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Lara Brückner & Wolfgang Schweiger

Abstract: User discussions of journalistic online news are a sensitive issue. First, most users 
do not seem to be motivated to comment on articles. Second, as far as discussions emerge, 
they seldom aim to create mutual understanding. Since this threatens the idea of online 
deliberation and might negatively affect the perceived brand images of news sites, factors 
influencing the quantity and quality of user comments should be investigated in more de-
tail. In this paper, we analyze 120 articles from four German news outlets (taz.de, SZ.de, 
FOCUS Online, FAZ.net) and the related Facebook posts. Additionally, we analyze Face-
book discussions emerging below the article posts. We comparatively assess the impact of 
the article’s objectivity, topic, and the media brand on the number of user comments and 
deliberative discussion quality. The media brand had a significant impact on the number of 
user comments and most criteria of comment and discussion quality. Article objectivity 
had a small but significant impact on the level of incivility. We propose to investigate the 
factor in other communication contexts in future studies.

Keywords: User comments, online news, objectivity, topic, media brand, discussion quality, 
deliberation

Zusammenfassung: Nutzerdiskussionen zu Beiträgen von Nachrichten-Websites sind ein 
sensibles Thema. Erstens scheinen Nutzer wenig motiviert, Beiträge überhaupt zu kom-
mentieren. Zweitens, sofern es doch zu einer Diskussion kommt, zielen diese selten auf 
gegenseitiges Verständnis ab. Weil das nicht nur die Idee einer Online-Deliberation gefähr-
det, sondern auch das wahrgenommene Image von Medienmarken negativ beeinflussen 
kann, müssen Faktoren, die die Quantität und Qualität von Nutzerkommentaren bedin-
gen, intensiver erforscht werden. In dieser Studie werden 120 Artikel von vier deutschen 
Nachrichtenseiten (taz.de, SZ.de, FOCUS Online, FAZ.net) und die entsprechenden Face-
book-Posts analysiert. Ebenfalls analysiert werden die Facebook-Diskussionen zum Post. 
Vergleichend untersucht wird der Einfluss der Objektivität des Artikels, des Themas und 
der Medienmarke auf die Anzahl der Kommentare und die deliberative Qualität der Dis-
kussionen. Die Medienmarke hat einen großen und signifikanten Einfluss auf die Anzahl 
der Kommentare und die meisten Qualitätskriterien. Der Objektivitätsgrad hat einen klei-
nen aber signifikanten Einfluss auf den Grad der Unhöflichkeit. Zukünftige Studien sollten 
den Faktor in anderen Kommunikationskontexten untersuchen.

Schlagwörter: Nutzerkommentare, Nachrichten online, Objektivität, Thema, Medienmar-
ke, Diskussionsqualität, Deliberation
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, user participation in online journalism is state of the art. Users can 
like, share, or comment on news articles – either on news websites or on social 
network sites, such as Facebook (Trost & Schwarzer, 2012, p. 126). As an inter-
national survey by Singer et al. (2011) shows, user interaction is relevant to jour-
nalists for several different reasons. On one hand, there are economic advantages 
resulting from user brand loyalty attained by user involvement (Vujnovic, 2011, 
p. 146). Active audience communities ensure website traffic and media reach. Fur-
thermore, commenters can serve as “audience pulse-takers” as well as proofread-
ers for journalists (Heinonen, 2011, pp. 42–43). On the other hand, there are ad-
vantages from a public sphere perspective. Comment sections are a convenient 
opportunity for users to have their voices heard, thus promoting a “healthy de-
mocratization” of public discourse (Singer & Ashman, 2009).

Nevertheless, in Germany a good deal of untapped potential remains concern-
ing online discussions about news. The 2015 Digital News Report (Newman, 
Levy, & Nielsen, 2015, pp. 82–83) shows that more German news consumers 
prefer to share (13% via Social Networks, 10% via e-mail) and rate (14%) news 
stories rather than comment on news websites (6%). The Reuters Digital News 
Report 2016 (Newman, Fletcher, Levy, & Nielsen, 2016, p. 99) provides more 
current data for commenting behavior in social media: while about 30 percent of 
German respondents already use social media for news, only 10 percent actually 
comment on news “during an average week.” 

In addition to low participation rates, journalists regularly have to deal with 
“trolls” and polemic, uncivil user discussions (Coe, Kenski, & Rains, 2014), 
which lower the quality of user comments. These users do not only jeopardize 
democratic values but can even negatively influence the perception of journalistic 
work. An experimental study by Prochazka, Weber, and Schweiger (2016) re-
vealed that in Germany, uncivil user comments negatively affected audience per-
ception of a journalistic article’s formal quality. Even the mere presence of user 
comments decreased the perceived quality. 

Consequently, some German-language news websites, e.g., Süddeutsche Zei-
tung or Neue Zürcher Zeitung, are restricting or even shutting down their com-
ment sections.1 International examples are the US-magazine Popular Science 
(Stroud, Scacco, Muddiman, & Curry, 2015) and Radio New Zealand2, who shut 
down their online comment sections in 2013 and 2016. 

To counteract these trends, it seems necessary to more intensively investigate 
factors influencing user commenting behavior. The present study focuses on dif-
ferences both in quantity of comments on journalistic articles and in deliberative 
discussion quality. As we outlined above, the number of comments an article pro-
vokes is relevant to journalists in terms of media reach, while discussion quality 

1 See http://www.sueddeutsche.de/kolumne/ihre-sz-lassen-sie-uns-diskutieren-1.2095271 (February 24, 
2017) and https://www.nzz.ch/feuilleton/in-eigener-sache-warum-wir-unsere-kommentarspalte- 
umbauen-ld.143568 (February 24, 2017).

2 See http://www.radionz.co.nz/news/national/308405/why-we%27re-turning-off-comments (Sep-
tember 11, 2017)
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determines the image of the media brand and is of broader societal interest in 
view of a discussion’s deliberative potential. Fostering both remains a major chal-
lenge for online journalism.

Following Gastil (2008, p. 8), deliberation describes the process of “carefully 
examin[ing] a problem and arriv[ing] at a well-reasoned solution after a period of 
inclusive, respectful consideration of diverse points of view.” The concept is based 
on Habermas’ theory of public discourse (1984) which provides conditions for 
ethical and rational debates, such as openness for any individual who wants to 
freely express her or his opinion and take part in a discussion (see also Ruiz et al., 
2011, p. 466). Taking the users’ perspective, studies show that participating in a 
debate is one of the main motives for commenting online, accompanied by mo-
tives such as adding or correcting information and expressing emotions or opin-
ions (Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Schultz, Jackob, Ziegele, Quiring, & 
Schemer, 2017; Stroud, van Duyn, Alizor, Alibhai, & Lang, 2016). 

Wessler and Schultz (2007) claim that the journalists’ performance “is pivotal 
for achieving elements of public deliberation in a normatively demanding sense.” 
To foster deliberation, journalists must fulfill different functions. First and fore-
most, they should shed light on issues that need to be publicly discussed (Roma-
no, 2010). Therefore, reports need to be “sufficiently engaging to capture public 
attention” (p. 11). However, they also need to be comprehensive and balanced, 
including contributions of all relevant actors in a situation “so that the public can 
frame issues and understand the background and implications of those issues.” In 
a study of public debate on drug policy in Germany, Wessler (1999) compared 
utterances made by different types of actors such as political parties, public intel-
lectuals, and journalists, and found that the journalists’ utterances contributed 
most to providing a complex picture of the issue, presenting opposing ideas and 
weighing positive and negative aspects of a policy proposal. 

