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Abstract: 

The literature on McCombs and Shaw's 1972 theory of agenda setting has a robust 

history with over 425 empirical studies as of McCombs and Reynolds 2009 review. The 

rise of social media has allowed scholarship on agenda setting to expand. Research, 

however, has not examined whether agenda setting and credibility vary based on the 

Twitter source. An 18-day experiment was conducted at a mid-sized Midwestern 

university to examine the agenda setting effects of three different Twitter sources based 

on Manheim and Albritton's 1984 three agenda conceptualization: media, government 

and peer. Results demonstrated no agenda setting effects; however, a mock government 

organization was found as more credible than a mock news organization or peer. This 

indicates a shift in credibility paradigms of the early 21st century, as political figures and 

media outlets combat each other's credibility. These findings warrant further examination 

of the credibility of different sources on Twitter, and how they fit into the broader media 

landscape.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Introduction 

The State of Twitter 

Twitter has changed rules regarding traditional communication models. As of 

October 2017, Twitter reports 330 Million users worldwide (Fiegerman, 2017). Wells, 

Shah, Pevehouse, Yang, Pelled, Boehm…Schmidt (2016) argue that Donald Trump used 

Twitter to re-engage traditional news channels when a story’s’ “time” ran out. Donald 

Trump continued to use Twitter as a communication platform after winning the 2016 

United States Presidential election. Trump’s use of Twitter led news networks such as 

CNN and the New York Times to wonder “if Trump tweets it, is it news?” (Grynbaum & 

Ember, 2016, headline).  

For the attention Trump’s Twitter feed gains, he was not the first president, or 

world leader, to leverage the microblogging medium. Marcin (2017) argues that former 

President Barack Obama received more retweets per tweet then his successor Trump. 

Marcin extends that Saudi Arabia’s King Salman was more effective then Trump with 

retweets (147,456 versus Trump’s 13,094), and Pope Francis had more followers.     

On a broader scale, Jake Coyle on ABC News asks, “is Twitter the news outlet for 

the 21st century?” (Coyle, n.d., headline). Scholars such as Sung and Hwang (2014), and 

Tandoc Jr. and Johnson (2016) would argue, yes. Sung and Hwang (2014) and Tandoc Jr. 

and Johnson (2016) note how Twitter has become the source of news when a crisis arises. 

Akin, Encina Restivo, Schwartz, and Tyagi (2012) note that protesters during the Arab 
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Spring used Twitter as a communication tool to arrange protest places and times. Coyle 

(n.d.), note that people learned of Michael Jackson’s death via Twitter. 

With the power Twitter has a: communication platform, news breaking medium, 

and protest catalyst, there is an inherent risk. When a bomb went off at the 2013 Boston 

Marathon, internet users filled news feeds with misinformation (Lee, 2013). This 

misinformation lead innocent people to fear for their safety. The online speculation lead 

to blaming the wrong individual. Kludt (2016) notes that the media struggled to cover 

United States President Donald Trump’s tweets. Kludt contends that traditional news 

outlets, such as the Wall Street Journal, and CBS News failed to note when tweets made 

by Trump were false or baseless. Kludt cites the case of when a news outlet tweeted 

“Donald Trump: “Millions” voted illegally for Hillary Clinton,” without citing that 

Trump did not mention any evidence. The network later corrected this error. This, Kludt 

argues is a problem when people glance over headlines and tweets and don’t see 

important information.       

The rise of social networks, such as Twitter, lead Chadwick (2013) to propose a 

hybrid media system. This system, Chadwick argues, allows non-media elites to leverage 

social media, to challenge traditional press coverage of politics. In a hybrid world, 

Chadwick challenges researchers to examine where distinctions between old and new 

media matter, and where the boundaries should dissolve. Rogstad (2016) furthers that 

Twitter has its own agenda.  
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Given the expansion of social media sites in the past decade and the power they 

hold as a breaking news communication channel, their abilities need to be understood.  

Additionally, the increasing use of Twitter by public figures, such as Donald Trump, who 

influence: policy, security and public discourse in national and international contexts, 

necessitates examination of its abilities and limitations. The theory of agenda setting has 

its roots in current issues, news media, and public discourse, making it an important 

theory to apply to Chadwick’s hybrid media system and Twitter. 

Thesis Overview 

Specifically, this paper examines McCombs and Shaw’s (1972) theory of agenda 

setting, and how Twitter fits into the process. The paper further explores the element of 

credibility in the agenda setting framework. Chung, Name, and Stefanone (2012) lament 

that studies examining credibility in online news studies have been restricted to 

traditional news outlets. This paper expands those boundaries to examine how the three 

different agendas proposed by Manheim and Albritton (1984) are, or are not, perceived as 

credible, by Twitter users. Further, this paper examines how the potential agenda setting 

ability of Twitter, and associated credibility judgments, work over time. Dillman 

Carpentier (2014) argues that chronic accessibility of issues will result in different agenda 

setting effects than those that are temporarily accessible, over a shorter period. This paper 

also addresses Carpentier’s call for research regarding novel issues in the online agenda 

setting framework.     
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Theoretical Foundation 

 Agenda setting was proposed by McCombs and Shaw in 1972. The basis of their 

work was Cohen’s argument that “[the media] may not be successful much of the time in 

telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to 

think about” (Cohen, 1963, p. 13). This power, Cohen argues, falls short of telling the 

audience how to think about that issue. In their seminal work, McCombs and Shaw 

compared content present in the Chapel Hill, NC. media, to what people stated were 

salient issues. They concluded that there was a connection between the two, but did not 

propose any definitive causal direction(s) of the relationship. McCombs and Shaw 

hypothesized that because few people directly participate in campaigns, that they gather 

much of their information from other news outlets.  

 McCombs and Shaw, in 1993 expanded on their 1972 work. They proposed that 

the media can prime consensus on criteria used to make judgements on the job the 

president is doing. McCombs and Shaw argue that an agenda is built by community 

consensus on what the agenda is. This work has been cited as the start of second-level 

agenda setting, whereby first-level focuses on issue salience and second-level examines 

information interpretation. This expansion overlaps with framing because both challenge 

Cohen’s (1963) proposition that the media cannot tell us how to think. 

Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) define agenda setting as a correlation between 

the weight the media puts on issues, and the corresponding weight consumers put on 
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issues (or salience). This, Scheufele and Tewksbiry argue, is fundamentally different than 

framing. Framing hypothesizes that how an issue is portrayed will have a significant 

impact on how the audience interprets that information. Scheufele and Tewksbiry 

maintain that framing is rooted in how different presentations of material lead to different 

choices and judgements by the media consumer. Because of the overlap between framing 

and second-level agenda setting, scholars debate if there is a difference between the two. 

This paper focuses on first-level agenda setting and does not enter that debate between 

second-level agenda setting and framing. 

Agenda setting research has an extensive and rich history of research. Since 

McCombs and Shaw’s seminal 1972 paper, over 425 empirical studies have been 

conducted on the news media’s influence (McCombs and Reynolds, 2009). Since 

McCombs and Reynolds 2009 assessment of agenda setting research, further work has 

been conducted on agenda setting, and social media’s roll in the equation (see: Conway, 

Kenski & Wang, 2015; Harder, Sevenans & Van Aelst, 2017; Hwang, 2013; Kwack, Lee, 

Park, & Moon, 2010; Luo, 2014; Neuman, Guggenhein, Mo Jang & Bae, 2014; Parmelee, 

2014).  

Constructing an Agenda 

Cobb and Elder (1972) define how issues and topics enter onto an agenda. First, 

there must be an issue, which Cobb and Elder define as a conflict over substantive 

matters in relation to position or resources, between two or more definable parties. This 

definition can be met in four-ways. First, an issue can be created by one or more of the 



6 

 
 

conflicted parties. Second, one or more of the conflicted parties can establish the issue for 

their own gain. Third, an unanticipated event can develop the issue (such as the Newton, 

CT. school shooting, starting a debate on gun control). The final way that an issue can 

arise, is the result of a whistle-blower (i.e., Edward Snowden and the NSA). 

Once an issue arises, it must become salient in the audience's mind. Cobb and 

Elder (1972) explain that first, a trigger event or grievance must arise. Second, the trigger 

must be brought to light via an initiator. Once those conditions are met, literature has 

examined what conditions must be met to make an issue salient. 

Previous Experience 

Rogers and Dearing (1988) argue that personal experience can play a role 

determining if an issue reaches salience. If an individual hears the president say that issue 

x is of growing concern, but earlier that evening heard their favorite news reporter say 

that issue x is going down, then the issue may not be as salient. Roberts, Wanta, and 

Dzwo (2002) explain that interpersonal communication can affect how, and if, 

individuals will talk about controversial issues such as abortion.  

Jang, Park, and Lee (2017) explain that if an audience has exposure to an issue, 

then their attention to a subject will grow. Based on Baumgartner and Jones’ (1991) 

concept of punctuated equilibria, Jang et al. (2017) hypothesize that once attention is 

given to an issue, the public’s perception and responsiveness about an event or issue will 

be significantly different than before exposure. Jang et al. assert that this means that 

agenda setting is a cumulative, experiential process.  Rogers and Dearing (1988), Roberts 
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et al. (2002), Baumgartner and Jones (1991), and Jang et al. (2017) define that experience 

can play a role in if an issue reaches salience. 

Need for Orientation 

Rogers and Dearing (1988) argue that factors, like those discussed above, play a 

role in determining issue salience for an individual. Rogers and Dearing contend that a 

need for orientation is the unifying factor. McCombs and Reynolds (2002) introduce the 

need for orientation as an information seeking behavior present in agenda setting (see 

Figure 1). McCombs and Reynolds explain that the strength of information need is first, 

determined based on relevancy. If the issue is of low relevance to the media consumer, 

then the need for orientation is low (see Figure 1). If there is a high degree of relevancy, 

the consumer will advance to the second stage – uncertainty. If the media consumer has 

high uncertainty, then there will be a high need for orientation (see Figure 1). If there is 

low uncertainty, then the consumer will exhibit a moderate need for orientation (see 

Figure 1). Ultimately, moderate and high needs for orientation will result in information 

seeking behavior by the media consumer (salience). 

 

Figure 1: Need for Orientation Flow Chart (designed from McCombs and Reynolds (2002) explanation) 

 

High Relevancy
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Uncertainty

High need for 
orientation

Low 
Uncertainty
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for orientation

Low relevancy
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Time 

Stone and McCombs (1981) noted that for an agenda to be "set" there must be 

time passage and repetition of exposure. For the 1981 test, Stone and McCombs used 

national news magazines and concluded that an item could take six to eight weeks to 

reach the top of an individual’s agenda.  

Wanta and Hu (1994b) expanded upon the work of Stone and McCombs (1981), 

by testing various media’s agenda setting time. Wanta and Hu concluded that national 

news broadcasts had the shortest lag time at one to three weeks. National news 

magazines, such as those used by Stone and McCombs (1981), exhibited the longest lag 

time at eight weeks. Wanta and Hu (1994b) concluded that news broadcasts set the 

agenda the fastest, however, deterioration was also rapid. Newspapers, Wanta and Hu 

argue, can set the agenda for a longer period. 

Roberts, Wanta, and Dzwo (2002) examined the time lag between each of four 

issues appearing in the news (immigration, healthcare, taxes and abortion), and its 

appearance on online discussion boards. Roberts et al. found that certain issues would 

appear within a day (immigration) of the issue being covered on news outlets. Other 

issues Roberts et al. overserved, took up to seven days to appear. One of the four issues 

(abortion) did not appear at all. Roberts et al. contend that these results demonstrate that 

highly controversial issues may hinder the ability of an issue to arrive on the online 

agenda.  
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Agenda Setting Models 

 As issues arise and are viewed as salient they enter onto an agenda. How the issue 

reacts after it is placed onto an agenda is the basis of further discussion below. 

The Dual-Agenda Model 

Cobb and Elder (1972) proposed a two-agenda agenda setting model for agenda 

setting comprised of systematic and institutional agendas. The first agenda was 

systematic. Here, the issue reaches enough salience where the public pays attention to it, 

and the government has the jurisdiction to solve the problem. For an issue to be on the 

agenda, three requirements need to be met. First, the issue must have wide-spread 

attention. Second, a sizeable portion of the public must perceive that something must be 

done about the issue. Finally, the issue must fall within the government’s bounds of 

authority. The second agenda was institutional. This institutional agenda is comprised of 

what policymakers currently have up for consideration.   

The Three-Agenda Model 

 Manheim and Albritton (1984) proposed a three-agenda agenda setting model. 

