media perception. However, the sequence of attention can vary: (a) the process 

of news content perception and the perception of likes and comments can occur concurrently; 

(b) the news content can be read before seeing likes or comments and, thus, before classifying 

the news content as being of wide or small reach; or (c) comments and likes can be seen before 

reading news content. The latter would indicate a bandwagon heuristic (see Chapter 2.8). For 

example, people read news content on a social networking site and perceive a certain level of 

bias. Afterwards they see a large number of reactions that might lead to an alignment of their 

perceived bias since people perceive a large influence on others based on the number of 

reactions. Consequently, the level of bias is corrected upward, leading to a stronger perceived 

bias of the news content. Thus, people who perceive an increased influence on others (e.g., due 

to a large number of reactions) perceive a stronger hostile media perception, whereas a 

perception of low influence on others would entail less hostile media perception, but higher 
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assimilation bias. Therefore, it can be assumed that people who perceive a high hostile media 

perception but a declining or low influence on others might align their perceived hostility. 

Consequently, people’s perceived bias and hostility are lower than for people who perceived a 

high influence on others. 

Nevertheless, as stated earlier, this might vary from situation to situation or from 

platform to platform depending on whether individuals read the news content in a social media 

environment before reading user-generated comments or paying attention to likes, or whether 

people read the content and comments more or less concurrently. Thus, the correction of one’s 

hostile perception depends on the sequence of attention as well as on the time period that one 

pays attention to news content, likes, and comments. Here, the basic statement of the influence 

of presumed influence assumption – people perceive an influence of content on others and 

subsequently react to this perception – as well as aspects (b), (c), and (d) of the persuasive 

press influence apply, as people have to perceive an extrapolation effect (presented content 

represents a more general content; Gunther & Storey, 2003), descry the amount of likes and 

comments as wide reach, and that other people’s opinion is influenced by the content and/or 

the comments. Furthermore, the valence of the news coverage and of user-generated comments 

might play an important role since people tend to rate content in relation to their own opinions 

(see Reid, 2012). Therefore, people who perceive a discrepancy between their opinion and the 

presented news content and/or comments are more inclined to perceive a contrast effect. 

Therefore, especially in a social networking sites environment, different informational 

characteristics can interfere in the process of perceived influence. To this end, this dissertation 

strives to analyze whether (a) numerical information and (b) textual information – as well as 

(c) to what extent a wide reach of news content and people’s perceived influence on others – 

influence people’s biased perception (see in particular Chapter 4.2 and Chapter 4.3). The 

inclusion of numerical indicators of reach and user-generated comments within a social 

networking sites environment are a unique characteristic of this dissertation in contrast to 

previous research. 

 

(f) Involvement 

Numerous studies have examined the role of involvement within the hostile media effect 

(e.g., Arpan & Nabi, 2011; Arpan & Raney, 2003; Gunther, 1992; Hansen & Kim, 2011; 

Johnson, Kaye, Bichard, & Wong, 2007; Oh et al., 2011) and it was reported to be a core 

element of this phenomenon (e.g., Matthes, 2013). Matthes (2013) stated that, “in general 

terms, it can be concluded that involvement – within HME research – refers to the intensity of 
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cognitive activity devoted to an issue” (p. 363). Gunther and colleagues (2009) posited that, 

involvement “adds an additional twist to the source variable because involvement in a 

particular issue or group can affect the way particular sources are seen” (p. 4). Owing to 

marginalization, people believe that the media underrepresent their position (Gunther et al., 

2009). However, the terminology and usage of involvement have been criticized (e.g., Choi et 

al., 2009; Gunther 1992) since different types of involvement were researched and resulted in 

inconclusive findings. For example, Gunther (1992) showed that, “if a person identified with a 

particular group, he or she was significantly more likely to say the media gave unfavorable 

coverage to that group” (p. 156). Likewise, Oh et al. (2011) indicated an increase of hostile 

media perception for people identifying with a certain group. Further, Matthes (2013) 

examined cognitive and affective involvement and concluded that affective involvement in 

contrast to cognitive involvement affects people’s bias perception. Moreover, audience 

involvement, group identification, value-relevant involvement (e.g., Arpan & Raney, 2003; 

Choi et al., 2009; Oh et al., 2011), political involvement (e.g., Evelenad & Shah, 2003), ego 

involvement (e.g., Vallone et al., 1985), and issue involvement (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 

1994; Hartmann & Tanis, 2013) were researched. Nevertheless, it was demonstrated that 

outcome-relevant involvement was not a predictor of people’s hostile media perception 

(Choi et al., 2009) and that involvement did not influence the hostile media effect (Antoniades, 

2013). 

In addition, Hansen and Kim’s (2011) meta-analysis presents an overview of 34 studies 

regarding the moderating variable of the hostile media effect: involvement. The results of their 

analyses showed that the level of involvement moderates people’s biased perception. Under 

closer examination, the authors concluded that a biased perception also occurs for people with 

low levels of involvement, but that the magnitude of a biased perception depends on the level 

of involvement (see Hansen & Kim, 2011). Thus, an increase of involvement with the topic 

leads to an increase of people’s perceived hostile and biased perception. The authors concluded 

that a hostile media effect occurs independently of the level of involvement, but that the higher 

people’s involvement, the higher their perceived bias. However, Perloff (2015) expressed 

criticism of the findings of Hansen and Kim. The critique refers to the clarity of coding 

involvement (high, medium, and low), as no clear definition of involvement was provided and 

this gives rise to the question, “what does 'less connected' mean?” (Perloff, 2015, p. 12). 

To summarize, it was demonstrated that depending on the conceptualization, 

involvement affects people’s perception of media bias. Therefore, inconclusive findings are 

reducible to the divergence of the construct involvement. More generally, the influence of 
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involvement appears to depend on its definition as well as on empirical investigation (see 

Perloff, 2015). On the basis of this concern, Perloff (2015) suggested to avoid addressing 

involvement within the definition of the hostile media effect, but to include people’s prior 

attitude on an issue, since different types of involvement might emerge as influencing factor 

(e.g., ego involvement, value-relevant involvement). Thus, different facets of involvement 

might affect people’s perception and thereby complicate the definition of involvement, thus 

leading to an inaccurate definition of the hostile media effect. Here, it is important to point out 

that Perloff’s suggestion only refers to the definition of the hostile media effect and does not 

pertain to hostile media effect research, since involvement is the only moderator affecting the 

hostile media effect (Perloff, 2015). However, a systematization of the term and concept as 

well as a systematic operationalization of involvement within hostile media effect research 

should be pursued. 

 

Besides the aforementioned mechanisms, social judgment theory (Sherif & Hovland, 

1961) was reported to provide an explanation of the occurrence of the hostile media effect 

(e.g., Choi et al., 2009; Perloff, 2015; Reid, 2012). According to this theory, people frequently 

reject neutral stimuli, arguments, and in general content that is not clearly supportive and 

consequently is perceived as biased (Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; Perloff, 2015), 

underlining the assumption of (b) selective categorization. Through attitudinal relative 

judgments, individuals rate statements regarding their own opinions, views, and positions 

(Reid, 2012). This juxtaposition leads to a perceived level of discrepancy. The higher the 

perceived discrepancy between a person’s position and the presented statements, the higher the 

likelihood of a contrast effect (Reid, 2012). Conversely, this means that people holding strong 

opinions on an issue tend to have a wider latitude of rejection (Reid, 2012). This assumption is 

in line with the presented approach of the hostile news content perception and is in accordance 

with the presented mechanism of (f) involvement. Referring to the source of news content, 

Reid (2012) found, as stated, that the hostile media perception was diminished if the source 

was an ingroup member. This finding is not in line with social judgment theory, inasmuch as 

results revealed that there was less hostile media perception “the more partisan the social 

perceiver was” (p. 397). However, social judgment theory is helpful for explaining how and 

why hostile media perceptions occur, since it gives an indication about the extent of the 

latitudes of rejection or acceptance and, moreover, suggests the inclusion of topic-dependency 

and highlights that the topic has to be salient to an individual (D’Alessio, 2003). 
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2.6 Consequences of the Hostile Media Effect 

 

This dissertation focuses on the hostile media effect and its explanations. Nevertheless, 

consequences of hostile media perception should be addressed.  

As presented in Chapter 2.3, many studies examine the hostile media effect, its 

explanations, and its antecedences, but relatively little research has examined possible 

influence of a perceived media hostility. Initial studies demonstrated that perceptions of hostile 

and biased media influence people’s perceived public opinion, meaning that public opinion is 

perceived as unfavorable to people’s strongly held positions (e.g., Gunther & Christen, 2002; 

Gunther & Storey, 2003; Perloff, 2015). This is inter alia anchored in the theory of persuasive 

press inference (Choi et al., 2009). Corresponding misperceptions of public opinion might 

affect people’s opinion expression (Gunther et al., 2001). Rojas (2010) demonstrated that 

people who perceive a biased media coverage tend to participate in discussions, with the 

purpose of correcting the bias. Moreover, hostile perceptions of the news media lead to 

mistrust, a general perception of mistreatment of one’s group by the news media, and 

disaffection (Tsfati & Cohen, 2005; Tsfati & Cohen 2013). This in turn refers to the previously 

presented mechanism (d) prior beliefs, stating that people perceive the news media per se as 

biased and hostile against their position. As a consequence, a lack of trust can affect further 

exposure to news content negatively and can consolidate attitudes and dictums like 

“Lügenpresse” or “fake news.” Tsfati and Cohen (2005) stated that trust in media is of crucial 

importance for trust in democracy. This is particularly the case if a person is involved in a 

controversial issue and it is based on the assumption that people are less and/or ill-informed 

about an issue, since the news media are withholding the truth. Tsfati and Cohen (2005) 

showed in their study that a hostile media perception influences people’s mistrust in media that 

in turn influences people’s mistrust in democracy. This can result in people’s intention to use 

violence to resist democratic decisions that are perceived as illegitimate (for a more detailed 

description of democratic consequences of hostile media perceptions, see Tsfati & Cohen, 

2005). Moreover, hostile media perceptions are conducive to people’s feeling of political and 

social alienation (Tsfati, 2007) and can lead to emotional responses like anger, resulting in 

blaming the media for any resulting negative consequences (Arpan & Nabi, 2011). A perceived 

hostile slant not only has consequences on people’s perceptions but can also alter people’s 

behavior. Thus, hostile perception and mistrust in media can lead to either a withdrawal of or 

to an increased engagement in political activities (Perloff, 2015). 
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As mentioned, this dissertation focuses on the hostile media effect and its explanations 

and adds to existing research by expanding the hostile media effect to the most frequently used 

social networking site, Facebook. Therefore, the following chapter describes characteristics of 

Facebook by delimiting it from another frequently used social media platform – Twitter. 

 

 

2.7  Social Media and Their Role as News Distributors 

 

Social media have become an increasingly important source of information as well as 

crucial venues for news distribution and news consumption. An increase in news within social 

networking sites was identified (see Chapter 1). Therefore, this chapter presents social media 

and their characteristics that might have an influence on people’s biased and hostile perception 

(e.g., user-generated comments). First, a definition of social media is given. Following, the 

social networking sites Facebook and Twitter are presented and briefly juxtaposed. Thereafter, 

social networking sites as news distributors are discussed. 

 

Social Media: A Brief Definition 

Social media describe technologies of Internet-based applications that enable the creation 

and distribution of user-generated content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Kaplan and Haenlein 

(2010) differentiated between six types of social media (collaborative projects like Wikipedia, 

blogs, content communities like YouTube, social networking sites like Facebook, virtual game 

worlds like World of Warcraft, and virtual social worlds like Second Life) depending on the 

social presence, thus the media richness, and on its degree of self-disclosure and self-

presentation. Therefore, social media comprise all kinds of Internet-based channels that 

facilitates its users’ self-presentation, reaching narrow or wide audiences via synchronous or 

asynchronous communication, and are specified by user-generated content and interaction 

(Carr & Hayes, 2015). In other words, social media are defined as: “Internet-based, 

disentrained, and persistent channels of masspersonal communication facilitating perceptions 

of interactions among users, deriving value primarily from user-generated content” (Carr & 

Hayes, 2015, p. 49). A specific subform of social media are social networking sites. In the 

following, two social networking sites – Facebook and Twitter – are briefly presented and 

compared, since on both social networking sites news are published, shared, and commented 

on; moreover, they are the social networking sites with the most frequent distribution of news. 

Further, both social networking sites offer the possibility of masspersonal communication as 
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well as interaction (one-to-one) among users. The comparison of Facebook and Twitter 

presents advantages and disadvantages to underline the selection of a social networking site for 

the empirical examination of people’s biased and hostile perception of news content. 

 

The Social Networking Site Facebook 

Facebook, the largest network for communication (Goldapp, 2016), was founded in 2004 

and now has more than one billion daily active users and more than two billion monthly active 

users (Facebook, 2018). Facebook is an online platform allowing for mass personal 

communication, also described as a communicative tool (Carr & Hayes, 2015), and functions 

as a social venue (Parks, 2011). In 2017, 33% of the German population used Facebook weekly 

and 21% on a daily basis. By comparison, the second most used social networking site in 

Germany is Instagram with 9% weekly users and 6% daily users, followed by Snapchat (6% 

weekly, 4% daily) and Twitter (3% weekly, 1% daily; Koch & Frees, 2017). Therefore, 

Facebook is by far the number one social networking site in Germany. Facebook provides a 

personal profile consisting of a profile picture, entry options for hobbies, work, education, 

place of residence, hometown, and further personal data (e.g., Hughes, Rowe, Batey, & Lee, 

2012). More importantly, Facebook enables its users to connect with each other, becoming 

“friends,” and to exchange content. The relationship between Facebook friends is reciprocal 

(e.g., Ellison, Steinfeld, & Lampe, 2011) allowing users to post, like, comment on, or to share 

content with, or of, their friends. Facebook provides a clear structure of content and 

accompanying comments and likes, which are displayed below the content, through its 

newsfeed that displays content selected individually for each user and is based on the 

connection between the user and one or more other befriended users (Zuckerberg, Bosworth, 

Cox, Sanghvi, & Cahill, 2012). The creation of the newsfeed is described as follows 

(Zuckerberg et al., 2012): 

 

A media selector is configured to generate a newsfeed that comprises a plurality of the 

generated news stories about the plurality of other users of the social network system 

with whom the viewing user has established a connection, wherein the plurality of 

generated news stories are selected for the newsfeed based on the viewing user's affinity 

for content in the news stories. (p. 13) 

 

Thus, the newsfeed ensures ongoing interpersonal information as well as notifications 

and updates about subscribed channels (e.g., news services). Moreover, the newsfeed is 
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personalized and unique for every user. As described here in the extract of the patent of 

Facebook’s newsfeed, content displayed in the newsfeed is based on a user’s connection to 

other users (friends), on the click and viewing behavior of content, as well as on comments, 

shares, and likes of a user’s friends network on Facebook. Because of this, users are exposed to 

content that is either based on their own behavior such as liking or following a fan page, 

commenting, liking, or sharing content, or it is based on the behavior of a user’s friends, which 

is characterized by their sharing, liking, commenting, or posting content. Therefore, displayed 

content, also news content, is accompanied by social recommendations, rejections, opinions, 

and assessments, and shows the minimum amount of reached people as indicated by numerical 

values (e.g., number of likes, number of comments, number of shares) and thus people’s 

perception of news in social networking sites might differ to people’s perception of news in 

linear media (e.g., newspapers) where these social and informational characteristics do not 

exist.  

The focus of Facebook was intended to be on reciprocal interaction, whereas Twitter’s 

focus is on sharing opinion and information (Hughes et al., 2012). 

 

The Social Micro-Blogging Platform Twitter 

Twitter is a micro-blogging service founded in 2006 that allows users to write short 

statements. These statements are limited to 140 characters and are called tweets (Barbosa & 

Feng, 2010; Hughes et al., 2012; Schmidt, 2011). Because of the limited amount of characters, 

Twitter is described as a micro-blogging service (Thelwall, Buckley, & Paltouglou, 2011) and 

its newsfeed is called Timeline that provides content based on different “signals” like 

interactions with other accounts or tweets (Twitter, 2018). Tweets that are most interesting for 

a user are presented at the top of the timeline. Also, frequently tweeted topics are presented in 

the timeline. Twitter is also characterized by its “well-defined markup culture: RT stands for 

retweet, '@' followed by a user identifier address the user, and '#' followed by a word 

represents a hashtag” (Kwak, Lee, Park, & Moon., 2010, p. 591). A retweet is a form of 

forwarding a tweet, mostly without adding a comment. Twitter user profiles consists of the 

user’s name (often pseudonym), a profile picture, as well as of the number of tweets a user has 

written, the number of likes, the number of followers, and the number of people following the 

particular user.  
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Comparison: Facebook Versus Twitter 

This comparison is presented to underline the differences between these two social 

networking sites and is aimed at underpinning the selection of one of these social networking 

sites for the empirical examination of this dissertation, which is presented in Chapter 2.8 and 

Chapter 3. 

Twitter enables a one-sided as well as a reciprocal (bi-directional) relationship between 

its users (Colleonie, Rozza, & Arvidsson, 2014; Westerman, Spence, & Van Der Heide, 2012); 

thus, users “follow” other users as well as “being followed by” other users (Schmidt, 2011), 

whereas Facebook users are reciprocally connected and only in the case of “liking” fan pages, 

news services, or organizations is the connection in a sense one-sided. However, users’ 

relationship on Twitter does not require reciprocation (Kwak et al., 2010). Thus, reciprocation 

is not a frequent connection within the Twitter network. Facebook status updates are not 

limited to word length and thus it is possible to post news articles on Facebook without 

redirecting to a website, in contrast to Twitter’s character-limited postings. Further, on 

Facebook user comments are displayed below posts whereas retweets on Twitter refer to a post 

(tweet) but are not as structured as on Facebook. Another difference between Twitter and 

Facebook exists in the focus of user statements, since the focus on Twitter is more on “what 

you have to say” and on Facebook it is more on “who you are” (Hughes et al., 2012). Further, 

Facebook and Twitter differ greatly in regard to the number of users, especially in Germany. 

Moreover, the type of presentation of news content on Facebook is well structured, clear, and 

comments and likes are assignable to the original post and are displayed below a post 

comparable to a news article published on a website (with or without user comments). 

However, both social networking sites allow users to connect, to disseminate news and all 

forms of content, or to disclose personal information, resulting in a general increase of 

information. Nevertheless, information and news are no longer necessarily journalistically 

prepared, written, and edited. Thus, gatekeepers as well as journalistic standards are 

decreasing, whereas citizen journalism is on the rise. Users are becoming prosumers as well as 

commentators of news content co-designing media coverage and fostering decentralized citizen 

control (see Meraz, 2009).  

In the following, the increasingly important role of social media, and in particular social 

networking sites, as news distributors is exemplified. 

 

 

 



	
	

	
	
	 	

52	

Social Media as News Distributors 

Journalists have identified social networking sites as a journalistic tool (Hong, 2012). 

The rise of social media has shifted people’s information procurement from the front page of 

newspapers to the newsfeeds of social networking sites (Messing & Westwood, 2014). Social 

networking sites are contributors in reshaping journalistic processes (Beam, Child, Hutchens, 

& Hmielowski, 2017), since a wide audience can be reached and social networking site 

functions have certain characteristics of mass media (Goldapp, 2016). Social media could lead 

to a more diverse and heterogeneous network of communicators (Wojcieszak & Rojas, 2011), 

since online networks expand people’s offline networks. It is further argued that the multitude 

of different people (e.g., friends, family, friends of friends, strangers) on social networking 

sites leads to a variety of cross-cutting social ties (Bakshy, Messing, & Adamic, 2015), 

resulting in great diversity of opinions as well as to more news exposure and confrontation 

with content contrary to one's own opinion (Kümpel, Karnowski, & Keyling, 2015), also 

described as cross-cutting exposure (Goldman & Mutz, 2011; Messing & Westwood, 2014). 

Social networking sites like Facebook are increasingly becoming sources of information (e.g., 

Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela, 2012; Glynn et al., 2012; Hermida et al., 2012) and social 

networking site users (86% of Facebook and 77% of Twitter users) see news and political 

content while browsing through their newsfeed (Gottfried, 2014). Beyond this, 45% of US 

adults get their news from Facebook and 11% from Twitter (Gramlich, 2018). Journalistic 

content fits in with the social networking sites and blends in to its users’ newsfeed (Goldapp, 

2016). Also, owing to new technologies like Facebook’s Instant Articles, news is embedded in 

social networking sites and users can read the complete article in the social networking sites 

environment without being redirected to a website (e.g., Goldapp, 2016). Therefore, news is 

more visible and more simple to access. 

The tendency of an increase in politically and socially relevant content distributed, 

shared, commented, liked, and discussed in social media opens up a new venue for the hostile 

media effect. Therefore, the following chapter addresses the hostile media effect in social 

media. 

 

 

2.8 The Hostile Media Effect in Social Media 

 

This chapter focuses on the hostile media effect in a social media environment and 

emphasizes the expected differences with the hostile media effect in non-social media 
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environments. In this chapter, assumptions and findings of prior research are presented and 

transferred to the present thesis to derive the author's own assumptions regarding to what 

extent people’s biased and hostile perception of news content in social networking sites might 

be influenced by social media characteristics.  

In comparison with traditional research on hostile media perceptions, social media 

environments provide a huge diversity of user-centered characteristics and numeric indicators 

enabling social endorsement and they present how many users have commented, shared, or 

liked content. User-generated content curates the flow of information on social networking 

sites like Facebook (Beam et al., 2017) and thanks to interactivity, passive consumers can 

become prosumers and possibly even digital partisans (e.g., Perloff, 2015). Nonetheless, these 

circumstances still prompt individuals’ perceptions of effects on others, which is in line with 

the presented mechanisms of the influence of presumed influence (Chapter 2.5) and the 

persuasive press inference (Perloff, 2015). However, the question should be raised of whether a 

change in the environment, from the classic appearance of news outlets to embedded news 

content in social networking sites, decreases people’s perception of the traditional elite media 

(see Meraz, 2009), resulting in a decline of people’s prior beliefs and their perceived media 

bias and hostility. 

Social networking sites provide diversity (Wojcieszak & Rojas, 2011), geographical 

heterogeneity, fast, detailed, simultaneous, and anonymous or personalized messaging, and a 

large number of comments and reactions, as well as a wide audience (Perloff, 2015) and 

connections cutting across users’ ideological affiliations (Bakshy et al., 2015). Therefore, it is 

assumed that social networking sites reinforce people’s perception of biased and hostile 

content. Moreover, the process of information search and exposure to news content has 

changed as a result of the rising popularity of social networking sites, since users as well as 

professionals like news services and journalists post, share, comment on, or like news on social 

networking sites. Therefore, the likelihood of an unintentional and accidental exposure to news 

content that might also portray incongruent opinions rises (Hasell & Weeks, 2016; Messing & 

Westwood, 2014). Generally, people incline to expose themselves to information supporting 

their views, known as selective exposure (e.g., Hart et al., 2009), resulting in assimilation bias 

(e.g., Gunther et al., 2009) and congenial media perception (Choi et al., 2009), also called the 

friendly media phenomenon (Goldman & Mutz, 2011). However, the hostile media effect 

indicates a theoretical problem of selective exposure (Barnidge et al., 2017) and leads to 

contradictory conclusions (Bachl, 2016). As stated by Messing and Westwood (2014), 

selective exposure is less common in social media. Their assumption is based on two main 
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statements. First, while using social networking sites people select the content instead of the 

source of information. Second, social recommendations help to manage the flood of 

information and make it easier for social networking site users to select socially relevant 

content. Furthermore, selective exposure would lead to a friendly media bias, since news are 

congenial to people’s beliefs and views, whereas hostile media perceptions are increased at 

lower levels of selective exposure (Bachl, 2016). This is also in line with Brundidge’s (2010) 

inadvertency thesis assuming that reduced selective exposure in social networking sites lead 

users inadvertently to expose themselves to incongruent opinions. This also refers to the term 

hostile opinion environment describing the number of different political views an individual is 

exposed to by their social network (Matthes, 2013). In addition, people might have different 

expectations while scrolling through their newsfeed, since they are not necessarily searching 

for news in contrast to actively visiting a news website to inform themselves about current 

events or specific circumstances. 

Following the presented chain of reasoning, one can generally conclude that a biased and 

hostile perception of news content occurs in social networking sites. However, the hostile 

media effect in social networking sites differs from the classic hostile media effect in the sense 

that user interactivity could lead to reinforcement, due to comments or reactions incongruent to 

people’s opinion, or to alleviation of a biased perception. Under certain circumstances like the 

addressed social recommendations, hostile and biased perceptions could nonetheless be 

reduced. In particular, if a friend posts or shares a news article or news content, and thus 

evades cross-cutting news (Goldman & Mutz, 2011), I assume less hostile and biased 

perception, as a friend is perceived to be similar to oneself. Thus, people might perceive news 

shared or posted by a friend as more relevant (Beam et al., 2017). This is based on two 

assumptions: First, this is in line with the presented mechanism of prior beliefs, stating that 

people generally tend to believe in a biased and hostile media landscape (see Chapter 2.5). This 

mechanism might be attenuated or even levered out owing to the described social 

recommendation, or if a friend authored a news posting (e.g., citizen journalism). Second, a 

decrease in people’s biased and hostile perceptions might occur due to people’s perceived like-

mindedness to friends. This is also described in the construct of homophily. Homophily is 

people’s tendency to interact and to connect with individuals who are similar to us and share 

the same opinions, views, and positions (e.g., McPherson et al., 2001). The effects of 

homophily have also been demonstrated for online social networks (La Fond & Neville, 2010). 

Although social networking sites provide a homogeneous environment, since people are 

connected to like-minded others, they also offer diversity and heterogeneity of opinions 
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(Goel, Mason, & Watts, 2010). Problematically, people are not proficient in detecting 

disagreement between their own and others’ opinions and, thus, people are surrounded by like-

minded others but also by a versatility of opinions (Goel et al., 2010). Supposing a connection 

with like-minded others who share or post news affects people’s perception, inasmuch as 

people transfer their friends’ traits to the news content (e.g., Arpan & Raney, 2003), results in a 

less biased and hostile perception of the news content. This is also described in a study by 

Gunther, Miller, and Liebhart (2009), who assumed attenuated hostile media perception if 

people perceive a source to be friendly or sympathetic to their own opinion. Results revealed 

that participants did not perceive less bias and hostility when exposed to a friendly source nor 

to a neutral or unsympathetic source. However, results also showed a group-by-source effect 

indicating that depending on people’s group membership (here: Native American tribal 

members vs. non-members) information was perceived differently: Members of the Native 

American tribal perceived the information as less agreeable if reading it in an apparently 

friendly source, whereas non-members perceived an assimilation bias. Thus, the authors 

concluded that the source functions as a moderator. This intriguing result was explained by 

native partisan skepticism toward the media channel, since they were more familiar with this 

and thus were more critical. In addition, the presented news for the friendly source condition 

was essentially neutral and participants of the native partisan group reported a neutral 

perception. However, the news content was presented as a news article distributed via a 

newspaper (e.g., News From Indian Country). The distribution or social recommendation of 

news content by a friend is an essential difference to the classic hostile media effect research. 

For the hostile media effect in social media, this means that content shared, commented on, or 

posted by a friendly source (e.g., close friend) could attenuate people’s biased perception, since 

the source is perceived as like-minded. In line with the study of Gunther and colleagues (2009) 

and the reversed source effect, it is of interest to examine to what extent the source facilitates 

an assimilation or contrast effect. As these findings refer to source in classic media, the next 

paragraph presents findings of prior research regarding source in social media environments 

and also lists differences between the professionalism of sources. Further, different forms of 

presentation of news content in the social networking sites environment of Facebook are 

illustrated. 

 

Source and Display of News Content in Social Networking Sites 

Several studies have examined the hostile media effect within a social media context like 

blogs. A study by Veenstra and colleagues (2017) demonstrated that the source (news article 



	
	

	
	
	 	

56	

published by different news services [US News or World Report] vs. blog) did not have an 

influence on participants’ bias evaluation. Moreover, it was shown that news content 

incongruent to people’s position led to a more biased and hostile perception than congruent 

news content (Yun et al., 2018). In addition, the authors reported that people perceived the 

influence on others as higher the more they perceived the tenor of the weblog-embedded news 

as biased. As a consequence, participants’ presumed influence on others had an influence on 

their perceived climate of opinion, such that participants used it to determine their majority or 

minority status (Yun et al., 2018). These studies examined the influence of different 

professional sources. The empirical research of the present dissertation differs from these 

studies inasmuch as first, different types of sources (professional vs. nonprofessional) are 

examined and second, the environment as well as the audience differs from prior studies, since 

on blogs people read comments of or interact with mostly unknown users who often use 

pseudonyms as user name, whereas on social networking sites people read comments or 

interact with people in their friend network. Even if people do not interact with friends but with 

unknown users, these interactions differ from interactions on blogs as people on social 

networking sites mostly use their real name and people are usually aware that their social 

networking sites contacts can read their comments on and see their reactions to content. 