Despite the aforementioned need for balance, there are journalistic articles 
which implicitly or explicitly favor one side of an issue over the other. In order to 
investigate the effect of such a “predefined” opinion on user deliberation and par-
ticipation online, we included degree of article objectivity as the first factor; a 
factor that has been rather neglected so far. As studies on the influence of the arti-
cle topic mainly look at differences between “hard news” and “soft news” (e.g., 
Coe et al., 2014), we further extend the line of research by focusing on differences 
within the field of politically controversial issues as the second factor. The third 
factor, the media brand, represents a certain editorial policy, certain comment 
regulation strategies, or certain audience characteristics, and is often included to 
explain differences in participation and deliberation online (e.g., Hille & Bakker, 
2014; Ruiz et al., 2011). However, research on discussions hosted by German 
news outlets is still scarce. 

In line with studies showing that people worldwide use social media for news 
and for commenting on news stories (Newman et al., 2016), we investigated user 
discussions on articles published on Facebook, rather than discussions in the 
comment section of news sites. In doing so, we excluded influences of the techni-
cal and design characteristics of medium-specific discussion tools (Peacock, Scac-
co, & Jomini Stroud, 2017; Weber, 2012; Wright & Street, 2007) and narrowed 
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our analysis down to a communication context that boyd (2010) describes as a 
“networked public”: 

What distinguishes networked publics from other types of publics is their underlying 
structure. Networked technologies reorganize how information flows and how peo-
ple interact with information and each other. In essence, the architecture of net-
worked publics differentiates them from more traditional notions of publics. (p. 3) 

One central characteristic of such networked publics is “the blurring of public 
and private.” Considering that Facebook provides both public and private spaces, 
Semaan, Robertson, Douglas, and Maruyama (2014) suggest that the behavior 
encouraged in either space might be very different: “with Facebook, much of the 
discussion may or may not be political. This makes the use of Facebook for po-
litical deliberation challenging” (p. 1418). Nevertheless, the authors point at Fa-
cebook’s group-based public spaces where people are discussing political issues. 
“These public spheres have been the major foci of recent studies of the delibera-
tion that is taking place on Facebook” (pp. 1418–1419). The same applies for the 
present study, looking for deliberation on taz.de, SZ.de, FOCUS Online, and 
FAZ.net fan pages.

2. Literature overview

2.1 Defining deliberative discussion quality

Friess and Eilders (2015) summarize the positive individual-level outcomes of on-
line deliberation. Deliberating online seems to lead to higher social trust and po-
litical engagement; furthermore, it fosters people’s knowledge about the issue un-
der discussion and makes them aware of reasons behind opposing views. 
Receiving additional information and learning about different viewpoints for in-
terpersonal communication or one’s own “internal-reflective deliberation” 
(Wessler, 2008, p. 5) is a desirable outcome, not only for participants but also for 
lurkers – those who follow discussions due to cognitive motives such as knowl-
edge gain, but do not comment themselves (Springer, Engelmann, & Pfaffinger, 
2015). Consensus and an increased perceived legitimacy of policy choices are de-
sirable results on a societal level (Friess & Eilders, 2015).

Given the idea that the desirable effects need to be preceded by discussions that 
meet normative standards of deliberation, a growing number of studies investi-
gate the deliberative quality of online discussions by applying criteria derived 
from Habermas’ theory of public discourse (1984). Researchers frequently enrich 
basic elements such as rational-critical argument, public issue focus, and equality 
with further online deliberative metrics (Freelon, 2010). Thus, they do not exclu-
sively consider the Habermasian “type I deliberation” but rather a concept-
stretching “type II deliberation” which is more real-world oriented, “shift[ing] 
emphasis from an ideal conception of the political to the phenomenological” 
(Bächtiger, Niemeyer, Neblo, Steenbergen, & Steiner, 2010, p. 42). For guidance 
on which criteria are important for assessing online deliberation, several empiri-
cal studies on online interaction and deliberation were examined prior to this 
study (i.e., Freelon, 2010, 2015; Halpern & Gibbs, 2013; Janssen & Kies, 2005; 
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Jensen, 2003; Rowe, 2015; Ruiz et al., 2011; Stromer-Galley, 2007). We intro-
duce the most commonly investigated criteria in the following paragraphs. The 
set of criteria includes the degree of argumentation, the conversational tone (civil/
uncivil), discussion topic focus and diversity, user reference, type of reference (in-
tra-/inter-ideological) and questions asked. 

Argumentation. A basic prerequisite for deliberation is providing rational criti-
cal arguments for an opinion (Freelon, 2010, p. 1181; Stromer-Galley, 2007, p. 3). 
A position must be well-justified to have an impact on the formation of public 
opinion and on governmental action (Stromer-Galley, 2007, p. 4). Jensen (2003, 
p. 360) distinguishes internal validation, based on one’s “own viewpoints, stands 
and values,” from external validation, based on “facts and figures.” Following 
Habermas (1981, p. 27), only utterances allowing an objective assessment can be 
labeled as “rational”. Accordingly, external validation is considered to be the most 
deliberative form of argumentation (see also Janssen & Kies, 2005, p. 327).

Conversational tone. A civil conversational tone creates the atmosphere for an 
effective discussion (Wessler, 2008, p. 4). Stryker and Danielson (2013) suggest 
that “deliberative civility entails questioning and disputing, but in a way that re-
spects and affirms all persons, even while critiquing their arguments” (p. 9). On 
the contrary, uncivil and abusive posting is described as “the most  rudimentary 
way in which some groups or individuals come to silence others” (Dahlberg, 
2000, p. 198) and which inhibits productive discourse (Prochazka et al., 2016, 
p. 5). According to Massaro and Stryker (2012, p. 409), incivility includes in-
stances such as speech that is: excessively vulgar or disrespectful; intentionally 
threatening to others; excessively ad hominem; or deploying negative racial, sex-
ual, religious, or other epithets. 

Discussion topic focus. To reach a consensus or at least a mutual understand-
ing, it is of vital importance that users stay focused on the topic under discussion 
(Freelon, 2010, p. 1177). This focus is also necessary for a closer examination of 
the problem at hand and the development of adequate solutions (Stromer-Galley, 
2007, p. 6). Stromer-Galley (2007, p. 6) argues that discussing unrelated topics, 
as well as quickly drifting from one interactional topic to another, will undermine 
the process of deliberation.

Diversity. While a consensus of contesting sides is defined as a “salutary effect” 
(Wessler, 2008, p. 3) of deliberation, the variety of existing opinions should be-
come visible in the process of deliberation, leading to “a reflective examination 
and possibly transformation of one’s own convictions and preferences” (Peters, 
2005, p. 173, cf. Wessler, 2008, p. 3). Thus, in a deliberative discussion, each par-
ticipant should be able to make an assertion or question a point of view given 
(Dahlberg, 2001, p. 623) and thereby foster discussion network diversity. In con-
sidering verbal attacks to be a way to silence others,  Dahlberg (2000, p. 198) 
hints at a possible interplay between discussion diversity and civility.