These three agendas are the public, the media, and the policy agendas. Over time, 

research has developed reciprocal links between each of the three agendas (i.e. the media 

agenda can set the public agenda and vice-versa). The public agenda is mediated, 

ambiguous information on issues the general public consider as important (Manheim & 

Albritton, 1984). The media agenda is interpretive information on the current topic and 

issues the mass media covers (Manheim & Albritton, 1984). This information can be 
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direct or indirect. Indirect, Manheim and Albritton contend, is when a reporter observes a 

situation. The direct media agenda views the reporter as an information conduit. The 

policy agenda, comprised of what policymakers are discussing, is generally independent 

of the triangle model (see Figure 2) (Manheim & Albritton, 1984). This agenda aligns 

with Cobb and Elder’s (1972) institutional agenda. This agenda is more specific and 

decision-oriented than the public and media agendas (Manheim & Albritton, 1984).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relationships of the Three Agendas 

 Now that the three-agendas have been defined, each of the relationships will be 

explored in terms of how the links have been operationalized. 

The Media and Public Agendas 

Initially, the media has the power to set the public agenda. Dillman 

Carpentier(2014) noted the unique power of the media to raise issue salience and 

importance beyond the ability of other information sources. Rogers and Dearing (1988) 

argue the power of the media is derived from its ability to selectively choose what to 

Public 

Agenda 

Media 

Agenda 

Policy 

Agenda 
Figure 2:  Visual representation of the three-agenda agenda setting model, adopted from: Manheim 
and Albritton (1984, p.642) 
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focus on. Selecting what items to cover and what items not to cover. Rogers and Dearing 

further that this results in the concept of priming. Scheifele and Tewksbury (2007) define 

priming as the ability of the media to suggest to viewers what criteria to use to make 

evaluations. Priming, Scheifele and Tewksbury contend, is an extension of agenda 

setting. McCombs and Shaw (1993) argue that priming affects voters’ criteria for judging 

a political figure’s performance. McCombs and Shaw contend that it does not tell people 

how to rate the individual, but rather what criteria to use (i.e. the strength of the 

economy).  

Roberts, et al. (2002) argue that the media has the power to give individuals 

information that they use in public discussion. Wasike (2017) found that traditional news 

articles are more persuasive then social media articles. Conway and Patterson (2008) 

found that traditional news channels such as newspapers resulted in better story recall 

then stories published online. Tan and Weaver (2007) note the definite relationship 

between public opinion (public agenda) and news coverage (media agenda). The work of 

Roberts et al. (2002), Tan and Weaver (2007), Wasike (2017) and Conway and Patterson 

(2008) demonstrate the ability of the media to set the public agenda. 

Lee (2014) contends that the media has a reciprocal relationship with the public. 

This relationship Lee characterizes as a dance between news and news source. Chadwick 

(2013) argues that advances in technology have allowed individuals to challenge media 

elites. This, Rogstad (2016) contends, allows individuals to bring issues to light. Kwack, 

Lee, Park, and Moon (2010), note that often times, news brakes on Twitter, but then gains 
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momentum from traditional news sources. This process argued for by Chadwich (2013), 

Rogstad (2016) and Kwack and colleagues (2010), demonstrates the power of the public 

agenda on the media agenda.   

The Media and Policy Agendas 

 The media can influence policy agendas. Manheim and Albritton (1984) argue 

that the policy agenda is often separated from the public-media agenda dichotomy. 

Walgrave and Van Aelst (2006) argue that the media can influence the policy agenda 

when conditions allow. This, Walgrave and Van Aelst contend, is because government 

agendas are constrained by previous arrangements, rules, and agendas. For an issue to 

transfer from media to policy agenda, multiple news outlets must focus on a given issue, 

frame it in a similar way and cover the story for a prolonged period of time. If those 

conditions are met, Walgrave and Vam Aelst argue, then the issue must fit within the 

current state of the government. Sevenans (2017) further defines this relationship. 

Sevenans concluded that policymakers are aware of issues prior to media coverage. What 

the media coverage does, Sevenans contends, is acts as a persuasion tool. Policy makers 

use the media coverage as a way of raising issue salience in other people’s minds. A 

process Cobb and Elder (1972) contends is necessary for the agenda setting process. 

Conversely, the policy agenda can influence the media agenda. Manheim and 

Albritton (1984) hypothesized that governments could affect media agendas via public 

relations strategies. Roberts and McCombs (1994) concluded that political campaigns 

exert an influence on media agenda via advertising dollars. Tan and Weaver (2007) found 
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that issues of defense went from policymakers to media outlets. International issues, Tan 

and Weaver argue, is reciprocal. Wells et al. (2016) contend that Trump (as a political 

candidate) was able to control the media agenda via his use of Twitter in the 2016 

Presidential Campaign.  

The Public and Policy Agendas 

 Tan and Weaver (2007 and 2009) found negligible relationships between the 

public agenda and policy agendas on the national and state levels respectively. They 

argue that the media has a closer connection with policymakers, making that relationship 

stronger. Tan and Weaver (2007) found that national security issues were the one place 

where the government has an agenda setting role over citizens. Tan and Weaver contend 

that this relationship exists because it is the issue the government has the most control 

and knowledge over. Glynn, Herbst, O’Keefe, and Shapiro (1999) contend that voters 

(the public) produce an influence on policy, based on their votes. Those votes, Glynn et 

al. argue, come as the result of information processing about current issues.  

Influence of Social Media on the Three Agenda Model 

 While agenda setting scholars have continued to develop the links proposed by 

Manheim and Albritton in 1984, scholarship has extended the scope of agenda setting to 

social media. The below research places social media into the three-agenda agenda 

setting model. 
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The Media and Social Network Agendas 

The media can affect social network agendas. Conway, Kenski, and Wang (2015) 

found that newspapers may influence, and be influenced, by the Twitter agenda. Conway 

et al. noted that political candidates still need to utilize traditional news channels, to 

legitimize their campaigns on controversial issues. Rogstad (2016) found that Twitter 

drew content from traditional news channels. Roberts, et al. (2002) found that online 

discussion boards, in three of four tests, reflected issues talked about in the media. 

Roberts et al. suggested that consumers used information gathered via traditional news on 

the discussion boards. Luo (2014) found that news networks did not passively watch 

online discussions. The networks, Luo found, added additional information to 

discussions.   

Luo (2014) concluded that news networks did not only add information to 

discussions. The networks Luo contended, used online discussions as a source of follow 

up investigations or stories. Rogstad (2016) and Jang, et al. (2017) argue that individuals 

and organizations can draw public attention to issues, and do not have to go through 

traditional gatekeepers, by using Twitter. Rogstad argues that political candidates can use 

social media resources to influence public and media agendas. Something that Wells et 

al. (2016), contend Trump did during his 2016 presidential campaign.  

 Internet and News Media. Korson (2015) argues that Twitter has allowed for 

information dissemination to become decentralized and more democratic. Korson asserts 

that Twitter serves as a useful information and communication channel for citizen 
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journalists. Mirvajova (2014) argues that citizen journalism is a part of the modern news 

landscape, regardless of criticisms against it. Mirvajova asserts that this new form of 

journalism will not fully replace the more methodological newsgathering process of 

traditional outlets. 

Sandoval-Almazan and Gil-Garcia (2014) contend that the rise of sites such as Twitter, 

and the decentralization of news has allowed for the rise of social movements such as the 

Arab Spring because they no longer rely on traditional media channels. Scholars such as 

Bruns (2008), Sung and Hwang (2014) and Tandoc Jr. and Johnson (2016) note the 

ability of social media sites, such as Twitter, to be a source for breaking news, prior to 

traditional news channels taking over.  

Parmelee (2014) argues that news stations need to accept Twitter as a source of 

information. Parmelee found that newsrooms have begun using Twitter as a source of 

initial ‘first-said’ statements. Wells et al. (2016) further that the best predictor of news 

coverage on Trump's tweets was the number of retweets. Shapiro and Hemphill (2017) 

concluded that news outlets use Twitter as a way to gather information from political 

figures. In some cases, Shapiro and Hemphill argue, social media comments have taken 

the place of traditional journalism standards (i.e. one-on-one interviews). 

 Mallen (2016) argues that technology such as smartphones has allowed for the 

capturing and dissemination of videos, photos and other accounts of breaking news 

events. Mallen contends that this trend is not without challenges. Mallen asserts that there 

are multiple accounts of any one event, and that citizen journalism does not always 



16 

 
 

capture all angles. Lee (2013) explained how the internet accused the wrong person of 

carrying out the 2013 Boston Marathon Bombing. 

The Public and Social Network Agendas 

Individuals and the public have an agenda setting power on social networks. 

Parmelee (2014) found that tweets from political leaders (individuals) inject issues into 

the public agenda. Parmelee furthers that these tweets affect the salience of issues. 

Rogstad (2016) explains that Twitter allows individuals to circumvent traditional news 

gatekeepers. Luo (2014) found that, in China, internet users were able to discuss current 

issues and bring issues important to them to the forefront. Luo (2014) thus supports 

Rogstad’s (2016) contention that Twitter has its own agenda created by users.  This 

agenda, Jang et al. (2017) argue, can trigger public discourse and possible legislative 

responses. 

Social networks, conversely, have an agenda setting function over their users. 

Parmelee (2014) argues that tweets, unlike press releases, are free and publicly 

accessible. This allows information to circumvent traditional media channels, and 

influence agendas on an individual level. This information viewing affects viewers.  

Lyons and Veenstra (2016) conclude that those who view conversations on Twitter 

negatively but do not participate will have diminished willingness to participate. 

Members of the public have been found to use Twitter as their information source. 

Westerman, Spence and Van Der Heide (2014) argue that social media sites have become 

a source of information. Aref (2013) concluded that social networks can replace search 
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engines as a primary news source. This occurs by individuals searching for information, 

and by other users sharing, or “pushing” information to other users. Fifty-eight percent of 

respondents in Aref’s study reported finding out about breaking news via social network 

sites. Neuman, Guggenheim, Jang, and Bae (2014) concluded that the public and social 

media agendas are reflected in each other. Neither agenda is a slave to traditional news 

agendas. 

The Policy and Social Network Agendas 

 Luo (2014) found that within China, online conversations did not influence 

government policy. They did, however, offer lawmakers a glimpse into the public’s 

opinion. Conversely, Luo found that policy items exerted an influence on social network 

agendas, specifically, by controlling the social networks within the country. Parmelee 

(2014) notes that tweets from political leaders lead to agenda building across mediums, 

including social media. Shapiro and Hemphill (2017) found that the more a policy issue 

was discussed on Twitter, the less likely the New York Times was to cover the debate. 

This means that social media may muffle traditional agenda setting organizations. 

Neuman et al. (2010) furthered that social media networks spend more time talking about 

social issues, such as birth control, abortion, and gay marriage, at a higher rate than do 

traditional news outlets.  

Credibility 

 To this point, the theoretical foundations of agenda setting have been discussed, 

along with how issues enter onto an agenda, and how those issues react and move, once 
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placed into the three-agenda agenda setting model. Social media has been incorporated 

into Manheim and Albritton’s 1985 model. One final condition needs to be discussed 

before proposing research questions and hypotheses. 

Credibility and Agenda Setting 

Wanta and Hu (1994a) found that when viewed as credible, a source is relied 

upon by viewers. This reliability Wanta and Hu argue, leads to user dependency, which 

increases viewer's susceptibility to the agenda setting effects of the channel. Smith (2005) 

argues that credibility is vital in persuasive messages. This Smith contends, causes 

audiences to accept a message solely based on the source’s merits, without personal 

knowledge of the issue. 

If the viewer does not view the source as credible, then Rogers and Dearing 

(1988) contend they will not regard the issue as important. While the viewer will be 

informed about the topic, it will fail to become salient, because of perceptions about the 

source. The issue of credibility is a personal perception.  

Matthes (2006) contended that agenda setting research has argued that likelihood 

of agenda setting effects are based upon two parts: the need for orientation, and media 

exposure. Matthes asserts that this process of agenda setting is too simplistic. The work 

of Wanta and Hu (1994a), Smith (2005) and Rogers and Dearing (1988) demonstrate the 

potential of credibility to be another factor in the process. Therefore, a deeper 

examination of credibility and agenda setting is warranted.  
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Defining Credibility 

Credibility was defined by Self (1996) as a combination of believability, 

perceived reliability, trust, and a combination of other factors. Self furthered that sources 

are broadly perceived as credible for three reasons: the rightness is perceived by the 

audience; the information is interpreted correctly by a select audience, or because of 

audience characteristics. These judgements, Self argues, are the result of five message-

related issues in the communication model. The first is the characteristics of the presenter 

or medium. The second element is the information and message that is offered. The third 

is the circumstances under which the message is perceived. The recipient of the message 

and characteristics of the social setting in which the message is delivered also affect the 

perceptions of credibility according to Self. Self argues that there are three main reasons 

that a source is interpreted as credible: source characteristics, message characteristics, 

and audience characteristics. These assessments, Aruguete (2017) contends allow certain 

sources to enjoy a higher place in an information hierarchy. This hierarchy, D’heer, and 

Verdegem (2014) argue, translates from real-world spheres to the online communication 

arenas. Kiousis (2001) found that the most credible source for news is newspapers, 

followed by online and then television news. Klousis furthers that perceptions of news 

stayed consistent; however, slight variation occurred when switching between mediums.    