As mentioned earlier, another important difference is the professionalism of the source. 

In social networking sites, different forms of news distribution are possible: First, a friend can 

be an author of a news posting (e.g., citizen journalism); second, a friend can recommend news 

content via sharing and thus functions as an envoy of news; third, due to commenting on or 

reacting to (e.g., liking, angry emojis) specific news content, a friend can express his/her 

opinion on the news content; fourth, users see news content posted by news services they are 

friends with or because they follow a news service’s fan page. If news content is shared, 

commented, or liked by a friend, the news source can be either nonprofessional (e.g., any user 

of the social networking site) or professional (e.g., news service, journalist). It is also 

applicable to professional sources to share, like, or comment on postings of either 

nonprofessional sources or other professional sources, but this does not happen frequently. 

Figure 2 illustrates differences of news distribution and, thus, the way users can see news 

content in the social networking site of Facebook. As mentioned, prior beliefs, the tendency to 

believe that the media per se is biased, will not emerge if a friend posts news content in the 

form of citizen journalism, since it is not the media that posts news, and therefore less or even 

no hostile or biased perception will occur. Further, people might assume previous experiences 

to content posted by friends. Moreover, the social cohesion model states that social influence in 
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politics depends on the intimacy and trustworthiness of the tie (Huckfeldt, Beck, Dalton, & 

Levin, 1995). Therefore, family or close friends exert great influence on people (Aral & 

Walker, 2014). In this line, the two-step flow model (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) can be 

consulted, since it postulates a vertical flow of information from the media to opinion leaders 

and subsequently opinion leaders who disseminate the information onward to their followers 

(Weimann, 1982). Besides, the marginal-to-marginal flow of information is very important to 

point out, as the horizontal flow of information bridges groups or peers of individuals 

distributing information between different groups (Weimann, 1982). The type of information 

dissemination and exposure between individuals – thus, the horizontal, marginal-to-marginal 

flow of information – should be emphasized, since it is more influential than the vertical flow 

between the media and an opinion leader (Watts & Dodds, 2007).  

In brief, I assume that there will be a difference regarding the perception of news content 

in social networking sites in contrast to newspapers, television, blogs, or news websites due to 

the fact that the news is posted, shared, commented on, or liked by one’s online social network. 

Thus, users may see the news of news services they subscribed to or are friends with, or by the 

comments, likes, or shares of their friends. Presumably, it seems conceivable that users’ biased 

perception of news content will decrease because users take their friends’ statements, opinions, 

and views into account and transfer these to the news content resulting in an assimilation bias 

rather than in a hostile and biased perception of the news content. 

 

 Figure 2. Differences in news content distribution and ways users can see news content in the 
Facebook environment. 
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Reactions as Indicators of Reach and Social Information 

In addition to prior beliefs and the aspect of source, people’s perceived reach is an 

important aspect in the hostile media phenomenon research. It can be assumed that people’s 

perception of reach is affected by numerical displays (e.g., likes, shares) in social networking 

sites. In contrast to classic media outlets, where users can only guess the reach or by looking up 

a newspaper’s circulation range, social networking sites offer users an easy and quick 

impression of reach, thanks to indicators like comments, likes, and shares. Thus, news content 

with, for instance, a low number of likes decreases people’s perceived bias, because people 

regard its influence on others as minor (see Chapter 2.5). Moreover, hostile media phenomenon 

research in social networking site environments with likes as easy indicators of reach (Schulz 

& Roessler, 2012) can reduce confounding, as these indicators help to uncover media reach – 

even if the number of readers is assumed to be higher than the number of people who liked, 

commented on, or shared the article. Nevertheless, the numerical displays of a reading public 

or at least of people who have taken notice of the content can support to estimate reach. Likes 

as social information are used to determine whether a news article is of relevance (Metzger, 

Flanagin, & Medders, 2010). Thus, the news selection is affected by indications of likes 

(Knobloch-Weterwick, 2005). In line with this, Kim (2014) showed that users scan and deploy 

likes to obtain an impression of the public opinion. This is a type of heuristic that was named 

bandwagon heuristic following the bandwagon effect (Sundar & Nass, 2001). On the basis of 

numeric values, users evaluate the newsworthiness and the degree of interest following the 

majority: “If everyone thinks these stories are interesting and newsworthy, they must be” 

(Sundar & Nass, 2001, p. 68). Furthermore, a clearer methodological procedure can be attained 

since these indicators enable a more explicit differentiation between source and reach. 

Nevertheless, it surely cannot be denied that news services or journalists can reach more people 

and are perceived to reach more people in general, even if the number of likes or comments are 

equal or identical to a friend’s post. Notwithstanding, it can be assumed that news content 

posted or shared by a friend is of lower reach and thus is perceived to have less influence on 

the public opinion. 

 In line with this and with Perloff (2015), who suggested an experimental manipulation 

of the sources to achieve an equal perception of reach, I will use source and indicators as 

reactions (e.g., likes, angry emojis) to obtain equivalent reach, incremented in low, moderate, 

and high reach.  

As mentioned in Chapter 2.3, only one study has examined the hostile media effect in a 

social networking site (Lee et al., 2018). The study by Lee, Kim, and Coe (2018) is of 
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particular interest for this dissertation (see Table 2), since the authors examined whether the 

hostile media effect occurs in the social media platform Twitter and whether characteristics of 

this have an influence on participants’ biased perception. In this context, they conducted an 

experimental study using a 2 (Twitter account’s political party: Republican vs. Democrat) × 2 

(follower count/reach: high vs. low) × 2 (participant’s political party: Republican vs. 

Democrat) between-subjects design. The presented news article was about the Affordable Care 

Act. Results demonstrated that partisanship as well as reach for Republican participants has an 

influence on participants’ perceived bias. More precisely, Republican participants who saw a 

large number of followers indicating high reach perceived more bias. Democratic participants 

who “noted the follower number was small, … did perceive more bias in articles shared by 

Republicans” (p.18). Therefore, this study demonstrated that the hostile media effect is 

prevalent in social media. Nevertheless, these results initially only apply for Twitter and not for 

social media platforms in general. Therefore, more research on different social media platforms 

is needed, and thus this dissertation strives to examine the hostile media effect in the most 

widely used social media platform – Facebook.  

 

User-Generated Comments 

Moreover, the described interactivity is also characterized by user-generated comments. 

Numerous studies have researched the influence of user-generated content in the form of 

comments on people’s perception (e.g., Kim, 2014; Metzger et al., 2010). The possibility to 

comment on news articles or news content constitutes an important difference between social 

networking sites and classic media like newspapers, and therefore “user-generated comments 

embody a theoretically meaningful variable in explaining our news experience […]” (Lee, 

2012, p. 44). For instance, Lee (2012) analyzed the influence of comments on participants’ 

perception of a news article. The author conducted a web-based experiment addressing the 

question of whether participants could separate information originating from the news content 

or from user-generated comments. Thus, participants might misattribute the content of the 

comments to the news content resulting in an intermixture of comments and news content. 

Their results revealed that comments congruent to participants’ opinion led to a perception of a 

congenial public opinion resulting in a less hostile perception of the news content. Further, Lee 

(2012) demonstrated that user-generated comments affect people’s hostile media perception, 

indicating a process of misattribution and intermixture of news content and comments. 

Comments congruent to people’s opinion engender a perception of greater public support and 

consequently people perceived less bias and hostility of the news coverage, but this finding 
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was restricted to participants who reported higher involvement on the issue (Lee, 2012). This is 

also in line with Anderson, Brossard, Scheufele, Xenos, and Ladwig (2014), who reported that 

reading comments might lead to hostile perceptions since readers might include their 

preexisting opinion. Judgments about message content are therefore more affected by people’s 

prior opinion than by the present information. 

Further studies with different foci of research showed that comments affect participants’ 

content evaluation (e.g., Lee & Jang, 2010; Neubaum & Krämer, 2017; Shi, Messaris, & 

Cappella, 2014; Walther, DeAndrea, Kim, & Anthony, 2010). However, studies have also 

demonstrated the absence of any effects of comments on users’ perception (e.g., Yun et al., 

2018). Moreover, a study by Winter, Brückner, and Krämer (2015) demonstrated differences 

between negative and positive comments on people’s perception of news articles. People 

reading negative comments perceived less persuasive influence of an article whereas people 

reading positive comments did not perceive more persuasive influence of the presented article 

(Winter, Brückner, & Krämer, 2015). In particular, the study by Yun and colleagues (2018), 

examining the effects of source and user comments with regard to the hostile media effect, 

demonstrated no effects of comments on participants’ perceived bias, perceived influence on 

others, and perceived reach. Here, no effects of comments on users’ perception could be found, 

neither if the comments were congenial nor if they were in contrast to participants’ opinion. 

Nevertheless, due to the inconsistency of results, and the expansion of the hostile media effect 

to social networking sites, a closer examination of the influence of comments on users’ 

perceived bias and hostility will be conducted. 

Table 3 illustrates differences between classic media and social media and emphasizes 

aspects that were reported to have an influence on people’s biased and hostile perception 

(e.g., source, reach). To this end, social media characteristics that were described in this 

chapter (e.g., friend as source, friend as envoy, social recommendation by a friend, user-

generated comments, numerical indicators of reach) to have an influence on people’s hostile 

and biased perception of news are presented and compared with classic media. Table 3 gives 

an overview of the varieties of the medium and illustrated modifications of environmental and 

informational characteristics of the medium that might have an influence on assumptions of the 

hostile media effect. 
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Table 3 

Classic media and social media characteristics and their influence on people’s biased and 
hostile perception of news content 

Media characteristics Classic media 
(linear) 

Social media 
(dynamic/interactive) 

source professional (news 
services or journalist) 

 

professional (news service or 
journalist) or nonprofessional (friend) 

reach only identifiable due to 
distribution/circulation 

rate 
 

numeric indicators (e.g., number of 
likes) 

user-generated 
comments 

only as printed letters to 
the editor 

 

perception of valence (support or 
rejection) and public opinion 

shares one-to-one sharing (e.g., 
cut out newspaper articles) 

 

social recommendations by friends 
(e.g., friend as envoy of content) 

reactions (e.g., likes) non-existent indicators of reach and valence 
 

 

This dissertation strives to examine different mechanisms proposed to have an influence 

on the hostile media effect and is intended to offer an empirical investigation of the assumed 

differences between the classic hostile media effect and the hostile media effect in a social 

networking site, accompanied by social media characteristics. To this end, the research 

approach of this thesis is presented in the following chapter, supported by a graphic model of 

the studies conducted.  

 

 

3 Research Approach 

 

The previous chapters presented the theoretical basis and social media as the research 

environment of this dissertation. Further, influencing factors and assumptions regarding 

divergent audience perceptions and evaluations (assimilation bias vs. hostile media effect) 

depending on these factors were outlined. This chapter aims to provide a brief overview of the 

studies conducted forming the empirical foundation of this dissertation. To this end, a model is 

presented illustrating the focus of the conducted studies and the social networking sites 

characteristics that were systematically examined (see Figure 3). The model includes three 

basic components: (1) the source by which the news content is authored (or shared), (2) 
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reactions (likes and angry emojis) as indicators of reach, and (3) user-generated comments. 

These components cover not only important mechanisms of the hostile media effect (e.g., 

source and reach), but also specific social networking site characteristics (e.g., shares, 

comments, likes). 

In line with Perloff’s (2015) statement that researchers should examine the hostile media 

effect in interactive media outlets that arose three decades after the initial study by Vallone and 

colleagues (1985), this dissertation strives to examine the well-researched hostile media effect 

in a social networking site environment. To this end, three studies were conducted focusing on 

different mechanisms (e.g., prior beliefs) and factors (e.g., source and reach) that were defined 

to explain people's perceived biased. Furthermore, social media characteristics were 

experimentally manipulated and analyzed to obtain new insights so as to clarify whether the 

hostile media effect occurs in social networking site environments and how the characteristics 

shape people's biased perception. The source of news is of particular interest, since users, 

organizations, journalists, or news services are able to post, comment on, like, or share news 

content on social networking sites. These interactive features constitute important differences 

between classic media like newspapers or television and social media platforms. Therefore, all 

studies in this dissertation examine the influence of the source (close friend vs. news service) 

on people’s perception. Study 1 will investigate experimentally the influence of the source of 

news content on people’s perception in a social networking site environment as well as in an 

illustration of a website in order to ensure comparison between different environments. 

Additionally, the thesis examines to what extent a friend as envoy of news content and, thus, a 

social recommendation of the specific news content, influences people’s biased and hostile 

perception on news. Study 2 of this dissertation will focus on the source and on the mechanism 

of reach. Therefore, the source of the news content as well as reactions (likes and angry 

emojis) as easy indicators of reach varied according to the experimental condition, graded as 

“low reach,” “moderate reach,” and “high reach.” The third study of this dissertation will 

investigate the influence of user-generated comments on people’s perception. Hence, the 

source as well as the valence of user-generated comments is experimentally manipulated. In 

order to preserve consistency across all studies of this dissertation, the objective of the 

investigation will be the social networking site Facebook. In essence, the reason for this 

selection is due to three main aspects. First, Facebook is the most frequently used social media 

platform in Germany (Koch & Frees, 2017). Second, social networking sites, especially 

Facebook, are increasingly becoming news distributors. As stated by Beam and colleagues 

(2017): “Facebook has become a primary platform for accessing and disseminating all types of 
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information, including news” (p. 5). Third, the type of presentation of news content on 

Facebook is well structured, clear, and comments and likes are assignable to the original post 

and are displayed below a post comparable to a news article published on a website (with or 

without user comments). This distinguishes it from other social media platforms like Twitter, 

were you can see the number of retweets but modified tweets are hard to witness (see Chapter 

2.7). Therefore, Facebook was used as the social networking site environment.  

 

 

 

 

4 Empirical Research 

 

Based on the presented and assumed divergent effects of the hostile media effect in social 

networking sites, the goal of this chapter is to examine people’s perceptions of news content 

depending on the environment (social networking site vs. website) and the source (Study 1), 

source and reach (Study 2), as well as source and user-generated comments (Study 3), while 

taking account of people’s own opinion as well as their prior beliefs, involvement, and 

perceived influence of the media on others. The first study of this dissertation is guided by the 

overarching question: Does the social networking environment affect people’s (hostile) 

perception of a news article? 

Figure 3. Overview of conducted studies and focus of research. 
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The second study of this thesis is guided by the question: Do reactions as indicators of 

reach have an influence on people’s perception?  

The third study focuses on user-generated comments and thus asks: Do user-generated 

comments affect people’s perception of news content? 

 

 

4.1 Study 1: The Hostile Media Effect 2.0: Influences of Social Networking Sites on the 

(Hostile) Perception of News Content  

 

The first study of this dissertation is intended to examine potential differences of the 

source of news content on participant’s perception. In particular, the influence of the source of 

news content (professional vs. nonprofessional) as well as the influence of social networking 

sites characteristics as forwarding and thus, social recommending news content via sharing, on 

people’s perception within a social networking sites environment will be examined. To this 

end, it is analyzed to what extent a friend as source of news content or as envoy of news 

content influences people’s biased and hostile perception of news. To ensure comparison 

between different environments news content will be illustrated in a social networking sites 

environment and as news content presented on a news service’s website. 

 

 

4.1.1 Study 1: Derivation of the Hypotheses 

 

People consume media daily, but often perceive the media as biased and hostile to their 

own views (Oh et al., 2011) and are skeptical about the news coverage (Choi et al., 2009; 

Gunther, 1992). Many studies have shown that individuals perceive a bias of actual even-

handed news coverage against their own views on the issue (e.g., Feldmann, 2010; Giner-

Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; Tsfati, 2007; Vallone et al., 1985). As presented in Chapters 2.1 and 

2.2, the hostile media effect posits a biased perception of neutral or even-handed media 

coverage of a topic against people’s own opinion and in favor of their antagonists’ position.  

Following the main assumption of the hostile media effect that states that proponents as 

well as opponents will perceive even-handed news content as biased against their views 

(Vallone et al., 1985) it will be examined whether or not this assumption can be confirmed 

within this study. Therefore, and in line with the presented tripartite process of analyzing the 

hostile media effect (see Chapter 2.4), I want to examine whether or not proponents and 
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opponents will evaluate the given news content as biased, regardless of their experimental 

condition. The first hypothesis focuses on the replication of the hostile media effect. Thus, I 

state:  

 

H1: Proponents as well as opponents will evaluate the news content as biased against 

their views. 

 

Moreover, this study will focus on the comparison of the hostile media effect between 

online news and social networking sites. It examines whether or not social networking site 

environments strengthens or weakens the perceived hostility in contrast to online news. Within 

social networking sites users are enabled to self-select their friends and therefore it is often 

stated that people tend to select people as their friends who are homogenous to their self, 

because they want to be connected to like-minded others (e.g., McPherson et al., 2001) as 

outlined in Chapter 2.8, and use their personal network as sort of a filter for news (Hermida et 

al., 2012). In contrast, the type of egocentric publics was presented (Rojas, Barnidge, & Abril, 

2016), which stated that social media could lead to a more diverse and heterogeneous network 

of communicators (Wojcieszak & Rojas, 2011). This type of public emerges especially in 

social media due to the fact that online networks expand peoples’ offline networks. It is further 

argued that the multitude of various persons (e.g., friends, family, friends of friends, strangers) 

on social networking sites leads to a great diversity of opinions as well as to more news 

exposure and confrontation with content contrary to the own opinion (Kümpel et al., 2015). 

Users of social networking sites like Facebook are on average connected to nine close friends 

(Kim & Lee, 2011). Within social networking sites, individuals receive not only information 

which reinforce their preexisting views as stated in the selective exposure theory, but also 

contradictory news and incongruent media content, as presented in Chapter 2.8. Thus, selective 

exposure becomes less common in the context of social media (Messing & Westwood, 2014) 

and an incidental exposure to news and political content increases within social networking 

sites (Hasell & Weeks, 2016). Thus, it is questionable whether or not the environment of a 

social networking site strengthens or weakens the perceived hostility of news content in 

contrast to online news. Especially, I strive to examine whether a news service as professional 

source is still perceived as biased within a social networking site. The journalistic character of 

the media content becomes less if it is posted on Facebook as well as if a friend shares it, 

because the typical online news media environment is no longer present and an intermixture of 

social networking sites characteristics and news media characteristics occurs. Therefore, it is of 
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interest to examine whether or not differences occur based on the environment news content is 

posted in, particularly, whether or not there is a difference to a news service website. The 

following hypothesis will guide this research:  

 

H2: The social networking site environment will weaken the hostile media effect. 

 

Furthermore, this study aims to examine whether or not the source, as described in 

Chapter 2.5 and Chapter 2.8, has an influence on the perceived hostility of news content. More 

precisely, whether or not a user-generated news content has an influence on participant’s 

perceived hostility of the news content. The question here arises whether or not participants see 

the news as favorably biased to their own views if the author is believed to espouse the 

partisan’s own perspective, which can be assumed for strong ties, as studies have shown that 

strong ties are more influential than weak ties (e.g., Bakshy, Rosenn, Marlow, & Adamic, 

2012). Moreover, it has been stated that primary contacts like family and friends are providers 

of information and have an influence on recipients (Straits, 1991). The influence of family and 

friends is based on the conveyance of greater trust (Aral & Walker, 2014) and is reinforced by 

the social cohesion model, which states that social influence in politics depends on intimacy 

and the trustworthiness of the tie (Huckfeldt et al., 1995). Thus, it is of interest to explore 

whether or not the source of news content is perceived as trustworthy, good informed and what 

quality the participants will ascribe to the news content. In accordance with the assumption of 

prior beliefs in combination with the source of the article, I assume that prior beliefs are 

omitted if news content is posted by a friend. Thus, I state:  

 

H3: News content posted or shared by a close friend implies more trust than a post or a 

website of a news service and thus leads to more trustworthiness and ascribed quality of the 

news content as well as to higher knowledgeability of the author. 

 

In line with homophily, that was presented in Chapter 2.8, it is of interest whether or not 

sharing of news content by a close friend has an influence on the perceived hostility and the 

perception of less bias, and thus, whether or not the source has an influence on hostile 

perception of news content. I assume that there will be a difference in participants´ perception 

of news content if it was posted on Facebook in contrast to a website. This is based on the 

assumption that the social networking site features homophily according to friends of each 

user. This like-mindedness leads to a decrease in participants’ biased perception of the news 
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content. Nevertheless, it is assumed that social networking sites in general give rise to 

heterogeneity and diversity regarding news per se. Therefore, it is assumable that the 

perception of news posted by news services differ from the perception of news posted or 

shared by strong ties. This is also in line with the assumption of the two-step flow model (see 

Chapter 2.8; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955), and the suggested marginal-to-marginal (horizontal) 

flow of information that bridges groups or peers of people and thus carries information 

between different groups (Weimann, 1982). However, and this is particularly important, the 

information exposure between individuals is more influential than between the media and an 

individual (Watts & Dodds, 2007). This leads to the assumption that participants who see news 

content posted or shared by a friend on a social networking site show a decrease in hostile 

perception. Participants who see news content posted by a news service on Facebook will show 

a higher hostile perception regarding the news content in contrast to participants who see news 

content posted or shared by a strong tie, but they will show a lower score of hostile perception 

in contrast to participants who see the news content posted on a website. In accordance with 

this and with Gunther, Miller, and Liebhart (2009) the following hypothesis states:  

 

H4: A close friend as source of information will evoke less biased perception than a news 

service. 

 

As mentioned in Chapter 2.5, prior beliefs are described to have an influence on people’s 

perception and evaluation of news content (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994). Thus, it is of 

interest to examine the influence of prior beliefs on the interaction between the source and the 

evaluation of the news content. Following Hypothesis 4, it is assumed that a news service as 

source will evoke a higher hostile news content perception and prior beliefs will even increase 

this effect. This is based on the assumption that people who perceive the media to be biased in 

general will transfer this to the news content, which in turn will lead to a more biased 

perception. Thus, I state:  

 

H4.1: The interaction between the source of news content and participant’s hostile news 

content perception is moderated by people’s prior beliefs. 

 

In addition, it was stated in Chapter 2.5 that a biased perception is based on peoples’ 

drawn attention to the information processing of others. People therefore assume that less 
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informed and undecided others are more affected by the hostile media coverage (e.g., Vallone 

et al., 1985). Thus, I hypothesize: 

 

 H4.2: Peoples´ perception of a larger media influence on others will moderate the effect 

between source and hostile news content perception. 

 

A further approach was to test the mechanism of different standards (see Chapter 2.5), 

which was verified to give an explanation for a biased perception (e.g., Schmitt et al., 2004). 

The mechanism of different standards is studied in this research to focus on the perception of 

the argumentation within the news content. In conjunction with participants’ personal opinion 

it is of interest to examine possible influences of participants’ political orientation. Therefore, 

and independent of the source of the news content it is of interest to study whether or not the 

political orientation of the participants has an influence on the evaluation of the argumentation 

of the news content. In addition, this assumption is based on the fact that people with an 

extreme political orientation see media coverage as unfair and favorable for their opponents 

(Gunther et al., 2009) and are afraid that undecided others are persuaded by the media coverage 

they perceive as biased (Arceneaux et al., 2012). Thus, I ask:  

 

RQ1: Does the participants’ political orientation have an influence on the evaluation of 

different standards (fairness, correctness, relevance)?  

 

Following the assumption of homophily (see Chapter 2.8) of strong ties it has to be 

considered whether or not news content posted or shared by a strong tie influences the 

evaluation of the argumentation within the news content. Here, it is of interest to examine 

whether or not participants who read even-handed news content posted by different sources are 

more or less influenced in their evaluation of an unfair inclusion of arguments.  

 

RQ2: Does the source of news content have an influence on the evaluation/perception of 

different standards? 

 

Despite the circumstantiated conceptualization of involvement (see Chapter 2.5) I strive 

to examine the influence of involvement on participants’ hostile media perception as well as on 

participant’s hostile news content perception. This is based on the fact that it is aimed to 

examine the influence of involvement on people’s general biased perception of the media as 
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well as on their perception of a specific news content within a social networking site. As 

participant’s ego involvement that is also defined as group membership (e.g., Gunther, 1992) 

was examined within Hypothesis 1 of this study I strive to analyze the influence of 

participant’s issue involvement on their perception, as issue involvement refers to one’s 

personal importance of a certain issue. Thus, the relevance of an issue to oneself leads to 

systematic information processing because of an increased motivation to systematically 

process messages (Choi et al., 2009). Thus, participants with a higher issue involvement 

evaluate the article as more biased than people with low issue involvement. This is in line with 

the social judgment theory (see Chapter, 2.5; Sherif, Kelly, Rodgers Jr, Sarup, & Tittler, 1973) 

that states that the level of involvement can predict the evaluation of the content (Choi et al., 

2011). Thus, people with a high level of involvement evaluate a message or content with a 

higher probability to be biased in contrast to people with a low level of involvement (Choi et 

al., 2009). Thus, I state:  

 

H5: There is a positive correlation between participants’ issue involvement and their 

hostile media perception as well as their hostile news content perception. 

 

 

4.1.2 Study 1: Method 

 

For this study a between-subjects design was set up to compare news on a website with 

news on the social networking site Facebook as well as to test whether or not the sources as 

well as the user interface have an impact on the perceived hostility of news content. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four groups (close friend’s Facebook post; close 

friend shares news service’s Facebook post; news service’s Facebook post; news service 

homepage). 

 

4.1.2.1 Procedures 

 

Prior to the main study two pre-tests were conducted to verify whether or not the used 

news service was perceived as neutral as well as to verify whether or not the displayed news 

content was perceived as neutral. These tests were conducted because of participants’ prior 

beliefs and of the fundamental assumption of the hostile media effect that the presented content 

is neutral or even-handed. I wanted to ensure that the displayed news service is perceived as 



	
	

	
	
	 	

70	

neutral in order not to (disproportionately) enhance participants’ prior beliefs in the main 

study. 

In the first pre-test the assumption of neutrality of the news service was tested with 21 

participants (7 female, 14 male) with an average age of 33 years (range: 22– 61; SD = 12.11). 

Based on a list of adjectives participants of the pre-test rated seven well-known German news 

services on a 5-point likert scale. The list of adjectives comprised 20 adjectives (e.g., neutral, 

politically neutral, professional, informative). Results showed that tagesschau was rated as the 

most neutral and politically neutral news service. Table 4 shows means and standard deviations 

for the seven news services.  

 

 

Table 4 

Means and standard deviations for the seven news services regarding the adjectives neutral 
and politically neutral 
News services Adjectives M SD 

Der Spiegel 
neutral 2.77 1.11 
politically neutral 
 

2.92 
 

.89 
 

Die Zeit 
neutral 3.68 .80 
politically neutral 
 

3.44 
 

.65 
 

tagesschau 
neutral 4.04 .84 
politically neutral 
 

3.68 
 

.95 
 

Frankfurter Allgemeine 
neutral 3.35 .65 
politically neutral 
 

3.48 
 

.73 
 

ZDF heutejournal 
neutral 3.45 .86 
politically neutral 
 

3.45 
 

.91 
 

Sat.1 Nachrichten 
neutral 2.76 .83 
politically neutral 
 

3.00 
 

.95 
 

Bild neutral 1.48 .60 
politically neutral 1.43 .51 

 

 

In a second pre-test 9 participants (3 male, 6 female, Mage = 29) rated a given news 

content on the topic of refugees. The topic about refugees was selected as it was stated that 

issues like immigration are deeply involving for people (e.g., McKeever, Riffe, & Carpentier, 

2012). Arguments within the article were attributed as positive, negative, and neutral. All in all, 



	
	

	
	
	 	

71	

participants classified the news content as neutral. This was a relevant precondition, since the 

article ought to be neutral in valence. Thus, this article on the refugees’ policy in Germany was 

used for the main study. 

 

4.1.2.2 Sample 

 

For the main study an online survey was conducted to obtain wider variety and cross-

section of the German population. 212 people participated in this study (77 male [36.3%], 134 

female [63.2%], 1 not specified [0.5%], Mage = 27.23, SDage = 7.42, rangeage = 18–66 years), of 

which 104 (49.06%) were students, 73 (34.43%) employees, and 35 (16.51%) others. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four groups which varied in the source of the 

news content. Participants either saw a Facebook post by a close friend (friend post), a 

Facebook post of tagesschau which was shared by their named close friend (friend share), thus 

serving as envoy, a Facebook post by tagesschau (news service post), or the tagesschau 

website (news service homepage). For an overview of the condition see Table 5. The same 

news content was presented to all conditions only differing in the source (see Figures 4–7). At 

the beginning of the survey participants were asked whether they have a Facebook account. 