Reference. It is not until speakers consider the propositions of others, express 
their agreement or disagreement, or ask for clarification (Manosevitch & Walker, 
2009, pp.  14–15) that one can speak of a “real discussion” (Janssen &  Kies, 
2005, p. 326). We can further distinguish the type of reference: intra-ideological 
discussions are discussions, where participants communicate primarily with “ide-
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ological similars” while in the more deliberative inter-ideological or “cross-cut-
ting” discussions participants “actually communicate across lines of difference” 
(Freelon, 2010, pp. 1181–1182).

Question. Asking questions is closely linked to the previous criterion (Freelon, 
2010, p. 1181). It demonstrates a user’s interest to interact with other users or 
even with the whole community (see also Stromer-Galley, 2007, p. 12) and “sug-
gests that one respects and values the other participants as resources for deepen-
ing her knowledge” (Manosevitch & Walker, 2009, p. 15). Since they are not 
aimed at seriously clarifying an ambiguity at hand, rhetorical questions remain an 
exception (Freelon, 2010, p. 1181).

Considering the positive outcomes of (online) deliberation, such as political 
information and engagement, and keeping in mind these outcomes while observ-
ing the attempts of traditional news media to move user discussions from their 
websites to Facebook, it seems important to investigate factors influencing the 
degree of user deliberation on Facebook. Since journalists might not primarily 
aim at fostering user deliberation but at stimulating a certain amount of user 
comments, thus media reach, we additionally consider effects on the number of 
user comments in the following section. 

2.2 Factors influencing number of comments and discussion quality across 
online platforms

A large number of studies compared discussion quality either on different news 
websites (e.g., da Silva, 2013; Ruiz et al., 2011; Sampaio & Barros, 2012), on 
news websites versus Facebook (e.g., Hille & Bakker, 2014; Schweiger, 2014), or 
on news websites versus Twitter (e.g., Freelon, 2015). They unanimously found 
that online discussions seldom fulfilled normative standards for deliberation and 
that discussions on news websites were of higher quality than discussions on 
Twitter or Facebook. To explain differences across platforms, researchers discuss 
the role of platform design (Peacock et al., 2017; Wright & Street, 2007), need 
for registration and identification, and the role of media moderation strategies. 

While moderation is broadly considered an important path to high-quality 
civil discussions (Ksiazek, 2015; Stroud et al., 2015), the effect of user identifica-
tion sparks some controversy. While Berg (2015) did not find significant differ-
ences in deliberation among anonymous versus non-anonymous users, Santana 
(2014) discovered that anonymous users post uncivil comments significantly 
more often than non-anonymous users. Rowe (2015) supported these results for 
uncivil comments that were addressed to other users. Furthermore, Cho and 
Kwon (2015) highlighted that only voluntary identification lowered the degree of 
incivility in a user discussion. Since users might consider non-anonymity as an 
inhibition threshold, the factor is also introduced as an explanation for differ-
ences in the number of user comments (Hille & Bakker, 2014). Finally, Ruiz et al. 
(2011) analyzed five news websites from different countries. The authors identi-
fied two types of online public debate that seemed to be closely related to a coun-
try’s cultural context, i.e., its political system and media system. Communities of 
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debate are characterized by “the diversity of points of view, the amount of argu-
mentation and the volume of actual dialogue between the participants” (p. 482). 
In homogenous communities, however, “expressing feelings about current events 
dominates the contributions and there is less of an argumentative debate” (p. 
463).

2.3 Factors influencing number of comments and discussion quality on Facebook

Any news medium can create a Facebook fan page for sharing and spreading edi-
torial content and can enable user comments. In a survey by Neuberger et al. 
(2014), all daily and weekly newspapers, as well as all broadcasters, had at least 
one Facebook account. To connect and interact on Facebook, all users must sign 
up with real names and work with the same interface in the same context (net-
worked public). To explain differences in user commenting behavior within the 
social network, we need to focus on the question of which medium published 
what kind of content. In the present study, we included the article objectivity, the 
topic, and the media brand as influencing factors.

Article objectivity. Objective news reporting is defined by McQuail as 
a form of media practice and also a particular attitude to the task of information 
collection, processing and dissemination. It means adopting a position of detach-
ment and neutrality from the object of reporting […]. It calls for attachment to ac-
curacy and other truth criteria […] as well as lack of ulterior motive or service to a 
third party. (1992, p. 72)

However, the call for separating news from opinion is often violated (Schönbach, 
1977), resulting in a lack of balance and neutrality in news reporting, which is 
commonly known as “news bias.” The literature on news bias distinguishes sev-
eral types. On a content production level, there are quantitative as well as qualita-
tive types of bias. The coverage bias (D’Alessio & Allen, 2000) and the visibility 
bias (Eberl, Boomgaarden, & Wagner, 2015) both describe disproportionate re-
porting on a certain viewpoint or political actor. For journalistic evaluations of a 
certain position that can be either favorable or unfavorable, the terms statement 
bias or tonality bias are used. Maurer, Vogelgesang, Weiß, and Weiß (2008) rec-
ommend distinguishing explicitly tendentious content (containing value judge-
ments expressed by the journalist) from implicitly tendentious content (contain-
ing value judgements expressed by a third party or selectively focusing on certain 
thematic aspects).

Entman (2007) further differentiates bias, which he defines as “consistent pat-
terns in the framing of mediated communication that promote the influence of 
one side in conflicts over the use of government power” (p. 166), from slant, de-
scribing “individual news reports and editorials in which the framing favors one 
side over the other in a current or potential dispute.” (p. 165) The latter term 
seems more appropriate in the present study, since we investigate the effect of in-
dividual articles. We should note that there are journalistic genres other than 
news reporting, such as commentaries, which allow journalists to participate in 
public discourse underpinning the relevance of certain topics, actors, or positions 
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(Eilders, 2008, p. 30). As we do not expect the genre to make a difference in per-
ceived objectivity and the effects on participation and discussion quality, com-
mentaries promoting a certain opinion and slanted news content are equally de-
fined as tendentious content.

News media are accused of being partisan on a regular basis. In a survey con-
ducted by Schultz et al. (2017), only 33 percent of the respondents agreed to the 
statement that the reporting of mainstream media is balanced, while 50 percent 
partly agreed and 17 percent disagreed. Prochazka & Schweiger (2017) find that 
partisanship is one of the most common accusations in user comments containing 
some kind of media criticism. An experimental study conducted by Chung, Mun-
no & Moritz (2015) shows that perceived story bias is a significant predictor of 
participatory behavior, including the likelihood of commenting on, sharing, lik-
ing, or disliking a story. Following Rojas (2010), the authors argue that reactions 
to slanted stories are driven by an intent to prevent others from potential media 
effects by censoring media content. In qualitative interviews conducted by Ziegele 
(2016), interviewees emphasized the same mechanisms Rojas (2010) invokes. We-
ber (2014) explored how news factors affect participation levels and user interac-
tivity. Given that he found a negative effect of facticity on participation, the com-
ment-provoking nature of articles containing some opinion tendency is once 
again supported. Turning to the effects on discussion quality, Weber (2014) found 
a negative effect of facticity on user interaction and concludes “that the perspec-
tives on the news issues offered by journalists play a key role in making them ac-
cessible for a discursive treatment” (p. 13). In contrast, the interviews conducted 
by Ziegele (2016) prompted the conclusion that while tendentious content might 
promote participation, deliberativeness in the comment section might suffer, given 
that content supporting a certain position restricts the space for user interpreta-
tions and opinion (p. 334). 