D'heer and Verdegem (2014) note that research should focus on the credibility 

capital of a source on social media.  Shariff, Zhang, and Sanderson (2017) question how 
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does credibility function on social media, outside of one's trust network, specifically 

interactions between Twitter users who are not in a follower – followee relationship.   

Credibility of Media and Government 

 Johnson and Kaye (1998) concluded that online news sources and candidate 

literature were not viewed as very credible. Other online information sources and 

political-issue oriented sites were found to be the most credible. Johnson and Kaye found 

that online news sources were viewed as more credible than the print counterparts. 

Tandoc and Jonson (2016) concluded that with the growth of social media sites, college 

students first turned to Twitter for breaking news, but pivoted to traditional news 

organizations which they view as more credible. 

 Jones (2004) found that the media was viewed as slightly more credible than the 

government. Jones found support for Bennett, Rhine, Flickinger and Bennett’s (1999) 

conclusion that as the media and government agencies attack each other, they bring down 

each other’s credibility. Bennett et al. argue that as this relationship evolves, the media 

may be judged by the public through the same lens as government. Bennett et al. (1999), 

Chanley, Rudolph, and Rahn (2000), and Jones (2004) all note a trend of declining trust 

in the government and media at the turn of the millennium. Chanley et al. (2000) found a 

positive relationship between trust of the government and willingness of the public to 

take on policy debates. Chanley et al.’s findings support the importance of trust in 

building the public agenda. Littau and Stewart (2015) found that when attacked as not 
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credible, news media drops in credibility. Littau and Stewart argue that this is the result 

of the attacker raising the importance of media credibility on a viewer’s mind.  

 Brewer and Ley (2013) found that the public was more likely to trust scientific 

information coming from a government agency such as the United States Environmental 

Protection Agency than from traditional news sources. This ordering of source trust 

reverses the relationship between government and media credibility found by Jones 

(2004). At the time of writing, Gallup reported higher ratings of trust in the three 

branches of government over news media (Jones, 2017; Swift, 2016). Jones (2017) noted 

that the judicial branch continued to have higher ratings than the executive and legislative 

branches: 68, 45 and 35 percent respectively, compared to Swift’s (2016) report of 32 

percent trust of the media.  

Swift (2016) notes that the media had its highest approval ratings in 1976 when 

seventy-two percent of the public trusted the media. This was in the wake of investigative 

journalism into the Vietnam War and Watergate Scandal. Trust levels hovered around 

fifty percent in the late 90s, before facing a decline since 2007. During this time, all three 

branches of government had approval ratings between fifty and sixty percent, until a 

general decline starting around the year 2000 (Jones, 2017). The one exception was 1976 

when the executive branch faced forty percent approval, at the same time, Swift (2016) 

reported high levels of trust in the media.   

More recently, Jones (2017) reported that the executive and legislative branches 

of government sat between forty-three and fifty-one percent and twenty-eight and thirty-
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five percent since 2014 respectively. Trust in the judicial branch has been increasing 

since 2014 when it was at fifty-one percent. Swift (2016) found that media approval sat 

around forty percent since 2014, and declined to the thirty-two percent mark around 

2016. Given these trends, the general ranking has placed government, in a more credible 

position than the media. The legislative branch sat at twenty-eight percent in 2014 

according to Jones (2017), whereas the media sat at forty percent approval according to 

Swift (2016).  

Trust and Credibility in Social Media 

Trust. Turcotte, York, Irving, Scholl, and Pingree (2015) found that news shared 

by friends on Facebook was viewed as more trustworthy then if it was posted by the 

original source. Turcotte et al. concluded that news outlets that are shared by quality 

opinion leaders received higher trust ratings from readers. Conversely, outlets shared by 

poor opinion leaders decreased the trustworthiness of the outlet to readers. Ceron (2015) 

found that viewing news on websites was linked to higher ratings of trust, while news 

posted on social media was associated with lower trust. 

Choi and Lee (2017) conclude that user-generated content, such as product 

reviews, were trusted more than content created by marketing departments. Additionally, 

content placed on closed networks, where users are from a select population, was trusted 

more than content on open networks, such as Twitter or Facebook. 

Credibility. Metzger et al. (2010) argue that social media is changing how 

credibility judgements are made. Metzger et al. claim that social media is separating 
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authority and credibility labels. A source does not need to be an authority to be credible 

and vice-versa. Credibility judgements can come bottom-up, where online communities 

decide what is, and is not credible. Schmierbach and Oeldorf-Hirsch (2012) found that 

perceptions of credibility were linked to perceptions of issue importance, a cornerstone of 

agenda setting.   

Lin, Spence, and Lachlan (2016) argue that experts are viewed as more credible 

on Twitter than a user’s peers. Hwang (2013) asserts that politicians in South Korea are 

able to increase their offline credibility by using Twitter to communicate with 

constituents. Shariff, Zhang, and Sanderson (2017) contend that user credibility can be 

increased by tweeting about breaking news and trending topics. Spence, Lachlan, 

Edwards, and Edwards (2016) note that social media can aid users in reducing 

uncertainty when the user is viewed as credible.  

Morris, Counts, Roseway, Hoff, and Schwarz (2012) note that credibility 

judgements are of particular concern if the information being conveyed is related to news, 

politics, energy or consumer. Morris et al. further contended that the truth of a tweet is 

not related to perceptions of the tweet’s credibility. 

Additional research regarding credibility and credibility cues are discussed in the 

next section as it applies to Hilligoss and Riech’s 2008 model of credibility. 

Model of Credibility 

Hilligoss and Rieh (2008) propose a credibility model used when interpreting 

information online. Hilligoss and Rieh illustrate an interactive three-step model: 
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construct, heuristics, and interaction. Surrounding this flow is the context of the 

interaction, relational and dynamic frames of reference that affect the user's information 

seeking process. 

Construct. The construct level, Hilligoss, and Rieh (2008) contend, is the most 

abstract layer of the three. The level is defined by broad views of credibility that 

influence judgements. Here, the individual user defines credibility in their terms. Issues 

of truthfulness, believability, trustworthiness, objectivity, and reliability reside in this 

level.  Hilligoss and Rieh, note that these judgements are rooted in how a person 

personally defines credibility differently than another person.  

Liu, Liu, and Li (2012) argue for three credibility factors: trustworthiness, 

attractiveness and expertise. Liu et al. define these factors as heuristic cues. Similarly, 

Lin, et al. (2016) define credibility as perceptions of competence, goodwill, and 

trustworthiness. Fogg, et al. (2001) argue that credibility is initially divided into two 

parts: trustworthiness and expertise. Trustworthiness, is the moral aspects of credibility, 

answering the question: does the communicator have the information consumer’s best 

interests in mind? Expertise is marked by traits such as knowledge and experience. It 

focuses on the knowledge of the communicator. Liu et al. (2012) and Lin et al. (2016) 

define these characteristics as heuristics; they, and Fogg et al. (2001) align with the 

construct level of Hilligoss and Rieh's (2008) model.  

Given these differences in name, from this point forward, these elements of 

credibility will be considered “construct.” These determinants of credibility can be traced 
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to Hovland, Janis and Kelly's (1953) argument that credibility is determined by 

expertness, trustworthiness and the intentions of the communicator.   

Smith (2005) argues perceived credibility is based on four factors that align with 

Hilligoss and Rieh’s (2008) construct level. The first, and most important, according to 

Smith (2005), is expertise. This, Smith defines as the source knowing what they are 

talking about. Second, status has been defined as social position or prestige of the source 

of a message. Third, competence, Smith defines as the ability to be cool in a tense 

situation, and the ability to be clear and dynamic in message presentation. Specifically, 

Smith argues that competence is most vital when the audience may not share the same 

knowledge or allegiances. Smith’s fourth condition, honesty, is defined as the ability of 

the source to provide full, accurate information, and operate without bias. 

Heuristic. The heuristic level as defined by Hilligoss and Rieh (2008) are general 

"rules of thumb" (p. 1473) that can be applied to multiple judgements of credibility. 

There are four levels of heuristic judgement that individuals can hold according to 

Hilligoss and Rieh: media, source, endorsement, and aesthetics.  

Media. The first, are media-related heuristics. These are constructs that 

individuals have in relation to a specific media (Hilligoss & Rieh, 2008). These 

assessments affect where an individual will look for information and with what 

skepticism they approach a source. 

Heinström (2005) defines three types of information searching online: fast 

surfing, broad scanning, and deep diving. Fast surfing, is quickly looking for information 
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with the intent of exerting the least amount of effort. Aref (2013), and Kim, Sin, and Tsai 

(2014) argue that micro-blog sites, such as Twitter, were used most often as an update 

source, as opposed to an original source of information. Aref (2013) concluded that this 

could be the result of social media’s “push” characteristic. This push accommodates 

those that Heinström considers fast surfers. Users are exposed to information via their 

reading of social media news feeds. The information is given to them, or “pushed.” The 

researchers found that almost half of their respondents reported that this is how they learn 

news information.  

The second form of information searching argued for by Heinström (2005) is 

broad scanning, where searches are more exhaustive and flexible. There is an openness to 

experience and changing perspectives. Searching is not overly systematic and often 

comes as a momentary response to an information need.  

Heinström’s (2005) third method of information searching is deep diving. Here 

the searcher is more interested in the quality of sources, as opposed to the quantity. The 

searches go deeper, as opposed to wider (broad scanning). Aref (2013) argues that search 

engines require the user to search for information, and find it on their own, forming an 

information “pull” model. This fits Heinström’s definition of deep diving. Westerman et 

al. (2014) concluded that tweets that required additional analysis, or discussion, did 

increase perceptions of credibility. Spence et al. (2016) furthered upon Westerman et al. 

conclude that regular information updates can increase perceptions of organizational 

goodwill. Wanta and Hu (1994a) argue that if a media organization is viewed as being 
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affiliated with society, and looking out for viewers’ interests, viewers will be more likely 

to view the information presented as believable.      

Lin et al. (2016) found that Twitter feeds run by perceived experts, have greater 

credibility than a peer's Twitter feed. Sundar (2008) labels this as an authority heuristic. 

Lin et al. (2016) contend that authority heuristics, when triggered, increase positive 

credibility perceptions. Regarding a general Twitter user, a known peer did not fare better 

in credibility judgements than a complete stranger. Hwang (2013) noted that the use of 

Twitter positively affected perceptions of the credibility of South Korean politicians. 

Hwang furthered that when politicians interacted with constituents via social media they 

were viewed as more sincere, reliable, and trustworthy because they utilize the dialogic 

communication feature of the medium. These elements tie the media heuristic back to 

Hilligoss and Rieh’s (2008) construct level assessment.     

Source. The second level of heuristic judgement according to Hilligoss and Rieh 

(2008) is the source. Here, users make two judgements. First, is the source familiar or 

unfamiliar? Second, is the source primary or secondary? Familiar sources, according to 

Hilligoss and Rieh, are more credible then unfamiliar ones. Similarly, sources viewed as 

primary are viewed as more credible then secondary sources. Metzger, Flanagin, and 

Medders (2010) argue that one of the heuristics used to evaluate credibility is the 

reputation of the source. This judgment, Metzger et al. argue, relies on recognition of a 

source. Metzger states that participants in focus groups felt that a government agency or a 

company, such as CNN, have credibility pre-established. Morris et al. (2012) found that 
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users do not care about, and do not access, a user's bio when it comes to making 

credibility judgements about a source on Twitter.   

Shariff et al. (2017) found that tweets about trending and breaking news helped to 

increase perceptions of a Twitter user's credibility. Shariff et al. support the findings of 

Morris et al. (2012) in finding that if the author is perceived as credible and trusted, so is 

the tweet. Bruns (2008) argues news sources are no longer the only information filter. 

Social media has allowed for citizens to control information flow by sharing certain 

articles, and ignoring others in a process Bruns called “gatewatching.” Citizens can report 

on events, and the social media network can comment, share and interact with that 

contact. This digital dialogue can then be picked up by traditional news streams. As 

Spence et al. (2016) cautioned, this has led to instances of public misinformation, such as 

during the Sandy Hook School Shooting and the Boston Bombings. Sung and Hwang 

(2014), and Tandoc Jr. and Johnson (2016) found that Twitter was the primary source of 

information production and retrieval, during the initial stages of a crisis. Sung and Hwang 

(2014) found as the crisis progressed, this role decreased, and traditional media sources 

took over coverage. In the initial stages, the general audience was the most quoted. As the 

crisis evolved sources such as police and experts were increasingly called upon. Sung and 

Hwang (2014) and Tandoc Jr. and Johnson (2016), argue that this is because they are 

viewed as more reliable and credible. Sung and Hwang (2014) cautioned that while 

favorable views can quickly become negative during a crisis, perception changes in the 

opposite direction are harder to make. They argue that the information diffusion speed of 
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social media is incomparable to that of traditional media. The diffusion speed of social 

media has created a new, earlier stage to crisis response timelines. Jang et al. (2017) 

found a similar “social-first-then-news-take-over” for viral campaigns such as the “Ice 

Bucket Challenge.” Neuman et al. (2014) concluded that stories on Twitter were just as 

likely to precede a traditional news story, as follow it. Spence et al. (2016) found that the 

fast updates led to perceptions of increased competence. This speed Harder, Sevenans 

and Van Aelst (2017) contend, is important to determining a media platform’s agenda 

setting ability.  

