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NEWS CONSUMPTION 
IN 2017

For much of the twentieth century, people 
relied on broadcast television news and 
newspapers

Today, audiences exert substantially more 
control over their news diet — Digital News 
Report findings:

54%
Use social media as a 
source of news in a 
normal week

14%
Use social media as 
main source of news
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FAKE NEWS

Content intended to misinform or 
influence the reader

Concerns have been raised about 
the effect that “fake news” may have 
on political events
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FILTER 
BUBBLES

A filter bubble is a result of 
algorithms that selectively guess 
what information a user would like to 
see based on information about the 
user

Users become separated from 
information that disagrees with their 
viewpoints
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AUDIENCE 
FRAGMENTATION

As technology evolves, it provides the 
user with increasingly sophisticated 
ways of customising their news 
consumption

A lack of agreement over what 
constitutes public issues may threaten 
societal bonds that are essential to a 
democracy (e.g. #GE2017)
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How do online sources of news 
shape how citizens perceive 
public issues?

How do citizens use social 
media to consume news within 
their day-to-day lives?

What type of news are users 
are exposed to when using 
Facebook and Twitter?
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RESEARCH DESIGN
Mixed-method approach, combining personalised 
diary data and evidence of participant behaviour 
collected from Facebook and Twitter, with a 
database of cover stories from four British 
newspapers

All “public” posts on 
Facebook and 

Twitter collected

Manual coding of 
561 Facebook posts 

and 1,008 tweets

SOCIAL MEDIA
A database of cover 

stories from the 
front pages of four 

British newspapers: 
the Sun, the Daily 

Mail, The Times and 
the Guardian

NEWSPAPERS
29 diaries with 
weekly updates 

over three months

Pre-diary interviews

Survey on 
completion

DIARIES
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FINDINGS
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SOURCES OF 
NEWS VARY 
WIDELY

Accounts of “fake news” and filter 
bubbles focus on social media in isolation

This is problematic, as our everyday 
political experiences are fundamentally 
diffuse

Professional media outlets were popular 
(e.g. BBC News; The Mail Online)

Growth of digital news outlets that cover 
issues that are “a bit out of the 
norm” (e.g. BuzzFeed; VICE)

Evidence of participants curating their 
social media feeds with niche content 
from bloggers (e.g. The Artist Taxi 
Driver; Novara Media)
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In order to explore the effects of news 
personalisation, an analysis was undertaken 
of the stories that participants reflected on in 
weekly entries

Issues in the diaries were coded and 
cumulative values were calculated

The two most frequently mentioned news 
items from each week were plotted onto a 
timeline to demonstrate the relative 
prominence of news items amongst the 
sample

A second timeline was created to compare 
these issues with those in four British 
newspapers

ISSUE PROMINENCE 
IN THE DIARIES VS. 
NEWSPAPERS
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NEWSPAPER NEWS TIMELINE: 
02/11/2013 - 08/02/2014



�12
DIARIST NEWS TIMELINE: 
02/11/2013 – 08/02/2014
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Personalisation: the process by which a citizen 
uses digital technologies to follow news on specific 
issues, topics, and stories that are of interest to 
them

Participants would often reflect in the diaries on 
those issues that they deemed to be important to 
them on a personal level

e.g. “Simon” and government surveillance

e.g. “Abbey” and women’s rights

Understanding political news through personal a 
frame of reference is not a new, but what has 
changed is their capacity to select and filter 
content

EVIDENCE OF 
PERSONALISATION
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EVIDENCE OF COLLECTIVE 
EXPOSURE
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Most discussed topic in this study (n=23)

As with an event of this nature, diarists first 
learnt of the news in a number of different 
ways—this, in itself, is not new

However, the information sources that are 
consulted after this initial point of exposure 
do illuminate unique behavioural shifts

Despite this diversity of media sources, the 
way that diarists understand and give 
meaning to events was remarkably similar 
irrespective of what form of media they 
relied upon

The information source seemingly had little 
bearing on how participants interpreted the 
event

PASSING OF 
NELSON MANDELA
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Unlike the other moments of collective exposure, only the 
Guardian featured the interview on their front page during 
the period of analysis

This represents a qualitatively different kind of shared 
experience

1. The interview had the longest life-span of any event within 
the diaries

2. Of the 13 participants who discussed this news item in 
their diaries, not a single one watched the interview when 
it when originally broadcast—all were accidentally 
exposed to this story on social media

3. What differentiates this event to those that overlapped 
with the newspaper coverage was the response of the 
diarists; six took to Facebook to express their opinions on 
the subject matter

Facebook and Twitter played a key role in generating, 
sustaining, and transforming the controversy around this 
interview

BRAND VS. PAXMAN



�17

I like celebrity news, 
but then there will be a 
news story that will 
really make me think.“

- “Zoey”
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The diaries suggest that media habits 
at the individual level are personalised, 
and considerably more complex than 
the assumed behavioural traits offered 
in the debates around fake news and 
filter bubbles

Facebook and Twitter are both used to 
tailor news consumption around a 
user’s own interests

NEWS 
CONSUMPTION 
ON SOCIAL 
MEDIA IS 
PERSONALISED
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CITIZENS DO 
NOT RELY ON 
SOCIAL MEDIA 
EXCLUSIVELY 

Even amongst the most active social 
media users, no diarist relied 
exclusively on social media for their 
political information

Social media complements more 
“traditional” formats

Participants used a range of media 
sources to contextualise and process 
the information they were exposed to

This hybridisation of media 
consumption habits poses important 
questions for future research on 
media literacy (see Digital News 
Report 2017)
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PERSONALISATION 
≠ AUDIENCE 
FRAGMENTATION

Despite this, I found no evidence to 
suggest that this personalisation leads to 
harmful issue fragmentation

News personalisation was balanced by 
moments of collective exposure, in which 
citizens focused their attention on public 
issues

While the dynamics of media consumption 
have irreversibly changed, citizens still 
participate in democratically beneficial 
shared experiences
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THANK YOU FOR 
LISTENING
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