Article topic. Coe et al. (2014) showed that hard news (on politics, economics, 
taxes, etc.) increased the degree of incivility in user discussions; similarly, Stroud 
et al. (2015) found that articles on crime, abortion, and economics were discussed 
less deliberatively than were articles on education. Concerning the number of user 
comments, Diakopoulos and Namaan (2011) showed that users more often com-
mented on articles dealing with negative topics than on articles dealing with posi-
tive topics. In the same vein, Weber (2012) found that the news factor damage 
(i.e., reports addressing physical damage or even bodily harm) had a significant 
positive effect on user participation. Other studies reported that political topics 
received the most comments (e.g., Stroud et al., 2016) and that within political 
topics, articles on finances and economic policy were the most commented ones 
(Ksiazek, 2016).

Media brand. Janssen and Kies (2005) argue that discussion quality is affected 
by the category of political actors hosting the debate (e.g., political parties sites, 
institutional sites, news websites): “the fact that each type of political actor hosts 
different kinds of participants and has different interests and aims suggests that 
the debates in their online public space are dissimilar.” (p. 322) Indeed, partici-
pants’ ideology should to a certain degree align with news source editorial policy 
(Iyengar & Hahn, 2009) and might be differentiating discussion culture on differ-
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ent news websites. Freelon (2015) investigated the effect of user ideology on nor-
mative discussion criteria, showing that progressives were more likely than con-
servatives to engage in inter-ideological justifications and questions; conservatives, 
on the other hand, contributed more monologues and insults. What might also 
influence discussion quality is the way news media moderate user discussions and 
put their house rules into practice. If uncivil comments are strictly deleted, or if 
users are asked to stick to the topic of discussion on a regular basis, the discus-
sions appear to be of better quality. The number of a media brand’s Facebook 
fans might be a primary factor in determining the number of comments an article 
receives (see for example the results reported by Hille & Bakker, 2014).

3. Study objectives

We have presented article objectivity, topic, and media brand as factors that might 
affect the discussion behavior of users on Facebook; the objective of our study is 
to comparatively assess the influence of each of these factors on the number of 
user comments (RQ1), on the deliberative quality of user discussions (measured as 
an overall quality score, RQ2a), and also on single quality criteria (RQ2b). 

As the impact of article objectivity has been rather neglected so far, we aim to 
study its influence in more detail. Taking into account the way users discover 
news online, using Facebook as a starting point, we consider objectivity not only 
in an article as a whole, but also in the prominent article elements (including 
(sub-) headline, teaser, cover photo, and caption) and in the article’s Facebook 
post (including status update, headline, photo, and teaser). These elements might 
have an even greater effect on the perception of article objectivity. Moreover, fol-
lowing the results reported by Ziegele (2016), we assume:

H1: Tendentious contributions receive more comments than balanced/neu-
tral contributions.

H2: Discussions on tendentious contributions are less deliberative than 
those on balanced/neutral contributions.

By distinguishing implicit tendencies from explicit tendencies (Maurer et al., 
2008), we explore whether different types of tendentious content differently af-
fect the number of user comments and deliberative discussion quality (RQ3).

4. Method

We investigated our research questions and the hypotheses using a quantitative 
online content analysis (Rössler, 2010).

4.1 Sampling

We analyzed articles shared on the Facebook fan pages of four opinion-leading 
German news outlets (see Table 1) as well as the Facebook discussions in the 
comments. We controlled for effects of political culture and ideology on discus-
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sion behavior (Freelon, 2015; Janssen & Kies, 2005) by including two right- and 
two left-leaning news media: taz.de and SZ.de (both left-leaning), FOCUS Online 
and FAZ.net (both right-leaning).

Table 1. News outlets included in the analysis
Media brand on Facebook 
(name of website)

Facebook-fans
(June 15, 2016)

Editorial policy 
 (Toepfl & Piwoni, 
2015)

taz.die tageszeitung (taz.de) 226,023 left-leaning

Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ.
de)

520,170 left-leaning

FOCUS Online Politik 
(FOCUS Online)

450,492 right-leaning

FAZ.NET – Frankfurter 
Allgemeine 
Zeitung (FAZ.net)

372,421 right-leaning

We selected 30 Facebook posts and linked articles per medium (contributions). 
Beginning July 26, 2016, and working retroactively, for each day we picked the 
first Facebook post published after 12 p.m. that was linked to an article on the 
news website and that dealt with a politically controversial issue3. If no such post 
occurred, we moved on to the day before. We repeated the same search for each 
preceding day until we had 30 contributions. The final sample was comprised of 
120 contributions published between May 2 and July 26, 2016. We retrieved Fa-
cebook posts on the website fan pages, including status update, photo and article 
teaser, article link, and user comments (initial “level 1” comments as well as “lev-
el 2” reply comments) and saved them on July 28 and July 29, 2016, using facep-
ager 3.6 (Keyling & Jünger, 2013). We had to accept a loss of user comments of 
about five percent, due to privacy settings of users and pages as well as restric-
tions of the API (correspondence with Till Keyling, August 5, 2016). Each contri-
bution was coded for degree of objectivity, topic, media brand, and number of 
user comments. Assuming that a minimum number of comments is a necessary 
condition for a discussion to evolve, we added a second sampling level. Thus, 
discussions below the Facebook posts were only analyzed in terms of quality if 
there were more than 20 comments at hand. This was the case for 117 of the 120 
contributions selected. All three contributions with less than 20 comments came 
from the taz.de fan page, the page with the smallest number of fans. For the 
analysis, initial comments (level 1) were sorted chronologically, even though on 
Facebook fan pages “top comments” are displayed first. Reply comments on level 
2 are sorted chronologically by default. Discussion analysis was limited to the 
oldest 100 comments, including comments on level 1 and 2. 

3 Controversy was defined as a conflict of interest between two or more parties that was outlined at 
least implicitly in an article (Fretwurst, 2008, p. 28).
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4.2 Measure

4.2.1 Independent variables

For each contribution in the sample, we first coded the media brand (taz.de, 
SZ.de, FOCUS Online, FAZ.net) and the topic. Topics were clustered later on; 
most of the contributions dealt with “migration and refugees” (n = 29), a topic 
which was still hotly debated in 2016. Nearly the same amount (n = 26) dealt 
with the so-called Brexit – supported by a majority of Britons in the referendum 
on June 23, 2016 – and its consequences. The remaining contributions (n = 65) 
covered a range of diverse subjects and were subsumed in the category “other.” 
Contributions dealing with the Brexit were most commonly posted by FOCUS 
Online (35%), while articles dealing with migration were predominantly posted 
by taz.de and SZ.de (30% and 33%). “Other” issues were most commonly posted 
by FAZ.net (32%).

To measure the degree of article objectivity, literature suggests using three-
point scales that include positive evaluation, neutral/ambivalent evaluation, and 
negative evaluation (Eberl et al., 2015). As a differentiation between positive and 
negative evaluations was not required to answer our research questions, we chose 
a dichotomous variable to classify the article, the prominent article elements, and 
the Facebook post as either balanced/neutral or tendentious. They were coded as 
explicitly tendentious if the journalist notably supported a certain stance towards 
the issue, an actor, or an actor’s position by (a) evaluating a third-party stance 
towards the issue, the actor, or the actor’s position as positive/negative or by (b) 
stating his own position. If the journalist notably overrepresented a third-party 
stance towards an issue, an actor, or an actor’s position in terms of space, the ele-
ment was coded as implicitly tendentious. 