When credible, social media has been found to be a source of uncertainty 

reduction (Spence et al., 2016). Information seeking behavior increased when updates 

came at a frequent rate. These sources were also viewed as more credible (Spence et al., 

2016; Westerman et al., 2014). Westerman et al. (2014) hypothesized that this judgement 

was the result of the higher cognitive evaluation. Viewers thought more about the 

information presented to them.    

Endorsement. The third characteristic under the heuristic level is endorsement. 

Here Hilligoss and Rieh (2008) argue is where users judge a source or piece of 

information as credible because it has been endorsed, or upheld by a knowledgeable or 

trusted individual or organization. Metzger et al. (2010) reflect this argument by defining 

the endorsement heuristic as “conferred credibility” (p. 427). Metzger et al. add that 

enthusiastic endorsements from non-credited experts can also offer guidance in making 

credibility judgements.     
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Sundar (2008) argues that stories have been found to be considered of higher 

quality by users when other users share a story, as compared to news editors. Sundar 

furthers that stories are considered more newsworthy when other users selected or 

recommended stories, as opposed to a user selecting an article themselves. This, Sundar 

(2008) and Lin et al. (2016) attribute to a bandwagon effect. This bandwagon effect, 

Sundar (2008) contends, shows a collective endorsement by users, and demonstrates the 

popularity of certain content. 

Aesthetics. Hilligoss and Rieh (2008) contend that the fourth form of heuristic is 

aesthetics. Here, credibility judgements depend upon the design of a website. The more 

modern looking a website, the more credible it will be perceived.  

Morris et al. (2012) found that display pictures on social media profiles had no 

significant effects on other users’ perceptions of credibility. Metzger et al. (2010) found 

that if a website failed to meet a user’s expectations, then credibility would be 

diminished. They furthered that surface elements of a website, such as design, would be a 

variable in that evaluation. When these personal expectations are not met, Metzger et al. 

define the event as an expectancy violation. 

Sundar (2008) argues that technology affords users the ability to navigate a space 

and interact with content. This, Sundar contends, transmits cues to the audience. An easy 

to navigate the site, Sundar notes, is viewed as more credible than sites that are hard to 

navigate. 
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Interaction. The final level of Hilligoss and Rieh’s (2008) model is interaction. 

Here, users make judgements based on specific attributes of a particular information 

object. The elements on this level focus on judgements solely about a specific source or 

piece of information. Hilligoss and Rieh define three interactions: content cues, 

peripheral cues, and information object peripheral cues. 

Content cues. Hilligoss and Rieh (2008) define content cues as the message itself, 

the information that is being given. Morris et al. (2012) conclude that users are generally 

poor judges of truthfulness when it comes to information conveyed through tweets. 

Morris et al. argue that credibility judgements on Twitter are not correlated to the 

perceived truthfulness of the tweet. The topic of a tweet had no significant effect on the 

perceptions of an author’s credibility. Shariff et al. (2017) did find that style features, 

such as writing style, affect judgements of credibility. 

Peripheral cues. The second form of interaction defined by Hilligoss and Rieh 

(2008) is peripheral cues. These are any cues that relate to a source that was used in 

determining credibility. Examples of these cues include prior interaction with a source, 

including family and friends, as well as personal experiences. Morris et al. (2012) found 

that prior experience with Twitter did not affect one’s ability to judge the truthfulness of 

a tweet. The amount of time that a user had a Twitter account was not related to 

credibility judgements. Morris et al. did find that a topical username was viewed as more 

credible than a traditional name or an internet name. Shariff et al. (2017) found that the 

age, gender or auxiliary features of the tweet author did not affect perceptions of 
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credibility. Liu et al. (2012) note that experienced Twitter users were more likely to tweet 

objective information, whereas less experienced users were more likely to retweet 

subjective information. 

Interaction with peripheral.  The final form of interaction argued for by Hilligoss 

and Rieh (2008) are interactions with peripheral information cues. These are derived 

directly from the information object. Hilligoss and Rieh explain that these are related to 

the appearance of the information. These cues also derive from the emotional interaction 

someone has with the information. Metzger et al. (2010) argue that if the information 

presented fits into an individual’s pre-existing beliefs, then the information was more 

likely to be viewed as credible. Hwang (2013) explains that the more favorable an 

evaluation of a piece of information, the more credible the information will seem. Shariff 

et al. (2017) found that the geo-location and education of a reader had an effect on the 

credibility judgement of information. Shariff et al. further found that no user looked 

deeper for information. Hilligoss and Rieh (2008) sum this interaction up as the user, 

feeling with their gut, that the source or information is credible.    

Testing Agenda Setting 

McCombs and Reynolds (2002) propose four dimensions of agenda setting 

research. These four dimensions are labeled as the Acapulco Typology, named after the 

city in which it was originally proposed (McCombs and Reynolds 2002). The four 

dimensions are based on two factors: the number of issues examined, and how the data is 

examined. 
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The first dimension is mass persuasion. Here, researchers examine the salience of 

issues. This measure compares the number of stories written on a certain issue and 

compares it to the percent of voters considering it to be an important issue (McCombs 

and Reynolds, 2002). McCombs and Shaw's (1972) Chapel Hill, NC study falls into this 

category. 

Second, the automation approach examines the entire agenda of individuals 

(McCombs and Reynolds, 2002). How do individuals order given agenda items? 

McCombs and Reynolds (2002) argue that little correlation has been found between rank 

order from people, and how media outlets rank issues. 

The third form of agenda setting test that can be done, is classified by McCombs 

and Reynolds (2002) as natural history. The natural history approach examines the 

number of stories on a given subject and then compares it to the percent of individuals 

citing it as the top issue on their agenda. 

Finally, McCombs and Reynolds (2002) argue the fourth form of agenda setting 

research is cognitive portrait. Here, the salience of an issue is measured prior to, and 

after, being exposed to a news story. Similar to natural history, this approach examines a 

single issue. However, it examines that one issue on an individual level, similar to the 

automation approach. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The foundation of Agenda Setting by McCombs and Shaw (1972) illustrated a 

relationship between traditional media and the public. Roberts, et al. (2002), Tan and 
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Weaver (2007), and Lee (2014) demonstrated the relationship between the media and the 

public agendas. Rogers and Dearing (1988) contend that the power of the media lies in its 

ability to select what it focuses on. Roberts et al. (2002) suggest that the media gives 

individuals the information that is used in later public discussion. Conway et al. (2015) 

and Rogstad (2016) demonstrated that the media has a reciprocal relationship with 

Twitter discussions. A relationship that Westerman et al. (2014) argue allows for news 

media to pull information from social media. Neuman et al. (2014) note that public and 

media agendas are reflected in each other on social media. Dillman Carpentier (2014) 

argued that new sources have the power to raise issue salience beyond the power of other 

credible sources. Given the demonstrated relationship between public and media agendas, 

through social media, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

H1: Tweets from a news organization will set a subject’s agenda. 

Tan and Weaver (2007 and 2009) found that the individual and policy agendas are 

negligible when considering broad agendas. Rogstad (2016) contends that politicians are 

able to use social media to influence both public and media agendas via social media. 

Parmelee (2014) furthers that the public agenda could be set by tweets from politicians 

and that the power extends across mediums. Luo (2014) concluded that policy items exert 

influence on agendas of social media channels. Given the demonstrated increasing power 

of politicians to set agendas via social media, the following hypothesis is proposed. 

H2: Tweets from a political organization will set a subject’s agenda. 
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 Bruns (2008) contends that individuals can now control the flow of information. 

Metzger et al. (2010) noted that familiar sources are viewed as more credible. Hilligoss 

and Rieh (2008) found that primary sources were received as more credible then 

secondary sources. Sharing of a social media post places users as a secondary source. 

Morris et al. (2012) furthered that topical names were rated with higher credibility than 

those with generic names. Hilligoss and Rieh (2008) note that credibility judgements are 

critical when judging items such as news stories.  

Social media, when used in breaking news situations, Sung and Hwang (2014) 

argue, can help in setting an agenda. Harder et al. (2017) attribute this to the speed of the 

medium. Spence et al (2016) in part concluded that the speed increased credibility. Given 

the debate on where the credibility of individuals lies, the following research question is 

proposed:   

RQ1: Will the general user set the subject’s agenda? 

 Wanta and Hu (1994a) argue that as source credibility increases so does the 

individual’s susceptibility to agenda setting effects. Rogers and Dearing (1988) argued 

that credibility is vital is making issues important to information consumers. Aruguete 

(2017) explains that certain sources hold higher places in a credibility hierarchy. As 

source credibility judgements uncouple from authority judgements according to Metzger 

et al. (2010), traditional information hierarchies need to be re-examined. Given the 

findings of Schmierback and Oeldorf-Hirsch (2012) that social media has an impact on 

perceptions of credibility, and that those credibility judgements affect issue importance, 
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the argument of Wanta and Hu (1994a) is not lost. Sundar (2008) argues that experts have 

increased credibility. However, Bruns (2008) contends that news sources are no longer 

the only information filter. Morris et al. (2012) explain that credibility judgements are 

most important in issues of news, politics, energy, or consumer information. Given the 

continued importance of credibility on agenda setting, and in the social media 

environment, demonstrated by Aruguete (2017), Schmierback and Oeldorf-Hirsch 

(2012), Sundar (2008), Rogers and Dearing (1988), and Morris et al. (2012), the 

following hypotheses are proposed.   

H3A: The source viewed as most credible will set the subject’s agenda the fastest. 

H3B: The source viewed as second most credible will set the subject’s agenda the 

second fastest. 

H3C: The source viewed as least credible will set the subject’s agenda the slowest. 

With a changing credibility environment because of social media, the following research 

questions are proposed: 

RQ2A: What is the most credible type of agenda on Twitter? 

RQ2B: What is the second more credible type of agenda on Twitter? 

RQ2C: What is the least credible type of agenda on Twitter? 

RQ3A: How does credibility of a media source change over time? 

RQ3B: How does the credibility of a government source change over time? 

RQ3C: How does the credibility of a peer source change over time? 
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 To analyze credibility, Hilligoss and Rieh’s (2008) model will be used. 

Specifically, the construct level. This level is chosen, as it reflects early measures of 

credibility, as proposed by Hovland et al (1953). Further, it reflects measures of 

credibility proposed more recently by Fogg et al. (2001), Smith (2005), and Lin et al 

(2016). Research to this point, however, has not adapted credibility judgements between 

types of Twitter users. The below method aims to shed light on those differences.  

Chapter 3: Methods 

Design Overview 

An experiment was carried out to test the agenda-setting capability of social 

media.   Twitter was chosen as the specific social media platform to test.  In the 

experiment, subjects were exposed to a Twitter feed that presented a list of currently 

popular topics present on Twitter.  After viewing the Twitter feed, subjects were asked to 

complete a questionnaire that asked them to list issues that they thought were important.   

Feed Construction 

        The Twitter feed was constructed by modifying a Twitter newsfeed. Using the 

inspect tool provided in the Google Chrome Browser, the researcher modified the feed by 

removing: retweet amounts, number of favorites, videos, and pictures present in tweets. 

The researcher then pulled tweets from actual news source Twitter feeds including 

National Public Radio (NPR), the Associated Press (AP), and the Washington Post. 

Tweets that appeared factual in nature, and this did not present bias were selected. These 

tweets then replaced the content in the feed being modified. Display names, pictures, and 
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handles were then modified to the three stimulus sources. This was done, to remove 

preconceived biases towards sources. The user’s display picture was then changed to the 

default. Finally, Photoshop was used to insert the search bar and Twitter icon at the top of 

the feed. 

 After creation of the Twitter feed screenshots, they were placed into Qualtrics 

with descriptions of the three sources. To see how this appeared, please view appendices: 

A, B, and C. Participants accessed (see Appendix D) these via a web link sent to their 

email (see Appendix G). For further discussion of this process please refer to the 

Participation Process section of this chapter.  

Stimulus Issue 

To test the agenda-setting capability of the Twitter feed, a stimulus issue was 

inserted into the Twitter feed.  Using a manufactured issue assured the researcher that the 

only exposure that the subjects would have to the issue would take place in the 

experimental setting and eliminate the chance of contamination from exposure to the 

issue in other media sources outside of the experimental setting.  If the subjects 

mentioned the manufactured issue in their lists of important issues on the questionnaires, 

then the researcher deemed their issue agendas were influenced by the Twitter feed.   

The stimulus issue was a proposed legislation that would create bandwidth 

rationing by the United States Government. It was argued that internet access was 

slowing because of the higher number of users. To solve this problem, the government 

was imposing a maximum monthly usage of two-Gigabits per device. This number was 
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selected as it is a base monthly internet usage for mobile data providers in the United 

States. The issue was designed to reflect the gas rations in the 1960s, and to give a sense 

of viability to the issue. While viability was important, the issue could not be one that 

would appear in any actual news sources over the course of the experiment.  