Only those with an account were able to participate. This was important because first, 

participants should be acquainted with the Facebook environment, second and this is 

particularly important, participants were asked about their friends network on Facebook. This 

information was required because of the vignette setting which was conducted. Participants 

were asked to name several Facebook friends (distant acquaintance, old school friend, close 

friend, friend they knew from e.g., their sport, and friend of a friend). In the further process of 

the study the named close friend’s name was displayed in the Facebook mockup to make the 

stimulus material as realistic as possible (see Figures 4–7). A manipulation check was 

conducted to monitor whether or not the participants perceived the stimulus material (source) 

according to their condition. Therefore, participants were asked who the author of the article 

was and how the presentation looked like (e.g., “Who was intended to be the author of the 

news content you read? – distant acquaintance, old school friend, close friend, a news service”; 

“the text you just read was … – a Wikipedia article, a blog post, a shared Facebook post, a 

Facebook post, an online article”). In addition, it was monitored whether or not the participants 

who saw a post by their close friend and participants who saw a shared news content could 

recall their close friends name. Participants who failed to answer these questions correctly were 

excluded from further analysis. After these manipulation checks 17 participants (8.0%) were 
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excluded from the dataset. Furthermore, participants who reported a “neutral” personal opinion 

on the refugee topic were excluded (see Choi et al., 2009). This results in a total of 174 

participants (82.1%) who are distributed as follows: 44 participants (25.3%) saw a Facebook 

post by a friend (27 female, Mage = 27.25, SDage = 4.56). Condition 2 (friend share) consisted of 

45 participants (25.9%, 24 female, one abstention, Mage = 28.04, SDage = 7.59). The third 

condition (news service post) contained 37 participants (21.3%, 27 female, Mage = 26.46, 

SDage = 5.89) and the fourth condition (news service homepage) contained 48 participants 

(27.6%, 29 female, Mage = 28.19, SDage = 9.41). 

 

 

Table 5 

Overview of the conditions of the main study 

source post share homepage 

friend (Facebook) condition 1 condition 2 – 

news service (tagesschau) condition 3 – condition 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



	

	
	 	 	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Close friend’s news content post. Figure 5. Close friend shares news content posted by a news service. 
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Figure 6. News service’s news content post. Figure 7. News content published on the website of a news service. 
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4.1.2.3 Measures 

 

Independent variables. Participants’ personal opinion was measured on the topic about 

refugees on a seven-level semantic differential (e.g., “Do you support the reception of refugees 

in Germany?”, ranging from “I strongly reject the reception of refugees” to “neutral” up to “I 

strongly support the reception of refugees”) to classify them as proponents or opponents. The 

randomly assigned condition also served as independent variable. Furthermore, participants’ 

political orientation was measured (ideological extremity [assigning to a political spectrum 

from left-winged to liberal up to right-winged], 11-point scale). Answers of this variable were 

recoded to a 5-point scale to obtain participants’ political extremity independent of their 

political orientation (variable recoded: 1 equals 5, as well as 11 equals 5). Furthermore, 

sociodemographic data (e.g., sex, age, party affiliation) was collected. 

Dependent variables. Different standards (fairness of arguments, correctness of 

information, relevance of information) were obtained to examine whether or not the inclusion 

of the arguments is perceived as unfair and incorrect (Cronbach’s α = .77). Furthermore, 

participants were asked whether or not they perceived the article as neutral or biased (“What do 

you think, was the article you read neutral or biased?”, 7-point scale, ranging from 1= against 

receiving refugees, to 4 = neutral, up to 7 = in favor of receiving refugees). For further 

calculations this scale was recoded that 0 presents neutrality and 1 to 3 presents the level of 

perceived bias (1 = low, 2 = moderate, 3 = high). In accordance with Choi and colleagues 

(2009) the hostile media perception was calculated by subtracting the perceived media slant 

(here titled as perception of general media coverage) from participant’s personal opinion. 

Furthermore, it was of interest not only to examine participants’ general hostile media 

perception, but also to have a closer look on participants’ hostile news content perception. 

Thus, the difference between participants’ personal opinion and evaluation of the article was 

calculated following the calculation process conducted by Choi and colleagues (2009) for the 

hostile media perception (see Chapter 2.4). Thereby potential influences on participants’ article 

perception including their personal opinion on a specific topic can be examined.  

Moderators. Participants’ perception of general media coverage was measured (e.g., 

“The media coverage on the reception of refugees was…”, 7-point scale, ranging from 

1 = rejection to 4 = neutral up to 7 = support) which can also be named as prior beliefs. In 

addition, data on participants’ issue involvement was collected (semantic differential with ten 

adjectives regarding the participants’ assessment on the reception of refugees, e.g., unimportant 

– important, irrelevant – relevant; Cronbach’s α = .92). Moreover, participants’ perceived 
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media influence on others on a single item was measured (7-point scale ranging from 1 = very 

low to 7 = very high; “What do you think how great is the influence of the media on others 

regarding the refugee policy?”). 

 

 

4.1.3 Study 1: Results 

 

In general, participant’s perceived neutrality of the news content, as well as their hostile 

media perception and their hostile news content perception was analyzed. Descriptive values 

showed that 78 participants (44.8%) stated that they perceived the news content as neutral. 

However, 62 (35.6%) stated a slightly bias, 26 (14.9%) a moderate bias, and 8 (4.6%) 

participants stated an extreme bias. Moreover, participants perceive the media in general as 

biased regarding the refugees’ crisis in Germany as well as the presented news content as 

biased. A congeniality bias was found for 12 (6.9%) participants regarding the hostile media 

perception and 11 (6.3%) participants showed a congeniality bias regarding the hostile news 

content perception. Further, for 17 (9.8%) participants the hostile media perception was zero, 

indicating no discrepancy between their own opinion and the perceived media slant. Twenty-

five (14.4%) participants perceived neither a hostile news content perception nor a congeniality 

bias. Thus, 136 (83.4%) participants showed a hostile media perception and 138 (79.3%) 

showed a hostile news content perception. This showed that the personal opinion influences the 

media and news content perception of participants.  

 

Hypothesis 1 stated that proponents and opponents would perceive the news content as 

biased against them. This hypothesis was tested using a nonparametric correlation analysis 

(based on Spearman’s rho) including participant’s hostile news content perception and their 

personal opinion extremity. A statistically significant correlation was found, r = .55, p < .001, 

indicating that participants with extremer opinions perceived greater hostile news content 

perception. Following the tripartite approach, it was examined whether participants with an 

extremer opinion on the topic perceive the content as more biased than participants with lower 

opinion extremity. Results of a nonparametric correlation analysis (based on Spearman’s rho) 

between people’s perceived neutrality of the news content and their opinion extremity showed 

no statistically significant relationship, r = .09, p = .23. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was partly 

supported. For detailed overview of the descriptive values of personal opinion extremity 

regarding hostile news content perception and participants’ perceived neutrality see Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Descriptive values of personal opinion extremity (with 1 = low personal opinion extremity, 
2 = moderate personal extremity, 3 = high personal opinion extremity) regarding participants’ 
perceived neutrality of the news content and their hostile news content perception 

  Perceived neutrality of 

news content 

Hostile news content 

perception 

Personal opinion extremity n M SD M SD 

1 62 .73 .77 .76 1.04 

2 66 .73 .90 1.41 .99 

3 46 .98 .91 2.63 1.29 

 

 

To examine Hypothesis 2 which stated that the social networking site environment 

weakens the perceived hostility of news content in contrast to online news, a one-way between-

subjects ANOVA with planned contrasts, labeled as media contrasts, was conducted. 

Therefore, the news service homepage was contrasted against the three Facebook conditions. 

Participant’s perceived hostility of the news content served as independent variable. Results 

revealed no statistically significant differences between participants who saw the article within 

a social networking site environment (n = 126, M = 1.45, SD = 1.33) and participants who saw 

the article as online article regarding their perceived hostility of the news content (n = 48, 

M = 1.65, SD = 1.29) with a mean difference of 0.19 (SE = .10), p = .376. Therefore, the 

environment of the social networking site does not weaken the perceived hostility of news 

content in contrast to news content on a homepage. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is not supported. 

 

Hypothesis 3 stated that news content posted or shared by a close friend implies more 

trust than a post or a website of a news service and thus leads to more trustworthiness of the 

article, knowledgeability of the author, and the ascribed quality of the article. In general, 

participants stated that they perceived the news content as neither trustworthy nor 

untrustworthy, but with a tendency to trustworthy (M = 3.54, SD = 1.00). In addition, they 

rated the author of the news content between satisfactory and good informed (M = 3.55, 

SD = .94) and stated that the information given in the article are neither of high quality nor of 

inferior quality (M = 3.47, SD = .95). A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) showed 

statistically significant differences between the conditions with regard to the aforementioned 

evaluation points, Pillai’s trace = .187, F(3,170) = 3.77, p < .001, ηp2 = .06. Pairwise 
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comparison using LSD procedure showed significant differences between participants who saw 

the post on the tagesschau homepage (n = 48, M = 3.71, SD = .92) and participants who saw 

the Facebook post by their close friend (n = 44, M = 3.27, SD = .97, p = .036) regarding the 

trustworthiness of the article. Thus, participants of the tagesschau homepage condition accredit 

higher trustworthiness to the article. Significant differences could also be found between 

participants who saw a shared Facebook post by their close friend (n = 45, M = 3.76, SD = .74) 

and participants who saw a Facebook post by tagesschau (n = 37, M = 3.30, SD = 1.13, 

p = .027) regarding the knowledgeability of the author. This means, that participants of the 

friend share condition accredited higher knowledgeability to the author than participants of the 

news service post condition. Furthermore, participants who saw their close friend’s post 

(n = 44, M = 3.68, SD = .67) evaluated the information quality of the news content as higher in 

contrast to participants who saw the news service post (n = 37, M = 3.08, SD = 1.23, p = .004) 

and to participants who saw the homepage of the news service (n = 48, M = 3.27, SD = .94, 

p = .034). Participants who saw a shared Facebook post (M = 3.78, SD = .79) rated the quality 

of the article as higher than participants who saw a post by the news service (n = 37, M = 3.08, 

SD = 1.23, p < .001) and participants who saw the homepage of the news service (n = 48, 

M = 3.27, SD = .94, p = .009). Thus, participants who saw a close friend’s Facebook post and 

participants of the friend share condition rated the article as of higher information quality than 

participants of the news service post condition or than participants of the news service 

homepage condition. Tests on intermediated subject effects depending on condition can be 

seen in Table 7.  

 

 

Table 7 

Intermediate subject effects regarding participants’ evaluation of the news content and author 
(n = 174) depending on condition  
Item F(3,170) p ηp2 

trustworthy 1.82 .145 .031 

informed author 2.29 .080 .039 

information quality 5.42 .001 .087 

Note. Results of Levene’s test were significant for “informed author” and “information 
quality”. 
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Hypothesis 4 stated that a close friend as source of information would evoke less biased 

perception than a news service. It was considered that participants who saw a post of a friend 

would perceive the source as like-minded and thus as friendly, therefore, perceiving the 

information as least hostile. Followed by participants of who saw news content shared by a 

friend. Participants who saw news content posted by tagesschau would perceive the article as 

more hostile as participants who saw the news content posted by their close friend and 

participants who saw a news service’s news content shared by their close friend, but less 

hostile as participants who saw news content on tagesschau homepage. To test this hypothesis 

a one-way between-subjects ANOVA with planned contrasts was conducted and labeled as 

source contrasts. Results showed no statistically significant differences regarding the 

perception of hostility, F(3,170) = .30, p = .825, ηp2 = .004. Thus, participants who saw a post 

by a close friend (n = 44, M = 1.45, SD = 1.21) did not perceive less hostile news content 

perception than participants who saw a tagesschau post shared by a friend (n = 45, M = 1.40, 

SD =1.37), participants who saw a post by news service on Facebook (n = 37, M = 1.49, 

SD =1.41), and participants who saw the news service homepage (n = 48, M = 1.65, SD = 1.30) 

with a mean difference of 0.06 (SE = 0.03), p = .808. Thus, hypothesis 4 was not supported. 

 

Hypothesis 4.1 implied that the interaction between the source of a news content and 

hostile news content perception is moderated by people’s perceived media slant (prior beliefs). 

A moderation analysis using PROCESS macro for SPSS was conducted (Hayes, 2013). Results 

revealed no statistically significant effect for the overall model, F(7,166) = .22, p = .979, 

R2 = .01. Moreover, no statistically significant interaction effect could be found. Therefore, 

hypothesis 4.1 was not supported, indicating that prior beliefs do not moderate the effect of 

source on hostile news content perception. Further, it was tested whether prior beliefs per se 

have an influence on participants’ hostile news content perception using a Pearson correlation 

analysis. Results revealed no statistically significant correlation, r = -.006, p = .942. 

 

Hypothesis 4.2 stated that the influence of source on hostile news content perception is 

moderated by the perceived media influence on others. A moderation analysis using PROCESS 

macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) was conducted. Results showed no statistically significant 

effect, F(7,166) = .78, p = .601, R2 = .03. Thus, Hypothesis 4.2 was not supported. 

 

Research Question 1 asked whether or not participants’ political orientation has an 

influence on the evaluation of the argumentation of the news content. To find an answer to this 
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question a Pearson correlation was performed. Results revealed no statistically significant 

correlation between participants’ political orientation and the evaluation of the correctness of 

arguments, r = .09, p = .23, as well as between participants’ political orientation and the 

relevance of information, r = .04, p = .62. Further, no statistically significant correlation could 

be found for the fairness of the argumentation, r = .09, p = .22. These results showed that 

regardless of the political extremity of the participants arguments were neither evaluated as 

more correct, more relevant, or more fair. This is also the case for the mean of these variables 

summarized as different standards, r = .09, p = .24. Thus, people’s political orientation has no 

influence on different standards. 

 

To examine Research Question 2, which asked whether or not the source of the news 

content has an influence on different standards, a one-way between-subjects ANOVA was 

conducted. Results showed a statistically significant difference between the conditions and the 

evaluation of the argumentation of the news content, F(3,170) = 3.12, p = .028, ηp2 = .052. A 

pairwise comparison using Scheffé procedure revealed statistically significant differences 

between participants who saw the post by tagesschau on Facebook (n = 37, M = 3.56, 

SD = .85) and all other conditions (friend post: n = 44, M = 3.94, SD = .49; friend share: 

n = 45, M = 3.99, SD = .75; news service homepage: n = 48, M =3.91, SD = .66). This showed 

that participants who saw the news service post rated the arguments of the article as less right, 

less fair, and less relevant than participants of the other conditions. Therefore, the answer to 

Research Question 2 is, that the evaluation of the argumentation of the news content differs if 

the article is posted by a news service via Facebook. 

 

To test Hypothesis 5 which stated that there is a positive correlation between 

participants’ issue involvement and their hostile media perception a Pearson correlation was 

conducted. Results revealed a statistically significant relationship between participants’ issue 

involvement and their hostile media perception, r = .21, p = .005. This indicates that 

participants with a higher issue involvement show a higher hostile media perception. The 

hostile media perception applied to the refugee topic in general, thus it was of additional 

interest whether or not the issue involvement has an influence on the hostile news content 

perception. To address this question, a further Pearson correlation was conducted, which 

showed no statistically significant relationship between participants’ issue involvement and 

their hostile news content perception, r = .11, p = .14. It can therefore be stated that there is a 

correlation between participants’ issue involvement and their hostile media perception, but no 
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correlation between issue involvement and hostile news content perception. Thus, Hypothesis 5 

is only partly supported. 

 

 

4.1.4 Study 1: Discussion 

 

The goal of this study was to examine whether or not the social networking site 

environment has an influence on participants’ article evaluation. It was of particular interested 

to unveil influences of the source of news content regarding people’s perceived hostility of a 

news content.  

Hypothesis 1 followed the main assumption of the hostile media effect and stated that 

proponents and opponents would perceive the news content as biased against their views. A 

statistically significant result could be found that indicated that both partisan groups perceived 

a bias. Descriptive as well as inferential statistics showed that participants with an extremer 

personal opinion showed a higher hostile news content perception. This finding is in line with 

the general assumption of the hostile media effect, which states that people perceive neutral 

news content, on a controversial topic, with polarized groups as biased against their own views 

(Vallone et al., 1985). An exception to this is the null result regarding the mere neutrality rating 

of the participants. Here, no statistically significant correlation could be found. Results of a 

correlation between people’s opinion extremity and their perceived neutrality of the news 

content showed that people with an extreme opinion did not perceive the sheer news content as 

more or less biased than participants’ holding a low or moderate opinion on a specific topic. 

These results might be caused because most of the participants were students and were political 

orientated to the left wing, thus it would have been a surplus value if this hypothesis were 

tested with an equal distribution of proponents and opponents. This showed that people’s 

perceived congruency/incongruency of their personal opinion and their perceived neutrality of 

the news content is the decisive factor. However, descriptive values demonstrated that nearly 

50% of the participants perceived the news content as neutral. Moreover, these findings 

indicated that a people’s perceived bias is not dependent on a mere allocation to a partisan 

group, but on people’s level of personal opinion, respectively their opinion extremity, and their 

perceived discrepancy between their own opinion and their perceived level of bias of the news 

content. However, it can be stated that nearly 80% of the participants perceived the news 

content to be biased against their side. These results are in line with Vallone and colleagues 

(1985) findings that showed that participants rate the content more or less neutral, but under 
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consideration of partiality and their extremity of opinion, participants perceived the news 

content reporting against their side. Thus, a biased and hostile perception of news is present in 

the social networking site environment of Facebook. 

 

It was assumed that a social networking sites environment weakens the perceived 

hostility of news content in contrast to an article published on a news service homepage (H2), 

because the typical online news media environment is no longer present. To the knowledge of 

the author previous studies have never examined whether or not the Facebook environment has 

an influence on the perceived hostility of news content. Results of this study showed that the 

participants who saw the news content within the Facebook environment did not perceive the 

news content as more hostile or biased than participants who saw the news content on a news 

service homepage. It could have been assumed that participant in one of the three social 

networking sites conditions perceive the news content within the Facebook environment as less 

hostile, due to the fact that people self-select their friends on Facebook and thus tend to select 

homogenous persons. In contrast, social networking sites often expand people’s offline 

networks and lead to a higher diversity regarding opinions as well as to a higher likelihood to 

see content contrary to the own opinion (Kümpel et al., 2015). Furthermore, it was assumed 

that the journalistic character of a post or share via Facebook decreases due to the fact that the 

typical online news media environment is no longer present. The absent of a statistically 

significant difference might be caused due to the presentation of the stimulus material within 

the environment. Participants were not able to interact with the Facebook environment as 

usual. Moreover, the only content displayed was the news content as well as stiff elements like 

the “what’s on your mind?” status update field. Therefore, in future studies it should be 

examined whether or not the environment has an influence on the perceived hostility of news 

content using interactive elements or even to post content on Facebook and evaluate people’s 

perception.  

 

For Hypothesis 3 it was assumed that news content posted or shared by a close friend 

implies more trust than a post or a website of a news service and thus leads to more 

trustworthiness of the article, knowledgeability of the author, and the ascribed article quality. 

Results showed that participants of the tagesschau homepage condition accredited higher 

trustworthiness to the article. This finding is in contrast to the assumption of the hostile media 

effect due to the fact that particular in this case – under consideration of the assumption of 

prior beliefs – a hostile perception was assumed. However, this showed that the social 
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networking sites environment might affect the trustworthiness of the article. Furthermore, 

participants who saw the news content posted by tagesschau and shared by their close friend 

rated the knowledgeability of the author higher than participants who saw the news content 

posted by tagesschau. These results might occur due to the interplay of journalistic expertise 

and the forwarding by the close friend who gives his approval to the article and thus reduce the 

general perception of a biased media coverage. Based on the assumption of homophily it can 

be assumed that participants perceived the knowledgeability of the author as higher since they 

attribute the like-mindedness and the knowledge of their close friend to the author/journalist. 

This assumption is underlined by findings regarding the information quality of the article that 

showed that participants who saw the article posted or shared by a close friend adjudicated 

higher information quality. Thus, credibility is ascribed to the post, which has been described 

as social confirmation or social proof (e.g., Metzger et al., 2010). This shows that the display 

of a close friend seems to have an influence on the evaluation of author as well as article 

characteristics.  

 

It was hypothesized that a close friend as source of information would evoke less biased 

perception than a news service (H4). In line with Gunther, Miller, and Liebhart (2009) it was 

assumed that participants perceive less hostility if the news content is published or shared by a 

close friend due to the fact that people perceive news content less hostile because of their 

homophily and their like-mindedness to their close friend. Moreover, the influence of family 

and friends is based on the conveyance of greater trust (Aral & Walker, 2014) and thus they are 

perceived as more trustworthy. In contrast, a news service can be seen as a weak tie or as 

neutral source (Gunther et al., 2009) and therefore, resulting in higher perception of hostility. 

Results of this study showed no differences between the conditions. Participants of all four 

conditions perceived low hostile news content perception. Here, the unequal distribution of the 

partisan groups as well as the inclusion of participants with high personal opinion extremity 

and participants with low personal opinion extremity might cause the lack of significance and 

thus might nullified the effect. 

 

Hypothesis 4.1 stated that the effect of the source on the hostile news content perception 

is moderated by people’s prior beliefs. Results showed neither a statistically significant effect 

for the overall model nor for interactions. This result is in contrast to the assumption that prior 

beliefs can explain a biased perception. Giner-Sorolla and Chaiken (1994) showed that prior 

beliefs affect participant’s hostile perception. The difference between the study of Giner-
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Sorolla and Chaiken (1994) and the present study is that in this study the calculations were 

conducted using participants’ hostile news content perception and not the mere article 

evaluation, which may lead to divergent results. Moreover, this result is not in line with the 

assumption of Gunther and colleagues (2009). Here, effects of source on perception were 

assumed (see H4). These findings contravene the statement of the hostile media effect 

inasmuch as participants of all conditions perceived hostile news content perception in the 

same extent. Here, in particular it was assumed that participants who saw the news service post 

on Facebook and participants who saw the news service homepage would have rated the article 

as biased in contrast to participants who saw their friend’s post and participants who saw the 

news service post shared by their friend, due to the fact that people tend to perceive news as 

more unfavorable against them when they perceive the media in general as disadvantage to 

their opinion (Choi et al., 2009). Here again, the inclusion of participants with high personal 

opinion extremity and participants with low personal opinion extremity in each condition 

might have overlaid the moderating effect of prior beliefs on source and hostile news content 

perception. 

 

Hypothesis 4.2 stated that the perceived media influence on others moderates the effect 

between source and hostile news content perception. Results revealed no statistically 

significant moderation. Only 29 participants stated that the media has low to moderate low 

influence on others whereas 145 stated moderate high to very high influence on others. These 

results are not in line with the proposed assumption. It is questionable why the media influence 

on others did not moderate the effect between source and hostile news content perception, 

although most participants stated a moderate high to very high influence on others. The query 

of the media influence on others has to be reconsidered. In addition, the source might have 

nullified the effect. 

 

 Research Question 1 asked whether or not the political orientation of the participants has 

an influence on the evaluation of the argumentation of the news content. Results showed no 

statistically significant effect of participants’ political orientation on their evaluation of 

arguments. These findings are in contrast to the different standards approach and could be 

caused by the unequal distribution on “left-winged” versus “right-winged” participants. More 

than 60% (107 participants) stated that they are more or less left-winged. Moreover, very 

extreme political orientated participants were underrepresented (20 participants who rated 4 or 

5) and 39 participants stated neither to be left-winged nor right-winged (22.4%.). 
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Research Question 2 asked whether or not the source of the news content has an 

influence on the evaluation of the argumentation of the news content. Results showed that 

participants who saw the news content posted on Facebook by a news service evaluated the 

arguments of the news content as less correct, less fair, and less relevant than participants of 

the other conditions. These results are partly in line with the assumption of the hostile media 

effect and underline the considerations of this study. The article was perceived as neutral on 

the whole regardless of participants’ personal opinion, but ratings of the argumentation for 

participants who saw a post by tagesschau are in line with the assumption of Hypothesis 3. 

News content posted on Facebook by a news service leads to a higher biased perception of the 

argumentation. It has to be questioned why participants who saw the article posted by a news 

service on Facebook evaluated the argumentation of the news content as less correct, fair and 

relevant in contrast to participants who saw the news content on the news service’s homepage. 

Here, it was assumed that participants would rate the article as equally or even less correct, fair 

and relevant like participants who saw a news post on Facebook due to the fact that the news 

service as “the media” is perceived to be biased. Thus, it was expected that also participants 

who saw the homepage of the news service rated the argumentation of the article as less 

correct, less fair, and less relevant. It is expected that not the source is decisive for these 

results, but the affiliation to proponents or opponents. Furthermore, the unequal distribution of 

the participants should be noted. 

 

Several studies have attributed a major influence on the perception of biased content and 

the hostile media effect to one’s involvement (e.g., Arpan & Nabi, 2011; Arpan & Raney, 

2003; Gunther, 1992; Hansen & Kim, 2011; Oh et al., 2011). Gunther (1992) proposed that the 

media give more unfavorable coverage to one’s own opinion particular if a person identifies 

with a group and their opinions. On this basis I stated that there is a positive correlation 

between participants’ issue involvement and their hostile media perception. Results showed 

that people who are more involved showed a higher hostile media perception in general, but no 

greater hostility of the hostile news content perception. The statistically significant correlation 

between issue involvement and hostile media perception can be explained by higher latitude of 

rejection, because people interpreted the position of the media as contradictory to their views 

than people with low involvement (Choi et al., 2009). Thus, the effect might occur due to the 

fact that the hostile media perception is not dependent on the article. Here, the personal opinion 

and the general perception of the media coverage are paramount. Null results regarding hostile 

news content perception could be explained by the calculation of this variable. This variable 
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leaves the perception of general media coverage – prior beliefs – out which might have caused 

the null results. 

 

4.1.4.1 Limitations  

 

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the focus was on 

achieving equal groups by source and not partisan groups. This is the reason for the unequal 

distribution of partisans. Moreover, it was aspired that the sample represents nearly equal 

political oriented left-winged and right-winged participants. The acquisition of right-winged 

participants through Facebook proved to be difficult because in most right-winged Facebook 

groups or online forums it was not possible to promote this study and request to promote this 

study by wright-winged parties remained unanswered. Second, as mentioned above the 

stimulus material should be reconsidered. It might be more fruitful to use a stimulus material 

that contains balanced pro and contra arguments than a neutrally formulated text. In this way, 

selective recall and selective categorization could be examined. Third, the topic on refugees in 

Germany might not be controversial for the participants of this study. Future studies should 

take special care to ensure an equal distribution of partisanship. In general, it is questionable 

whether or not a friend’s post is even-handed and neutral in valence. It is more assumable that 

a friend would express his or her own opinion that would represent support or rejection. 

Therefore, it is questionable whether user-generated “news articles” offer an appropriate basis 

for hostile media effect research. Is it possible to speak of hostile media research in the case of 

messages or posts (comparable to news content) generated by users and not by professional 

journalists? Even though Gunther and Schmitt (2004) examined the hostile media effect by 

means of source variation and a differentiation between a journalistic article and a student 

essay the phenomenon of citizen journalism (e.g., Goode, 2009) should be closer considered in 

future research. Furthermore, the influence of social cues (e.g., likes, comments) on the hostile 

media effect should be researched. 

 

4.1.4.2 Conclusion 

 

Despite the mentioned limitations, this study contributes to the current state of hostile 

media effect research and expands its research to the most used social networking site 

Facebook. This research provides some initial insights into participant’s evaluation of news 

content on Facebook. In this study, data regarding the status of refugees in Germany under 
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consideration of the hostile media effect in social networking site was collected and analyzed. 

Notwithstanding the fact of null results, I believe that this study helps promote to understand 

the hostile media effect in a 2.0 world. Various theoretical mechanisms as prior beliefs seem 

not to have an influence on participant’s perception and evaluation of a news content 

regardless of the source or the environment. These results are not in dissent with the hostile 

media effect. A lot of studies showed inconsistent results and only significant results for part of 

the mechanisms (e.g., prior beliefs: Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; source: Gunther & 

Liebhart, 2006). According to the findings of this study, neither significant effects were found 

for source (source contrast) nor for the environment (media contrasts) regarding the perceived 

hostility of a news content. But, results showed an influence of the source (close friend) 

regarding participant’s perceived knowledgeability of the author as well as of the information 

quality and the trustworthiness of the news content. Also, results indicated an influence of 

participant’s issue involvement on their hostile media perception. Moreover, it can be 

concluded that participant’s political orientation has no influence on their perception of correct 

and relevant argumentation within a news content. Furthermore, this study shows that the 

source can have an influence on the evaluation of the argumentation of a news content as well 

as on author characteristics. All in all, a hostile perception considering one’s personal opinion 

could be found. Therefore, this study shows that the hostile media effect also occurs in social 

networking sites, but is not influenced by the source as previous studies on the hostile media 

effect, within for instance linear media, have demonstrated. 