About one-half of each contribution element – the Facebook posts, the promi-
nent article elements, and the articles as a whole – contained either implicit or 
explicit tendencies. While in the article itself implicit tendencies (38%) were near-
ly as common as explicit tendencies (28%), explicit tendencies considerably dom-
inated in the prominent article elements (33% vs. 18%) and the Facebook post 
(32% vs. 24%). As opinionated content seems to be more arousing than neutral 
content (Ziegele, 2016, p. 364), this could be a strategy to at least increase atten-
tion and number of clicks. While neutral/balanced contributions were most com-
monly posted by SZ.de and FAZ.net, explicitly tendentious contributions were 
predominantly posted by taz.de and implicitly tendentious contributions were 
most commonly posted by FOCUS Online.

4.2.2 Dependent variables

The number of user comments, the quality criteria introduced in Section 2.1, and 
an overall quality score were the dependent variables in the present study. Facep-
ager outputs were used for counting the comments each contribution received. To 
assess deliberative quality of each discussion, we chose a holistic approach: rat-
ings for each quality criterion were based on coders’ overall judgement. The total 
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number of comments in a discussion served as the basic information for the cod-
ers to determine the criteria’s prevalence. Coders were advised to go through the 
discussion separately for each quality criterion. 

The quality criteria “argumentation” and “questioning” were each measured 
on a four-point scale, ranging from “no arguments given/questions asked” to “ar-
guments given/questions asked frequently.” Looking at former study results on 
the proportion of arguments given (e.g., Halpern & Gibbs, 2013; Stroud et al., 
2015) and questions asked (e.g., Rowe, 2015; Stroud et al., 2015) within a dis-
cussion, we coded “frequently” if more than one-third of user comments con-
tained arguments/questions. The pretest revealed a more common appearance of 
“references,” thus we chose a five-point scale, ranging from “no references” to 
“users referring to others very frequently” (coded if more than half of user com-
ments contained references). Quoting previous text or mentioning other users by 
username signals a reference but is not a necessary condition; one user refers to 
another whenever he or she reacts to another user statement, either to ask for 
clarification, to express agreement or disagreement, or to build on the statement 
(Manosevitch & Walker, 2009). On a five-point scale, we coded whether a user 
refers to another user with similar ideological convictions – that is, he or she em-
braces the same side of the issue – or very different ones (scale ranging from 
“completely intra-ideological” to “completely inter-ideological”). The same scale 
was applied for discussion topic focus (scale ranging from “completely off-topic” 
to “completely on-topic”). Further, we coded the degree of incivility emerging in a 
discussion; drawing on a study conducted by Stryker, Conway and Danielson 
(2016), who clustered types of incivility by their perceived severity, we used a 
four-point scale ranging from “not at all uncivil” to “very uncivil” to measure 
both the maximum as well as the overall level of incivility in a discussion. In ad-
dition, we measured to what extent discussions reached a certain degree of opin-
ion-diversity (three-point scale ranging from “roughly balanced”, indicating that 
users expressed at least two different viewpoints in a fairly balanced proportion, 
to “extremely one-sided”). 

In order to assess the overall quality of a discussion, an index was used that 
included all eight quality criteria mentioned in Section 2.1. We first recoded some 
scales to reach homogenous polarity, and then performed z-transformation for 
each variable to prevent distortion due to different scale-ranges (Hayes, 2005, 
pp. 61–63). Afterwards, a “quality score” was calculated by averaging the quality 
criteria values. With Cronbach’s Alpha = .73, the index internal consistency was 
acceptable (Peterson, 1994).

4.2.3 Intercoder-reliability

Although the sample was analyzed by a single coder, a second coder was recruited 
to ensure reliability during the coding process. First, the codebook was discussed 
and revised in terms of comprehensibility. The coders then passed through a pe-
riod of training, and some further amendments were made. With the final code-
book, each coder coded four contributions (one per medium, published July 27–
28, 2016), including Facebook discussions, to check for intercoder-reliability. For 

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2017-4-365, am 25.05.2023, 07:38:04
Open Access –  - http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2017-4-365
http://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


379

Brückner/Schweiger    | Facebook discussions of journalistic news

each variable, we calculated percent agreement as well as Krippendorff’s Alpha 
(Krippendorff, 2013) (see appendix, Table 3). We registered some minor discrep-
ancies for “reference,” “inter-ideological reference,” “diversity” (each rα = .77), 
and “overall level of incivility” (rα = .70). Given that in each of these categories 
Krippendorff’s Alpha was at least .70, the discrepancies were accepted. 

5. Results

As our independent variables are categorical, research questions were answered, 
and hypotheses were tested by processing factorial ANOVAs and Bonferroni-ad-
justed post hoc-tests (for an overview on post hoc-test results see Table 5 in the 
appendix). 

5.1 Effects on the number of user comments

Our first objective was to investigate the impact of degree of objectivity, topic, 
and media brand on the number of user comments. In order to reduce positive 
skew of the count data, we processed log-transformation before calculating the 
ANOVA (Field, 2013, pp. 201–204, see Table 3 in the appendix).4 The overall 
model was highly significant (F(11, 108) = 4.67, p = .000, R2 = .32; see also Table 
2). The only significant factor included was the media brand: contributions from 
taz.de (M = 58; 95% CI [40, 83]) received significantly fewer comments than con-
tributions from SZ.de (M = 244; 95% CI [183, 325]), FOCUS Online (M = 179; 
95% CI [125, 256]) and FAZ.net (M = 121, 95% CI [86, 171]) did. Furthermore, 
the number of comments left on the FAZ.net fan page was significantly lower 
compared to the number of comments on the SZ.de and FOCUS Online fan 
page. A first explanation might be the platform’s house rules: while editors of taz.
de explicitly mention that they delete Facebook comments which do not refer to 
the article,5 deletion rules seem to be less strict for the FAZ.net fan page and the 
FOCUS Online fan page6. As a second explanation, the effect can be traced back 
to the number of Facebook fans: while the taz.de fan page had only attracted 
about 226,000 fans by June 15, 2016, SZ.de and FOCUS Online had about twice 
as many fans (see Table 1). 

4 The means and confidence intervals reported in the following are the detransformed geometric 
means and CIs.

5 See https://www.facebook.com/pg/taz.kommune/about/?ref=page_internal (February 24, 2017)
6 See https://www.facebook.com/pg/faz/about/?ref=page_internal and https://www.facebook.com/

pg/FOCUS-Online-Politik-492723560754814/about/?ref=page_internal (February 24, 2017). The 
SZ.de fan page does not provide a Facebook netiquette but hyperlinks the house rules for the SZ.
de discussion forum, see https://www.facebook.com/pg/ihre.sz/about/?ref=page_internal (February 
24, 2017)
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5.2 Effects on overall deliberative discussion quality and single quality criteria

Concerning the score of deliberative discussion quality, the overall model was 
highly significant (F(11, 105) = 6.35, p = .000, R2 = .40, n = 117; see Table 2). 
While degree of objectivity had only minor, nonsignificant effects on discussion 
quality, discussion quality differed significantly between media brands: discussion 
quality on the FOCUS Online fan page (M = -.50, SD = .52) was significantly 
lower than discussion quality on the fan pages of SZ.de (M = .35, SD = .49), 
FAZ.net (M = .15, SD = .48) and taz.de (M = .001, SD = .57). In addition, overall 
discussion quality was significantly lower on the taz.de fan page compared to the 
Facebook discussions hosted by SZ.de. 