Test Group Assignment 

Subjects were divided into three treatment groups: a government source group, a 

news media source group, and a peer source group.  The three conditions represent the 

three issue agendas in Manheim’s model. Subjects were divided into the groups through 

random assignment. This was done by listing all participants in an Excel spreadsheet, and 

a number was generated by Google’s random number generator. The number served as 

the first person to be assigned to the media group. The person below them was assigned 

to the government group, and the next person the peer. This pattern continued to the 

bottom of the list, before returning to the top, and working down to the starting row.    

Tweets appeared to come from three simulated sources, one designed as a news 

media source (media agenda), one taking the form of a government agency (political 

agenda), and one designated as a peer (public agenda). These sources were simulated to 

remove potential bias, for or against, news agencies and political figures that could alter 

the speed at which the stimulus issue could enter a subject’s agenda. This was necessary, 

as the experiment examines tweets coming from a source type, as opposed to a specific 

Twitter user. Chung, Nam, and Stefanone (2012) found that traditional sources, 

independent news sources, and aggregates, were all judged by trustworthiness and 
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expertise when it came to determinations of credibility, making the two variables viable 

measures of credibility in the reflection surveys.  

Stimulus Sources 

The news media source was named News Feed and was described to participants 

as “a leading and highly respected news organization that creates briefs on current events. 

Focuses on news happening in the United States and around the world.” The government 

agency was called the Government Communications Commission (GCC). Subjects were 

told that the GCC is “A non-partisan (no political views) government office of news 

coming out of the United States government.” Finally, the peer (public agenda) went by 

the name of Devin Smith. Devin was described as “a general Twitter user from 

Wisconsin.” Devin was used as the first name, because it is considered gender neutral, 

removing gender as a potential biasing factor in tweet interpretation. The status of friend 

or stranger was not established. Lin et al. (2016) concluded that credibility judgements 

were not significantly impacted by this factor, therefore, it was excluded. 

Exposure 

Subjects were exposed to the Twitter feeds six times during an 18 day period. The 

stimulus issue of internet rationing was placed in the feed with all other tweets in the 

Twitter feed. The source of the issue, however, changed based on group membership. 

News Feed posted the update for members of the news group. Devin posted the update 

for the peer group. Finally, the GCC posted the updates on the rationing for members of 

the government group. All tweets appeared in the same order, regardless of group 
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membership. The placement of the stimulus issue in the order of tweets changed each 

time that stimulus material was sent out to subjects. Real world issues received coverage 

across multiple stimulus days when the real-world news agenda made it possible. 

Examples of these stories included: Muller’s investigation into the 2016 election, and 

Kevin Spacey being accused of sexual assault. 

Each feed was comprised of ten tweets, with all three sources providing random 

amounts of tweets. News Feed and the Government Communications Commission 

appeared more often to reflect a typical feed, where larger organizations have more 

resources to run a more active account. 10 tweets were used to ensure that when subjects 

were later asked what issues were important to them, they did not reproduce all issues 

presented in the feed. This number of tweets prevented participants from memorizing the 

feed. The researcher feared that having been asked to list five issues on the first 

questionnaire, that subjects might memorize the Twitter feed list if it was too short. 

Rather, participants would have to make choices between what they saw in the feeds, and 

what they personally brought to the table. If they desired to reproduce the feed, using 10 

issues forced them to still decide what were the important issues. 

Subjects 

Recruitment. Participants were recruited out of Communication courses at a 

medium-sized Midwestern university. This method of recruitment is in line with other 

agenda setting and credibility studies including Spence et al. (2015), Hwang (2013), Lin 

et al. (2016), and Dillman Carpentier (2014). In-class announcements and emails were 
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used to advertise the study. For the text of these announcements, see Appendix F. 

Participation was voluntary. Those who completed the full study were given extra credit 

in the course from which they were recruited. The extra credit given equated to half a 

percentage point of the final grade so as to not be coercive, but to incentivize continued 

participation. To maintain organic responses, subjects were told that the study was 

examining the effects of Twitter fonts on their perceptions. Each participant was assigned 

a code to ensure participation and for distribution of the extra credit compensation at the 

end of the study. To maintain anonymity, names were not directly associated with 

responses, as the code to name key, was stored in a file system separate from responses. 

Experimental Condition Assignment. Once recruited, participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the three groups: new media, peer or political. Those in the 

media group were exposed to the stimulus tweets from the media source. Members of the 

peer group were exposed to the stimulus issue from the peer. The political group received 

the stimulus story from the government organization 

Trait N % 

Year in school   

     Freshman 8 3.0 

     Sophomore 148 55.4 

     Junior 46 17.2 

     Senior or higher 60 22.5 

Gender   

     Male 110 41.2 

     Female 148 55.4 

     Other/chose not to respond 4 1.5 
Table 1: Demographic break-down of sample 
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Participant Demographics. Table 1 defines the population, based on gender and 

year in school. The information was obtained in the final survey conducted. The skew in 

current level of school was in line with the researcher’s expectations, as participants were 

largely recruited out of Sophomore level courses. Females comprised 55.4% of the 

participant population, while males comprised 41.2%, and 1.5% chose not to respond or 

listed other. This proportion differed from that of the university population from which 

the sample was taken. At the time of the study, the campus population was reported as 

50.7% male, and 49.3% female (Institutional Research and Planning, 2017). 

Experiment Procedure 

Timeline 

The experiment occurred over the course of the 18 days, October 30-November 

17, 2017. This was based on the research of Wanta and Hu (1994b), Roberts et al (2002), 

Sung and Hwang (2014) and Neuman et al. (2014). Wanta and Hu (1994b) concluded 

that agendas could be set in less than a week by broadcast media, but newspapers and 

news magazines would take three and eight weeks respectively. Roberts et al. (2002) 

found that social media agendas could be set in a week or less. The method used 

examines the agenda over time, at weekly intervals, to give time for natural agenda 

development. Upon review, there were gaps in literature focusing on the agenda setting 

time of different types of Twitter sources.  
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Participation Process 

Once the experiment began, no additional participants were allowed to enter the 

study. On Day: Two, Three, Eight, Ten, Fifteen and Seventeen, participants were 

requested to view a mock Twitter feed comprised of tweets from the three sources. To 

ensure viewing, participants were required to view the tweets for one minute, before 

advancing to submission. On the participant’s screen above the Twitter feed were short 

descriptions of each of the three sources. To view how the stimulus appeared on screen, 

please refer to Appendices: C, D and E. Participants were given stimulus material 

multiple times to aid in what Jang et al. (2017) contend is a cumulative agenda-setting 

process. On days One, Four, Eleven and Eighteen, participants were asked to take a 

survey regarding their opinions on what they had viewed.  

Participants accessed both the Twitter feeds and surveys from a weblink emailed 

to them (Appendix G). Participants would click the link, enter their email, agree to the 

informed consent (Appendix E) before viewing the feed or taking the survey (this process 

is mapped in Appendix D). All links were sent to the subject's email twice, once in the 

morning between 7:00 AM and 8:00 AM and a reminder later in the day between 7:00 

PM and 8:00 PM. In the morning email, subjects were requested to view the stimulus or 

take the survey within 24-hours. The evening reminder email requested action be taken 

within 12-hours. Once the participant clicked on the link in their email, they were taken 

to Qualtrics survey software. Here, they entered their email to track participation for 

extra-credit, which was disassociated with their responses. After entering their email, 
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they were taken to the survey or the screen with the source descriptions and Twitter feed 

screenshot. After completing the survey or viewing the feed for one-minute, subjects 

clicked submit and their answers and participation were recorded.  

Participants were surveyed on Day One for two reasons. The first was to ensure 

that the stimulus issue was not already placed on participant’s agendas. The second 

reason was to gain a baseline on source credibility before participants were exposed to 

any tweets from, or information about, the sources. Subjects were given no information 

about sources prior to, or during the first survey. Subjects completed questionnaires the 

day after stimulus exposure to limit memorization and regurgitated responses and to 

allow subjects to consider the issues over time. This offers a truer picture of one’s actual 

agenda, as opposed to a pre-memorized response. Dillman Carpentier (2008) argued that 

agenda setting should be conceptualized as issue salience and not top-of-the-mind 

awareness. 

Figure 3: Schedule used for conducting surveys and release of stimulus material. 

Week Sun. Mon. Tues. Wed. Thurs. Fri. Sat. 

1  
Day 1: 

Survey 1 
Day 2: 

Stimulus 1 
Day 3: 

Stimulus 2 
Day 4: 

Survey 2 
Day 5 Day 6 

2 Day 7 
Day 8: 

Stimulus 3 
Day 9 

Day 10: 
Stimulus 4 

Day 11: 
Survey 3 

Day 12 
Day 
13 

3 
Day 
14 

Day 15: 
Stimulus 5 

Day 16 
Day 17: 

Stimulus 6 
Day 18: 
Survey 4 

Day 19: 
Debrief (sent 

24-hours after 
the release of 

survey 4). 
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At the end of the study, all participants were sent a debrief letter via email 

(appendix H). The letter addressed the purpose of the study, and that the issue regarding 

internet was not true. The letter explained that all three sources are not actual Twitter 

feeds, and were designed for the experiment. Participants were advised to turn to reliable 

news sources, to keep up to date on current issues, and if they had any questions, to 

contact the investigators. 

Measurement 

 To view the Qualtrics surveys used, please see Appendices J and K. 

Measuring Credibility. To measure perceived source credibility, subjects were 

asked to rate credibility variables about the three sources using Likert-type scales. These 

items were: expertise, competence, honesty, goodwill, and overall credibility. Expertise, 

competence, honesty, and goodwill were elements of credibility put forth by Smith 

(2005). Liu et al. (2012), Chung et al. (2016), Lin et al. (2016), Fogg et al. (2001), and 

Hovland et al. (1953) support those five elements put forth by Smith (2005). Seven-point 

Likert-type scales were used to measure the five elements put forth by Smith (2005). 

Likert-type scales were used because of their common use in research since the 1930’s 

(Norman, 2010). Participants were told that a rating of one meant that the given source 

did not possess that quality and a rating of seven meant that the source strongly embodied 

that quality.  

Hilligoss and Riech (2008) place the elements proposed by Smith (2005) on the 

construct level of credibility. This level was focused on, as the literature at this level, is 
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less clear regarding different sources on Twitter. The work of scholars such as Morris et 

al. (2012) more directly addresses source credibility on the Heuristic and Interaction 

levels. Additionally, these questions served as a manipulation check as to whether an 

issue from a source with very low credibility was making it onto subjects’ agendas. 

Disguising Research Purpose. To disguise the purpose of the research study 

from participants, they were asked questions regarding the importance of font in the 

Twitter experience, as well as about different elements of a font (color, spacing etc.), and 

their overall rating of the type. Some participants contacted the researcher asking why 

feeds appeared the same. Other respondents listed font characteristics as items on their 

agenda. These instances demonstrate that the cover story was believed by participants. 

Measuring the Agenda. Finally, participants were asked to freely list the five 

most important current issues to them, from most to least important. They were then 

asked, based on the issues listed above, please rate how important are the issues to you, 

rated on a seven-point Likert-type scale. Additionally, a Likert-type scale question was 

used to gauge how important each of the five issues was to them. The scale also acted as 

a manipulation check, that respondents were not rating their most important issue as not 

important at all, and their least important issue as extremely important. 

Each survey response was coded by the researcher, as a zero, one or two. A zero 

meant that the stimulus issue was not mentioned at all in the free response. A one meant 

that the response reflected the wording of the tweet. A two was given to responses that 

involved the internet but did not directly mention bandwidth rationing (i.e. net neutrality). 
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Given the limited number of responses involving the internet, and bandwidth rationing, 

no further coding was conducted. This coding system was developed by the researcher 

and is outlined in Table 2. 

Code Meaning N= 

0 Does not mention the internet 1299 

1 
Specifically mentions internet bandwidth rationing, clear it is from 

Twitter feed 
1 

2 
Mentions something about the internet, such as net neutrality, not clear 

if it was because of the Twitter feed, or a different news source 
7 

Table 2: Coding Procedure and Number of Responses 

Demographic Information. On the last survey, participants were asked to 

identify their gender as female, male, transgender, prefer not to respond and other. 

Participants were also asked their year in school. 