 

 

4.2 Study 2: The Hostile Side of My Newsfeed: Influences of Source and Reach on the 

(Hostile) Perception of News Content on Social Networking Sites 

 

In the first study of this thesis potential differences of the source of news content on 

participant’s perception were examined. However, in this study neither reactions, nor 

comments below the news content were displayed. Especially, reactions (e.g., likes, angry 

emojis) as easy indicators for reach (Schulz & Roessler, 2012) might influence peoples’ 

perception of news content (see Chapter 2.5). Thus, a further look on the hostile media effect is 

needed in the age of social networking sites, as the source as well as social cues of information 

obtainment might influence peoples’ interpretation. Therefore, this study examines the hostile 

media effect in a social networking site environment with a special focus on reach (reactions: 

manipulated as low, medium, and high number of likes and angry emojis). 
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4.2.1 Study 2: Derivation of the Hypotheses 

 

In this study, equally to Study 1, the main statement of the hostile media effect, 

postulating that people with a strong opinion on a topic or issue have a biased perception of an 

even-handed or neutral news content that is opposed to their beliefs, opinions, and views 

(Vallone et al., 1985), was examined. Following this assumption, I will examine whether or not 

this can be confirmed within this study. Thus, the first hypothesis will pursue whether or not 

proponents as well as opponents will evaluate the presented news content as biased, regardless 

of their condition. Thus, I state:  

 

H1: Proponents as well as opponents will evaluate the news content as biased against 

their views. 

 

The focus of the second study is to examine whether or not the source as well as 

reactions have an influence on participants perception of news content. The main consideration 

is to reveal differences between participants who see news content posted by a close friend and 

participants who see news content posted by a news service. Therefore, the question rises 

whether or not participants perceive user-generated content as less biased than professional, 

journalistic content. This assumption is based on the fact that the hostile media effect states 

that people perceive news content only as biased if it is provided by mass media or journalists 

(e.g., Gunther & Schmitt, 2004). Moreover, people believe in the like-mindedness of their 

close friends and thus transfer their espoused perspective to the content. This is also in line 

with homophily that was described in Chapter 2.8. As presented in Chapter 4.1 the two-step 

flow model (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) supports this assumption. In line with this as well as 

with Study 1 I assume that participants who see news content posted by a friend on a social 

networking site show a decrease of hostile perception. Participants who see news content 

posted by a news service on Facebook will show a higher hostile perception regarding the news 

content in contrast to participants who see news posted by a strong tie. In addition to the source 

this study strives to examine whether or not reactions have an influence on participant’s 

perceived hostility of the news content. As stated above, reach is an important factor of the 

hostile media effect (see Chapter 2.5). Only if one perceives the news content to reach a broad 

audience one will perceive the content to be biased and hostile against one’s own views, 

opinions and beliefs (e.g., Gunther & Schmitt, 2004; Gunther & Storey, 2003). Furthermore, it 

was of interest to examine whether or not the participant’s personal opinion on a topic has an 
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influence on the perception of the content. Thus, the difference between participant’s personal 

opinion and their news content evaluation was calculated (see Chapter 2.4). This is in line with 

the calculation of the hostile media perception of Choi and colleagues (2009) and allows to 

receive the hostile news content perception, which includes the personal opinion, as well as 

participant’s perception of the news content. This enables to reveal possible influences of 

participant’s personal opinion on a specific topic. In accordance with the important factors 

source and reach within the hostile media effect research as well as in accordance with 

Gunther, Miller, and Liebhart (2009) the following hypothesis will guide this research: 

 

 H2: A close friend’s Facebook post with a low number of reactions will evoke less 

biased perception in contrast to all other conditions, especially to a news service Facebook 

post with a high number of reactions. 

 

In addition, it was stated that a biased perception is based on peoples’ drawn attention to 

the information processing of others (see Chapter 2.5). People therefore assume that less 

informed and undecided others are more affected by the hostile media coverage (e.g., Vallone 

et al., 1985). Thus, I hypothesize:  

 

H2.1: Peoples’ perception of a larger media influence on others will moderate the effect 

between source and hostile news content perception. 

 

Furthermore, it was of interest to examine the influence of prior beliefs (see Chapter 2.5) 

on the interaction between the source and the evaluation of news content, as several studies 

indicated (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994). Following the main assumption of prior 

beliefs, it is assumed that a news service as source will evoke a higher hostile news content 

perception. This is based on the assumption that people who perceive the media to be biased in 

general will transfer this to the news content, which in turn will lead to an increased biased 

perception. Thus, I state:  

 

H3: The interaction between the source of news content and participants’ hostile news 

content perception is moderated by people’s prior beliefs. 
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Similar to Study 1 I strive to examine the influence of strong ties on people’s perception. 

A number of studies have shown that strong ties are more influential than weak ties (e.g., 

Bakshy et al., 2012), and that primary contacts like family and friends are providers of 

information and have an influence on recipients (Straits, 1991). Furthermore, the social 

cohesion model states that social influence in politics depends on intimacy and trustworthiness 

of the tie (Huckfeldt et al., 1995), which leads to the implication that family and friends exert 

greater influence on people (Aral & Walker, 2014). Thus, it is of interest to explore whether or 

not the source of the news content is perceived as trustworthy, good informed and what quality 

the participants will ascribe to the news content. Therefore, I assume:  

 

H4: News content posted by a close friend implies more trust than a post of a news 

service and thus leads to more trustworthiness and ascribed quality of the news content as well 

as to higher knowledgeability of the author. 

 

In line with the presented mechanism involvement (see Chapter 2.5) it was of interest to 

examine whether people’s degree of issue involvement has an influence on their perception. 

The underlying derivation of this hypothesis is equal to Study 1 (see Chapter 4.1). Thus, I 

state:  

 

H5: There is a positive correlation between participants’ issue involvement and their 

hostile news content perception.  

 

Furthermore, it was of interest to examine whether or not participants’ issue involvement 

has an influence on the relationship between the source and the evaluation of the content. As 

mentioned earlier, it is assumed that news content posted by a friend weakens the hostile media 

effect (e.g., Gunther et al., 2009) as well as that involvement at a high level leads to a higher 

probability to evaluate the news content as biased (see H5). Thus, it is of interest to examine 

the moderating effect of involvement on the relationship between source and news content 

evaluation. Since, on the one hand, it is stated that a strong tie reduces the likelihood of a 

biased perception (Gunther et al., 2009) whereas, on the other hand, high involvement seems to 

foster a biased perception (Gunther, 1992). Therefore, it is assumed that especially news 

content posted by a non-strong tie leads to a biased perception of the news content if readers 

have a high level of involvement. Therefore, the purpose of the following hypothesis was to 
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investigate if issue involvement leads to a different evaluation of the news content even if a 

close friend posted the content.  

 

H5.1: Issue involvement moderates the effect between source and participants’ hostile 

news content perception. 

 

The mechanism of different standards is examined following the exploratory approaches 

of Study 1 (see Chapter 4.1). Here again, it is of interest to examine whether or not participants 

who read even-handed news content posted by either a close friend or a news service are more 

or less influenced in their evaluation of an unfair inclusion of arguments.  

 

RQ1: Does the source of the news content have an influence on the evaluation/perception 

of different standards? 

 

 

4.2.2 Study 2: Method  

 

For Study 2 an online experiment using a 2 (source: friend vs. news service) × 3 (reach: 

low vs. mid vs. high likes and angry emojis) between-subjects design was conducted. On basis 

of the findings of the pre-test of Study 1, tagesschau was selected as news service. To attain a 

better generalization of results the amount of reactions below a post was varied in six stages. 

The displayed value for high likes was 8.194 and for angry emojis 8.012 and inverted, as well 

as 82 and 86 for the low conditions and inverted. Participants of the mid reach condition saw 

either 8.194 likes and 82 angry emojis or 86 likes and 8.012 angry emojis. Analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) revealed no main effect for the sample (in the sense that there were no differences 

between the homogeneous conditions) as well as no interactions between the conditions. 

Therefore, conditions were collapsed in order to achieve more generalizable results. 

The values of likes and angry emojis were deliberately chosen and are based on news 

content reactions values observed by the author of this dissertation. Therefore, 20 recent 

Facebook posts by three well-known German news services (Spiegel, tagesschau, Bild) on four 

different days (see Table 8) were observed. On this basis, it was decided to use reactions values 

which indicate a huge reach, but are not atypical for news service posts. Consequently, I 

decided against using the mean to picture a clear and great difference between the reactions. 
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Furthermore, I am aware that the value of reactions changes over time. However, these values 

were used as benchmark to prepare the stimulus material.  

To display likes and angry emojis I deviate from the Facebook design due to the fact that 

Facebook displays the value of reactions as one value not distinguishing separately between the 

reactions. Here, itemization only becomes visible when clicking on the reactions value. For this 

study it was necessary to display the value of reactions, respectively and thus displaying a clear 

distinction between the number of likes and angry emojis. Moreover, likes and angry emojis 

were chosen to not unidirectionally constitute users support or disapprove. 

The same news content was presented to all conditions differing in the source and in the 

number of reactions. The topic of the news content was on the mass data storage and contained 

four arguments in favor of and four arguments against the mass data storage as well as three 

neutral arguments. 

 

 

Table 8 

Value of reactions for the 20 recent news service post on Facebook 

day News 
service 

value of reactions M 

02
.0

3.
20

17
 Spiegel 1809, 7986, 1678, 553, 332, 258, 730, 199, 926, 264, 5099, 

101, 187, 354, 574, 895, 647, 1198, 244, 11875 = 35909 1795.45 

tagesschau 704, 915, 1862, 157, 123, 256, 402, 963, 195, 167, 781, 341, 
203, 1523, 150, 895, 16890, 590, 2.237, 2111 = 31465 1573.25 

Bild 382, 257, 142, 202, 727, 160, 2024, 410, 697, 800, 1568, 
1128, 2293, 500, 360, 732, 295, 1596, 1483, 2140 = 17896 894.8 

23
.0

3.
20

17
 Spiegel 29, 225, 892, 108, 103, 332, 121, 86, 318, 26, 321, 77, 120, 

68, 340, 377, 152, 545, 131, 6630 = 11001 550.05 

tagesschau 140, 244, 182, 205, 235, 583, 101, 292, 79, 334, 367, 181, 
183, 367, 8982, 818, 6125, 1169, 435, 150 = 21172 1058.6 

Bild 10, 345, 396, 1553, 168, 831, 121, 2713, 12, 1391, 252, 
1328, 558, 873, 514, 278, 303, 3459, 954, 114 = 16174 808.65 

11
.0

4.
20

17
 Spiegel 103, 59, 614, 195, 566, 119, 735, 63, 115, 1886, 46, 128, 

3542, 89, 517, 316, 569, 2200, 383, 1332 = 13579 
678.95 

 

tagesschau 4, 35, 175, 113, 197, 963, 2179, 143, 188, 406, 96, 108, 652, 
156, 587, 95, 714, 236, 268, 322 = 7637 381.85 

Bild 102, 49, 1172, 149, 195, 1670, 740, 4000, 93, 98, 148, 170, 
192, 592, 272, 723, 1784, 41, 98, 541 = 12829 

641.45 
 

20
.0

4.
17

 Spiegel 666, 22, 2037, 52, 157, 542, 383, 207, 57, 34, 336, 86, 1070, 
47, 110, 72, 186, 856, 186, 403 = 7509 375.45 

tagesschau 2385, 63, 121, 3078, 504, 285, 204, 106, 168, 126, 539, 231, 
510, 137, 630, 241, 419, 287, 386, 1494 = 11915 595.75 

Bild 1747, 32, 106, 2745, 1895, 6074, 323, 742, 190, 356, 246, 
357, 67, 1135, 51, 136, 1858, 28, 267, 55 = 18410 920.5 
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4.2.2.1 Procedures 

 

At the beginning of the survey participants were asked whether they have a Facebook 

account. Only those with an account were able to participate. This was important because first, 

participants should be acquainted with the Facebook environment, second and this is 

particularly important, participants were asked about their friends network on Facebook. This 

information is required because of the vignette setting which was conducted, similar to Study 

1. Participants were asked to name several Facebook friends (distant acquaintance, old school 

friend, close friend, friend they knew from e.g., their sport, and friend of a friend). In the 

further process of the study the named close friend’s name was displayed in the Facebook 

mockup to make the stimulus material as realistic as possible (for examples see Figures 8 and 

9).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	
	

	
	 	 	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Close friend’s news content post with a mid number of 
reactions (example). 

Figure 9. News service’s news content post with a high number 
of reactions (example). 
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4.2.2.2 Sample 

 

Threehundred-sixty people participated in this study (69% female, Mage = 26.89, 

SDage = 8.84). A manipulation check was conducted to monitor whether or not the participants 

perceived the stimulus material (source) according to their condition. Therefore, participants 

were asked who the author of the news content was and how the presentation looked like (e.g., 

“Who was intended to be the author of the news content you read? – distant acquaintance, old 

school friend, close friend, a news service”; “the text you just read was … – a Wikipedia 

article, a blog post, a shared Facebook post, a Facebook post, an online article”). In addition, it 

was monitored whether or not the participants could recall their close friend´s name. 

Participants who failed to answer these questions correctly were excluded from further 

analysis. Furthermore, participants who reported a “neutral” personal opinion on the mass data 

storage were excluded (see Choi et al., 2009). After these manipulation checks 111 participants 

(30.8%) were excluded from the dataset resulting in 249 participants (172 female [69.1%], 

Mage = 26.2, SDage = 7.20, Mdnage = 25, rangeage = 17-61). Table 9 shows the number of 

participants, sex, and age per condition. 

 

 

Table 9 

Number of participants, sex, and age per group (for the 2×3 between-subjects design) 

  Sex Age 
condition n female male M SD 

friend low 47 33 13 25.8 5.41 
friend mid 45 35 10 24.5 5.16 
friend high 45 29 16 27.2 6.57 
tagesschau low 39 24 15 28.9 10.26 
tagesschau mid 37 24 13 26.3 8.90 
tagesschau high 36 27 9 24.5 5.45 

Note. One participant of condition friend low abstained on the question of sex. 
 
 

4.2.2.3 Measures 

 

 Independent variables. Participants’ personal opinion on the mass data storage was 

measured on a seven-level semantic differential (“Do you support the mass data storage in 

Germany?”, ranging from “I strongly reject the mass data storage” to “neutral” up to “I 

strongly support the mass data storage”) to classify them as proponents or opponents. The 
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randomly assigned condition also served as independent variable. Furthermore, 

sociodemographic data (e.g., sex, age) was collected. 

Dependent variables. Different standards (fairness of arguments, correctness of 

information, relevance of information) were obtained to examine whether or not the inclusion 

of the arguments is perceived as unfair and incorrect (Cronbach’s α = .72). Furthermore, 

participants were asked whether or not they perceived the news content as neutral or biased 

(“What do you think, was the news content you read neutral or biased?”, 7-point scale, ranging 

from 1= against mass data storage, to 4 = neutral, up to 7 = in favor of mass data storage). For 

further calculations this scale was recoded that 0 presents neutrality and 1 to 3 presents the 

level of perceived bias (1 = low, 2 = moderate, 3 = high). In accordance with Choi and 

colleagues’ (2009) hostile media perception calculation by subtracting the perceived media 

slant from participant’s personal opinion it was of interest to have a closer look on participant’s 

hostile news content perception. Thus, the difference between participant’s personal opinion 

and evaluation of the news content was calculated following the calculation process conducted 

by Choi and colleagues (2009) for the hostile media perception (see Chapter 2.4). Thereby, 

potential influences on participants’ content perception including their personal opinion on a 

specific topic can be examined. 

Moderators. Participant’s perception of general media coverage was measured (e.g., 

“The media coverage on the mass data storage was…”, 7-point scale, ranging from 1 = 

rejection to 4 = neutral up to 7 = support), which can also be named as prior beliefs 

(Cronbach’s α = .79). In addition, data on participant’s issue involvement was collected 

(semantic differential with ten adjectives regarding the participants’ assessment on the 

reception of mass data storage [e.g., unimportant – important, irrelevant – relevant]). 

Cronbach’s alpha for participant’s issue involvement was .86. Moreover, participant’s 

perceived media influence on others on a single item (7-point scale ranging from 1 = very low 

to 7 = very high; “What do you think how great is the influence of the media on others 

regarding the mass data storage?”) was measured. 

 

 

4.2.3 Study 2: Results 

 

Overall, participant’s perceived neutrality of the news content, as well as their hostile 

media perception and their hostile news content perception was analyzed. Descriptive values 

showed that 70 participants (28.1%) stated that they perceived the news content as neutral. 
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However, 66 (26.5%) stated a slightly bias, 71 (28.5%) a moderate bias and 42 (16.9%) 

participants stated an extreme bias. Moreover, participants perceived the media in general as 

biased regarding the mass data storage in Germany as well as the presented news content as 

biased. A congeniality bias was found for 12 (4.8%) participants regarding the hostile media 

perception and 38 (15.2%) participants showed a congeniality bias regarding the hostile news 

content perception. Further, 18 (7.2%) participants perceived neither a congeniality bias nor a 

hostile media perception. Twenty (8.0%) participants perceived neither a hostile news content 

perception nor a congeniality bias. Thus, 219 (87.8%) participants showed a hostile media 

perception and 191 (76.8%) showed a hostile news content perception.  

 

To test Hypothesis 1, which stated that proponents as well as opponents would evaluate 

the news content as biased against their views, a nonparametric correlation analysis (based on 

Spearman’s rho) was conducted. Results revealed that participants with an extreme personal 

opinion perceive the news content as biased and hostile, r = .53, p < .001, thereby supporting 

Hypothesis 1. In addition, it was examined if participant’s personal opinion extremity 

correlates with their perceived neutrality of the news content. Results of a nonparametric 

correlation analysis (based on Spearman’s rho) showed no statistically significant relationship, 

r < -.01, p = .952. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was partly supported. 

 

To examine Hypothesis 2 that assumed a decrease in perceived hostility if the post 

originated from a friend and had a low number of reactions in contrast to news content posted 

by a news service with a high number of reactions, a one-way analysis of variance with 

planned contrasts was conducted. Therefore, the friends post condition with a low number of 

reactions was contrasted against all other conditions. Results showed no statistically significant 

differences between the conditions, F(5,243) = 1.00, p = .75, ηp2 = .042, with a mean difference 

of 0.51 (SE = 1.62). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was not supported. Table 10 shows means and 

standard deviations for each group. Further, descriptive values showed that most of the 

participants overlooked the reactions. One hundred and seventy-four participants misstated the 

number of likes and one hundred and sixty-two participants misstated the number of angry 

emojis.  
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Table 10 

Means and standard deviations for each condition regarding hostile news content perception 
(Hypothesis 2) 
Condition n M SD 
1 friend low 47 2.11 1.87 
2 friend mid 45 1.50 1.93 
3 friend high 45 1.80 2.10 
4 tagesschau low 39 1.62 1.84 
5 tagesschau mid 37 2.00 1.94 
6 tagesschau high 36 2.31 2.15 

 

 

To test Hypothesis 2.1, which stated that peoples’ perception of a larger media influence 

on others will moderate the effect between source and hostile news content perception, a 

moderation analysis using PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) was conducted. Here, the 

conditions served as independent variable, the hostile news content perception as dependent 

variable, and the influence of the media on others as moderator. The friends condition with a 

low number of likes served as baseline as it was assumed that a friend as source in addition 

with a low number of likes would cause the lowest hostile news content perception. Results 

revealed no statistically significant effect for the overall model, F(11,237) = 1.57, p = .11, 

R2 = .06. Further, no interaction effects could be found. Thus, Hypothesis 2.1 was not 

supported. 

 

Hypothesis 3 stated that the interaction between the source of news content and 

participant’s hostile news content perception is moderated by people’s prior beliefs. To test this 

hypothesis, a moderation analysis using PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) was 

conducted. Here, the conditions served as independent variable, the hostile news content 

perception as dependent variable, and prior beliefs as moderator. Results revealed no 

statistically significant effect for the overall model, F(11,237) = 1.82, p = .052, R2 = .08. 

Moreover, neither a statistically significant effect for the moderator, b = .57, t(237) = 2.07 , 

p = .32, LLCI = 1.57, ULCI = 2.66, nor for interactions could be found. Therefore, Hypothesis 

3 was not supported, indicating that prior beliefs do not moderate the effect of source on hostile 

news content perception. Further, it was tested whether prior beliefs per se have an influence 

on participants’ hostile news content perception using a Pearson correlation analysis. Results 
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revealed a statistically significant correlation, r = .20, p < .01, indicating a weak linear 

relationship. 

 

To examine Hypothesis 4, which stated that news content posted by a close friend 

implies more trust than a post of a news service and thus leads to more trustworthiness and 

ascribed quality of the news content as well as to higher knowledgeability of the author, a 

multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted. Here, the conditions served as 

independent variable and trustworthiness, news content quality, and knowledgeability of the 

author as dependent variables. Results showed no statistically significant differences between 

the conditions with regard to the aforementioned evaluation points, Pillai’s trace = .05, 

F(15,729) = .81, p = .67, ηp2 = .02. Pairwise comparison using Bonferroni procedure showed 

no statistically significant differences between the conditions regarding trustworthiness, news 

content quality, and knowledgeability of the author (for means and standard deviations per 

condition see Table 11). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was not supported. 

 

 

Table 11 

Means and standard deviations regarding trustworthiness, news content quality, and 

knowledgeability of the author per condition 

  trustworthiness news content 
quality 

knowledgeability 

condition n M SD M SD M SD 
friend low 45 3.31 .93 2.93 1.01 3.18 .96 
friend mid 45 3.13 1.04 2.96 .90 2.98 .92 
friend high 47 3.00 1.00 3.02 .97 3.23 1.05 
tagesschau low 36 3.18 .91 2.89 .95 3.06 .96 
tagesschau mid 37 3.25 .91 2.95 .85 3.30 .85 
tagesschau high 39 3.30 .92 2.74 .82 3.08 .81 

 

 

Hypothesis 5 stated a positive correlation between participants’ issue involvement and 

their hostile news content perception. To examine this hypothesis a Pearson correlation was 

conducted. Results showed no statistically significant correlation between these two variables, 

r = .03, p = .63. Thus, Hypothesis 5 was not supported, indicating that participants’ issue 

involvement seems neither to influence their hostile news content perception nor vice versa.
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To examine Hypothesis 5.1 that stated that participants’ issue involvement moderates the 

effect between source and participant’s hostile news content perception, a moderation analysis 

was conducted using PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013). The conditions served as 

independent variable, the hostile news content perception as dependent variable, and 

participants’ issue involvement as moderator. Results revealed no statistically significant effect 

for the overall model, F(11,237) = 1.13, p = .34, R2 = .06. Further, no statistically significant 

effect for the moderator could be found, b = -.11, t(237)= -.28, p = .078, LLCI = -.89, 

ULCI = .67. Moreover, no statistically significant effects for interaction could be found. 

Therefore, Hypothesis 5.1 was not supported.  

 

To answer Research Question 1, which asked whether or not the source of the news 

content has an influence on the evaluation and perception of the different standards, a one-way 

between-subjects ANOVA was conducted. Results showed no statistically significant 

differences between the conditions regarding different standards, F(5,243) = .48, p = .79, 

ηp2 = .01. Also, pairwise comparisons did not reveal statistically significant differences 

between the groups. Therefore, the answer for Research Question 1 is, that participants’ 

evaluation of the argumentation of the news content did not differ depending on their 

condition. In addition, a MANOVA using the conditions as independent variables and the three 

different standards constructs fairness, correctness, and relevance as dependent variables was 

conducted. Results revealed no statistically significant differences between the conditions, 

Pillai’s trace = .06, F(15,729) = 1.05, p = .40, ηp2 = .02. Pairwise comparisons using LSD 

procedure showed a statistically significant difference between the friend with high reactions 

condition (M = 3.36, SD = .94) and the tagesschau condition with low reactions (M = 2.92, 

SD = .97, p = .038), between the friend condition with a mid number of reactions (M = 3.36, 

SD = 1.03) and the tagesschau condition with low reactions (M = 2.92, SD = .97, p = .042), 

between the friend condition with low reactions (M = 3.38, SD = 1.01) and the tagesschau 

condition with low reactions (M = 2.92, SD = .97, p = .033), as well as between the tagesschau 

condition with high reactions (M = 3.54, SD = .79) and the tagesschau condition with low 

reactions (M = 2.92, SD = .97, p = .006) regarding the fairness of argumentation. Thus, 

participants of the tagesschau condition with low reactions evaluated the argumentation of the 

news content as less fair. 
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4.2.4 Study 2: Discussion 

 

The goal of this study was to examine whether or not the source as well as reach have an 

influence on participants’ news content evaluation. I was particular interested in unveiling 

differences between sources regarding the perceived hostility of news content as well as 

between high, mid, and low reach that was assumed to enhance participant’s perceived hostility 

for a high number of reactions and in contrast to decrease a hostile perception if participants 

saw a low number of reactions. 

 

Hypothesis 1 followed the main assumption of the hostile media effect that states that 

partisan groups would perceive neutral news content as biased against their views and 

opinions. Descriptive values showed that the majority of participants (70%) perceived the news 

content as biased. Moreover, a statistically significant correlation indicating that participants 

with an extreme opinion about the mass data storage perceived a greater hostile news content 

perception. These findings underline the general assumption of the hostile media effect. Here, 

it is apparent that neutral news content on a controversial topic, with polarized groups is 

perceived as biased, even in a social networking site environment. But, analyses also revealed 

that people’s mere evaluation of neutrality did not correlate with their personal opinion 

extremity. These findings are in line with results of Study 1. Therefore, it can be stated that, 

similar to the findings of Study 1, the perceived neutrality of news content did not correlate 

with people’s opinion extremity, but the level of opinion extremity affects people’s hostile 

news content perception. However, based on descriptive values it can be stated that the 

majority of participants perceived the news content as biased and hostile. 

 

For Hypothesis 2, it was assumed that a close friends Facebook post with a low number 

of reactions will evoke less biased perception in contrast to all other conditions, especially to a 

news service Facebook post with a high number of reactions. Results showed no statistically 

significant differences between the conditions. Descriptive values revealed that most of the 

participants did overlook the reactions. Thus, it is assumable that participants do not consider 

reactions to estimate the reach of news content within a social networking site. In this study 

reactions were displayed in a more salient and itemized manner. Even this optical highlighting 

seems not to be beneficial. In addition, I chose a large number of reactions to focus 

participants’ attention to reactions. Nevertheless, future studies should include reactions as 

indicator for reach to try to understand whether and how these affect peoples’ perception. 
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Furthermore, it is remarkable that no source differences could be found. It was assumed that 

participants of the friend conditions would perceive the news content as less biased and hostile 

(e.g., Gunther et al., 2009). The absent of a statistically significant difference might be caused 

due to the presentation of the stimulus material within the environment. Participants did not see 

the profile picture of their close friend, but merely their specified close friend’s name. Thus, 

this vignette setting might be to unrealistic, even if participants indicated no unrealistic 

presentation (73.1%). Moreover, participants did not log in to their Facebook account and were 

not able to interact with the Facebook environment as usual. Only the news content was 

displayed as well as stiff elements like the “what’s on your mind?” status update field. 

Furthermore, the inclusion of participants with an extreme personal opinion and participants 

with a low and moderate personal opinion might have caused the lack of significance and thus 

might nullified the effect.  

 

Hypothesis 2.1 stated that peoples’ perception of a large media influence on others would 

moderate the effect between the source and the hostile news content perception. This 

hypothesis is based on peoples’ tendency to draw attention to the information processing of 

others and assumes that less informed and undecided others are more affected by the hostile 

media coverage (e.g., Vallone et al., 1985). Results showed no moderating effect of 

participants’ perceived media influence on others on the interaction between source and hostile 

news content perception. However, only 51 participants stated that the media has low to 

moderate low influence on others whereas 198 stated moderate high to very high influence on 

others. These results demonstrate that most participants believe in the influence of the media 

on others. It is questionable why the media influence on others did not moderate the effect 

between source and hostile news content perception, although most participants stated a 

moderate high to very high influence on others. The query of the media influence on others 

should be reconsidered. Further, these results might be caused due to the fact that the source 

did not seem to have an influence on participant’s perceived news content hostility and thus, no 

interaction effect occurred.  

 

Hypothesis 3 stated that the interaction between the source of news content and 

participants’ hostile news content perception is moderated by people’s prior beliefs. Results 

showed no statistically significant moderating effect of prior beliefs on the interaction between 

source and hostile news content perception. This result is in contrast to the assumption that 

prior beliefs can explain a biased perception. Giner-Sorolla and Chaiken (1994) showed that 
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prior beliefs affect participant’s hostile perception. The difference between the study of Giner-

Sorolla and Chaiken (1994) and the present study is that I conducted the analysis using 

participants’ hostile news content perception and not the mere news content evaluation, which 

may lead to divergent results. But results revealed that prior beliefs have a direct influence on 

participants’ hostile news content perception. This showed that people who tend to believe in a 

general media bias also tend to perceive a greater bias of news content. This is in line with 

Giner-Sorolla and Chaiken (1994) who stated that the general belief of a media bias could be 

transferred to the news content and thus, functioning as a judgmental heuristic. In general, but 

in particular for Hypotheses 2, 2.1, and 3, the selection of the news service should be 

reconsidered. It might be possible that the news service is rated as undisputed neutral and 

correct. For this study, it can be assumed that the source diminishes or even canceled out the 

effect. In light of this, further studies should examine the hostile media effect in social 

networking sites using different news services  

 

It was assumed that news content posted by a close friend implies more trust than a post 

of a news service and thus leads to more trustworthiness and ascribed quality of the news 

content as well as to higher knowledgeability of the author (H4). Results showed that 

participants of the friend conditions did not attribute more trust, news content quality, and 

higher knowledgeability to the news content than participants of the news service conditions 

which is not in line with the assumption of the social cohesion model (e.g., Huckfeldt et al., 

1995). Further, this finding is not in line with the assumption of the hostile media effect due to 

the fact that it is considered that the media is perceived to report in a biased and hostile tune in 

general. Here again, the presentation of the stimulus and the social networking site 

environment has to be questioned. Descriptive results revealed that participants evaluated the 

trustworthiness, news content quality, and knowledgeability of the author as neither low nor 

high. These findings might result due to the fact that both favorable and unfavorable, as well as 

neutral arguments, were displayed. This balanced presentation might have caused these null 

results, since proponents as well as opponents saw supporting and non-supporting arguments. 