Table 2. Factorial ANOVA – effect sizes and significances
Number of 
comments

Quality 
score

Argumenta-
tion

Overall level 
of incivility

Maximum 
level of 

 incivility
F ηp² F ηp² F ηp² F ηp² F ηp²

Media brand 13.62*** .28 18.07*** .34 11.44*** .25 11.86*** .25 3.76* .10

Topic of article/post 2.27 .04 4.11* .07 2.35 .04 6.67** .11 4.75* .08

Degree of objectivity…

… in the article 1.62 .03 1.75 .03 .12 .00 3.51* .06 .10 .00

… in the prominent 
 article elements

.87 .02 .58 .01 .74 .01 1.71 .03 .01 .00

… in the Facebook post 1.70 .03 .09 .00 .70 .01 1.65 .03 .31 .01

Topic focus Diversity Reference Inter-ideological 
reference

Question

F ηp² F ηp² F ηp² F ηp² F ηp²

Media brand 6.09** .15 6.79*** .16 4.67** .12 3.64* .09 4.00 .10

Topic of article/post .07 .00 1.43 .03 .31 .01 2.79 .05 .92 .02

Degree of objectivity…

… in the article 1.19 .02 2.56 .05 .74 .01 .14 .00 .54 .01

… in the prominent 
 article elements

.13 .00 1.34 .02 .32 .01 .67 .01 .95 .02

… in the Facebook post .41 .01 .51 .01 1.59 .03 .52 .01 .20 .00

Note. N = 117–120; factorial ANOVA; ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05.

To investigate more deeply the origins of differences in overall discussion quality, 
we took a closer look at each quality criterion separately (see Table 2). The over-
all model was significant for the degree of argumentation (F(11, 105) = 4.04, p = 
.000, R² = .30), the overall level of incivility (F(11, 105) = 4.72, p = .000, R² = 
.33), the maximum level of incivility (F(11, 105) = 4.04, p = .042, R² = .17), dis-
cussion topic focus (F(11, 105) = 2.39, p = .011, R² = .20), discussion diversity 
(F(11, 105) = 2.77, p = .003, R² = .23), the degree of references (F(11, 105) = 
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2.40, p = .011, R² = .20), and the degree of inter-ideological references (F(11, 105) 
= 1.99, p = .037, R² = .17)7. Media brand significantly affected all of these quality 
criteria. The results for FOCUS Online were especially striking: Facebook discus-
sions hosted by FOCUS Online were significantly less argumentative (M = 1.03; 
SD = .49) than those hosted by the other three media brands (MSZ = 1.93, SD = 
.64; MFAZ = 1.70, SD = .60; Mtaz = 1.63, SD = .69). The same applies for discus-
sion topic focus, as discussions on contributions from FOCUS Online focused 
significantly less on the articles’ topics (M = 2.20; SD = 1.16) than did discussions 
of articles by taz.de (M = 3.22, SD = 1.01), FAZ.net (M = 3.20, SD = .96), and 
SZ.de (M = 3.00, SD = .98).

Opinion diversity was significantly lower in FOCUS discussions (M = .60, SD 
= .68) than it was in discussions on contributions from SZ.de (M = 1.30, SD = 
.65) and FAZ.net (M = 1.10, SD = .80); the average diversity of discussions on 
taz.de lay in between (M = .93, SD = .83). Regarding the proportion of references 
made by commenters, Facebook discussions hosted by FOCUS Online (M = 2.83, 
SD = .83) as well as those hosted by taz.de (M = 2.67, SD = .83) had significantly 
lower proportions than discussions hosted by SZ.de (M = 3.50, SD = .73). Fur-
ther, discussions on the FOCUS Online fan page were significantly less inter-ideo-
logical (M = 1.93, SD = 1.26) than were those on the SZ.de fan page (M = 3.07, 
SD = 1.31).

Both the maximum as well as the overall level of incivility are significantly af-
fected by the medium. Again, Facebook discussions on FOCUS Online contribu-
tions were significantly more uncivil on an overall level (M = 1.70, SD = .60) than 
were discussions hosted by taz.de (M = .74, SD = .90), FAZ.net (M = .83, SD = 
.75), and SZ.de (M = .90, SD = .88). The maximum level of incivility in FOCUS 
Online discussions (M = 2.33, SD = 2.48) differed significantly from the maxi-
mum level of incivility in FAZ.net (M = 1.73, SD = .69) and SZ.de discussions (M 
= 1.80, SD = .76). Moreover, the degree of incivility is significantly affected by the 
article issue: the maximum level of incivility was significantly higher in discus-
sions on migration and refugees (M = 2.15, SD = .66) than was the maximum 
level of incivility in discussions on contributions dealing with the Brexit (M = 
1.60, SD = .71). The same is found for discussions’ overall level of incivility (Mmi-

gration = 1.30, SD = .87; MBrexit = .80, SD = .82), although Bonferroni-adjusted 
post-hoc analysis revealed an only marginally significant difference (p = .056). 
Regarding the emotional charge of migration-related topics, the discussions’ un-
civil character is hardly surprising. Besides the effects of media brand and topic, 
we found a significant effect of article objectivity on the overall level of incivility. 
Discussions on balanced/neutral articles were significantly less uncivil (M = .87, 
SD = .85) than were those on implicitly tendentious articles (M = 1.27, SD = .80), 
although the difference was only marginally significant (p = .051). 

In conclusion, we have to reject H1 and largely reject H2. Even though com-
parison of mean values suggests the expected differences – users tend to comment 
more often on tendentious contributions than they do on balanced/neutral ones, 

7 As the overall model was not significant for the criterion “questions” we will focus on the empiri-
cally more promising criteria in the following.
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but also seem to discuss them less deliberatively – there are only minor, nonsig-
nificant effects of the degree of objectivity in the article, the prominent article ele-
ments, or the Facebook post on number of user comments as well as on discus-
sion quality score. The overall level of incivility is the only quality criterion 
significantly affected by the article’s degree of objectivity.

6. Discussion and limitations

The overarching objective of the present study was to explore and comparatively 
investigate the effects of selected factors, such as the article’s objectivity, on the 
quantity of comments and deliberative discussion quality on the Facebook pages 
of German news sites. Contrary to expectations, opinion tendencies in an article, 
its prominent article elements, and its associated Facebook post neither caused 
significantly more user comments nor did they cause significantly lower values of 
overall discussion quality compared to neutral/balanced contributions. However, 
a serious limitation of our results is the sample size of 120 contributions. As the 
effects we are interested in, especially the effects of degree of objectivity, are pos-
sibly quite small, the sample might not have enough power to detect them. Thus, 
conclusions need to be drawn with caution.