Why Likert-type Scales were Chosen. Likert-type scales were chosen to gather 

interval type data on issue importance and credibility for analysis. Norman (2010) noted 

the tendency of scholars to criticize this method as it is not statistically reliable. Norman 

concluded, however, that these claims are unfounded with a rich tradition of use since the 

1930s. Dawes (2008) concluded that between five-point, seven-point and ten-point 

scales, there was no significant variance around the mean. The ten-point scale did 

produce lower overall scale-points. Korkut Artuna and Arslan (2016) found that seven-

point scales provided a better fit than the use of a five point scale. Given the findings of 

Norman (2010), Dawes (2008) and Korkut Artuna and Arslan (2016), seven-point scales 

were employed for this study. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

H1 and H2 predicted that the news media and government Twitter users would set 

participant’s agendas respectively. Responses from all four surveys were coded as the 

issue not being present, present, or mentioning the internet, but the wording not reflecting 

bandwidth rationing. Upon coding of the free response answers (see Table 2), these 

hypotheses were not supported. RQ1 aimed to determine if the peer source would set the 

agenda. Upon coding, only one response stated bandwidth rationing as an important 

issue, where it was clear it was from the Twitter feed. Additionally, seven other 

respondents noted net neutrality, keeping the internet free and internet privacy as 

important issues. Based upon those wordings, it could not be ascertained that those issues 

were written as a result of the stimulus material, or from another news source. Based on 

the limited appearance of internet related issues in the free response portion, H1 and H2 

are not supported.  

 H3A, H3B, and H3C predicted that the most credible source would set the agenda 

the fastest, followed by second most, and third most respectively. Based upon the 

negative results of H1 and H2, these hypotheses could not be tested.  

RQ2A, RQ2B, and RQ2C asked what source would be viewed as most credible, 

second most credible, and third most credible respectively. The five measures of 

credibility: expertise, competence, honesty, goodwill, and overall credibility were factor 

analyzed. Results indicated the concept of credibility as a one-dimensional concept for 

each of the three tweet sources, therefore a composite measure for credibility was created 
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by averaging the five variables for each source. T-tests comparing each of the three 

sources were run to determine the order of credibility and difference between each 

source’s credibility. 

T-tests also indicated the media agenda was found to be significantly more credible than 

the peer agenda. Results are listed in Table 2 

Table 3: T-tests of derived credibility scores 

Relationship Group M t df 

***Peer x Government 
Peer 4.11 134.48 1228 

Government 4.81 155.88 1230 

***Government x Media 
Government 4.81 155.88 1230 

Media 4.49 142.23 1225 

***Media x Peer 
Media 4.49 142.23 1225 

Peer 4.11 134.48 1228 

***P<.001 

RQ3A, RQ3B, and RQ3C asked how the media, government, and peer credibility 

respectively, would change over time. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests that 

examined the changes in credibility for all six dimensions of the government did not 

produce significant results and are, therefore, not discussed.  

For peers, one dimension produced significant results of changing credibility over 

time. ANOVAs on five of the six credibility measures for the peer produced non-

significant results. The goodwill of the peer produced a significant finding [F(3, 

411)=2.614, p=.05] with credibility averages of 4.23 at time one, 4.08 at time two, 4.25 at 

time three, and 4.56 at time four.  

For the news media, all six dimensions produced significant results of changing 

credibility over time. ANOVA results are listed in Table 3. Further ANOVA analysis was 
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conducted comparing the credibility scores of the media source between those in the 

media experimental condition, and those not. Significance was found for the overall 

credibility rating and the derived average credibility score. The results are listed in table 

4. Tests were also run for peer and government, but those did not produce significant 

results. 

 

Table 4: ANOVA of media credibility over time 

Trait 
Mean Scores 

f df 
1 2 3 4 

Derived 

credibility* 

4.09 4.57 4.37 4.7 5.56 405 

Expertise* 4.09 4.63 4.44 4.7 4.24 407 

Competence* 4.22 4.66 4.41 4.76 3.6 407 

Honesty* 3.93 4.46 4.33 4.6 5.37 407 

Goodwill* 4.12 4.45 4.23 4.65 3.28 406 

Overall* 4.14 4.68 4.44 4.77 4.72 406 

N = 407    *p<.05 

Table 5: ANOVA of media credibility from media group versus credibility of media from all other groups 

Trait N 
Mean Comparison 

f df 
Media Others 

Derived credibility* 1225 4.41 4.53 5.36 1223 

Overall* 1243 4.48 4.64 3.85 1223 

*p<.05 

Potential demographic differences were examined. ANOVA analysis of 

credibility, based upon gender, and year in school, was run. Year in school produced no 

significant findings. Gender produced one significant finding. Males viewed the peer as 

more experienced [F(2, 259)=4.45, p<.05]. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Discussion of Results 

Agenda Setting 

This study aimed to determine if Twitter alone could set an individual’s agenda. 

Using an experimental method, participants were placed into three groups, based on 

Manheim and Albritton’s (1984) model of agenda setting. After exposure to six Twitter 

feeds over 18 days, there was no significant evidence of a stimulus issue being placed 

onto participants’ agendas. This result concurs with the findings of Conway and Patterson 

(2008), Schmierback and Oeldorf-Hirsch (2012), and Arugguete (2017), that agenda 

setting on Twitter is not automatic. Lecheler and de Vreese (2012) note that repetitive 

framing does not necessarily strengthen opinion formation. These findings challenge the 

argument of Parmelee (2014), Harder et al. (2017), Roberts et al. (2002), and Rogstad 

(2016) that social media and the internet have significantly more agenda setting ability 

than other sources. 

One possible explanation for this failure is the credibility of Twitter as an overall 

source. Schmierbach and Oeldorf-Hirsch (2012), and Tandoc and Johnson (2016) note 

that as breaking news develops, the more credible traditional sources take over coverage 

and information distribution from Twitter.  

An additional explanation is the lack of additional heuristic cues that participants 

could use. This study was designed to remove pre-conceived biases for, or against, 

sources to ascertain the agenda setting ability of Twitter. As a result, participants could 
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not rely on prior perceptions. This sterile environment may have limited credibility 

heuristics that Twitter users often use. Metzger et al. (2010) argued the importance of 

pre-existing beliefs, and that stories should fit into prior knowledge. The lack of 

additional media coverage also limited what Jang et al. (2017) contend is a round-trip 

agenda setting relationship between different agendas.  

A Note on Agenda Setting Complexity. Dillman Carpentier (2014) asserts that 

agenda setting is the process of temporarily raising the importance of an issue. Scheufele 

and Tewksbury (2007) note that agenda setting is the result of priming. Parmelee (2014) 

argued that the relationship between Twitter and traditional agenda setting sources, such 

as newspapers, is a complex one. Given the arguments of Dillman Carpentier (2014), 

Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007), and Parmelee (2014), it should be noted that agenda 

setting is the result of a complex structure between the heuristics of media consumers, 

journalists and their sources. As Grynbaum and Ember (2016) state, news media 

struggled to determine if President Donald Trump’s tweets were newsworthy. At the core 

of the question is whether Trump’s Twitter should have been allowed to set the media 

agenda. Based on the premise of agenda setting theory, if that happened, the public’s 

agenda, in turn, could also be set.   

Credibility 

The order of source credibility from Twitter did reflect the findings of Brewer and 

Ley (2013), Jones (2017), and Swift (2016), that the government was viewed as more 

credible than the media. This study adds how peers fit into the equation for future agenda 
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setting studies. These findings, Lin et al. (2016) would contend, is the result of the 

government’s position of authority affecting perceptions of credibility.     

 The credibility of the media source declined in the third test, before rising again in 

the fourth. An examination of the news coverage, in the days leading up to the third 

assessment, did not indicate a presence of coverage about President Donald Trump 

attacking the media directly, as he has in the past. Examples of these attacks include a 

press conference in February 2017 (see Byers, 2017), over coverage of a white nationalist 

rally in Charlottesville, VA in August 2017 (see Carter, 2017), and during his 2016 

campaign (see Phillips, 2016). Based upon the conclusions of Jones (2004), Bennett, et 

al. (1999), and Littau and Stewart (2015), these attacks may be an explanation for why 

the government produced higher credibility scores than the media. 

 Analysis of the two measures of overall media credibility, when comparing 

responses from those in the media condition, versus those not in the condition, 

demonstrated lower ratings of credibility than those in the media group. In 2016 the term 

“fake news,” became a talking point of the election, and its result (Samuel, 2016). 

Internet companies such as Facebook and Google are attempting to combat the problem 

in elections after the term arose in 2016 (Barzic & Kar-Gupta, 2017). United States 

President Donald Trump, has used the term to describe traditional news channels such as 

CNN and the New York Times (see Parker, 2017; Sinclair, 2017). The stimulus story was 

designed so that participants could not receive information about it from other sources. 

This would limit the ability for them to fit the information into already constructed 
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frames, as argued for as necessary by Metzger et al. (2010). If this was the case, was the 

story filtered as “fake news,” thus hurting the credibility rating given by the group that 

saw it? This effect would not appear in the peer versus everyone else, or the government 

versus everyone else tests because neither currently faces direct labeling as “fake news,” 

as traditional media channels are. 

 The finding that the perceived goodwill of the peer changed over time was not 

expected, nor was the finding that males would view the peer as more experienced than 

females. Further examination of the literature revealed findings by Kenton (1989), that 

males would be viewed as more experienced than females. While intended to be a 

gender-neutral name, male participants may have viewed Devin as a male, thus 

increasing that dimension. Kenton however, was able to find differences in the ratings of 

goodwill that were not seen here. Additionally, Armstrong and McAdams (2009) found 

that male information sources were viewed as more credible than women online.  

Limitations 

Single Contact Measurement 

The tweets about the stimulus issue did not name any specific lawmakers, laws or 

organizations. The only information provided was the tweets. There was no way for 

participants to find more information beyond the stimulus material. This was partly due 

to constraints of the survey software, as well as not wanting the issue to lead to eventual 

constituent action, such as writing actual lawmakers over the issue. Dillman Carpentier 

(2014) noted that experimental tests of agenda setting temporarily elevate issues at single 
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points in time. Individuals often gather information from other sources. Sung and Hwang 

(2014) and Tandoc and Johnson (2016) argue how Twitter breaks news, but as the crisis 

progresses, traditional media sources take the lead. Since the stimulus occurred at single 

points on multiple days, participants did not receive further information about the 

stimulus from their broader media environment, such as other social media outlets, 

newspapers or television news. Therefore, the news story was not fully entrenched in 

their news environment, whereas real-world issues that arose during the experiment, such 

as a mass shooting at a Texas church, could reach participants across multiple channels. 

Traditional information sources could not take the lead on the stimulus issue. 

Agenda Gathering Methods     

 Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) argue that agenda setting is the result of 

priming, whereby certain information and heuristics are more top-of-the-mind to 

individuals. When designing agenda setting studies, researchers must use caution to avoid 

priming answers beyond the stimulus material. In the study conducted here, free 

responses had to be used, as not to influence and prime answers, but at the cost of more 

specific data. If using questions that list current issues, multiple issues need to repeat 

through all assessments, to act as a cover for the stimulus issue. In the case of a three-

week study, there is no guarantee that the news agenda will remain consistent. One 

breaking news story could re-shape the national news agenda in minutes.  

Over the course of this study, stories at the start included Paul Manafort being 

charged by Robert Muller’s investigation and ended with mass shootings, and 
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conversations on sexual harassment. Conway and Patterson (2008) noted that the free 

recall type questions, as were used in this study, were best suited for gathering a public’s 

agenda. Ranking type questions of given issues were, according to Conway and Patterson 

(2008), better at building an agenda. Using the free response questions meant that the 

answers given were five free-ranging issues. These issues included items such as 

healthcare, font color, and other responses that were not actual current events. While this 

form of questioning gathered participant’s agendas, there could not be a measurement of 

the potential influence of the feed. The issue may have grown in importance, but was not 

in anyone’s top five, or was not memorable enough, and therefore did not appear in the 

responses. There was no way to ask about the importance of free and open access to the 

internet over the course of the study without alerting, and potentially priming, 

participants to the fact that it was the issue being examined. This method placed faith in 

the memory of participants, that ultimately limited the findings of this study to the area of 

credibility.    

Based on this limitation, single-point-in-time agenda setting studies offer a 

measurement advantage. Since participants will be questioned once after stimulus 

exposure, questions about one specific issue will not reveal themselves as easily as being 

asked about the same thing many times. Use of need for orientation offers an avenue for 

examining how issue salience changes in response to a stimulus in single point studies. 
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Mock-Feed 

Sundar (2008) argues that social media affords users the ability to navigate a 

digital space. In this space, they can gather more information. In the case of a Twitter 

feed, users can often click links to news stories, view videos and see pictures. These 

affordances were constrained by the abilities of the Qualtrics software used. Participants 

had to be constrained to the test environment, so they would not end up in the depths of 

Twitter in unrelated areas. Additionally, the researcher wanted to open the test to as many 

people as possible, regardless of if they had a Twitter account, necessitating the use of 

Qualtrics. This meant using screenshots to make the stimulus still appear as a Twitter 

feed, but sacrificing interactivity. While this limited the ability of participants to gather 

more information, there was still information provided (the tweets, the short source 

descriptions, source names and display pictures) for them to interpret, and should 

therefore not result in completely devaluing the findings about credibility rankings. 