Further, following the assumption of selective categorization that predicts that opponents and 

proponents disagree about the valence of the same given content (Gunther & Liebhart, 2006) 

they incorrectly interpret a neutral argument or fact as biased (Barnidge & Rojas, 2014). 

 

Hypothesis 5 stated that there is a positive correlation between participants’ issue 

involvement and their hostile news content perception. Several studies have attributed a major 
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influence on the perception of biased content and the hostile media effect to one’s involvement 

(e.g., Arpan & Nabi, 2011; Arpan & Raney, 2003; Gunther, 1992; Hansen & Kim, 2011; Oh et 

al., 2011). Gunther (1992) proposed that the media give more unfavorable coverage to one’s 

own opinion particular if a person identifies with a group and their opinions. On this basis I 

stated that there is a positive correlation between participants’ issue involvement and their 

hostile perception. Results showed no statistically significant correlation indicating that for this 

topic the degree of participant’s involvement seems not to be decisive. The mass data storage is 

not yet applied in Germany which might cause this null result. Therefore, the topic is of current 

importance, but people are currently not affected by the mass data storage. Some people are 

concerned about the mass data storage while others are fewer concerned. Participants stated 

that they are more or less involved. Perhaps it might therefore be wise to choose a topic people 

are affected by and have experiences with, as well as have experienced consequences or 

advantages. 

 

Hypothesis 5.1 stated that issue involvement moderates the effect between source and 

participants’ hostile news content perception. Results showed no significant moderation of 

issue involvement on the effect between source and participants’ hostile news content 

perception. This finding is – as for Hypothesis 5 – not in line with prior research (e.g., Gunther, 

1992). Similar to Hypothesis 5, it can be assumed that the topic might have caused this null 

result.  

 

Research Question 1 asked whether or not the source of the news content has an 

influence on the evaluation/perception of different standards. Results showed no statistically 

significant differences between the conditions regarding participant’s different standards. 

Furthermore, no significant differences of the overall model of the additional calculation with 

the three different standards constructs fairness, correctness, and relevance could be found. 

Nevertheless, pairwise comparisons showed that participants of the tagesschau condition with 

low reactions evaluated the argumentation of the news content as less fair. These results are 

only partly in line with the assumption of the hostile media effect. Based on the prior beliefs 

mechanism it was assumed that participants of the news service conditions evaluate the news 

content as less fair, relevant, and correct. Results of the pairwise comparisons have to be 

considered cautiously because these results could be occurred by chance, since the fairness of 

the argumentation should be perceived as less fair for all news service conditions. Here, the 

smallest sample size was entered into the calculation. Moreover, this condition differed from 
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all other conditions, but not from the news service condition with a medium number of 

reactions. This does not appear very logical and underlines the assumption of an accidentally 

result, since if one considers the source and reactions within the hostile media effect theory 

participants of the news service condition with the highest number of likes should have 

evaluated the arguments as most unfair, followed by participants of the news service condition 

with a medium number of reactions towards participants of the friend condition with the lowest 

number of reactions. In addition, as mentioned earlier these differences could have particularly 

occurred by chance because participants seemed to have overlooked reactions. Therefore, it 

appears unlikely that this condition showed the lowest value of fairness. 

 

4.2.4.1 Limitations  

 

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the focus was on 

achieving equal groups by source and not partisan groups. This resulted in an unequal 

distribution of partisans (100 opponents and 149 proponents). Second, as mentioned above the 

topic should be reconsidered. It might be more fruitful to use a topic that people are affected by 

and have experiences with, as well as have experienced consequences or advantages. Third, 

most participants overlooked the reactions. Thus, it seems that reactions play a subordinated 

role for people in order to estimate the reach of news content within social networking sites. In 

general, it is questionable whether or not a friend’s post is even-handed and neutral in valence. 

It is more assumable that a friend would express his or her own opinion that would represent 

support or rejection. Therefore, it is questionable whether user-generated “news content” offers 

an appropriate basis for hostile media effect research. Even though Gunther and Schmitt (2004) 

examined the hostile media effect by means of source variation and a differentiation between a 

journalistic article and a student essay the phenomenon of citizen journalism (e.g., Goode, 

2009) should be closer considered in future research. Furthermore, the influence of comments 

below news content on the hostile media effect should be researched. 

 

4.2.4.2 Conclusion 

 

Despite the mentioned limitations, this study contributes to the current state of hostile 

media effect research and expands its research to the most used social networking site 

Facebook. This research provides some initial insights into participant’s evaluation of news 

content on Facebook. In this study, I collected and analyzed data regarding the mass data 
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storage under consideration of the hostile media effect in social networking sites. 

Notwithstanding the fact of the large number of null results, I believe that this study helps 

promote to understand the hostile media effect in a 2.0 world since the amount of news content 

within social networking sites increased over the last years and social networking sites as 

source of information have become increasingly important. In particular, this study provides a 

first insight into how people perceive friend’s posted news content with regard to the hostile 

media effect. Furthermore, I tried to unveil differences between sources on participant’s hostile 

perception of news content. This study helps to answer the question whether classical effects of 

news perception like the hostile media effect still holding true within social networking sites. 

This study has demonstrated that the hostile media effect still occurs in social networking sites. 

Nevertheless, the hostile media effect in social networking sites should be further researched. 

Particularly because results revealed that the source of news or reach did not have an influence 

on participants’ perceived hostility of given news content. Here, further studies with different 

sources especially with different news sources should be conducted. Further, results of this 

study revealed that prior beliefs have a direct influence on participant’s perception and 

evaluation of news content regardless of the source or reach within a social networking site, 

indicating that people with greater prior beliefs reported a stronger hostile perception of the 

news content. However, prior beliefs did not moderate the interaction between source and 

participants hostile news content perception. Also, issue involvement did not have an influence 

on participant’s perception. Here again, reference may be made to the topic selection. Results 

indicated a positive correlation between participants’ opinion extremity and their hostile news 

content perception. All in all, a hostile perception of news content considering one’s personal 

opinion could be found. 

 

 

4.3 Study 3: Reading News on Social Networking Sites: Influences of Source and User-

Generated Comments on People’s (Biased) Perception 

 

In the first study of this dissertation potential differences of the source of news content 

were examined. Therefore, the presentation of news content differed between a news service as 

source, a close friend as source, as well as between news content posted or shared on a social 

networking site and a news service homepage. Results revealed no statistically significant 

differences between different sources regarding people’s hostile and biased perception of news 

content. But, neither likes nor reactions, nor comments below the news content were displayed. 
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It was assumed that especially reactions (e.g., likes, angry emojis) as indicator for reach 

(Schulz & Roessler, 2012) might influence peoples’ perception of news content. Thus, Study 2 

was conducted using a 2 (source) × 3 (reach) between-subjects design manipulating the 

number of reactions. Results showed no statistically significant differences between the 

conditions regarding participant’s perceived news content hostility. Moreover, descriptive 

values showed that most of the participants overlooked the reactions. However, a social 

networking sites characteristic that was neither examined in Study 1 nor in Study 2 are user-

generated comments. Therefore, Study 3 strives to examine whether the source as well as user-

generated comments have an influence on people’s (biased) perception. 

 

 

4.3.1 Study 3: Derivation of the Hypotheses 

 

Owing to the increase of news content on social networking sites, making them news 

accessors and news disseminators (Beam et al., 2017), it is of interest to analyze people’s 

perception of news content in these environments. As stated in Chapter 2.8, I assume that the 

source of news content influences people’s biased and hostile perception as social networking 

sites enable user to post or share news content. In this way people can become prosumers, 

transmitters, or envoys of news content. User-generated content curates the flow of information 

on social networking sites like Facebook (Beam et al., 2017). Moreover, the opportunity to 

comment on news content within social networking sites might affect people’s perception of 

the valence of the content or even of the content itself and thus, could influence their perceived 

bias, hostility, and, as a result, their evaluation (e.g., Lee 2012; Anderson et al., 2014). As 

posed in Chapter 2.8, studies showed that comments influence people’s perception. Referring 

back to Chapter 2.8, and in order to emphasize this, Lee (2012) examined the influence of 

comments on user’s perception of news articles and assumed that users cannot separate 

whether information originated from the news content or from the comments might result in an 

incorrect attribution of content of comments to the news article. Misattributions might directly 

influence people’s hostile media perception, in order that congruent comments lead to less 

biased perception whereas incongruent comments cause greater biased and hostile perception, 

since comments and news content intermix (Lee, 2012). The possibility to comment on news 

articles or news content constitutes an important difference between social networking sites 

and classic media like newspapers (see Chapter 2.8). Further studies with different foci of 

research showed that comments affect participant’s content evaluation (e.g., Lee & Jang, 2010; 
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Neubaum & Krämer, 2017; Shi et al., 2014; Walther et al., 2010). However, studies have also 

demonstrated that user’s perception is not affected by comments (e.g., Yun et al., 2018). As 

presented in Chapter 2.8, Yun and colleagues (2018) examined the effects of source and user-

generated comments with regard to the hostile media effect. The results of their study 

demonstrated an absence of effects of comments on participant’s perceived bias, perceived 

influence on others, and perceived reach. No influence of user-generated comments on 

people’s perception could be found neither for comments that were congenial nor for 

comments that were in contrast to participant’s personal opinion. Nevertheless, due to the 

inconsistency of results, and the expansion of the hostile media effect on social networking 

sites within this study, the present study strives for a closer examination of the influence of 

comments on user’s perceived bias and hostility. Under consideration of Lee’s (2012) 

statement that comments constitute a meaningful variable that helps to understand and explain 

people’s news experience, I ask: 

 

RQ1: Do comments have an influence on people’s perceived news content neutrality? 

 

Aside from examining the influence of comments on people’s biased and hostile news 

content perception, this study, equally to Studies 1 and 2, strives to analyze whether or not the 

hostile media effect is present in a social networking site environment. Further, studies have 

used people’s opinion extremity as indicator for involvement (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 

1994; Gunther & Christen 2002). Opinion extremity was also tested in Studies 1 and 2. I strive 

to analyze whether people with an extreme opinion on animal testing perceive a stronger bias. 

With reference to the basic assumption of the hostile media effect stating that proponents as 

well as opponents will perceive the news content biased against their side, I state: 

 

H1: Proponents as well as opponents will perceive the news content biased against their 

side. 

 

In line with Studies 1 and 2, as well as with a study by Gunther, Miller, and Liebhart 

(2009) the influence of the source on participant’s biased and hostile perception of news was 

examined, differing the source of news information resulting in two conditions: friendly versus 

not friendly. The source was defined as friendly if it shared the participant’s viewpoint. This is 

also in line with the assumption of homophily (see Chapter 2.8). In addition, numerous studies 

have demonstrated that people perceive news content only as biased if the mass media or 
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journalists provide it (e.g., Gunther & Schmitt, 2004). Therefore, and in accordance with 

Gunther, Miller, and Liebhart (2009), a source within one’s own social network is perceived 

rather as friendly or congenial in contrast to a news service. Thus, I state: 

 

H2: Participants who saw a post by a close friend will perceive less bias and will show 

lower hostile news content perception than participant’s who saw a post by a news service. 

 

Subsequently to the proposition that people perceive news content only as biased if the 

media or a professional journalist conveys it (e.g., Gunther & Schmitt, 2004) a mechanism that 

was stated to have an influence on people hostile perception of news is named prior beliefs (see 

Chapter 2.5). Former research demonstrated that prior beliefs enhance peoples’ biased 

perception of given news content (e.g., Ariyanto et al., 2007; Choi et al., 2009; Giner-Sorolla 

& Chaiken, 1994). In line with this, prior beliefs should be omitted if a close friend posts news 

content. Therefore, I stated: 

 

H2.1: The relationship between the source of a news post and participant’s perceived 

hostile news content perception is moderated by participant’s prior beliefs. 

 

Another approach used to clarify how and why a hostile media effect occurs is the model 

of influence of presumed influence (see Chapter 2.5) that states that people change their attitude 

and behavior based on their perception that the news content affects others (Gunther & Storey, 

2003). Thus, people anticipate an influence of content on others and subsequently react to this 

perception. In contrast, a perception of low reach would indicate an influence on one’s self and 

thus resulting in an assimilation bias (see Chapter 2.5). Therefore, a biased perception is based 

on peoples’ drawn attention to the information processing of others. People therefore assume 

that less informed and undecided others are more affected by the hostile media coverage (e.g., 

Vallone et al., 1985). Thus, I hypothesized:  

 

H2.2: Participant’s perceived influence of the media on others moderates the 

relationship between the source and participant’s hostile news content perception. 

 

In accordance with both previous studies (Studies 1 and 2) I strive to examine people’s 

perceived trustworthiness and ascribed quality of the news content as well as author’s 
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knowledgeability. Based on homophily (see Chapter 2.8) and on the assumption that primary 

contacts exert greater conveyance of trust (Aral & Walker, 2014) and are providers of 

information and influence (Straits, 1991) than weak ties (see also social cohesion model as 

described in Chapter 2.8). Thus, it is of interest to examine whether or not the source affects 

participant’s perceived trustworthiness, ascribed quality of the news content, as well as 

knowledgeability of the author. Under consideration of prior beliefs, participant’s underlying 

tendency and expectancy of a general media slant, a professional news source will lead to a 

more biased perception of news content, whereas a nonprofessional news source like a close 

friend will lead to a more neutral and trustworthy perception, ascribed knowledgeability, and 

informativeness of the news content. Thus, I assume: 

 

H3: News content posted by a close friend implies more trust than a post of a news 

service and thus leads to more trustworthiness and ascribed quality of the news content as well 

as to higher knowledgeability of the author. 

 

Based on selective exposure, Barnidge and colleagues (2017) stated that participants 

would perceive less hostility and media bias if their preferred media choice or their self-

selected media distributes the content, corresponding to their common news encounter. This is 

based on the assumption that people’s selective exposure to preferred media outlets decreases 

their biased perception, since people tend to confirm their opinions and beliefs (Barnidge et al., 

2017). The individual selection of media depends on people’s predisposition and gratifications, 

media experiences, as well as on selective perceptions (McLeod et al., 2017). Thus, people’s 

predisposition influences their perception. Therefore, I wanted to examine if this assumption 

holds true for participants who selected the displayed news service as their preferred news 

media. Thus, I state: 

 

H4: Participant’s perceived hostility is decreased if the displayed news content 

corresponded to their preferred media choice. 

 

Since, involvement is stated to be a core component in the hostile media effect (e.g., 

Matthes, 2013), this study is intended to examine the influence of participant’s involvement on 

their perception, considering inconclusive findings resulted from the different 

conceptualizations of involvement described in Chapter 2.5. However, since this work strives 

to test whether partisan groups perceive a media bias (H1 of Study 3) people’s ego 
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involvement is examined to a certain extent. Thus, I additionally focused on issue involvement 

that was found as antecedents to people’s hostile media perception (Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 

1994). Therefore, I assume: 

 

H5: Issue involvement influences (1) participant’s perceived hostile news content 

perception as well as (2) their hostile media perception and (3) moderates the relationship 

between source and participant’s hostile news content perception. 

 

Research of the last decades used different standards as an explanatory approach and 

underlying mechanism of the hostile media effect (see Chapter 2.5). This mechanism suggests 

that opponents as well as proponents agree about the content and the valence of news, but 

“disagree about the appropriateness of the content and valence in light of their differing views 

about the larger truth that the stimulus was designed to portray” (Vallone et al., 1985, p. 579). 

Thus, people agree about the accuracy of the content, but suppose that the media apply lower 

standards to the side of their opponents (Perloff, 2015), considering that the inclusion of 

arguments and statements against their view to be unimportant (Antoniades, 2013) and unfair 

(Chia et al., 2007). As a result, people transfer their perception of unimportant statements and 

unfair news coverage to the overall coverage, leading to a biased perception favoring their 

antagonists (Chia et al., 2007). However, research on this evaluative bias showed inconclusive 

findings that indicate a lack of evidence of different standards (e.g, Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 

1994; Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Schmitt et al., 2004). The mechanism of different standards is 

studied in this research, equally to Studies 1 and 2, to focus on the perception of the 

argumentation within the news content. Based on inconsistent findings about the impact of 

different standards within the hostile media effect, I state it as a research question. 

 

RQ2: Will different standards influence people’s hostile news content perception? 

 

Further, I wanted to examine whether the source has an influence on people’s perceived 

different standards. Thus, I ask: 

 

RQ3: Will the source have an influence on participant’s perceived different standards? 

 

In accordance with Gunther and Liebhart (2006) it was further examined whether 

different standards mediate the association between partisan membership and participant’s 
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hostile news content perception. Thus, I ask: 

 

RQ4: Will different standards mediate the relationship between partisan membership 

and participant’s hostile news content perception? 

 

 

4.3.2 Study 3: Method 

 

For Study 3 an online experiment using a 2 (source: friend vs. news service) × 4 

(comments: pro vs. contra vs. mixed vs. none) between-subjects design was conducted. Thus, 

participants saw either a Facebook post by a friend or by a news service (see Figures 10 and 

11). I opted again for tagesschau, since the pretest of Study 1 showed that participants 

perceived tagesschau as the most neutral (N = 21 [7 female, 14 male], Mage = 33 years [range: 

22– 61; SD = 12.11]). Moreover, this decision was made to achieve comparability across 

Studies 1, 2, and 3 of this dissertation. Since a vignette setting was used for this study (similar 

to Studies 1 and 2) participants were asked to name friends of the Facebook network (distant 

acquaintance, old school friend, close friend, friend they knew from e.g., their sport, and friend 

of a friend). The named close friend was subsequently displayed on the stimulus material of 

those participants who were randomly assigned to the friend conditions. The vignette setting 

with the personated close friend’s name was chosen to make the Facebook mockup as realistic 

as possible (similar to Studies 1 and 2). As this type of presentation is more realistic than a 

plain mock-up or a mere textual manipulation (e.g., “Imagine you see a post by one of your 

close friends on Facebook”) without the display of a close friend as source. All conditions saw 

the same arguments. 

In accordance with Gunther, Christen, Liebhart, and Chia (2001) the topic of the 

displayed arguments was animal testing, since the authors stated that animal testing is a 

controversial issue. For each condition five pro- and five contra-animal testing arguments were 

displayed within a Facebook post. To test for primacy and recency effects the arguments were 

rotated block-by-block. Therefore, participants saw either first all five pro arguments followed 

by all five contra arguments or vice versa. 

In addition, to attain a better generalization of results the presentation of (a) the source 

differed (friend vs. news service), (b) the displayed arguments (either beginning with all pro 

arguments followed by all contra arguments or vice versa), and (c) the valence of the displayed 

comments for the mixed conditions was rotated, resulting in 20 different presentations (see 
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Table 12). An Analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed no main effect, F(19,236) = 1.23, p = 

.238, η2 = .097, further, multiple comparisons using Bonferroni procedure showed no 

interaction effects between groups. Table 12 gives an overview of means, standard deviations, 

and sample size for each condition regarding participants’ perceived neutrality of the news 

content. Thus, conditions were collapsed in order to achieve more generalizable results. 

Conditions detached from their order of arguments, but dependent on the source as well as on 

the presented comments’ valence were pooled (e.g., participants of the condition who saw a 

close friend’s Facebook post starting with pro animal testing arguments followed by contra 

animal testing arguments and pro animal testing comments was collapsed with the condition 

who saw a close friend’s Facebook post starting with contra animal testing arguments followed 

by pro animal testing arguments and pro animal testing comments). Pooled conditions are 

presented in Table 13 (column pooled conditions).  

 

 

Table 12 

Means, standard deviations, and sample size for conditions regarding people’s perceived 
neutrality of the news content 
source arguments comments M SD n 

fr
ie

nd
 

contra-pro contra .89 .94 19 
contra-pro pro 1.00 .67 10 
contra-pro mixed (beginning with pro) .60 .89 5 
contra pro mixed (beginning with contra) .40 .55 5 
contra-pro none .40 .63 15 
pro-contra contra 1.29 1.05 17 
pro-contra pro .94 1.00 16 
pro-contra mixed (beginning with pro) .67 .82 6 
pro-contra mixed (beginning with contra) .67 .52 6 
pro-contra none 

 
.94 .97 17 

ne
w

s s
er

vi
ce

 

contra-pro contra 1.24 .97 17 
contra-pro pro .71 .99 17 
contra-pro mixed (beginning with pro) .63 .52 8 
contra- pro mixed (beginning with contra) .83 .75 6 
contra-pro none .54 .66 13 
pro-contra contra 1.11 .68 18 
pro-contra pro 1.24 .97 17 
pro-contra mixed (beginning with pro) .50 .84 6 
pro-contra mixed (beginning with contra) .83 .75 6 
pro-contra none .92 .95 13 

Note. A mean of zero represents neutrality, a mean of 1 indicates a low perceived bias of the 
news content, a mean that equals two indicates a moderate perceived bias of news content, and 
a mean of three would indicate an extreme perceived bias. 
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Table 13 

Overview of the conditions, depending on source, sequence of arguments, and valence of 
comments 

source sequence of arguments valence of comments 
pooled 

conditions 

fr
ie

nd
 

Pro animal testing, contra animal testing Pro 1 
Pro animal testing, contra animal testing Contra 2 
Pro animal testing, contra animal testing Mixed starting with pro arguments 3 
Pro animal testing, contra animal testing Mixed starting with contra arguments 3 
Pro animal testing, contra animal testing No comments 4 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing Pro 1 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing Contra 2 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing Mixed starting with pro arguments 3 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing Mixed starting with contra arguments 3 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing No comments 4 

 

ne
w

s s
er

vi
ce

 

Pro animal testing, contra animal testing Pro 5 
Pro animal testing, contra animal testing Contra 6 
Pro animal testing, contra animal testing Mixed starting with pro arguments 7 
Pro animal testing, contra animal testing Mixed starting with contra arguments 7 
Pro animal testing, contra animal testing No comments 8 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing Pro 5 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing Contra 6 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing Mixed starting with pro arguments 7 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing Mixed starting with contra arguments 7 
Contra animal testing, pro animal testing No comments 8 

Note. The column pooled conditions offers an overview of the condensed groups. Identical 
numbers indicating which groups are collapsed to form one group.  
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 Figure 10. Example of a close friend’s news content post with mixed comments. 
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Figure 11. Example of a news service’s news content post with contra comments. 
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4.3.2.1 Sample 

 

 Three hundred-thirty-one people participated in this online-experiment. In accordance 

with Choi and colleagues (2009) participants with a neutral opinion were excluded (33 

excluded participants). Furthermore, participants who failed the manipulation checks 

(indicating the valence of the comments [47 excluded participants]), author of the post (“Who 

was intended to be the author of the news content you read? – distant acquaintance, old school 

friend, close friend, a news service”), presentation of the arguments (“the text you just read 

was … – a Wikipedia article, a blog post, a shared Facebook post, a Facebook post, an online 

article”; Answer: “a Facebook post” was correct), as well as thematic content of the post were 

excluded from further calculations (14 excluded participants). Thus, further calculations were 

conducted with 237 participants (172 female, 62 male, 3 did not wish to indicate any 

statement). For a detailed overview of participants per condition, sex, and age see Table 14. 

 

 

Table 14 

Number of participants, sex, and age per condition 

condition arguments comments n sex age 
     M SD 
friend  pro - contra pro 28 21 female, 7 male 26.96 8.01 
 pro - contra contra 34 25 female, 9 male 24.97 5.08 
 pro - contra mixed 22 18 female, 4 male 27.73 8.38 
 pro - contra none  31 22 female, 9 male 26.29 5.26 

 
tagesschau pro - contra pro 33 25 female, 8 male 26.21 5.73 
 pro - contra contra 34 25 female, 9 male 25.36 5.06 
 pro - contra mixed 26 16 female, 10 male 26.12 3.53 
 pro - contra none  26 20 female, 6 male 24.35 4.42 

Note. Pro-contra arguments did not indicate the sequence of arguments, but that both pro and 
contra arguments were presented. 

 

 

4.3.2.2 Measures 

 

 Independent variables. Participant’s personal opinion on the topic animal testing was 

measured on a seven-level semantic differential (“What is your opinion about animal testing? 

Do you support animal testing or do you dismiss animal testing?”, ranging from “I strongly 

reject animal testing” to “neutral” up to “I strongly support animal testing”) to classify them as 
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proponents or opponents. In addition, participant’s personal opinion extremity was calculated 

by recoding their personal opinion (range: from -3 to 0 up to +3) regardless of the direction to 

1, 2, and 3. The randomly assigned condition also served as independent variable. Furthermore, 

sociodemographic data (e.g., sex, age, animal rights group membership) was collected. 

Participant’s media preference was surveyed to test whether the displayed news service 

(tagesschau) is their preferred news media. As mentioned above, Barnidge and colleagues 

(2017) stated that participants would perceive less hostility and media bias if the content 

corresponds to their preferred media choice or their self-selected media. In order to obtain data 

participants were asked to select between nine popular German news services (e.g., Spiegel, 

Zeit, Bild, FAZ, tagesschau; here participants were informed that the listed news services also 

represent the news service’s online presence; e.g., Spiegel Online). For participants whose 

preferred news service was not listed a text entry field was provided. 

Dependent variables. As dependent variables participant’s perception of the displayed 

stimulus was collected (“What do you think, was the news content you read neutral or 

biased?”, 7-point scale, ranging from 1= against animal testing, to 4 = neutral, up to 7 = in 

favor of animal testing). For further calculations this scale was recoded that 0 presents 

neutrality and 1 to 3 presents the level of perceived bias (1 = low, 2 = moderate, 3 = high). 

Further different standards (fairness of arguments, correctness of information, relevance of 

information) were obtained to examine whether or not the inclusion of the arguments is 

perceived as unfair and incorrect (Cronbach’s α = .71). Items were adapted from Gunther and 

Liebhart (2006). Further participants were asked about their perceived trustworthiness of the 

post, the information quality, and their perceived knowledgeability of the author. In addition, 

the calculated difference between participant’s personal opinion and their perception of general 

media coverage was calculated (see Choi et al., 2009) resulting in a hostile media perception 

index. In accordance with Choi and colleagues’ (2009) hostile media perception calculation 

(calculated difference between people’s perceived media slant and their personal opinion) it 

was of interest to have a closer look on participant’s hostile news content perception. Thus, the 

difference between participants’ personal opinion and evaluation of the news content was 

calculated following the calculation process conducted by Choi and colleagues (2009) for the 

hostile media perception. Thereby, potential influences on participants’ content perception 

including their personal opinion on a specific topic can be examined. 

Moderators. Participant’s perception of general media coverage – also named as prior 

beliefs – was surveyed (e.g., “The media coverage on animal testing in general was…”, 7-point 

scale, ranging from 1 = rejection to 4 = neutral up to 7 = support) and serves as a moderator 
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(Cronbach’s α = .76). In addition, data on participants’ issue involvement was collected 

(semantic differential with ten adjectives regarding the participants’ assessment on the 

reception of mass data storage [e.g., unimportant – important, irrelevant – relevant]). 

Cronbach’s alpha for participants’ issue involvement was .89. Moreover, participants’ 

perceived media influence on others using two items was measured (7-point scale ranging from 

1 = very low to 7 = very high; “What do you think how great is the influence of the media on 

others regarding animal testing?”, “What do you think how great is the influence of user 

comments on others?”; Cronbach’s α = .57).  

 

 

4.3.3 Study 3: Results 

 

First, a test for primacy-recency-effects was conducted. Thus, participants were divided 

into two groups depending on what arguments participants saw first (without taking comments 

into account). Therefore, all participants who first saw arguments in favor of animal testing 

were coded as 1 (M = 4,69, SD = 1,17, n = 123) and participants who saw arguments against 

animal testing were coded as 2 (M = 3.61, SD = 1.04, n = 114). Results of an independent 

samples t-Test showed a primacy effect for all conditions, t(235) = 7.53, p < .001. Participants 

who first read pro animal testing arguments rated the stimulus material as pro animal testing. 

Vice versa, participants who first read arguments against animal testing rated the content of the 

post as biased towards contra animal testing. Regardless of the displayed comments a primacy 

effect occurred. 