Nevertheless, we gathered some new insights. First and foremost, the present 
study highlights that differences in user discussion behavior depend on the media 
brand, or rather its audiences. Discussions on contributions from FOCUS Online 
especially suffer from shortcomings in terms of argumentation, topic focus, diver-
sity, and civility, while they receive a remarkably large amount of comments. 
Since FOCUS Online has become increasingly popular with right-wingers and 
PEGIDA,8 the lack of deliberation in general and incivility in particular might 
partly be rooted in an extreme ideology dominating the discussion space (Davis, 
1999, cited from Janssen & Kies, 2005). As this is not the case for discussions on 
contributions published by taz.de, which is known to be a “national forum of 
debate for the German Left” (Toepfl & Piwoni, 2015), we find support for the 
findings reported by Freelon (2015) showing that progressives are more eager to 
deliberate than conservatives. On a related note, it seems interesting to further 
investigate deliberative discussion quality in communities of increasingly popular 
alternative-news media, which provide counterpublic spaces and tend to criticize 
mainstream media as well as governmental action (Schweiger, 2017, p. 47). Do 
they primarily host homogenous user communities with aligned ideas and opin-
ions not willing to deliberate? Or are there vital discussions containing a range of 
opinions which just do not fit “mainstream” ideas?

Besides ideological leanings, differences between media brands might also be 
explained by audience sociodemographic characteristics, such as age and educa-
tion, which could determine rhetorical skills and the users’ ability to reason. Stud-
ies such as the one by Klinger and Russmann (2015) have already investigated the 
link between sociodemographics and online deliberation during the 2011 Zurich 

8 See http://web.br.de/interaktiv/rechtes-netz/ (February 24, 2017)
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city debate, but in order to fully understand the link between audience character-
istics and discussion quality, additional research is needed. Furthermore, one 
should consider potential effects of moderation and comment control. Though 
the news media did not interact with commenters in our sample (by answering 
questions, appreciating thoughtful comments, or asking users to act more respect-
fully; Ziegele & Jost, 2016), there may be (or might have been in the past) some 
form of moderation affecting the overall climate and quality of discussions on a 
news website’s Facebook page. Likewise, news media might differ in how strictly 
they handle comment control.

The topic significantly influenced the level of incivility, which in turn affected 
discussion quality. Expanding the findings from Coe et al. (2014), who showed 
that “hard news” cause greater incivility than “soft news,” we found significant 
differences within the category of politically controversial topics, in particular 
between discussions on migration/refugees and discussions on the United King-
dom’s (potential) withdrawal from the European Union. News factors such as 
proximity and impact have significant positive effects on user participation and 
interactivity (Weber, 2014) and might also explain why Facebook fans of German 
news websites discuss foreign policy (Brexit) more civilly. This level of civility has 
important effects; Dahlberg (2000, p. 198) implies far-reaching consequences of 
uncivil user comments on discussion atmosphere as well as on opinion-diversity. 
Confirming his apprehensions, by performing an additional t-test (t(115) = 3.955, 
p < .001),9 we found that discussions which were more uncivil were significantly 
less diverse (M = .64, SD = .77) than discussions which were more civil (M = 
1.19, SD = .71). Blocking user discussions on hot topics thus seems adequate in 
several respects. 

Though it was the only effect of article objectivity, we found that the overall 
level of incivility differed significantly between discussions on implicitly tenden-
tious articles and discussions on balanced/neutral articles, the latter being more 
civil. As implicitly tendentious articles usually deal with a political party’s or a 
politician’s notions and decisions, they provide both arousing opinions that users 
might want to contradict as well as advocates they can attack without having to 
fear the advocates’ reactions. Also, users might want to blame the editors for their 
alleged partisanship. Thus, as incivility is a major challenge for online journalism, 
some rethinking on which articles are provided for discussion on Facebook seems 
worth striving for. To avoid the impression of one-sided reporting as well as an 
exclusion of alternative viewpoints from public discourse, editors could make use 
of Facebook’s “related articles” function, presenting articles to the users that deal 
with (advocates of) divergent views on the very same issue.

These findings have to be discussed considering some limitations. For instance, 
in our study we had to limit the set of influencing factors. We neglected factors 
such as conversational prompts (Stroud et al., 2015), which might particularly 
affect the number of user comments; news factors comprised in an article (Weber, 
2012; 2014); and author gender (Gardiner et al., 2016). Moreover, we did not 

9 Groups were formed based on a dummy variable for the average degree of incivility with 0 = 
rather civil and 1 = rather uncivil. Assignment was carried out with a median split.
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consider the impact of user comments themselves. As Ziegele, Breiner, and Quir-
ing (2015) show in experimental studies, user comments that provide additional 
information on a news article positively affect the willingness of others to com-
ment on the article as well as to answer on the comment. Therefore, future re-
search should continue to investigate user comment impact on discussion struc-
ture.

Further, we investigated discussions on Facebook exclusively; therefore, results 
will not necessarily apply to user discussions in more traditional public spheres. 
Discussions on news websites, for example, might be less uncivil, as communities 
tend to be smaller and easier to control. Also, discussions might be less diverse 
and there might be greater effects of tendentious reporting, given that communi-
ties on news websites might be more like-minded than in networked publics, 
where users still might come across content liked, shared, and commented on by 
‘friends’ with different ideological convictions. 

The results might also differ depending on cultural context and media land-
scape, which is why cross-national studies should be conducted. Alignment of 
media system and politics in Germany today is rather moderate (Wessler & 
Rinke, 2016): In small media markets, profit-seeking news media are forced to 
meet the needs of diverse audiences to ensure media reach and thus tend to be 
“mainstream”; and German public service broadcasters are explicitly charged 
with the public service obligation to ensure pluralism and impartiality (Schweiger, 
2017, pp. 38–42). Slant might be more apparent and thus create more negative 
effects on user discussion behavior in countries belonging to the “Polarized Plu-
ralist” model (introduced by Hallin & Mancini, 2004). In such a model, media 
tend to align themselves with specific political positions, and coverage of each 
newspaper tends to be less plural in itself (Ruiz et al., 2011, p. 468). Ruiz et al. 
(2011) show that less respectful and less plural discussions (‘homogenous com-
munities’) in online comment sections can be found on news websites from “Po-
larized Pluralist” countries (e.g., France, Spain, and Italy), compared to discus-
sions on news websites from countries belonging to a “Liberal” model, where 
media tend to include a variety of viewpoints in their coverage. Even though a 
medium that is part of a “Liberal” model might occasionally provide slanted 
news for user discussions, slant will be less distinct and regular users still receive 
a great repertoire of ideas they can refer to in discussions on both balanced/neu-
tral and slanted articles. 

The differences regarding the type of content provided by each medium are a 
major issue. In the sample, neutral/balanced contributions are prevalent on SZ.de 
and FAZ.net fan pages, taz.de provides mainly explicitly tendentious contribu-
tions, and FOCUS Online provides mainly implicitly tendentious contributions. 
Thus, effects of article objectivity on participation and discussion quality might 
be mingling with the effect the media brand produces; “consistent patterns in the 
framing of mediated communication” (Entman, 2007, p. 166) might result in user 
discursive practices independent of a single article’s slant. Furthermore, by defin-
ing neutral as well as balanced contributions as “objective,” we might have re-
duced the differences in number of comments and discussion quality between our 
groups. Future studies should separate neutral content, i.e., content that is factu-
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ally reporting on concrete events and actions (Weber, 2014), from content pre-
senting perspectives on the news issue in a balanced manner, as objectivity might 
be perceived to be much greater in neutral than in balanced contributions from a 
user perspective. These studies might also enhance the assessment of degree of 
objectivity; since coder judgements are potentially affected by subjective or hos-
tile media perceptions, researchers are asked to work with benchmarks and com-
pare news website stances to partisan examples (Groeling, 2013). 
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Appendix 