Absence of Peripheral Cues  

Morris et al. (2012) studied how different elements of Twitter have an affect on 

credibility perceptions. Cues such as re-tweets, favorites, and the verified checkmark give 

users more information than was presented in this experiment. The researcher did not 

want the number of retweets or favorites to influence the results and therefore removed 

them. Hilligoss and Rieh’s (2008) model of credibility extends beyond the bounds of the 

construct level of credibility studied here. Conway and Patterson (2008) note that Twitter 

lacks salience clues common in other news mediums, such as headline size in 
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newspapers. Kwak et al. (2010) counter that features such as retweet and favoriting, act 

as the salience cues.  To test the construct level, these salience cues had to be limited, 

potentially limiting the generalizability of results. 

In examining research that would fit into the lower levels of Hilligoss and Riech’s 

model, little was found on the influence of the verified checkmark in perceptions of 

credibility on Twitter and offers an avenue for further examination. In the case of this 

experiment, the researcher predicts that the only difference would be between the News 

Feed and Devin Smith, as both the news and government sources would have received 

the checkmarks.   

Net Neutrality 

Within a week of the experiment’s conclusion, the United State’s Federal 

Communications Commission (FCC) announced that it would be voting to change the 

law regarding net neutrality, or the way internet companies can bill customers (see Kang, 

2017b & Fung, 2017). While not precisely similar to the stimulus issue, it holds 

similarities. Seven free response answers indicated net neutrality or keeping the internet 

free as important issues. While not enough to pose statistical significance, the appearance 

of these issues could have been an early sign of issue contamination, or the balancing of 

real-world and stimulus issues by participants, as this was not the first-time net neutrality 

entered public debate (see Selyuka, 2016; & Kang, 2017a). This balancing, therefore, 

resulted in responses that hinted at an internet connection, but could not be coded as 

specific instances of the stimulus issue. Agenda setting studies that use mock issues must 
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consider how participants will interpret the information within pre-existing news 

heuristics. In this case, it was net neutrality, which created a larger gray area then the 

researcher predicted when developing the issue.   

Neutral Government Source 

 Many United State’s government agencies reflect the political leanings of the 

President, as the constitution gives them the power to appoint department heads. The 

organization used in this experiment was listed as non-partisan. This was an attempt to 

focus on face credibility, as a result, the reactions may not have been as strong, and were 

therefore un-natural. If the organization was listed as partisan, those with liberal-leaning 

would have most likely rated government credibility lower, while conservatives would 

have placed it higher. This would be as a result that at the time of the experiment, 

conservatives controlled the: United States House, Senate, and Presidency. Exact effects 

of this change can not be made as participants were never asked questions regarding 

political leanings. 

Future Areas of Research 

 This study examined credibility over the course of 18 days. The literature 

reviewed explained that agendas could be set within a week. Future research should 

duplicate this study, with increased assessments of participants agendas, specifically 

during the first week. The literature regarding time-lag and agenda setting have gaps in 

all media contexts, that should be filled. To date, Stone and McCombs (1981), Wanta and 

Hu (1994b), and Roberts et al. (2002) serve as the guiding literature on this phenomenon. 
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Roberts et al. (2002) are the only one of the three, to directly address internet 

communication. Having been conducted over a decade ago, Roberts et al. does not 

address the different social media landscape that has developed since 2002.  

Dillman Carpentier (2014) noted that much agenda setting research places 

stimulus issues in single time increments, such as one Twitter feed, or within one news 

broadcast. As Tandoc and Johnson (2016) note, users often turn to other information 

sources, to learn more about a crisis. Both Sung and Hwang (2014) and Tandoc and 

Johnson (2016) note, this is often an issue of credibility. Future agenda setting 

experiments should design a study that builds a stimulus into a much broader information 

landscape, with readily accessible information. 

Future credibility research should further examine differences between 

experimental media, as was used in this experiment, and traditional media channels, such 

as the New York Times, that have been used in other agenda setting research, and have 

demonstrated agenda setting ability (see Denham, 2014; Dillman Carpentier, 2014). The 

research should examine how the differences of credibility between real-world sources 

affect the ability of a source to set an agenda specifically, between the different source 

types proposed by Manheim and Albritton (1984). This line of research has been limited 

beyond the work of Wanta and Hu (1994a & 1994b).   

Additional research should examine credibility, using the dimensions proposed 

here, as it pertains to the gender of the communicator and the receiver, in Twitter 

environments. While not a primary line of examination in this study, the finding that 
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expertise for the peer was higher among males, requires further examination. These 

analyses should examine the differences between peer information sources with 

traditionally male, female, and gender-neutral names. Research in this area would 

modernize the findings of Kenton (1989) and expand on the work of Armstrong and 

McAdams (2009).  

Conclusion 

 This study has examined the foundation of McCombs and Shaw’s (1972) theory 

of agenda setting, and how issues enter onto an agenda. Two models were examined, 

before applying social media to Manheim and Albritton’s (1984) three agenda, agenda 

setting model. After the model was expanded, Hilligoss and Rieh’s (2008) model of 

credibility was used to define how credibility works on social media and how it affects 

agenda setting. 

Based on the reviewed literature, hypotheses and research questions were 

proposed. In order to test these predictions and questions, an 18-day experimental study 

was conducted at a mid-sized Midwestern university. Results indicated that the stimulus 

issue used did not rise to salience on participants’ agendas. Statistically significant 

differences between the perceived credibility of the three agendas were found, with the 

government being viewed as the most credible. The study demonstrates the complex 

nature of agenda setting in the context of Twitter. Additionally, it adds to the literature on 

government versus media credibility, while adding peer sources to the equation. After 

examining the results and discussing the experiments’ limitations, future areas of research 
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were proposed. Specifically, future research should better define the relationship of time 

and credibility in Manheim and Albritton’s (1984) three agenda, agenda setting model.  
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Appendix A: twitter feeds – media group 

Day 2: 
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Day 3: 
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Day 8: 
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Day 10: 
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Day 15: 
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Day 17: 
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Appendix B: twitter feeds – government group 

Day 2: 
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Day 3: 

 



88 

 
 

 

Day 8: 
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Day 10: 
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Day 15: 
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Day 17: 
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Appendix C: twitter feeds – peer group 

Day 2: 

 



93 

 
 

Day 3: 
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Day 8: 
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Day 10: 
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Day 15: 
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Day 17: 
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Appendix D: survey/stimulus access process 

1. Users would receive an email (see Appendix E), with a link. After clicking the 

link they would be asked to enter their school email address. 

 
2. After entering their email, they would be asked to acknowledge the implied 

consent. To see verbiage of the consent, see Appendix E. 

 
3. After clicking next, the participants would be taken to the feed or survey 

depending on day. 
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Appendix E: informed consent 

Consent to Participate In [university] Approved Research 

 

Title: Perceptions on Twitter 

Primary Investigator: 

Student (Thesis) Investigator(s): 

 

Description: 

In order to examine how different Twitter fonts affect perceptions of tweets, you have 

been requested to participate in a multi-week study. Over the course of three weeks you 

are being sent six emails linking you to a Twitter feed. You will then be asked to read the 

Twitter feed. Each email would take four to five minutes to complete. You will not be 

allowed to advance from one screen to the next for one-minute. You are also being 

contacted four other times asking you to complete a short survey about your opinions. 

 

Risks and Benefits: 

There are no foreseen risks to participating in this study. Information you will be exposed 

to in this study, reflects that of a regularly accessible Twitter feed.  

This research will allow you to examine your own perceptions of tweets and how you 

consume news via social media, specifically Twitter. 

 

Time Commitment and Payment: 

You are being requested to view six Twitter feeds. At that time you will not be required 

to take any other action. At four other intervals, you are being asked to respond to some 

questions about your experience viewing the feeds. You will be required to view each 

feed for a minute. Over the course of these three weeks, about thirty minutes (minimum) 

total are required for participation. The time maybe longer, based on how long you 

choose to view each Twitter feed and the amount of time you spend of survey responses. 
Some instructors MAY offer extra credit for your participation, otherwise no 

compensation will be extended.  

If you are being awarded extra credit, you will be awarded the credit at the completion of 

the experiment. It is at the discretion of the individual instructor as to how many points 

are awarded, and as to when those totals are added to the grade book. For more 

information on compensation for your participation, please contact your instructor. 

 

Safeguarding the Identity of Participants: 

Data collected during this experiment will be aggregated and tested as a whole against 

proposed hypotheses. Your name, and other self-identifiable information, including IP 

addresses, will be removed, not be connected to the data. The aggregated data is subject 

to open records laws and may therefore, if requested by appropriate entities, be released. 
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Any personally identifiable information has been removed from data, and is confidential, 

and therefore participation in the study is not part of the open records. 

All data will be housed on secure [university] accounts. Records of participants and 

entered data will be kept on separate accounts. Your name will not be associated with 

responses. Data will not be downloaded onto personal computers or devices (i.e. flash 

drives) of the researchers and/or other agents. 

Many precautions have been taken to ensure the security and privacy of your responses, 

however, online communications, in general, are considered public in nature.  As this 

research is conducted in a public education setting, electronic records may be subject to 

open records requests.  In addition, as an online participant in this research, there is 

always a risk of intrusion, by outside agents such as hacking, and therefore a risk of being 

identified. [university] security protocols and procedures are implemented for this 

research and will be used to protect data to the fullest extent possible. 

To best protect your own data, you are allowed, and encouraged to change your 

passwords on a regular basis.  

 

Information Sharing: 

To protect the validity of the data, you are requested to not share any information 

presented to you through this study. 

 

Right to Withdraw: 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  You may choose not to participate 

without any adverse consequences to you.  However, should you choose to participate 

and later wish to withdraw from the study, there is no way to identify your anonymous 

document after it has been turned into the investigator. 

 

Questions: 

If you have any questions, prior to, during and/or after the experiment please contact the 

researchers at [email] and [email]. 

 

IRB Approval: 

This study has been reviewed and approved by The [university name] Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). The IRB has determined that this study meets the ethical 

obligations required by federal law and University policies.  If you have questions or 

concerns regarding this study, please contact the Investigator or Advisor.  If you have any 

questions, concerns, or reports regarding your rights as a research subject, please contact 

the IRB Administrator. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

By continuing you certify that you are at least 18 years of age, that you will not share the 

information presented here, and that you agree to participate in the project entitled, 

Perceptions on Twitter. 
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Appendix F: recruitment material 

In Class Announcement: 

Good [time of day] everyone, 

Brian Schanen, a Graduate Student in the Communication Department here at the [insert 

university], is currently in the process of completing his thesis examining how different fonts on 

Twitter affect perceptions of the message. To do this, he needs your assistance for a three-week 

study. Over the course of three weeks, you would be sent six emails, linking you to a Twitter 

feed. You will then be asked to read the Twitter feed. Each email would take two to three 

minutes to complete. You will also be contacted four other times, asking you to complete a 

short survey about your opinions. Should you complete all assessments and read all the feeds, 

you will receive [amount agreed upon by instructor] points of extra credit toward your final 

grade. If you would like to participate, please write your first and last name, along with your 

university email, on the sign-up form being passed around. Your help will be greatly appreciated. 

If you want some time to think about it, or don’t get a chance to sign up, he will be sending an 

email out about it tomorrow. Please contact Brian at [email] with any questions you may have, 

or if you would like to see the final results. Thank you. 

 

Email and Online Course Announcement: 

Good [appropriate time of day], 

My name is Brian Schanen. I am a Graduate Student in the Communication Department here at 

the [insert university]. I am currently in the process of completing my thesis, examining how 

different fonts on Twitter affect perceptions of the message. To do this, I need your assistance 

for a three-week study. Over the course of three weeks, you would be sent six emails, linking 

you to a Twitter feed. You will then be asked to read the Twitter feed. Each email would take 

two to three minutes to complete. You will also be contacted four other times, asking you to 

complete a short survey about your opinions. Should you complete all assessments and read all 

the feeds, you will receive three points of extra credit toward your final grade. If you would like 

to participate, please respond to this email with your first name, last name and email address by 

[insert appropriate date]. Please contact me/Brian at [email] with any questions you may have, 

or if you would like to see the final results. 

Thank you, 
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Appendix G: emails during experiment 

Initial Emails (sent between 7:00AM and 8:00AM) 

Week 1 Emails: 

Day 1 Email: Survey 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today is 

the first day. You will be taking a short survey. It should take about five minutes to complete. 

Please complete this in the next 24-hours. To access the survey, you must enter your UW-

Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your next item, a 

Twitter feed, will be emailed to you tomorrow. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

survey. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 2 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today 

you are requested to view a Twitter feed. It should take about two to three minutes to 

complete. Please complete this in the next 24-hours. To access the survey, you must enter your 

UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your next item, a 

Twitter feed, will be emailed to you tomorrow. Reminder: you must complete all 10 tasks on the 

days assigned to receive extra credit. 

[insert link here]  

Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the feed. You will need 

to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 
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Day 3 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today 

you are requested to view another Twitter feed. It should take about two to three minutes to 

complete. Please complete this in the next 24-hours. To access the survey, you must enter your 

UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your next item, a 

survey, will be emailed to you tomorrow. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Thank you, 

Day 4 Email: Survey 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today is 

the fourth day. You will be taking a short survey. It should take about five minutes to complete. 