In general, participant’s hostile media perception and their hostile news content 

perception was analyzed. Descriptive values showed a moderate perceived bias for both 

constructs indicating that participants perceive the media in general as biased regarding animal 

testing (M = 1.38, SD = 1.35) as well as the presented news content as biased (M = 2.45, 

SD = 1.50). Participants stated that the media coverage reports more against animal testing 

(M = 2.92, SD = 1.06). A congeniality bias was found for 26 (11%) participants regarding the 

hostile media perception and 5 (2.1%) participants showed a congeniality bias regarding the 

hostile news content perception. Regarding people’s hostile media perception only 22 (9.3%) 

participants showed neither a congeniality bias nor a hostile media perception. Thus, 189 

(79.7%) participants perceived a hostile media bias. Only 19 (8.0%) participants showed 

neither a congeniality bias nor a hostile news content perception. In contrast, 213 (89.9%) 

participants perceived a hostile news content perception. Moreover, it was tested whether 
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participants perceived the news content as neutral. Descriptive values showed that 94 (39.7%) 

participants perceived the news content as neutral, 87 (36.7%) participants perceived a slightly 

bias of the news content, 45 (19%) perceived a moderate bias, and 11 (4.6%) participants 

perceived a strong bias of the news content. Thus, 143 (60.3%) participants perceived the news 

content to be biased. This demonstrates that the personal opinion influences the media and 

news content perception of participants. In addition, it was examined whether participants 

perceived the stimulus material as realistic. Results showed an overall mean of M = 3.16 

(n = 237, SD = 1.13) indicating that they perceived the stimulus material as neither realistic nor 

unrealistic. Further, all conditions were compressed into two groups – friend vs. news service – 

to analyze differences between the source depending type of presentation. Results of an 

independent samples t-Test revealed a statistically significant difference between the two 

groups, t(235) = -2.68, p = .008. Participants who saw a friend’s post perceived the stimulus 

material as more unrealistic (n = 115, M = 2.97, SD = 1.12) than participants who saw a post 

by the news service (n = 122, M = 3.35, SD = 1.11). 

 

To test the influence of comments on participant’s hostile perception of the news content 

(RQ1), it was tested whether participants who had rated the valence of the comments not 

suitable to their condition (n = 43) perceive more bias than participants who reported the 

valence of the comments according to their condition (n = 207) or participants who deviated 

slightly from indicating the correct valence (n = 30). Based on this division into three groups a 

one-way analysis of variance was conducted. Results showed no statistically significant 

differences between the groups regarding participant’s perceived news content neutrality, 

F(2,279) = .34, p = .72, η2 = .002. Participants who did not rate the valence of the comments in 

accordance with their condition were excluded for further calculations. 

Overall, it was tested whether comments have an influence on participant’s perceived 

neutrality of the news content regardless of the source as well as of the sequence of arguments. 

To test this, comments were coded as follows: pro comments were coded as 1, contra 

comments were coded as 2, mixed comments were coded as 3, and no comments were coded 

as 4. Results of a one-way analysis of variance showed no statistically significant differences 

between the groups, F(3,236) = 2.07, p = .11, ηp2 = .03, indicating no main effect of comments 

on people’s perceived neutrality of the presented news content. Further, no interaction effects 

could be found. Thus, comments did not have an influence on people’s biased perception of 

news content. However, descriptive values (statistically non-significant) showed that people 

rated the news content more pro animal testing if they saw pro animal testing comments 



	
	

	
	
	 	

121	

(M = 4.40, SD = 1.29, n = 60). Moreover, participants who saw comments contra animal 

testing perceived the news content to be more against animal testing in general (M = 3.89, 

SD = 1.45, n = 71). People who saw mixed comments (M = 4.19, SD = .92, n = 48) or no 

comments (M = 4.26, SD = 1.97, n = 58) rated the news content as more neutral in comparison 

to the other conditions. However, as stated above no statistically significant effects could be 

found. 

Further analysis with merged conditions (conditions with the same source and the same 

comments valence were collapsed; see Table 12) showed no statistically significant differences 

between the conditions, F(7,236) = 1.23, p = .29, ηp2= .04. Table 15 presents means and 

standard deviations regarding participant’s perceived neutrality.  

Additionally, I tested for interaction effects between source, sequence of arguments, and 

comments. The results revealed no statistically significant effect between source and comments 

on people’s perceived neutrality, F(3,236) = .41, p = .75, ηp2 = .01, as well as on their 

perceived hostile news content perception, F(3,236) = .59, p = .62, ηp2 = .01. No interaction 

effect was found between sequence of arguments and comments, F(3,236) = 1.00, p = .34, ηp2 

= .01. Moreover, no interaction effects could be found between source, sequence of arguments, 

and comments, F(3,236) = .33, p = .81, ηp2 = .004. However, results demonstrated a 

statistically significant difference between conditions regarding the sequence of arguments, 

F(3,236) = 46.03, p < .001, ηp2 = .17, that again confirms the primacy effect. Participants who 

saw first pro arguments rated the news content as tendentially being in favor of animal testing 

(M = 4.66, SD = 1.17, n = 123) whereas participants who saw contra arguments rated the news 

contend tendentially as being against animal testing (M = 3.65, SD = 1.07, n = 114). 

 

 

Table 15 
Means and standard deviations for each condition regarding participant’s perceived neutrality 
source comments n M SD 
friend pro 28 4.14 1.27 
 contra 35 3.86 1.46 
 mixed 22 4.14 .89 
 none 31 4.19 1.11 

 
tagesschau pro  33 4.61 1.27 

contra 36 3.92 1.46 
mixed 26 4.23 .95 
none 26 4.35 1.06 

 
overall  237 4.17 1.23 
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To test Hypothesis 1 that stated that proponents as well as opponents would perceive the 

article as biased against their side a nonparametric correlation analysis (based on Spearman’s 

rho) was conducted. Results showed a statistically significant correlation, r = .57, p < .001. 

Thus, participants with an extreme personal opinion on animal testing did perceive the news 

content as more hostile or biased than people with a moderate or low personal opinion on the 

issue. In addition, I tested for a correlation between participant’s opinion extremity and their 

mere perceived neutrality. Results revealed no statistically signification relationship, r = .04, 

p = .538. Thus, Hypothesis 1 was only partly supported. 

 

Hypothesis 2 stated that the source of a news post would have an influence on 

participant’s perceived hostile news content perception. To examine this, a one-way analysis of 

variance was conducted. Results revealed no statistically significant differences between the 

groups, F(7,236) = .72, p = .66, ηp2 = .02. Multiple comparisons did not show any statistically 

significant differences. The mean for all groups ranged between 2.09 (friend’s post with contra 

comments; n = 35) up to 2.76 (tagesschau’s post with pro comments; n = 33). These results 

demonstrate that all participants perceived a moderate hostile news content perception. 

Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was not supported. 

 

To test Hypothesis 2.1 that stated that the relationship between the source of a news post 

and participant’s perceived hostile news content perception is moderated by participant’s prior 

beliefs, a moderation analysis was conducted using PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013). 

Results showed no statistically significant effect for the overall model, F(15,221) = .74, 

p = .75, R2 = .04. Further, no statistically significant interaction effects could be found. 

Therefore, Hypothesis 2.1 was not supported. Further, it was tested whether prior beliefs per se 

have an influence on participants’ hostile news content perception using a Pearson correlation 

analysis. Results revealed no statistically significant correlation, r = -.025, p = .697. 

 

Hypothesis 2.2 stated that participant’s perceived influence of the media on others would 

moderate the relationship between the source and participant’s hostile news content perception. 

To test this hypothesis a moderation analysis using PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) 

was executed. Results revealed no statistically significant effect for the overall model, 

F(15,221) = .77, p = .71, R2 = .05. Further, no statistically significant interaction effects could 

be found. Therefore, Hypothesis 2.2 was not supported. 
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To examine Hypothesis 3, which stated that news content posted by a close friend 

implies more trust than a post of a news service and thus leads to more trustworthiness and 

ascribed quality of the news content as well as to higher knowledgeability of the author, a 

multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was executed. Results showed no statistically 

significant differences between the conditions with regard to the aforementioned evaluation 

points, Pillai’s trace = .05, F(21,687) = .60, p = .91, ηp2 = .02. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was not 

supported. Pairwise comparison using LSD procedure showed only two statistically significant 

differences between participants of the condition who saw a post by tagesschau with mixed 

comments (M = 2.88, SD = .86) and participants who saw a post by a close friend with pro 

comments (p = .049, M = 3.39, SD = .66) as well as between participants who saw a close 

friend’s posting with mixed comments (M = 3.55, SD = .60) and participants who saw a 

tagesschau post with mixed comments (p = .02, M = 2.88, SD = .86) regarding the 

knowledgeability of the author.  

 

To examine Hypothesis 4, that assumed a decrease in perceived hostility if the displayed 

news content corresponded to their preferred media choice or their self-selected media, a one-

way analysis of variance with planned contrasts was conducted. Therefore, participants with 

tagesschau as their preferred media were contrasted with participants who stated any other 

preferred media. Results showed no statistically significant differences between the conditions, 

F(9,227) = 1.19, p = .30, ηp2 = .045. Therefore, Hypothesis 4 was not supported. 

 

In addition, it was of interest to examine the influence of participant’s issue involvement 

on their hostile news content perception as well as on their hostile media perception. To test 

these hypotheses (5.1, 5.2) two correlations were conducted. Results showed a small 

statistically significant influence of participant’s issue involvement on their hostile news 

content perception, r = .14, p = .03, but no statistically significant correlation between 

participants issue involvement and their perceived hostile media perception could be 

found, r = .02, p = .74. Thus, Hypothesis 5.1 was supported whereas Hypothesis 5.2 was not 

supported.  

In line with these hypotheses it was stated that participant’s issue involvement would 

moderate the relationship between source and participant’s hostile news content perception 

(Hypothesis 5.3). A moderation analysis using PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) was 

executed. Results showed neither a statistically significant effect for the overall model, 

F(15,221) = 1.27, p = .22, R2 = .08, nor for interactions. Hypothesis 5.3 was not supported. 
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To answer Research Question 2 that asked whether different standards influence people’s 

hostile news content perception, a Person correlation was conducted. Results revealed a 

negative statistically significant correlation, r = -.30, p < .001, which indicates that people who 

perceived high different standards perceived lower hostile news content perception. 

 

To answer Research Question 3 that asked whether or not the source has an influence on 

participant’s perceived different standards, a one-way between-subjects ANOVA was 

conducted. Results showed no statistically significant differences between the conditions 

regarding different standards, F(7,236) = 1.47, p = .18, ηp2 = .043. Thus, participants regardless 

of their condition evaluated the argumentation of the news content equally. In addition, the 

conditions were condensed in two groups – friend versus news service – in this way I wanted 

to test whether the mere source without consideration of comments has an influence on peoples 

perceived different standards. Results of an independent samples t-Test showed no statistically 

significant differences, t(235) = .64, p = .53. 

 

To test Research Question 4 stating that different standards would mediate the 

relationship between partisan membership and participant’s hostile news content perception a 

mediation analysis using INDIRECT macro for SPSS (Preacher & Hayes, 2008) following 

Baron and Kenny’s (1986) recommended classical procedure to determine mediation effects 

was conducted. Due to the fact that the precondition of a significant relationship between the 

dependent variable (partisanship) and the mediator (different standards) was violated, a paths: 

b = -.20, p = .09, LLCI = -.008, ULCI = .311, no mediation effect could be found. Therefore, 

different standards did not mediate the relationship between partisanship and participant’s 

hostile news content perception. 

 

 

4.3.4 Study 3: Discussion 

 

The goal of this study was to analyze the influence of social networking site 

characteristics on participants (biased) perception of news content. In particular, I strived to 

unveil differences between the source of news content as well as user-generated comments 

regarding participant’s perceived hostility of news content. 

Prior to the testing of research questions and hypotheses, primacy-recency-effects were 

audited. Results revealed a primacy effect for all conditions regardless of the displayed 
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comments. Nevertheless, since a primacy effect for all conditions was found it should be 

supposed to affect participant’s perception likewise. Moreover, descriptive values indicated a 

moderate effect of participant’s hostile media perception as well as their hostile news content 

perception illustrating a biased perception of the general media coverage as well as of the 

displayed news content if participant’s personal opinion was included. Thus, it was 

demonstrated that participants perceive the news in general as biased which is in line with the 

mechanism of prior beliefs. Further, these results showed a stimulus-centered bias. In contrast, 

a congeniality bias was only found for a minority of participants. In other words, only a few 

participants perceived a friendly media bias. Overall, these results demonstrated that people’s 

biased and hostile perception occurs within social networking sites. Nevertheless, these 

considerations do not take the source or user-generated comments into account, therefore, the 

influence of comments and source will be discussed in the following. 

 

Research Question 1 asked whether comments have an influence on participant’s news 

content perception. At first, results showed that people neither perceive more or less bias if 

they perceive the news content according to their condition or not. Moreover, it was tested 

whether comments have an influence on participant’s perceived neutrality of the news content. 

Results showed no statistically significant differences between the comments indicating that 

comments have no influence on people’s biased and hostile perception. Nevertheless, 

descriptive values demonstrated a small statistically non-significant trend suggesting that 

people who saw comments favoring one side (pro vs. contra animal testing) perceived the news 

content to be slanted in the according direction. Thus, people who saw pro comments 

perceived the news content to be in favor of animal testing whereas people who saw contra 

arguments perceived the news content as more against animal testing. These results portend an 

influence of comments on participant’s perception, but no empirical proof could be found in 

this study. However, no interaction effects could be found between the source and comments, 

source and sequence of arguments, between sequence of arguments and comments, as well as 

between source, sequence of arguments, and comments on people’s perceived bias. However, 

across all conditions descriptive values showed that especially tagesschau posts beginning with 

pro arguments and pro comments as well as with contra arguments and contra comments led to 

the strongest perception of bias (see Table 13). For these two conditions participants perceived 

the strongest bias of the news content. This underlines the assumption of prior beliefs. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that no main effect of source was found. Therefore, the 

assumption only holds true for these two specific conditions. It is assumable that people 
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perceive the news content as the most biased if the source is a news service and the valence of 

comments is in line with the first presented arguments of the news content. 

Results demonstrated a main effect of the sequence of arguments on people’s biased 

perception underlining the found primacy effect. 

For merged conditions, participants perceived the news content as neutral, only with 

small tendencies towards one side. Overall, the results showed an absence of effect of 

comments on people’s biased perception. These findings are in line with the study by Yun and 

colleagues (2018) that also demonstrated a lack of influence of comments on participant’s 

perception and adds to prior research as social networking sites characteristics were added and 

examined. Nevertheless, the described tendencies of an influence of comments on people’s 

biased perception underlines Lee’s (2012) statement that comments constitute a meaningful 

variable that helps to understand people’s news experience. Therefore, future studies should 

pursue this approach further. 

 

In line with Vallone et al.’s (1985) definition of the hostile media effect that emphasizes 

people’s partisanship it was examined whether the partisanship tantamount to ego involvement 

affects people’s perception. Results of Hypothesis 1, that stated that proponents as well as 

opponents would perceive the news content as biased against their side, showed similar to 

Studies 1 and 2, that people’s opinion extremity did not correlate with the evaluation of 

neutrality, but that people’s opinion extremity correlates with their perceived hostile news 

content perception. Thus, participants with an extreme personal opinion on animal testing did 

perceive the news content as more hostile or biased than people with a moderate or low 

personal opinion on the issue. Moreover, descriptive values showed that the majority of 

participants perceived the news content to be biased and nearly 90% of the participants 

perceived a hostile news content perception indicating that they perceived the news content to 

be biased against their side. This underlines the general assumption of the hostile media effect 

and showed that also in social networking site environments people perceive news content to 

be biased against their views. 

 

Results of Hypothesis 2 stating that the source of a news post would have an influence on 

participant’s perceived hostile news content perception showed no statistically significant 

differences between the groups, but descriptive values indicated a moderate hostile news 

content perception across all conditions. This result is not in line with prior research 

demonstrating an effect of the source on participant’s biased perception (e.g., Gunter et al., 
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2009) as well as contrary to the assumption that people’s biased perception depends on the 

mediating role of the mass media (e.g., Gunther & Schmitt, 2004). Moreover, this is in contrast 

to the assumption of homophily and the related assumption that people transfer the like-minded 

opinion of a friend to the news content (e.g., McPherson et al., 2001). The null result might be 

caused due to the missing profile picture for the friend’s conditions. Therefore, the stimulus 

material might not be perceived as a close friend’s post. Test for participant’s perceived 

stimulus realism showed that participants of the close friend condition perceived the stimulus 

material as less realistic than participants of the news service conditions. On the one hand, the 

missing profile picture, in contrast to the displayed profile picture of the news service, might 

have caused this null result, on the other hand, it might result from the fact that people do not 

believe that their friend would have posted a message on Facebook like the presented content. 

Moreover, the static mockup might have added to participant’s realism perception, since they 

did not log in to their Facebook account and interactive elements were absent. Thus, future 

studies should try to achieve a news content presentation as realistic as possible. New 

approaches should be detected and applied (e.g., data crawling, alternatives to facepile which 

has been deprecated). 

 

Further, no statistically significant moderating effect of prior beliefs on the relationship 

between source and participant’s perceived hostile news content perception could be found 

(H2.1). This is not in line with prior research that demonstrated an enhanced biased perception 

caused by prior beliefs (e.g., Ariyanto et al., 2007; Choi et al., 2009). Descriptive values 

showed that participants perceived the media coverage reporting more against animal testing. 

This result might be caused due to the unequal distribution of opponents and proponents. 

Therefore, and in line with the false consensus effect (e.g., Ross, Greene, & House, 1977), the 

majority of participants who stated to be opponents of animal testing assume that the media 

reported congenial to their opinion. Here, prior beliefs and false consensus effect lead to 

opposing results. The former would lead to the assumption that participants would perceive the 

media as biased per se and therefore perceive more biased news content. The latter presumes 

an opinion congruent interpretation of the news content. It may, therefore, be concluded that 

people’s prior beliefs of a biased media landscape are not sufficiently pronounced regarding 

the topic of animal testing within this study. Moreover, results revealed that the assumption 

that prior beliefs should be omitted if a close friend posts news content are not sustainable, 

since no interaction effects could be found. In line with results of Hypothesis 2 showing a 

moderate hostile news content perception across all condition it can be stated that neither the 
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source nor people’s prior beliefs influenced participant’s hostile news content perception. 

Therefore, the conceptualization of prior beliefs has to be reconsidered. It might be fruitful to 

survey people’s prior beliefs more broadly and not limited to the used topic.  

 

 Hypothesis 2.2 posited that participant’s perceived influence of the media on others 

would moderate the relationship between the source and participant’s hostile news content 

perception. This assumption was based on two main causes: First, it is based on the theory of 

influence of presumed influence that states that people perceive an influence of the media on 

others and thus, change their attitude and behavior towards the content (Gunther & Storey, 

2003). Second, the related third person effect – stating that people perceive that media 

messages have a stronger influence on others than on themselves (e.g., Chung, Munno, & 

Moritz, 2015) – would lead to an increase of a biased perception, as participants believe that 

undecided others might associate with their opposing side. Results of this study showed no 

moderating effect of people’s perceived influence of the media on others on the relationship 

between the source and their hostile news content perception. As stated earlier, due to 

participant’s perceived realism of the post their perceived influence of the media on others 

could be affected, resulting in an absence of a medial influence, since participants might see it 

as a fake post. Thus, two central statements of the theory of influence of presumed influence 

are the anticipation of a wide reach of the content and people’s assumption that other’s 

opinions and attitudes are affected by the media content are unfulfilled (Gunther & Storey, 

2003). In general, research has demonstrated that reach is an influential factor within the 

hostile media effect (e.g., Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Gunther & Schmitt, 2004). Since, no easy 

indicators of reach, as likes or a numerical indication how many comments were written (e.g., 

Schulz & Rössler, 2012), were displayed it might be difficult for participants to estimate or 

identify the news content’s reach. Therefore, it is conceivable that participants perceived a low 

reach and thus discern only an influence on themselves, leading to the present results.  

 

Results of Hypothesis 3, which stated that news content posted by a close friend implies 

more trust than a post of a news service and thus leads to more trustworthiness and ascribed 

quality of the news content as well as to higher knowledgeability of the author showed no 

statistically significant differences. Here again, the presentation of the stimulus material has to 

be called in question. Especially, the friend’s posting has to be enriched with a user photo 

matching to the named close friend. 
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Further results demonstrated a lack of evidence for Hypothesis 4. Thus, participants did 

not perceive a decrease in hostility or bias if the displayed news content corresponded to their 

preferred media choice as stated by Barnidge and colleagues (2017). This result might be 

caused since participants were asked about their preferred media choice after the exposure to 

the stimulus material, therefore, participants might have chosen tagesschau as their preferred 

media, since it was displayed on the stimulus material. Second, people had no choice to see 

news content regarding the topic of animal testing within their preferred media outlet. Thus, it 

cannot be concluded that the preferred media choice would have led to a decrease in biased 

perception. Future studies should examine people’s perceived bias by manipulating the source 

in a between-subjects design using participant’s named self-selected media choice versus a 

randomly selected news service. 

 

Hypotheses 5.1 to 5.3 examined the influence of issue involvement on participant’s 

hostile news content as well as on their hostile media perception. Results revealed a small 

statistically significant influence of people’s issue involvement on their hostile news content 

perception, but not on their hostile media perception. This suggests that people’s issue 

involvement influence people’s perception of the news content, but did not influence their 

general perception of a hostile media landscape. Therewith, the different conceptualization of 

the both constructs should be considered. The hostile news content perception is the calculated 

difference between a person’s opinion and their evaluation of the news content. Whereas, the 

hostile media perception was calculated by subtracting people’s perceived media slant from 

their personal opinion. In addition, I strived to examine whether issue involvement moderates 

the relationship between the source and participant’s hostile news content perception. Results 

revealed no moderating effect that is not in line with previous research. Hansen and Kim 

(2011) attributed that involvement moderates the hostile media effect. Here, the addressed 

conceptualization of involvement has to be considered (e.g., Perloff, 2015). Nevertheless, 

Hypothesis 5.1 demonstrated a small positive correlation between issue involvement and 

hostile news content perception. However, future studies should tackle the role of involvement 

within hostile media research.  

 

At least, different standards were addressed and I strived to examine the influence of this 

mechanism on people’s biased perception. Results showed that people who perceived high 

different standards perceived lower hostile news content perception. This is in line with 

Gunther and Liebhart (2006) and showed that people who perceived the arguments as unfair or 
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irrelevant and the arguments as wrong stated a stronger bias of the news content. However, the 

effect was only moderate. Further examinations of the influence of the condition on people’s 

different standards did not show any effects. Therefore, a friend as source did not decrease 

people’s perceived different standards. This effect occurs detached from the source of the news 

content. In accordance with Gunther and Liebhart (2006) it was further examined whether 

different standards mediate the relationship between partisanship and participant’s hostile news 

content perception. No mediation effect of different standards could be found. However, 

research demonstrated inconclusive findings for different standards (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & 

Chaiken, 1994; Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Schmitt et al., 2004).  

 

4.3.4.1 Limitations 

 

This study has several limitations that should be addressed. First, I focused on achieving 

equal groups by condition and not partisan groups. This resulted in an unequal distribution of 

partisans, thus creating distortions of effects. Second, and in line with the unequal distribution 

the topic should be reconsidered. It seems that being opposed to animal testing is the prevailing 

opinion in Germany. It might be more fruitful to use a topic that people are affected by and 

have experiences with, as well as have experienced consequences or advantages. Third, 

comments did not seem to have such a strong influence as expected. Thus, it seems that 

comments play a subordinated role for people. Also, only four comments were displayed below 

the news content. However, an influence was expected since the law-of-small-number bias (see 

Chapter 2.5) states that even a small number of content might be sufficient for people to form a 

general impression. In general, it is questionable whether or not a friend’s post is even-handed 

and neutral in valence. It is more assumable that a friend would express his or her own opinion 

that would represent support or rejection. Therefore, it is questionable whether user-generated 

“news content” offers an appropriate basis for hostile media effect research. Even though 

Gunther and Schmitt (2004) examined the hostile media effect by means of source variation 

and a differentiation between a journalistic article and a student essay, the phenomenon of 

citizen journalism (e.g., Goode, 2009) should be closer considered in future research. In 

addition, a post by a close friend similar to the presentation of news by a news service might be 

to unrealistic, especially if the close friend is not an active poster. 
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4.3.4.2 Conclusion 

 

Despite the mentioned limitations and the large number of null results this study 

contributes to the current state of hostile media effect research and expands its research to the 

most used social networking site and provides some initial insights into participant’s evaluation 

of news content on Facebook. In this study, data regarding animal testing under consideration 

of the hostile media effect in social networking sites was collected and analyzed. I believe that 

this study helps promote to understand the hostile media effect in a 2.0 world since the amount 

of news content within social networking sites increased over the last years and social 

networking sites as source of information have become increasingly important. In particular, 

this study provides a first insight into how people perceive friend’s posted news content with 

regard to the hostile media effect under consideration of user-generated comments. 

Furthermore, I tried to unveil differences between sources on participants’ hostile perception of 

news content. This study helps to answer the question whether classical effects of news 

perception like the hostile media effect still holding true within social networking sites. This 

study has demonstrated that a biased perception of the news content still occurs in social 

networking sites if participant’s personal opinion is taken into account. Nevertheless, the 

hostile media effect in social networking sites should be further researched. Particularly 

because results revealed that the source of news or reach did not have an influence on 

participants’ perceived hostility of given news content. Here, further studies with different 

sources especially with different news sources should be conducted. In addition, a more user 

familiar environment could help to find mechanisms how and why a hostile media effect 

occurs. However, the great number of null results is not uncommon as stated by Perloff (2015): 

“The only moderator that has been documented to influence the hostile media effect is 

involvement […]” (p. 20). In general, there are not only considerable differences regarding the 

conceptualization of involvement, but also differences in the conceptualization of the hostile 

media effect. For example, the study by Choi and colleagues (2009) examines the hostile 

media perception, therefore surveying a more general construct. In the present study (as well as 

in this thesis) I examined especially the hostile news content perception that is linked to 

specific stimulus material.  

All in all, this study showed that people perceive the news content to be biased if their 

personal opinion is included. Neither the source nor comments had an influence on 

participant’s biased or hostile perception. However, the first displayed arguments (valence) 

affected participant’s perception of neutrality of the news content, underlining the found 
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primacy effect. These results were only found for conditions with the same valence for the first 

displayed arguments and comments. Moreover, different standards correlated with participant’s 

hostile news content perception. 

 

 

5 General Discussion 
 

The general discussion summarizes, discusses, interprets, and categorizes the studies 

presented in this thesis. For this purpose, the theoretical foundations are consulted and the 

conceptualization as well as the fit of the author's presented approach (see Chapter 2.3) are 

assessed. Subsequently, theoretical implications and limitations are derived. Further, this 

chapter provides an outlook for future research and presents an overarching conclusion of this 

dissertation. 

 

 

5.1 Synopsis of the Empirical Results 

 

The main focus of this thesis was to examine people’s hostile and biased perception of 

neutral or even-handed news content within a social networking site environment. It was aimed 

at providing further understanding of the influencing factors and the corresponding 

psychological mechanisms (e.g., source, reach, prior beliefs, different standards) contributing 

toward explaining why and how a hostile and biased perception occurs. Therefore, the 

systematic and empirical approach of this thesis contributes to examining and unveiling effects 

of different variables and strives to decrease the impact of confounds (e.g., intermingling 

source and reach) by deliberate manipulation of the presented news content and social 

networking site characteristics. To this end, three empirical studies were conducted, which 

focused on people’s biased and hostile perception of news content on social networking sites 

by systematically examining the influence of the source and the environment (Study 1), source 

and reach (Study 2), and source and user-generated comments (Study 3). In the following, the 

results of the empirical studies of this thesis are discussed, assigned to mechanisms, constructs, 

and social networking site characteristics that were used to examine the possible influence on 

people’s biased and hostile perception. 
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Media Environment  

The first study of this dissertation aimed to examine whether the particular media 

environment (news homepage vs. social networking site) affects people’s hostile and biased 

perceptions differently. To this end, this work analyzed whether the environment in which the 

news content was presented affects people’s perception of news content. It was assumed that a 

social networking sites environment superimposes the journalistic character of news content. 