Table 3. Intercoder reliability for each category

Category Percent agreement rα
Media brand 100% 1
Topic of article/post String String

Degree of objectivity in the Facebook post 100% 1
Type of post tendency 100% 1
Degree of objectivity in the prominent article elements 100% 1
Type of tendency in the prominent article elements 100% 1
Degree of objectivity in the article 100% 1
Type of article tendency 100% 1

100%
Number of user comments 100% 1

100%
Topic focus of discussion 100% 1
Argumentation 100% 1
Reference 75% 0,77
Inter-ideological reference 75% 0,77
Question 100% 1
Maximum level of incivility 100% 1
Overall level of incivility 75% 0,70
Diversity 75% 0,77

Note. N = 4 contributions incl. user discussions.
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Table 4. Number of user comments: arithmetic means, means of logarithmic 
values, detransformed geometric means and CIs

Arithmetic 
mean

Mean of
logarithmic 

values

Geometric 
mean

95% CI
lower bound upper bound

Media brand
taz.de (n = 30) 86 a 4.05 a 58 40 83
SZ.de (n = 30) 312 b 5.50 b 244 183 325

FOCUS Online (n = 30) 275 b 5.19 b,c 179 125 256
FAZ.net (n = 30) 187 a,b 4.80 c 121 86 171

Topic
Brexit (n = 25–26) 173 4.76 117 77 177

Migration (n = 27–29) 274 5.03 153 95 248
Other (n = 65) 206 4.87 130 102 165

Degree of objectivity 
in the article

Balanced/neutral 
(n = 47–48)

196 4.87 130 98 173

Implicit tendency 
(n = 37–38) 

262 4.97 144 98 211

Explicit tendency 
(n = 33–34) 

189 4.80 122 85 175

Degree of objectivity in 
the prominent article 

elements
Balanced/neutral 

(n = 57–58)  
250 5.05 155 117 206

Implicit tendency 
(n = 21–22) 

227 4.83 125 76 204

Explicit tendency 
(n = 39–40)  

158 4.68 108 79 146

Degree of objectivity in 
the Facebook post

Balanced/neutral 
(n = 51–52) 

231 4.97 144 107 194

Implicit tendency 
(n = 28–29)  

271 4.64 157 103 241

Explicit tendency 
(n = 38–39) 

153 5.06 103 76 140

Note. N = 120. Bonferroni-adjusted post-hoc analysis, means marked with different code letters differ 
significantly (p < .05); Levene’s test for equality of variances shows non-significant results (p > .05). 
Natural log-transformation.
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Table 5. Group means and standard deviations for overall quality score and each quality criterion

Quality score Argumenta-
tion

Average level 
of incivility

Maximum 
level of inci-
vility

Topic focus Diversity Reference Inter-ideo-
logical refer-
ence

Question

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Media brand
taz.de (n = 30) .00 a .52 1.63a .69 .74 a .9 1.85a,b 1.06 3.22 a 1.01 1.07 a,b .83 2.67 a .83 2.30 a,b 1.56 .85 .46
SZ.de (n = 30) .35 b .49 1.93a .64 .90 a .88 1.80a .76 3.00 a .98 .70 a .65 3.5 b .73 3.07 a 1.31 1.13 .43

FOCUS Online 
(n = 30)

-.50 c .52 1.03b .49 1.70 b .60 2.33b .48 2.20 b 1.16 1.40 b .67 2.83 a .83 1.93 b 1.26 .83 .38

FAZ.net (n = 30) .15a,b .48 1.70a .60 .83 a .75 1.73a .69 3.20 a .96 .90 a .80 2.97 a,b .81 2.7 a,b 1.49 .93 .25

Topic

Brexit (n = 25–26) .14 .57 1.76 .66 .80 a .82 1.60 .71 a 2.68 1.03 .92 .64 2.92 .76 2.72 1.24 1.00 .29
Migration (n = 27–29) -.05 .61 1.44 .64 1.30 b .87 2.15 .66 b 2.89 1.15 .96 .85 3.15 .91 2.89 1.48 .89 .51

Other (n = 65) -.03 .59 1.55 .71 1.05 a,b .87 1.97 .85 a,b 2.98 1.11 1.08 .80 2.97 .87 2.26 1.49 .94 .39

Degree of objectivity 
in the article

Balanced/neutral 
(n = 47–48)

.13 .62 1.57 .71 .87 a .85 1.94 .79 3.11 1.05 .89 .81 3.21 .83 2.68 1.51 .98 .39

Implicit tendency 
(n = 37–38)

-.09 .58 1.49 .69 1.27 b .80 2.00 .71 2.76 1.16 .97 .76 2.86 .82 2.41 1.32 .95 .33

Explicit tendency 
(n = 33–34)

-.08 .54 1.67 .65 1.06 a,b .93 1.85 .91 2.76 1.09 1.24 .71 2.85 .87 2.36 1.54 .88 .48

Degree of objectivity 
in the prominent 
article elements

Balanced/neutral 
(n = 57–58)

.12 .57 1.60 .68 .96 .91 1.93 .75 3.07 1.03 .86 .81 3.18 .85 2.68 1.44 1.00 .38

Implicit tendency 
(n = 21–22)

-.15 .54 1.38 .59 1.29 .72  2.05 .67 2.52 1.17 1.05 .67 2.86 .73 2.57 1.36 .95 .38
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Quality score Argumenta-
tion

Average level 
of incivility

Maximum 
level of inci-
vility

Topic focus Diversity Reference Inter-ideo-
logical refer-
ence

Question

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Explicit tendency 
(n = 39–40)

-.10 .62 1.64 .74 1.05 .89 1.87 .92 2.85 1.14 1.23 .74 2.82 .88 2.21 1.51 .85 .43

Degree of objectivity 
in the Facebook post

Balanced/neutral 
(n = 51–52)

.13 .59 1.57 .70 1.00 .92 1.9 .78 3.16 .99 .86 .85 3.18 .87 2.76 1.46 .98 .37

Implicit tendency 
(n = 28–29)

-.07 .54 1.57 .63 1.21 .74 2.04 .69 2.57 1.14 1.04 .64 3.04 .74 2.50 1.32 .96 .33

Explicit tendency 
(n = 38–39)

-.12 .6 1.58 .72 1.00 .90 1.89 .89 2.79 1.17 1.21 .74 2.74 .86 2.16 1.5 .87 .47

Note. N = 117. Quality score based on z-transformed data, argumentation measured on a scale ranging from 0 (no arguments given) to 3 (arguments given 
frequently), overall and maximum level of incivility measured on a scale ranging from 0 (not at all uncivil) to 3 (very uncivil), topic focus measured on a scale 
ranging from (completely off-topic) to 4 (completely on-topic), diversity measured on a scale ranging from 0 (balanced/diverse) to 2 (strongly tendentious), 
reference measured on a scale ranging from 0 (no references) to 4 (references contained frequently), inter-ideological reference measured on a scale ranging 
from 0 (completely intra-ideological) to 4 (completely inter-ideological), question measured on scale ranging from 0 (no questions asked) to 3 (questions asked 
frequently); Bonferroni-adjusted post-hoc analysis, means marked with different code letters differ significantly (p < .05), cursive letters indicate a marginally 
significant difference (p < .10); Levene’s test for equality of variances shows non-significant results (p > .05).
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