Please complete this in the next 24-hours. To access the survey, you must enter your UW-

Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  You next action item, 

a Twitter feed, will be on Monday. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

survey. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Week 2 Emails: 

Day 8 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today 

you are requested to view a Twitter feed. It should take about two to three minutes to 

complete. Please complete this in the next 24-hours. To access the survey, you must enter your 

UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your next item, a 

Twitter feed, will be emailed to you Wednesday. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

 



104 

 
 

Day 10 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today 

you are requested to view another Twitter feed. It should take about two to three minutes to 

complete. Please complete this in the next 24-hours. To access the survey, you must enter your 

UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your next item 

will be a survey, emailed to you tomorrow. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 11 Email: Survey 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today is 

the eleventh day. You will be taking a short survey. It should take about five minutes to 

complete. Please complete this in the next 24-hours. To access the survey, you must enter your 

UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  You next action 

item, a Twitter feed, will be on Monday. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

survey. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Week 3 Emails: 

Day 15 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today 

you are requested to view a Twitter feed. It should take about two to three minutes to 

complete. Please complete this in the next 24-hours. To access the survey, you must enter your 

UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your next item, a 

Twitter feed, will be emailed to you Wednesday. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 
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Day 17 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today 

you are requested to view another Twitter feed. It should take about two to three minutes to 

complete. Please complete this in the next 24-hours. To access the survey, you must enter your 

UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your next item 

will be a survey, emailed to you tomorrow. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 18 Email: Survey 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. Today is 

the final day. You will be taking a short survey. It should take about five minutes to complete. 

Please complete this in the next 24-hours.  To access the survey, you must enter your UW-

Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  You will receive one 

more email tomorrow to conclude the study. There are no more action items after you 

complete the survey. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

survey. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 19: Debrief 

Good [insert time of day], 

I would like to thank you for participating in the study. Your time and insight has been extremely 

valuable. As we conclude, please read the attached document fully. The document discusses the 

purpose of the research and where to go from here. 

If you have any further questions do not hesitate to contact me at [email]. 
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Reminder Emails (sent between 7:00PM and 8:00PM) 

Week 1 Emails: 

Day 1 Email: Survey 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. To those 

of you who have taken time to fill out the survey already, thank you. To those of you who have 

not, this is a reminder, today is the first day. You will be taking a short survey. It should take 

about five minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours. To access the survey, 

you must enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept 

anonymous.  Your next item, a Twitter feed, will be emailed to you tomorrow. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

survey. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 2 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. To those 

of you who have taken time to view the Twitter feed, thank you. To those of you who have not, 

as a reminder, today you are requested to view a Twitter feed. It should take about two to three 

minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours. To access the survey, you must 

enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your 

next item, a Twitter feed, will be emailed to you tomorrow. Reminder: you must complete all 10 

tasks on the days assigned to receive extra credit. 

[insert link here]  

Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the feed. You will need 

to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 
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Day 3 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. To those 

of you who have taken time to view the Twitter feed, thank you. To those of you who have not, 

as a reminder, today you are requested to view another Twitter feed. It should take about two 

to three minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours. To access the survey, 

you must enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept 

anonymous.  Your next item, a survey, will be emailed to you tomorrow. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 4 Email: Survey 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. To those 

of you who have taken time to fill out the survey already, thank you. To those of you who have 

not, this is a reminder, today is the fourth day. You will be taking a short survey. It should take 

about five minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours. To access the survey, 

you must enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept 

anonymous.  You next action item, a Twitter feed, will be on Monday. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

survey. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Thank you, 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Week 2 Emails: 

Day 8 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. To those 

of you who have taken time to view the Twitter feed, thank you. To those of you who have not, 

as a reminder, today you are requested to view a Twitter feed. It should take about two to three 

minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours. To access the survey, you must 

enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your 

next item, a Twitter feed, will be emailed to you Wednesday. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 10 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. To those 

of you who have taken time to view the Twitter feed, thank you. To those of you who have not, 

as a reminder, today you are requested to view another Twitter feed. It should take about two 

to three minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours. To access the survey, 

you must enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept 

anonymous.  Your next item will be a survey, emailed to you tomorrow. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 11 Email: Survey 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts.  To those 

of you who have taken time to fill out the survey already, thank you. To those of you who have 

not, this a reminder, today is the eleventh day. You will be taking a short survey. It should take 

about five minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours. To access the survey, 

you must enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept 

anonymous.  You next action item, a Twitter feed, will be on Monday. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

survey. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 



109 

 
 

Week 3 Emails: 

Day 15 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts.  To those 

of you who have taken time to view the Twitter feed, thank you. To those of you who have not, 

as a reminder, today you are requested to view a Twitter feed. It should take about two to three 

minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours. To access the survey, you must 

enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept anonymous.  Your 

next item, a Twitter feed, will be emailed to you Wednesday. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 17 Email: Twitter Feed 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. To those 

of you who have taken time to view the Twitter feed, thank you. To those of you who have not, 

as a reminder, today you are requested to view another Twitter feed. It should take about two 

to three minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours. To access the survey, 

you must enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept 

anonymous.  Your next item will be a survey, emailed to you tomorrow. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

feed. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 

Day 18 Email: Survey 

Good [insert time of day], 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in the study on perceptions of Twitter fonts. To those 

of you who have taken time to fill out the survey already, thank you. To those of you who have 

not, this is a reminder, today is the final day. You will be taking a short survey. It should take 

about five minutes to complete. Please complete this in the next 12-hours.  To access the 

survey, you must enter your UW-Whitewater email. All information you provide will be kept 

anonymous.  You will receive one more email tomorrow to conclude the study. There are no 

more action items after you complete the survey. 

[insert link here] Please click the link or copy and paste into your web browser to access the 

survey. You will need to enter in the email you provided at sign-up to access. 
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Day 19: Debrief 

Good [insert time of day], 

I would like to thank you for participating in the study. Your time and insight has been extremely 

valuable. As we conclude, I would like to remind you to please read the attached document 

fully. The document discusses the purpose of the research and where to go from here. 

If you have any further questions do not hesitate to contact me at [email]. 
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Appendix H: debrief 

Thank you for your participation in this research study. As the experiment concludes it is 

important that you please read this document completely. 

The purpose of this research, was not to test the effect of Twitter fonts. Rather, the objective 

was to examine how you interpret information on Twitter, and consider its importance. In 1972 

researchers McCombs and Shaw developed the theory of Agenda Setting. McCombs and Shaw 

believe that issues in the media and issues that people view as important, are similar. Over time 

this theory has developed to explain that political figures, the media, and individuals, affect each 

other on what is considered important/current issues. With the growth of social media in the 

last decade and a half, the researchers found it valuable to examine how this plays out in the 

Twitter environment. To do this, a stimulus (not real) issue was developed. The researchers 

watched for the absence or presence of the issue on a list of what you considered to be 

important.  

The issue about internet bandwidth rationing is not true. No major United States government 

organization or political figure is currently considering any type of this legislation. The issue was 

used to examine if Twitter alone could place an issue onto your "agenda." It was therefore, 

important to have an issue that you would not receive from main-stream media channels. All 

other topics discussed on the feeds are indeed current issues.  

Furthermore, there is no government organization by the name of “Government 

Communications Commission.” There is also no media agency known as “News Feed.” These 

organizations were created to remove any pre-existing perceptions of bias that you may have 

about main-stream organizations and people.  

While deception is not the first resource used by researchers, these methods were used to 

ensure candid, spontaneous and organic responses from you, the participant. 

Any data that you provided during the experiment is confidential and is examined in aggregate 

with other participant’s data. No personally identifiable information will be used in any of the 

analysis, publication, or other use of the data and results.  

If you are receiving extra credit for your participation, your instructor will be notified of your 

participation. No information regarding answers will be released.     

If you have any further concerns or questions regarding this research, please do not hesitate to 

contact Brian Schanen at [email] or Dr. Edward Frederick at [email]. If you would like a copy of 

the final results, please contact one of the individuals listed above. 

It is always important to be an informed media consumer. If you ever wonder about current 

issues, referring to traditional media sources, such as daily newspapers are a good way to be a 

knowledgeable media consumer. 
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Again, I would like to thank you for your participation, and urge you to contact me, or Dr. 

Frederick with any questions or concerns you may have. 
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Appendix J: survey used for response 1-3 

How would you describe font in your Twitter experience? 

 
1 - not at 

all 
important 

2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 
7 - Very 

Important 

Please 
select one  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

We would like to know about your reaction to various characteristics about the font. Please 

select one option per characertistic. 

 
1 - Very 

Important 
2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 

7 - Not at 
all 

important 

Color  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Readability  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Letter 

spacing  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Size  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Color  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
 

Page Break  

Research has shown that font has an effect on perceptions of credibility. Please describe your 

perception of each characteristic for each source. 
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Devin Smith  

 
1 - Does not 
possess this 

quality 
2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 

7 - Embodies 
this quality 

Expertise  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Competence  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Honesty  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Goodwill  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Overall 

credibility  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Government Communications Commission 

 

1 - Does 
not 

possess 
this 

quality 

2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 
7 - 

Embodies 
this quality 

Expertise  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Competence  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Honesty  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Goodwill  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Overall 

credibility  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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News Feed 

 

1 - Does 
not 

possess 
this 

quality 

2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 
7 - 

Embodies 
this quality 

Expertise  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Competence  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Honesty  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Goodwill  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Overall 

credibility  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
 

 

Page Break  

 

My overall rating of the font 

 
1 - 

Horrible 
2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 

7 - 
Excellent 

Please 
select one  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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An organizer of a current issues debate approaches you and asks what you consider important 

issues? What do you tell them are important issues currently? Please list 5 in order of 

importance (most to least).  

o Most Important Issue ________________________________________________ 

o Second Most Important Issue _______________________________________________ 

o Third Most Important Issue ________________________________________________ 

o Fourth Most Important Issue ________________________________________________ 

o Least Important Issue ________________________________________________ 

 

Based on the issues you listed above, we would like to know how important each issue is to you. 

 
1- Not at 

all 
Important 

2 3 4- Neutral 5 6 
7 - 

Extremely 
Important 

Most 
Important 

Issue  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Second 
Most 

Important 
Issue  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Third Most 
Important 

Issue  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Fourth 
Most 

Important 
Issue  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Least 
Important 

Issue  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Appendix K: survey used for response 4 

How would you describe font in your Twitter experience? 

 
1 - not at 

all 
important 

2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 
7 - Very 

Important 

Please 
select one  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

We would like to know about your reaction to various characteristics about the font. Please 

select one option per characertistic. 

 
1 - Very 

Important 
2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 

7 - Not at 
all 

important 

Color  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Readability  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Letter 

spacing  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Size  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Color  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
 

 

 

Page Break  

Research has shown that font has an effect on perceptions of credibility. Please describe your 

perception of each characteristic for each source. 
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Devin Smith  

 
1 - Does not 
possess this 

quality 
2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 

7 - 
Embodies 

this quality 

Expertise  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Competence  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Honesty  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Goodwill  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Overall 

credibility  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Government Communications Commission 

 

1 - Does 
not 

possess 
this 

quality 

2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 
7 - 

Embodies 
this quality 

Expertise  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Competence  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Honesty  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Goodwill  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Overall 

credibility  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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News Feed 

 

1 - Does 
not 

possess 
this 

quality 

2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 
7 - 

Embodies 
this quality 

Expertise  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Competence  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Honesty  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Goodwill  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Overall 

credibility  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
 

 

Page Break  

My overall rating of the font 

 
1 - 

Horrible 
2 3 4 - Neutral 5 6 

7 - 
Excellent 

Please 
select one  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

 

 

 



120 

 
 

An organizer of a current issues debate approaches you and asks what you consider important 

issues? What do you tell them are important issues currently? Please list 5 in order of 

importance (most to least).  

o Most Important Issue ________________________________________________ 

o Second Most Important Issue _________________________________________ 

o Third Most Important Issue ________________________________________________ 

o Fourth Most Important Issue ________________________________________________ 

o Least Important Issue ________________________________________________ 

 

 

Based on the issues you listed above, we would like to know how important each issue is to you. 

 
1- Not at 

all 
Important 

2 3 4- Neutral 5 6 
7 - 

Extremely 
Important 

Most 
Important 

Issue  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Second 
Most 

Important 
Issue  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Third Most 
Important 

Issue  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
Fourth 
Most 

Important 
Issue  

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Least 
Important 

Issue  
o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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Page Break  

What is your current level in school? 

o Freshman (0-29 credits)  

o Sophomore (30-59 credits)  

o Junior (60-89 credits)  

o Senior (90-119 credits)  

o Super Senior (120 credits or more)  

 

What is your gender? 

o Female  

o Male  

o Transgender  

o Prefer not to respond  

o Other  

 