Thus, participants’ tendency to perceive the traditional elite media no longer to this extent as 

“the media” results in a decrease of their prior beliefs and their perceived hostility and bias of 

the news content. Hence, it is assumable that news media in social networking sites are 

perceived as democratic media compared with traditional media, since users (citizens) 

contribute to the flow of content and have the opportunity to directly express their opinion on 

news content, resulting in intervention either by supporting or refuting the statements of the 

news content or user-generated comments, but generally under the perception of being able to 

regulate the process by intervening. As a result, it is conceivable that people’s perceived 

hostility and bias of news content is reduced because of its presentation on a social networking 

site. The results of Study 1 revealed no statistically significant differences between participants 

who saw the news content on Facebook and participants who saw it on the website of a news 

service regarding their perceived hostile news content perception. Therefore, it was concluded 

that the environment does not have an influence on people’s perception. This is in line with the 

study by Veenstra and colleagues (2017), who found no statistically significant differences 

between a news article and a blog post regarding people’s perceived bias and hostility. With 

regard to the findings of this dissertation, it is also assumable that people perceive news 

content on social networking sites as dominated by partisans leading to a similar biased 

perception as for traditional mass media. However, the descriptive values of Study 1 suggest 

that people who saw news content on a news service website perceived slightly more bias than 

people who saw the news content within a social networking site environment. This tendency 

might underline the assumption of prior beliefs and comply with the notion that people’s prior 

beliefs apply rather for pure media channels such as a website of a news service. The news 

content was, both in the news service homepage condition as well as in the social networking 

site conditions, the only content displayed. Further postings on a website and scrolling through 

a newsfeed might lead to different results, since people can compare postings and are not led to 

only evaluate the content. However, these results raise the questions of to what extent the 

environment is decisive for people’s perception of news content if no further social networking 

site characteristics or social information is present (e.g., user-generated comments, reactions) 
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and only news content is displayed. Therefore, it is debatable whether social information is 

more influential than the environment per se. Notwithstanding, a pure display of news content 

without any interactive characteristics and possible interactive user behaviors deviates from the 

actual and usual character of social networking sites. Conclusions are only valid for the present 

study in regard to the presented stimulus, the embedment of the content, and the specific topic. 

However, since this was an imposed situation, an altered perception might have occurred if 

people had seen the news content while being logged in to their profile, scrolling their 

newsfeed, or if they had actively visited a news service website.  

 

Source 

In this thesis source was defined as the originator of the news content or the person or 

entity who authored the information (see Chapter 2.4). Over all three studies on this thesis, no 

source effect regarding people’s perceived bias as well as hostile news content perception was 

found. The assumed decrease of hostile perception through a close friend as source in 

comparison with a news service as source did not occur. These results showed that in a social 

networking site environment, the source is not decisive for people’s biased perception. Thus, it 

is not in line with prior research that showed a source effect (e.g., Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; 

Reid, 2012). Nevertheless, a blend of reach and source and therefore a confounding in the 

study by Gunther and Liebhart (2006) cannot be precluded, as both constructs influenced each 

other and could not be separated. The finding of this dissertation is in line with Veenstra and 

colleagues (2017), who demonstrated that the source (news article published by different news 

services: US News or World Report) did not influence people’s bias perception. The findings 

of the study by Veenstra and colleagues (2017) and the findings of the present thesis are more 

comparable, since the source was examined in a social media context; albeit people’s closeness 

to the news service was not researched in Veenstra and colleagues’ (2017) study. However, it 

might be possible that within the present work the source was not of relevance for participants. 

By scrolling through the newsfeed of social networking sites, people might not seek explicitly 

for specific news content (see Chapter 2.7). Therefore, people might have different 

expectations if they read news on social networking sites in contrast to news on news service 

homepages or in linear media like newspapers, since the news content is presented in the midst 

of various postings. However, the results of Study 1 did not support this assumption. 

Nevertheless, owing to the setting of the studies, participants only saw the news content in a 

social networking site environment and no other postings were presented on their newsfeed. 

This might result in a similar perception to a news website, since the news content is the focal 
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point (a) without personal opportunities to select news content according to people’s own 

interests, and (b) missing interactivity (e.g., liking, commenting). Moreover, in the present 

work no additional information on the source was given. However, participants could recall the 

source of the content as well as in most cases the name of the displayed source (name of the 

news service or name of the close friend). Besides, the source in reference to the assumption of 

homophily did not lead to a decrease of people’s hostile and biased perception. Therefore, a 

friend as source did not weaken participants’ biased and hostile perception. In this context, the 

likelihood of a news content post by a close friend should be scrutinized in terms of 

consistency of the displayed friend’s posting and his/her natural behavioral patterns and actions 

on social networking sites. Owing to the static and artificial portrayal of the news content 

within the social networking site, it is debatable whether participants perceived the situation as 

realistic. However, a check of people’s perceived reality was conducted, indicating that 

participants perceived the scenario as realistic; however, participants might have perceived the 

depiction as realistic but not realistic relating to their accustomed use of Facebook also with 

consideration of the credibility of the source. To this end, a credibility check and match of 

friends’ posting behavior and posting content could lead to clarification of whether the source 

and news content are perceived as consistent. Moreover, these results are not in line with the 

mechanism of prior beliefs (e.g., Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; cf. Chapter 2.4). It was 

assumed that participants would evaluate the news content posted or published by a news 

service as more biased and hostile, since this mechanism describes people’s general tendency 

to perceive the media as biased. This thesis showed that people’s preexisting beliefs about the 

media did not influence their perception in most instances and, thus, prior beliefs did not take 

hold within the social networking site environment of Facebook for any topic. This might be 

caused by the dislimn of journalistic and social media characteristics, resulting in a dwindle of 

journalistic characteristics in social media. However, it should be noted that calculations of the 

present work including prior beliefs were mostly dependent on the participant condition, which 

might have led to an absence of effect. To this end, it was examined whether prior beliefs 

correlate with people’s hostile news content perception (see Chapter 4.2.3). Only the results of 

Study 2 showed that prior beliefs correlate with people’s hostile news content perception, 

indicating that people perceiving higher media slant and hostility of the media per se perceived 

higher bias and hostility of the displayed news content and, thus, this result underpins the 

general assumption of the mechanism of prior beliefs. In this dissertation participants’ prior 

beliefs were measured on the corresponding topic of the stimulus material, since research has 

suggested measuring prior beliefs on a specific topic rather than on a general level (e.g., Choi 
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et al., 2009). It can be assumed that the influence of prior beliefs depends on the specific topic, 

resulting in the presented inconclusive findings. This assumption might be supported since 

prior hostile media research revealed inconclusive findings with regard to prior beliefs (see 

Chapter 2.4) that might be premised on the topic or on the methodological procedure to 

measure prior beliefs. 

However, results also demonstrated that in Study 1, participants’ perceived knowledge of 

the author, the information quality, and the quality of the article are affected by the source, 

whereas the results of Study 2 did not show any influence of source on perceived 

knowledgeability, information quality, or article quality. For Study 3, results showed that 

participants of the news service condition who additionally saw mixed comments perceived the 

knowledge of the author as inferior compared with participants who saw a close friend’s post 

with pro or mixed comments. In particular, the results of Study 1 are interesting since 

participants who saw a shared news service post by their named close friend evaluated the 

knowledge of the author and the quality of the article higher than did participants who saw a 

news service post, and for the latter (article quality) higher than a post by a news service and a 

post displayed on a news service homepage; however, this perception of higher knowledge and 

higher article quality did not lead to a decrease in their biased and hostile perception of the 

news content. This showed, on the one hand, that participants might attribute their like-

mindedness as well as their prior experiences or expectations of their friend to the news 

content, and, on the other hand, that the intermixture of journalistic content as well as social 

recommendations of a friend lead to better evaluations regarding knowledgeability of the 

author as well as of the quality of the news content. This is also in line with the assumption by 

Messing and Westwood (2014) suggesting that social recommendations as part of people’s 

process of exposure to news content help to handle the flood of information (see Chapter 2.7). 

In addition, results revealed that a close friend’s posting leads to higher perception of 

information quality compared with a news service post or news content published on a news 

service homepage. Therefore, the principle of homophily might apply here as well, since a 

friend as source is perceived as like-minded and thus participants attribute their own as well as 

their friend’s traits to the news content. This is also in line with the presented social cohesion 

model and the concept of trust (see Chapter 2.7), stating a stronger influence of strong ties 

(e.g., Huckfeldt et al., 1995). However, as stated in Chapter 2.7, people are not proficient in 

detecting disagreement (e.g., Goel et al., 2010), resulting in hasty perceptions. Nevertheless, 

people’s perceived quality of the news content and the knowledge of the author did not lead to 

a decrease of their hostile news content perception. However, these results could not be 
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replicated in further studies of this thesis, indicating a dependency of the topic and the news 

content. Furthermore, Studies 2 and 3 did not examine a shared news service post by a close 

friend nor news content published on a homepage. Thus, in order to offer well-founded 

argumentation, future studies should examine the influence of professional versus 

nonprofessional sources and their combination as well as of the topic of people’s biased and 

hostile perception of news content. 

 

Different Standards 

In order to examine people’s perceived different standards, this thesis tested whether the 

source of the news content has an influence on people’s perceived fairness, correctness, and 

relevance of the argumentation. As stated by the different standards mechanism, people 

perceive the news as balanced, which was applicable for all three studies since the mere 

perception of neutrality existed with a small tendency toward favoring the corresponding topic, 

but the coverage is perceived as inappropriate and unfair, due to the fact that people ascribe 

more accuracy to their side than to the opposite side’s position (see Chapter 2.4). Prior research 

supported the influence of different standards on people’s perception (Giner-Sorolla & 

Chaiken, 1994; Schmitt et al., 2004). The results of Studies 1 and 2 of this work revealed that 

postings by the news service were perceived as less correct, less relevant, and less fair 

compared with postings by a close friend. In addition, the results of Study 3 demonstrated that 

people perceiving a higher correctness, fairness, and relevance had less hostile news content 

perception. Therefore, these results underline former research findings. Endorsed messages by 

friends were evaluated better than when content was posted by news services. More 

specifically, participants of Study 1 evaluated the news service posting on Facebook as less 

right, less fair, and less relevant, indicating that the social recommendation of a friend, a 

friend’s own post, and content published on a website leads to better assessments of the news 

content. This might be due to different reasons. First, homophily might affect people’s 

evaluation of a friend’s news posting, as people tend to perceive content as consonant with 

their friend’s opinions. Second, a social recommendation under inclusion of journalistic 

reporting might lead to perceiving the content as more relevant, since a friend shared and 

therefore recommended it, and as more fair and correct, due to traits such as similar opinions of 

the friend are projected to the news content (e.g., Arpan & Raney, 2003) as well as due to the 

journalistic commitment to accuracy and to deliver verified facts (e.g., Roese, 2018). In this 

case, people’s prior beliefs might be suppressed, because a friend as envoy of news reduces 

people’s skepticism and mistrust toward the media. Third, even if this contradicts the 
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assumption of prior beliefs to some extent, news content published on a news service website 

might be perceived as fairer, more correct, and relevant, since the selected news service was 

perceived as neutral per se and the environment was perceived as professional and realistic. 

The results of Study 2 support the findings of Study 1 in as much as the news service postings 

on Facebook were perceived as less fair according to the argumentation than were postings of a 

close friend. Here, it is noteworthy that these findings only apply for the news service 

condition with a low number of reactions, whereas a news service post with a high number of 

reactions did not lead to a perception of less fairness. This is not in line with the assumption of 

the influence of presumed influence (e.g., Gunhter & Storey, 2003), stating that people 

perceiving a large impact on others perceive larger bias. However, this also shows that a low 

number of reactions might impede a bandwagon heuristic. A low number of reactions results in 

people’s perception of low quality, since obviously only few people pay attention to the present 

news content. Moreover, no influence of source on people’s different standards could be found 

in Study 3, indicating a possible dependency on the topic of the news content.  

All in all, this dissertation demonstrates that people’s different standards affect their 

hostile news content perception, in as much as a perception of unfair, irrelevant, and incorrect 

argumentation leads to a higher hostile news content perception. Furthermore, it was shown 

that the source could have an influence on people’s perception of fairness, relevance, and 

correctness of the argumentation of the news content. Here again, the social cohesion model 

can be used to provide further explanation of these results, since intimacy and trustworthiness 

in politics are stronger for strong ties like friends and family exerting greater influence on 

people (e.g., Aral & Walker, 2014; Huckfeldt et al., 1995), and thus postings by a close friend 

led to higher perceptions of fairness of the argumentation of the news content. 

 

Reach 

The results of this dissertation showed no statistically significant influence of reach on 

people’s hostile perception. In particular, Study 2, where reach was expressed in a numerical 

manner (i.e., reactions on Facebook), demonstrated that most participants did overlook, not 

recognize, or not use reactions as easy indicators of reach within this study. The study was 

conceptualized to analyze effects of reach, as perceived influence on others, on people’s 

perceived biased perception. As claimed by Perloff (2015), experimental manipulations 

separating reach from source might help to figure out which mechanism has an influence on 

people’s biased perception and, if so, to what extent. Since participants misattributed the 

number of reactions or rather overlooked reactions, it seems that reactions play a minor role in 
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participants’ valuations of content. However, people might have attributed reach only to the 

source since tagesschau, which was used on the stimulus material as source for the news 

service conditions in all three studies, is a well-known news service in Germany. 

Notwithstanding, even if this ascription took place, a difference between the conditions should 

be detected, as it is assumable that a friend as source reaches fewer people than a professional 

news distributor. However, it cannot be ruled out that the number of reactions was included in 

people’s perception of the content. In general, Perloff (2015) noted that people might perceive 

Facebook as medium of low reach, since a user’s social online network consists of primarily 

like-minded others. In contrast to this statement, it was shown that people expand their social 

networks via social networking sites, resulting in cross-cutting social ties (e.g., Bakshy et al., 

2015) and, thus, users receive cross-cutting news (Messing & Westwood, 2014). However, 

even if Perloff’s (2015) statement is appropriate, differences between the conditions would 

have had to appear according to the assumption of an assimilation bias that is also in line with 

the effect of presumed influence (see Chapter 2.4). Therefore, participants should have 

reported less hostile news content perception if news content was displayed on behalf of a 

close friend in contrast to a news service. This indicates a methodological difficulty to clearly 

separate source and reach. Moreover, the absence of an effect might be the result of: (a) a 

possible ambiguity of reactions whereby users do not use reactions as indicators of reach; (b) 

reactions as likes are easily assignable so that people assume that reactions do not represent 

reach since it does not reveal if people have read the news content; and (c) reactions as easy 

indicators of reach were combined with a source on the stimulus material, resulting in a 

conflating of people’s anticipated reach of the displayed source as well as reach indicated by 

reactions. Despite the experimental manipulations of this work, future studies should isolate 

source and reach. Thus, reactions and other easy indicators of reach should be examined in 

further studies. 

 

User-Generated Comments 

A further characteristic of social networking sites was examined in Study 3. Fostering the 

perception of interactivity, the influence of comments on people’s perception was analyzed. As 

presented in Chapter 2.7, prior research demonstrated an influence of comments on people’s 

perception (e.g., Kim, 2014; Lee, 2012; Lee & Jang, 2010; Neubaum & Krämer, 2017; 

Metzger et al., 2010), resulting in, for example, less perceived bias of news content and a 

congenial public opinion if comments were congruent to a participant’s opinion (Lee, 2012). It 

was assumed that participants transfer content and valence of user-generated comments to the 
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news content, leading to a misattribution and intermixture of comments and news content. 

Moreover, people do not blindly evaluate media content – their evaluation is often shaped by 

preexisting opinions. Thus, judgments about the content are affected by prior opinions more 

strongly than by the presented information (e.g., Anderson et al., 2014). Study 3 of this 

dissertation showed that comments did not have an influence on people’s perceived bias of 

news content. However, results showed that if the source is a news service and comments are 

in consensus with the first displayed arguments of the news content, people perceived a 

stronger bias and hostility of the news content. However, results also demonstrated that 

participants reading news without comments did not perceive the content as more or less 

hostile and biased than did participants who saw comments in general. This showed that 

comments affect people’s perception of the news content only if comments are in consensus 

with the sequence of displayed arguments. This consistency led to a stronger biased perception, 

either in the direction of supporting animal testing or of opposing animal testing. This 

underlined the presented primacy effect. Results also demonstrated that the influence of 

comments only occurred for participants of the news service conditions who either first saw 

contra arguments and contra comments or first saw arguments supporting and comments 

supporting animal testing. Thus, it cannot be concluded that the sheer amount of information 

and comments arguing in one direction led to a stronger perceived bias. In this case, 

participants who saw one-sided comments should have perceived a stronger bias, regardless of 

the prior sequence of arguments. This could not be demonstrated in this study. However, it 

might be assumed that the variety of sources led to a biased perception, since a professional 

source and user-generated comments in union depict public opinion. In addition, the primacy 

effect might have occurred, since people perceive the first stated arguments as indication of the 

author's view, implying that the author mentions his or her view and opinion in the first 

arguments and sets the agenda and valence for both the entire news content as well as for the 

comments. Arguments listed thereafter are to preserve objectivity and neutrality. 

To summarize, the influence of comments on people’s perceived bias is conditioned by a 

primacy effect, thus the consensus of primary arguments and one-sided comments caused a 

stronger biased perception of the news content, but only for news service postings. Further 

assumptions are not based on empirical evidence and have to be examined in future studies. 

 

Topic of News Content 

Another factor that could have influenced people’s biased and hostile perception of the 

news content is the topic. All topics used in this dissertation were issues of political and social 
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interest. Nonetheless, the topics varied with regard to the currency of corresponding media 

coverage (see following section about involvement) as well as with regard to the political 

orientation. The topic of Study 1 was the refugee policy in Germany that was identified as a 

controversial topic (e.g., McKeever et al., 2012). The topic of Study 2 was the mass data 

storage in Germany, which is a topic that is recurrently discussed in the media and has 

partisans on both sides, proponents and opponents. The topic of Study 3 was animal testing, 

which is a topic where two partisan groups can be observed and that was stated to be a 

controversial topic and was used in prior studies (e.g., Gunther et al., 2001). However, the 

topics of Study 2 and 3 were not as trending as the topic of Study 1. In addition, it was 

assumed that people’s opinion was not affected by their political orientation regarding the topic 

of animal testing, whereas an influence of people’s political orientation on their opinion was 

assumed for Study 1. For the topic of mass data storage, it was assumed that participants who 

are rather more conservative support mass data storage as they wish for and expect increased 

security. However, in line with the tripartite approach of this work, political orientation should 

be deemphasized (see Chapter 2.3), since not all topics are necessarily linked to political 

orientations of both partisans and the media. Further, points of contact might have greater 

influence on people’s perceived hostility and bias than their mere opinion. Notwithstanding the 

fact that all issues used here varied with regard to the currency of the corresponding topic as 

well as with regard to the frequency of media coverage, the results of this dissertation showed 

more or less similar perceptions of news content neutrality as well as of people’s perceived 

bias, allowing us to assume that the topic per se did not influence people’s biased and hostile 

perception of the news content. This might also be affected by the classification of participants 

as partisans, therefore it was ensured that people hold an opinion divergent from neutral. To 

summarize, in this work no major differences between people’s evaluation of the news content 

could be found, but differences between the topics regarding people’s general perception of a 

biased media coverage were found that might be attributable to the issue of topicality of the 

news content (see following section about involvement).  

Beyond the topics used for news content, the presentation of the stimulus material varied 

between Study 1 and Studies 2 and 3. It should be noted that news content in Study 1 was 

displayed as a news article on Facebook, whereas news content in Studies 2 and 3 were bullet 

points and based on the common display of tagesschau news postings on Facebook. However, 

the differences in the presentation of the news content do not seem to have an influence on 

people’s biased perception since the findings of all three studies are similar regarding people’s 

perceived neutrality as well as their perceived hostile news content perception. Here, no major 
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changes were observed. Nevertheless, future studies should examine the influence of news 

content presentation on people’s perception. 

 

Involvement 

The present work strived to analyze two concepts of involvement. As described in 

Chapter 2.4, numerous studies investigated the role of involvement in the hostile media effect 

and it was criticized that involvement was not standardized. Thus, research examined different 

types of involvement, resulting in inconclusive findings. Involvement was also included in 

several definitions of the hostile media effect and replaced the term partisanship (see Chapter 

2.3). However, the results from Hansen and Kim’s (2011) meta-analysis revealed that 

involvement moderates people’s biased perception. Owing to inconclusive findings and 

different types of conceptualization this thesis focused on two types of involvement: issue 

involvement and ego involvement. Issue involvement refers to one’s personal importance of a 

certain issue whereas ego involvement is tantamount to people’s group membership (e.g., 

Gunther, 1992) or their partisanship. The results of this dissertation also had inconclusive 

findings. For Study 1, no influence of issue involvement on people’s hostile news content 

perception was found, but a statistically significant influence of issue involvement on people’s 

hostile media perception was noted. 

For Study 2, no influence of issue involvement on people’s biased perception was found. 

The results of Study 3 demonstrated an influence of issue involvement on participants’ hostile 

news content perception, but no influence on their hostile media perception. Moreover, issue 

involvement did not moderate the relationship between source and people’s hostile news 

content perception. This demonstrates that different topics lead to different results regarding 

issue involvement. No plain influence of issue involvement on people’s hostile and biased 

perception was found, since results showed that in one study issue involvement affects 

people’s hostile news content perception and in another study their hostile media perception, or 

even no influence of issue involvement on people’s biased perception was found. These 

findings might be due to different the topicality and quantity of media coverage of the news 

content presented. The topic for Study 1 was the refugee crisis in Germany, which had been a 

hot topic for nearly over 2 years before the study was conducted. Therefore, people might hold 

an unambiguous opinion about the hostility and bias of the general media coverage (hostile 

media perception), but they did not transfer this view to the news content presented. By 

contrast, Study 2 examined the topic of mass data storage in Germany, which is a topic that 

was discussed occasionally but had not been dealt with by Germany’s Bundestag at the time 
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the study was conducted. Therefore, people might have had no points of contact with 

advantages or disadvantages as well as with consequences of mass data storage, resulting in an 

absence of effect. For Study 3, the topic of animal testing was used. This topic is a 

controversial one (see Gunther et al., 2001), but it was not a hot topic in the media before or 

during the time Study 3 was conducted. Therefore, it might not be possible for participants to 

rate a media bias in general, but to evaluate the news content as biased or not. This might 

explain why different topics led to different results, since the topicality and the general media 

coverage of a topic might influence people’s issue involvement but also their biased 

perception. 

Ego involvement that was also used as term for partisanship was examined using 

participants’ opinion extremity on the specific topic. Taken together, the results of the three 

studies showed that people with a more extreme opinion, thus with a stronger identification 

with a group (proponents vs. opponents), perceived a stronger hostile news content bias. 

Therefore, participants perceived the news content as more biased and hostile toward their side. 

This is in line with the assumption of Gunther (1992), suggesting a greater likelihood of a 

biased perception if the person identifies with a particular group. However, the results also 

demonstrated a lack of effect on people’s mere neutrality perception of the news content. 

Therefore, these findings showed that not only the conceptualization of involvement has an 

influence on the results, but that it also depends on the conceptualization of the hostile media 

phenomenon. In other words, these findings illustrate the need for systematization of both 

constructs, involvement as well as the hostile media phenomenon. Therefore, a scale for 

measuring different types of involvement in the hostile media research would be expedient and 

research should not be limited to one type of involvement. 

 

Sample  

In contrast to the majority of hostile media effect studies using student samples, the 

studies of this thesis were conducted as online experiments in order to obtain a more diverse 

sample. In Studies 1 and 2, one half of the sample were students and the other half were 

employees or stated another profession. In Study 3, there was a small unequal distribution, 

resulting in approximately 60% students and 40% employees or other professions. However, 

the distributions of all three studies were rather a cross section, resulting in a more diverse 

structure of the sample compared with samples of prior studies. As a consequence, results are 

not merely limited to a subgroup (students) but consider a wider audience and offer 

speculations as to what extent prior results might be affected by the sample. Nevertheless, 
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people’s partisanship should be noted, since an equal distribution of supporters and opponents 

could not be achieved. The samples of all three studies were not representative of the German 

population. In Study 1 the majority of participants were in favor of welcoming refugees (90.8% 

in favor of welcoming refugees, 9.2% refusing to welcome refugees). Participants of Study 2 

were nearly equally distributed regarding their opinion on mass data storage in Germany 

(40.2% supporting mass data storage, 59.8% refusing mass data storage in Germany). 

Regarding the topic of animal testing treated in Study 3, more participants stated being against 

animal testing (84% against animal testing, 16% supporting animal testing). Therefore, the 

results might be affected by the overbalance of one group. Deviating findings of this 

dissertation from prior research might probably also have occurred owing to the difference of 

samples. Here, it could be assumed that the likelihood for a relative hostile media effect 

increases and, thus, both partisan groups perceived a bias pointing in one direction, since more 

participants indicated partisanship for one group. But, the results of the conducted studies 

showed no relative hostile media effect. 

 

Media Landscape 

The majority of studies regarding hostile media research were conducted in the United 

States, several in the Asian region, and only few studies were conducted in the European 

region (see Table 2). As mentioned in Chapter 2.3, the media landscape in Germany differs 

from the media landscape in the United States, namely, in the US media landscape there is a 

clearer allocation of news suppliers (e.g., assignment of MSNBC or The New York Times to a 

democratic and more liberal position; Fox News or The Wall Street Journal are deemed to be 

more conservative and favoring Republican views; e.g., Barnidge et al., 2017; Hassell & 

Weeks, 2016). In particular, for politically charged topics the division in two media outlets that 

portray a left-winged or right-winged political orientation might cause greater source effects 

compared with a media landscape that is more diverse. Therefore, the selected news service 

might have decreased people’s biased perception, as tagesschau is perceived as a neutral and 

politically neutral news service that reports objectively. Hence, this perception of a more or 

less objective and fair-reporting news service might have affected people’s perception of the 

presented news content, resulting in a decrease of perceived hostility and, thus, differences 

between a friend as source and a news service were not salient to that extent, resulting in the 

present findings. Nevertheless, by using tagesschau as news service in all three studies, I 

wanted to ensure that the displayed news service is perceived as neutral in order not to 

(disproportionately) enhance participants’ prior beliefs. 
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 Furthermore, different news services might lead to an increase or decrease of people’s 

prior beliefs. Thus, studies should examine the influence of different news services on people’s 

biased perception. To this end, it should be examined whether or not people’s self-selected and 

preferred news service affects their perceived bias (e.g., Barnidge et al., 2017). The results of 

this work (Study 3) showed that participants’ congruent media preference of the displayed 

news service and their self-selected media choice had no influence on their perceived hostile 

news content perception. However, as mentioned in Chapter 4.3.4 (Hypothesis 4), people were 

asked about their preferred media choice after they have seen the news content. Therefore, 

studies should ask for people’s media choice before displaying news content and 

experimentally manipulate whether people see a congruent or incongruent news service as 

source. 

 

Tripartite Approach Examining People’s (Biased) Perception 

The results of all three studies showed that people perceive the news content as neutral, 

but that they perceive the content as biased if their personal opinion is considered. This 

demonstrates that the difference between one’s personal opinion and the perceived neutrality is 

decisive for this effect. But this also showed that regardless of the direction of people’s opinion 

extremity, participants perceived the news content to be more biased and hostile. Proponents as 

well as opponents with an extreme opinion on a specific topic perceived a stronger bias and 

hostility against their side. 

Owing to different conceptualizations and approaches to examine the hostile media 

effect, it should not be surprising that inconclusive findings arose in prior research. Therefore, 

research should seek to systematize the phenomenon and procedures to clarify how and why a 

biased perception occurs. Therefore, this thesis provides a conceptualization that covers the 

hostile media phenomenon in a tripartite approach and demonstrated that people’s personal 

opinion and the degree of opinion extremity increase a biased and hostile perception. 

The presented tripartite approach of this thesis seems expedient with respect to several 

aspects. First, it was demonstrated that the used approach is adaptable for various topics, since 

people’s political affiliation as well as political orientation is not necessarily required in 

unveiling different perceptions. Second, it meets the needs of the original theoretical 

conceptualization of the hostile media effect, demanding examination of news content, which 

is not treated by the calculation of hostile media perception, since here people’s general 

perception of a biased and hostile media landscape is subtracted from people’s personal 

opinion (see Choi et al., 2009). Third, as stated earlier, the construct of the hostile news content 
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perception includes the calculated difference between people’s personal opinion and their 

perceived neutrality of the news content, enabling the consideration of people’s personal 

opinion and consequently the discrepancy between these two variables. Fourth, using on the 

one hand people’s pure perceived neutrality of the news content and on the other hand the 

calculated difference between their personal opinion and their perceived neutrality showed that 

people can perceive news content as neutral, but nevertheless perceive it as biased according to 

their personal opinion. This underlines the important role of people’s preexisting opinions on a 

topic, as demonstrated in prior research (e.g., Gunther & Christen, 2002), and is also in line 

with the social judgment theory (Sherif & Hovland, 1961), stating that people frequently reject 

neutral stimuli, arguments, and in general content that is not clearly supportive and 

consequently is perceived as biased (see Chapter 2.4). The juxtaposition of news content 

statements to people’s opinion leads to a level of discrepancy that in turn leads to a higher 

likelihood of a contrast effect if people perceive high discrepancy. This theoretical assumption 

is served by the calculation of people’s hostile news content perception. Fifth, examining 

people’s hostile media perception, describing a more general construct of a perceived media 

slant on a specific topic in general (without focusing on a specific stimuli), additionally 

provides an overall picture of people’s perception of the media landscape on a topic. However, 

“the hostile media effect was never intended to explain distrust of media, but, rather, was 

conceptualized to capture an intriguing aspect of the psychology of attitudes, public opinion, 

and perceptions of media effects” (Perloff, 2015, p. 24). This is feasible through the presented 

approach. Sixth, the presented conceptualization is useful for providing insights into several 

aspects of people’s perception, but most important, it demonstrated that different 

conceptualizations of the hostile media effect lead to different results, underlying the 

requirement of a more systematic and in particular a standardized approach to this 

phenomenon. Hence, the results of this thesis underline why inconclusive findings emerge.  

Future research should examine people’s biased and hostile perception by systematically 

analyzing their perception using different conceptualizations of the hostile media effect in one 

study (see Chapter 2.3). This procedure might be helpful in unveiling the extent of influence of 

different mechanisms on people’s perception. 

However, most research includes terms such as neutral, balanced, or even-handed news 

content in their definitions, which might be problematic, as news coverage is in most instances 

not clearly or perfectly objective. Thus, the neutrality of news content should be doubted. 

However, this apparent contradiction “makes the phenomenon intellectually interesting: the 

tendency of different groups of individuals to perceive the same or conceptually similar content 
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in strikingly different ways, in apparent exception to, or in a larger sense congenial with, social 

judgment theory precepts" (Perloff, 2015, p. 7). In line with this, it could be argued that even if 

the news content is not neutral or objective the likelihood of a relative hostile media perception 

increases. However as stated earlier, the results of the presented studies did not permit an 

adequate conclusion to be drawn for a relative hostile media effect, since both partisan groups 

did not indicate that the news content is biased in one direction.  

In line with the tripartite approach presented here, empirical findings of this thesis, as 

well as the aspiration to systematize hostile media research, a delimitation of catchwords often 

used synonymously is suggested (see Figure 12). This classification and distinction between 

the terms (hostile media effect, hostile media perception, hostile media bias, and hostile news 

content perception) allows for a clearer orientation of research, can prevent misinterpretations, 

demonstrates the diversity of perceived hostility and bias of news coverage, as well as 

illustrates the tripartite approach used in this dissertation. Thus, the overarching phenomenon 

of a biased and hostile perception could be labeled as hostile media phenomenon followed by 

two distinct terms that are partial aspects of an overall phenomenon. The hostile media effect 

describes people’s perception of neutrality or their perceived bias of news content (see Chapter 

2.3). As defined in this thesis as well as by Perloff (2015), the hostile media effect implies 

people’s strong preexisting attitude on an issue (see Chapter 2.3). However, the proposed 

classification of the hostile media effect with its subdivisions does not contradict this 

definition, due to two reasons: First, both subdivisions (hostile media bias and hostile news 

content perception) consider participants' personal opinion (but in different ways). The process 

used of excluding people with neutral opinion on the presented topic ensures that only people 

attributable to a partisan group are included in calculations. This approach facilitates the 

subdivision of the hostile media bias, describing partisans’ perceived neutrality or bias of news 

content, and is based on people’s categorization as partisans (either proponent or opponent). 

This implies that people have an opinion on a specific topic deviating from neutral. Further, the 

hostile media effect is subdivided into the hostile news content perception that depicts the 

calculated difference between people’s personal opinion and their perceived neutrality of the 

news content (see Chapter 2.3). Therefore, and in line with the social judgement theory (see 

Chapter 2.4), higher levels of perceived discrepancy between a person’s position and the 

presented statements increases the likelihood of a contrast effect (Reid, 2012). Second, both 

subdivisions address the aspect of neutral, balanced, or even-handed news content by referring 

to a specific news content and, thus, participants’ perceived bias is attributable to a presented 

news content. Owing to these aspects, one can refer to a hostile media effect if either or both 
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examinations lead to people’s perception of a hostile media bias and/or lead to a hostile news 

content perception. However, the hostile media perception should be differentiated from the 

hostile media effect, since it delineates people’s general perception of a media slant depending 

on their personal opinion, which is in line with the suggested approach of Choi and colleagues 

(2009; see Chapter 2.3). Based on these assumptions, Figure 12 presents a proposal for a 

conceptualization of people’s biased and hostile perception, integrating a differentiation of 

terms for future research, unified as hostile media phenomenon. The presented mechanisms 

(e.g., prior beliefs, different standards; see Chapter 2.5) that can help to explain how and why a 

biased perception of news content occurs are applicable to all elements of this classification. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

5.2 Implications for Hostile Media Research 

 

Empirical analyses of the present thesis revealed that the hostile media effect seems 

tenable in social networking site environments. The findings suggest that under specific 

conditions people perceive media content as biased and hostile. However, this research could 

not exemplify that user-generated comments or reactions extend or attenuate people’s 

perceived hostility. These representations of reach and people’s opinion by assent of the 

Figure 12. Proposal for conceptualization of people’s biased and hostile perception of news. 
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content through liking or by dismissal through the expression of anger or disagreement (e.g., 

angry emojis) or due to commenting on a post and expression of opinion in a textual form did 

not affect people’s hostile and biased perception of news content on social networking sites. 

The present research demonstrated general implications for the hostile media effect. 

First, a more systematic conceptualization as well as a consistent definition is needed. This is 

the only way to ensure comparability of findings. This was also underlined by the tripartite 

approach of this thesis and the proposed conceptualization (see Chapter 5.1). Different 

constructs such as neutrality, people’s hostile news content perception whereby people’s 

personal opinion was considered, or people’s general perception of a biased and hostile media 

coverage and landscape have yielded different results, thus leading to different interpretations. 

Second, terminologies such as hostile media effect, hostile media perception, hostile media 

bias, or hostile media phenomenon should not be used synonymously so as to prevent 

inaccuracies and intersections of different research foci (e.g., examination of a general media 

bias vs. examination of perception of a specific news content). Therefore, in this thesis it was 

attempted to refer to people’s hostile and biased perception than to more general catchwords. 

Moreover, the presented proposal (see Chapter 5.1) suggests a differentiation of terms.  

In addition, this work offers systematic analyses on whether a hostile and biased 

perception occurs and to what extent social networking site characteristics, more specifically 

the characteristics of Facebook, and social information influence people’s perception of 

specific news content. The systematic investigation of source, reach, mechanisms, and social 

information such as user-generated comments and reactions have theoretical implications for 

the hostile media research. First, the source did not have an influence on people's biased and 

hostile perception of the news content. This showed that in contrast to prior research on classic 

linear media (e.g., Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Reid, 2012) people do not perceive the news 

content as more or less biased if it is posted by a news service or by a close friend. Thus, there 

were no statistically significant differences regarding the main effect of source on people’s 

hostile news content perception, indicating that people’s hostile and biased perception of news 

content in social networking sites is independent of the source. Nevertheless, people perceive 

the news content in social networking sites as biased and hostile against their side. Second, 

reach and people’s perceived influence on others did not have an influence on people’s hostile 

and biased perception of news content. This showed that people’s perception of biased news on 

social networking sites is not affected by their perception of a large or small influence on 

others. Thus, in contrast to prior research (e.g., Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Gunther & Schmitt, 

2004), reach did not influence people’s biased perception of news content. In line with this, it 
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is assumable that the observed effects of reach in prior research resulted from a blend of source 

and reach, indicating that people attributed reach to the source. This may also apply to people’s 

perception of news content on social networking sites as people attribute reach to the source 

instead of using numeric indications to estimate reach of news, as the results of Study 2 

showed that the number of likes had been overlooked and did not seem to be adduced to 

estimate reach. In comparison with studies examining the hostile media effect in social media, 

this dissertation could not replicate effects regarding reach. The results of Lee and colleagues’ 

(2018) study showed an influence of reach on participants’ biased perception (Republican 

participants perceived more bias if they saw a large number of followers; see Chapter 2.2). 

This finding could not be demonstrated in this thesis. The results of the present work revealed 

no effect of indicators of reach on people’s biased perception. However, the present work did 

not consider people’s political orientation or affiliation, therefore the results might differ. 

However, as stated earlier, no source effect on people’s hostile news content perception could 

be found, suggesting that neither the source nor the reach of news content influences people’s 

biased and hostile perception of news content on social networking sites. Third, prior beliefs 

did not moderate the relationship between the source and people’s hostile news content 

perception. However, the results of Study 2 showed that prior beliefs have a direct influence on 

people’s hostile news content perception demonstrating that people with a stronger perception 

of a general media slant perceived the news content as more hostile against their side. Fourth, 

as stated by Perloff (2015), involvement has been the only moderator that was documented to 

have an influence on people’s biased and hostile perception. The results of the empirical 

studies of this thesis showed that involvement did not moderate the relationship between the 

source and people’s biased perception of news content. Moreover, Studies 1 and 2 showed no 

direct influence of involvement on people’s perception of news content, whereas the results of 

Study 3 demonstrated that people who are more involved in the presented topic perceived a 

stronger bias of the news content. In line with these results, involvement seems to be topic-

dependent and it might only be partly a decisive factor of people’s biased perception on social 

networking sites. Fifth, no consistent effects of the mechanism different standards were found. 

The results of Study 1 showed that people who saw a Facebook post by a news service 

perceived the news content to be less right, less fair, and less relevant. The results of Study 2 

demonstrated that participants who saw a post by a news service with a low number of 

reactions perceived the argumentation as less fair, in contrast to all other conditions (except for 

people who saw a news service post with a moderate number of reactions). The results of 

Study 3 showed that people did not perceive the news content as more or less fair, relevant, and 
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right with regard to the presented source. In general, the findings of Study 1 and 2 indicated 

that people who saw a post by a news service perceived the news content as less fair, less right, 

and less relevant, but people did not perceive the news content as more right, more fair, or 

more relevant if it was posted or shared by a close friend on a social networking site or by a 

news service on their website. These results indicated that different standards are only partially 

dependent on the source. In addition, the results of Study 3 showed that people who perceive 

stronger different standards perceive lower hostile news content perception. These results are 

in line with prior research that showed that different standards have an influence on people’s 

biased and hostile perception (e.g., Chia et al., 2007; Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; Gunther 

& Liebhart, 2006; Schmitt et al., 2004). The results of the present thesis indicated that the self-

categorization of participants as ingroup source or outgroup source (e.g., Reid, 2012) might 

have occurred for part of the participants of Studies 1 and 2 but not for participants of Study 3. 

The results of Study 3, however, indicated that different standards influence participants’ 

biased and hostile perception in social networking sites. 

Sixth, the present findings regarding user-generated comments did not replicate the 

results found by Lee (2012), who demonstrated an influence of user-generated comments on 

people’s hostile media perception. However, the stated process of misattribution and 

intermixture of statements of the news content and statements of user-generated comments 

seem to be partly supported by the present thesis, since the identified primary effect showed 

that people are affected by comments congruent to the first listed arguments of the news 

content. Nevertheless, the results of Lee’s (2012) study and this thesis are not assimilable in 

general, since the present work did not test for congruency between people’s opinion and the 

presented comments. However, the design of the third study would have provided information 

about similar effects as found by Lee (2012), in particular because more participants stated 

partisanship for one direction as well as due to the cover of statements (news content and 

comments) as congruent, incongruent, and their combination.  

This demonstrates that effects might be affected by environmental, news service, and 

topic characteristics. To ensure more comparability, not only systematic and equal 

conceptualizations of the hostile media effect should be used, but also comparable topics. 

 

 

5.3 Limitations  

 

The present work is not without limitations that should be addressed in the following. 
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One of the biggest limitations of this study is the missing possibility to interact with the 

Facebook environment. A lifelike exposure to news content might have caused different 

effects. Studies examining people’s perception of news on social networking sites using, for 

example, the methodological approach of think-aloud might help to better understand people’s 

perception of news during their usual social networking sites usage. Nonetheless, the empirical 

approach used here gives the first insights into the hostile media effect in the social networking 

sites environment of Facebook. Participants stated to perceive the presentation of news content 

not as unrealistic. Furthermore, the vignette setting used is more realistic than a plain mock-up 

or a mere textual manipulation (e.g., “Imagine you see a post by one of your close friends on 

Facebook”) without the display of a close friend as source. 

Moreover, the news content differed in the way of presentation. The news content of 

Study 1 was presented as text within a typical Facebook posting design. However, this is not a 

very common presentation of news on social networking sites, and only happens occasionally. 

The news content of the other two studies of this dissertation was displayed as enumerations of 

pro and contra arguments (bullet points). This amendment was due to the participants’ 

comments in Study 1, who mentioned the rather unusual display of the news content. 

Therefore, the presentation of the three studies was not consistent.  

One of the main critiques of this work might be the fact that, as mentioned earlier, 

partisan groups were not distributed equally. This was due to the experimental manipulation 

and to endeavoring to achieve an equal distribution among the conditions. However, only in 

Study 2 were both partisan groups represented by nearly the same number of proponents as 

well as opponents. The samples of Studies 1 and 3 were not equally distributed. These 

inequalities might have caused the lack of effects. In addition, the results demonstrated that 

participants perceived the news content biased in the direction of their opinion, which is in 

contrast to the main assumption of the hostile media effect. Here, one might assume a relative 

hostile media effect, since both groups perceived the news content to be biased. However, as 

stated earlier, the results of this dissertation did not allow an adequate conclusion to be drawn 

for a relative hostile media effect since no clear direction of bias of the news content was 

observed; only a tendency toward one side could be detected. Additionally, it would not be 

appropriate to interpret the results in line with the relative hostile media effect because of the 

neutral, balanced, and even-handed news content that was used in this thesis. Hence, a 

precondition of the relative hostile media effect, a slanted news content in one direction, was 

neglected.  
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As mentioned earlier (see Chapter 5.1; media landscape), tagesschau as the selected 

news service might have weakened people’s biased and hostile perception, since people believe 

in the seriousness and professionalism of this news service and thus, in contrast to the 

assumption of prior beliefs, perceive the news service as objective and balanced. Therefore, 

future studies should examine the influence of different news services in social networking 

sites on people’s biased perception. 

Moreover, Study 3 focused on the source of news content as well as on user-generated 

comments. However, the presented comments were not written by the participants' named 

close friends or a “friend” of their social online network. Future studies should examine the 

influence of user-generated comments on people’s biased and hostile perception if a like-

minded person comments on news content. Thus, the friend shares his or her opinion and gives 

a social recommendation to agree with or to refuse the news content’s position, assumingly 

leading to either an assimilation bias or a hostile media bias. This approach might even 

reinforce the explicitness of a close friend’s attitude. This also applies for the display of 

reactions. In Study 2, only the number of reactions was displayed without specification of 

whether a friend has reacted to the news posting (e.g., via liking). The display of a friend’s 

interactive behavior and consequently their expression of opinion might lead to different 

results. Therefore, future studies should not only focus on source effects (close friend vs. news 

service), but additionally examine the influences of user reactions on news content. 

In this thesis people’s biased and hostile perception was examined in three short-term 

experiments, which also applies for almost every study conducted in hostile media effect 

research. Hence, people’s perception of the news content was not examined as a dynamic 

process over time. Therefore, no insights could be provided into people’s alteration over a 

longer period of time of their perceived media influence on others. The dynamic process of 

people’s hostile media perception and their perceived influence on others might lead to 

different results, especially if easy indicators of reach (e.g., likes) or user-generated comments 

were displayed (see Chapter 5.4). However, the present thesis provides a snapshot of people’s 

perception of news content and, therefore, gives the first indications of their hostile perception 

of news within a social networking site environment. Moreover, this snapshot might be more 

dynamic than expected, since numeric information as well as comments were added to the 

news content. Thus, it might foster a dynamic process since participants alternate between the 

news content and user reaction and user-generated comments. If such an alternation occurs, it 

can be assumed that people align their perception of the news content. Nevertheless, this only 

applies insofar as people adduce indicators for reach and conclude on more or less influence on 



	
	

	
	
	 	

154	

others. Although Study 2 demonstrated that participants could not recall the number of 

reactions that was displayed below the news content posting, it cannot be ruled out that people 

perceived the reactions unconsciously. However, future studies should focus on the dynamic of 

the hostile media effect by means of repeated measures (see Chapter 5.4). 

Selective recall and selective categorization were not focused on and examined in this 

dissertation. However, these mechanisms could have helped to explain how and why or why 

not a hostile media effect occurred. In particular, selective categorization that was described as 

people’s tendency to categorize information as unfavorable to their own side and to disagree 

about the valence of information (e.g., Gunther & Liebhart, 2006; Perloff, 2015) might be 

helpful in unveiling how and why a hostile media effect occurs. This mechanism is in line with 

the social judgment theory (see Chapter 2.4). Prior research indicated that selective 

categorization is affected by people’s degree of involvement, suggesting that high levels of 

involvement lead to a more hostile and biased perception of an actual neutral news content 

(e.g., Schmitt et al., 2004). However, it is empirically difficult to clearly separate various 

mechanisms like selective recall, involvement, and selective categorization, leading to a 

merging contribution of different mechanisms to people’s perceived bias (e.g., Chia et al., 

2007), resulting in misinterpretation of effects. Moreover, selective recall is contrary to the 

elemental assumption of the confirmation bias, stating a better recall of opinion-supportive 

information (e.g., Nickerson, 1998; Reid, 2012). Therefore, it is not unlikely for inconclusive 

findings to appear. Nevertheless, future research should accelerate empirical implementation of 

these mechanisms and attempt to reduce confounding and intermixture of these factors.  

In addition, participants who stated a neutral opinion on the corresponding topic were 

excluded from the analysis. Several authors recommended this procedure (e.g., Choi et al., 

2009; Gunther et al., 2001) since frequently used definitions of the hostile media effect 

indicated that people perceive a hostile media bias if they belong to a partisan group or hold 

strong beliefs on a specific topic. Albeit the mentioned definition is adequate, the exclusion of 

people with a neutral opinion results in losing a control group. Data of people with a neutral 

opinion might provide further clarity of the hostile media phenomenon. The question arises of 

whether or not the biased perception of news content toward one side by a person with a 

neutral opinion can be classified as hostile media effect or if this definition would be 

erroneous. It might be even the case that people with a neutral opinion either perceive the news 

to be slanted in one direction or the other. Thus, the neutral group can function as confirmation 

of a neutral, even-handed, or balanced news coverage. Therefore, it should be asked whether 

one can speak of a hostile media perception if people state a neutral opinion on a topic and if 
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this is the case, should the definition of the hostile media effect be reconstituted? However, it 

remains indubitable that people with a stronger opinion on a topic will perceive greater 

hostility and bias. This was demonstrated in prior research and by the present thesis. 

A further limitation of this thesis is that all participants saw a source accompanying the 

stimulus material, either their stated close friend or tagesschau as news service. Thus, no 

condition was used without source. This additional condition might help to unveil effects of 

source on people’s perception, since it might provide information on the extent of influence of 

source on the perceived bias as well as whether a source per se leads to more or to less biased 

perception. 

 

 

5.4 Future Research  

 

Besides the proposed suggestions for future research in previous paragraphs, this section 

gives accumulated and condensed suggestions for subsequent research. 

Future research should examine reach represented by easy indicators as likes without the 

display of a source. In this way, a closer analysis of reach independent of the source can be 

considered. This may result in a clear-cut distinction between reach and source and might help 

to explain to what extent the hostile media effect depends on these two mechanisms.  

As mentioned in the section on limitations, this thesis did not examine people’s 

perception if no source was displayed. Therefore, future research should examine people’s 

perception subject to source versus no source. This might give insights so as to better 

understand to what extent the source affects people’s perception or whether the news content 

per se leads to a biased perception.  

Moreover, the mechanisms selective recall and selective categorization should be 

researched in the future. These mechanisms might help to explain how and why a hostile media 

effect occurs. However, as mentioned earlier, future research should avoid intermixture of 

these mechanisms to provide more clear and precise statements about the influences on the 

effect. 

The hostile media effect could be researched as a dynamic process over time, thus studies 

with repeated measures might therefore provide new insights and knowledge related to the 

occurrence as well as to alterations of a biased and hostile perception. With regard to 

movements like Lügenpresse or fake news in which skepticism toward the media is highly 

developed and identifiable, social media content can consolidate these attitudes and dictums, 
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and people’s hostile media perception might change over time. Therefore, long-term 

examinations of people’s hostile media perception might shed light on the change in people’s 

perceived media slant as well as on the political consequences of people’s perceived media 

hostility. Moreover, these new findings might help to gain insights into how mechanisms like 

the influence of presumed influence affect people’s biased perception and to what extent 

various factors interact, leading to an alteration of perception or not. Especially studies 

examining the hostile media effect in social media can benefit from such a procedure. Here, 

influences of different information types (e.g., likes, user-generated comments) could be 

researched in greater detail and the sequence of exposure could be observed and/or 

manipulated experimentally, leading to new perspectives of a complex media effect perception 

phenomenon. This is in line with Perloff (2015), who stated that the hostile media phenomenon 

was researched in short-term experiments that have “taken place at only one time point, 

offering only a temporally limited snapshot of a dynamic phenomenon.” (p. 19). In line with 

this, an examination of people’s biased and hostile perception of a general media slant over a 

longer period of time as well as news content within social networking sites with repeated 

measures can provide new insights, as an interaction of people’s perceived bias of news 

content and their perceived influence on others might result in a reinforcing spiral process (see 

Slater, 2007) that states a dynamic, mutual influencing process of attention to media content 

and attitudinal and behavioral outcomes (Slater, 2007). The alignment of perceived reach, 

influence on others, or a perceived opinion climate through user-generated comments might 

lead to changes in people’s personal opinion, attitudes and/or behavior (see Chapter 2.6) that 

results in a spiral process: The higher people’s perceived influence on others, the higher their 

perception of bias and hostility of the news content. People who perceive a certain level of bias 

but perceive a low influence on others might align their perceived bias and hostile perception 

of the news content or their general perceived media slant (see Figure 13). Thus, an increase of 

perceived influence on others (e.g., due to a large number of reactions) might cause a stronger 

hostile media perception, whereas a perception of low influence on others would entail less 

hostile and biased perception of news content, but higher assimilation bias (see Chapter 2.5). It 

is conceivable that owing to user-generated content, people’s perception of news content 

changes over time and the process of forming a biased perception and the level of perceived 

bias varies based on (a) the sequence of attention, (b) level of perceived influence on others 

(e.g., due to the number of reactions), (c) perceived public opinion, and (d) changes in 

indicators (e.g., increase of reactions). Therefore, people’s change is dependent on time and on 

the sequence of people’s consideration of the news content and user-generated content (e.g., 
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reactions, comments). However, people have to perceive an influence of the news content on 

others and subsequently react to this perception. Moreover, the number of likes and comments 

has to be descried as wide reach and people have to perceive an influence of comments on 

people’s opinion. Further, the valence of the news coverage and of user-generated comments 

should be considered since people tend to rate content in relation to their own opinions (see 

Reid, 2012). These assumptions as well as the assumption of a dynamic and mutual influence 

of people’s perceived bias and the level of perceived influence on others might lead to the 

described spiral process (see Figure 13). The reciprocity between people’s perceived bias of 

news content and user-generated characteristics is based on people’s emotional responses to 

news content. As presented in Chapter 2.6, a perception of bias can lead to a withdrawal of or 

to an increased engagement in, for example, opinion expression (e.g., commenting, liking). 

This leads to an increase of reactions and comments on news content, which in turn can lead to 

an increase of people’s perceived influence on others. Nevertheless, if people are concerned 

that the media and thus the posted media content is biased per se, they perceive a larger 

influence on others (McLeod et al., 2017). Moreover, following the assumptions of the 

persuasive press inference and prior beliefs, people presume an influence of the media on the 

public and, thus, news content posted by news services elicits a wide influence on others. This 

presumed influence can be aligned by indicators of reach (e.g., number of reactions). For 

example, people hold strong prior beliefs and thus perceive the news content as strongly biased 

but see a low number of reactions and thus align their perceived bias as their perceived 

influence on others decreases. Figure 13 is based on Scheufele and Moy’s (2000) model of the 

process of the spiral of silence, since it contains similar core messages: (a) the content/issue is 

value-laden, and (b) the factor time since, as described earlier, reach becomes a more dynamic 

factor in social networking sites. In contrast to circulation rates of newspapers reach presented 

by reactions and comments can increase over time, and thus entails people’s perceived 

influence on others which in turn might influence their perception of the news content. In 

particular, real-time comments or reactions on news content (e.g., live videos on Facebook) or 

notifications about changes of the number of reactions might influence people’s perception of 

the news content, as the news content and user-generated content occur concurrently. The 

model is restricted to time and to a change of people’s perceived media or news coverage 

influence on others. However, a distinction between the model by Scheufele and Moy and the 

author’s presented model has to be drawn regarding the role of the media. Scheufele and Moy 

(2000) stated that “the process […] can only take place if the media take an identifiable 

position in the conflict” (p. 11). This aspect is not considered in the subsequently presented 
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model, since the hostile media effect assumes an even-handed, balanced, and neutral news 

coverage. Nevertheless, the identifiable position can be covered by reactions (e.g., likes and 

angry emojis) or user-generated comments demonstrating a clear climate of opinion regarding 

the presented topic. To this end, future research should examine the dynamic, mutual 

influencing processes of people’s perceived influence on others, inferred from social media 

characteristics (e.g., reactions, number of comments), and people’s perceived bias of news 

content with repeated measures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Owing to the doubtful objectivity, even-handedness, or neutrality of news content, it 

might be fruitful to further examine the relative hostile media effect; thus the requested 

neutrality of news content within the definition of the hostile media effect should be 

scrutinized or called into question. The distortion of news content in one direction could be 

ensured more easily. Thus, future studies should focus on slanted news coverage to gain 

additional insights into people’s biased and hostile perception. 

In general, more studies should examine the hostile media effect outside the United 

States, in a more diverse media landscape. This might cause different effects since people 

might not clearly ascribe a position or political orientation to the media, leading to a more 

Figure 13. Spiraling process of people’s perceived influence and hostile media perception 
(adapted from Scheufele & Moy, 2000).  
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diverse and perhaps objective perception of the media that consequently results in fewer prior 

beliefs. Additionally, in contrast to numerous studies, future research should not use pure 

student samples, but attempt to cover more diverse (representative) samples. 

 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

 

The increase of news content in social media, especially in social networking sites, 

makes it necessary to examine the influences of environmental characteristics on people’s 

perception of news. To this end, this research was theoretically guided by the hostile media 

effect and examined people’s news content perception in the environment of the most used 

social networking site, Facebook.  

This thesis demonstrates that the hostile media phenomenon occurs in the social 

networking site Facebook, but that it depends on the conceptualization of the phenomenon. 

The inclusion of indicators of reach and user-generated comments is a unique 

characteristic of this dissertation. In contrast to previous studies, the factor reach was 

manipulated experimentally, as prior research solely presented text or video footage and only a 

few studies tried to point out reach due to textual descriptions of how widespread the news 

content was (e.g., Gunther & Liebhart, 2006). But in these studies, reach was conveyed by the 

media and source (e.g., source published in USA Today and nationwide) and not by numeric 

indicators. Therefore, reach was only quasi-experimentally manipulated. 

This dissertation demonstrated that people can experience a biased and hostile perception 

depending on their personal opinion on the specific topic. Thus, this underlines the theoretical 

definition of the hostile media effect of this thesis as well as Perloff’s (2015) definition, stating 

that a strong preexisting opinion on a topic appears to be a requirement for the emergence of 

the hostile media effect. Moreover, despite the fact of null results regarding source, reactions, 

and comments as well as people’s sheer perception of neutrality of the news content, this thesis 

supports the two separate mechanisms of the hostile media phenomenon postulated by Vallone 

and colleagues (1985). First, the present work demonstrated that participants evaluated the 

fairness of the news content differently. Postings by a news service were perceived as less 

correct, less relevant, and less fair compared with postings by a close friend. In addition, 

people had a less hostile news content perception if they perceived higher correctness, fairness, 

and relevance of the argumentation of the presented news content. Second, people with a more 

extreme opinion on a specific topic reported more biased perception. In light of this, it seems 
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feasible to define the hostile media effect not only as biased and hostile perception of neutral, 

balanced, or even-handed news content of people holding strong opinions on a topic, but to 

integrate people’s perceived fairness, correctness, and relevance (different standards) in the 

definition. 

The expansion of the hostile media effect to social networking sites provides the 

possibility to separate reach and source and their potential effects on the hostile media effect 

more explicitly. Findings of this dissertation raised new research questions and limitations 

were discussed, leading to theoretical and methodological suggestions for future research. 

Notwithstanding, the present research gives the first insights into people’s (biased) perception 

of news content in the social networking site environment of Facebook by systematic analyses 

of mechanisms and social information. Moreover, this work evinced potential boundaries and 

limitations of the theoretical and methodological conceptualization of a fascinating 

phenomenon that defies the syllogism that both partisan groups perceive the same news content 

as biased against their views. Moreover, this work contributes to the systematic approach of 

examining mechanisms of how and why a hostile media effect occurs and fills gaps of previous 

research by expanding the hostile media effect to the most widely used social networking site, 

Facebook. Further, this work indicates the boundaries of a phenomenon three decades after the 

initial study, but also addresses new opportunities to better understand this phenomenon in new 

technological realms. 
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