
e280204 El profesional de la información, 2019, v. 28, n. 2. eISSN: 1699-2407     1

Active audiences and social discussion 
on the digital public sphere. 
Review article
Pere Masip; Carlos Ruiz-Caballero; Jaume Suau

Pere Masip *
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8231-0824

Universitat Ramon Llull
Facultat de Comunicació i Relacions 
Internacionals Blanquerna
Pl. Joan Coromines, s/n. 
08001 Barcelona, Spain
peremm@blanquerna.url.edu

Acknowledgements

This work has been supported by Ministerio de Ecomomía y Competitividad (Spain) under Grant CSO2015-64955-C4-
1-R (Mineco/Feder).

How to cite this article:
Masip, Pere; Ruiz-Caballero, Carlos; Suau, Jaume (2019). “Active audiences and social discussion on the digital 
public sphere. Review article”. El profesional de la información, v. 28, n. 2, e280204.
https://doi.org//10.3145/epi.2019.mar.04

Article received on January 29, 2019
Approved on February 18, 2019

Carlos Ruiz-Caballero
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1395-2145

Universitat Ramon Llull
Facultat de Comunicació i Relacions 
Internacionals Blanquerna
Pl. Joan Coromines, s/n. 
08001 Barcelona, Spain
carlesrc@blanquerna.url.edu

Abstract
In little over a decade, essential concepts in research on communication have become zombie concepts (Beck & Willms, 
2004) and are no longer effective for understanding the profound transformation that has taken place with the arrival 
of the internet. Public sphere, deliberation, audiences, public... the academic literature has oscillated between an initial 
optimism about the potential for strengthening democracy of communication technologies to a critical scepticism. This 
text reviews the academic literature with regard to the forms of social deliberation adopted in the context of the media 
and social networks and its impact on the public sphere.
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1. Introduction
In the past, audiences were considered to be those citizens who read the newspaper in a cafe, listened to the radio on 
the way to work or watched television with their family in the lounge at the end of the day. Media consumption could ea-
sily be associated with a particular time and space, often having a certain sense of ritual (Couldry, 2003; Sparks; Tulloch, 
2000). Today, the situation is very different. The new nature of audiences is diffuse, but at the same time connected to 
the day-to-day, which is precisely one of the main features of what Schroder et al. call the multifaceted nature of audien-
ces (Schroder et al., 2003). However, the new media ecosystem has also brought another change or a new dimension 
with regard to the nature of audiences. According to Livingstone, 

“(…) today’s media environment is reshaping the opportunity structures by which people (as audiences and as 
mediated publics) can participate in an increasingly mediatized society” (Livingstone, 2013, p. 24). 

Without going into detail yet on the question of whether or not these opportunities for participation are important for 
democracy, the fact is that a large number of citizens are taking advantage of them. Practices such as commenting, sha-
ring and creating, which are available in any time and space, have become increasingly widespread and are all designed 
to connect users to each other and/or to media content (Dahlgren, 2013; Jenkins; Ford; Green 2013; Press; Williams, 
2010). This new participatory dimension of the nature of audiences adds a new social or relational component that did 
not appear in previous definitions of audiences (Livingstone, 2013). Therefore, the concept of ‘audience’ develops cha-
racteristics previously attributed to the concept of ‘public’.

Audiences, even when conceptualised as active in interpreting texts and messages from the media, have traditionally 
been understood with regard to their alleged individual and non-deliberative nature (Butsch, 2008) and were not invol-
ved in debates on public affairs. Audiences, therefore, were differentiated from the traditional definition of ‘public’, a 
concept always associated with deliberation and of a relational nature. As Dahlgren argues, 

“atomized individuals, consuming media in their homes, do not comprise a public” (Dahlgren, 2005, p. 149). 

However, this distinction between unthinking 
and disconnected audiences and thinking and 
participatory publics may be losing validity due 
to social changes and changes in the media 
ecosystem (Livingstone, 2005). The idea of the 
public has always been associated with the me-
dia. Habermas (1989) and Tarde (1969) viewed 
the media (essentially, the press) as sources that 
provided citizens with information on public 
affairs. Publics developed in other spaces for 
participation and meeting, such as cafes, social 
clubs or squares, where citizens came together, 
had discussions and exchanged views that led to 
the formulation of public opinion (Dewey, 1946; 
Habermas, 1989). As a result, publics and au-
diences have always been understood as oppo-
site concepts, separated in space and time. Ne-
vertheless, in the new media ecosystem where 
the media are an essential part of day-to-day life 
and audiences are becoming more relational and participatory, this traditional distinction between public and audience 
becomes blurred, as does the separation of public and private space (Papacharissi, 2010). 

As a number of authors have pointed out, the current changing media scene is characterised by uncertainty: 
“No longer have we clear distinctions between production and reception, between mass and interpersonal com-
munication, or between hitherto distinct forms of media (print, image, music, broadcasting and games, etc.)” 
(Press; Livingstone, 2006). 

The internet is precisely the medium that best represents 
all these uncertainties and most dramatically highlights 
the inadequacy of previously important concepts to exp-
lain the reality of the media sphere (Williams; Delli-Car-
pini, 2011). 

Of all the concepts and theories that have had to be re-
vised in recent years, one of the most prominent is that 
of the audience. The term active audiences began to be 
used precisely in order to distinguish the new nature of 

In the new media ecosystem where the 
media are an essential part of day-to-day 
life and audiences are becoming more 
relational and participatory, this tradi-
tional distinction between public and 
audience becomes blurred, as does the 
separation of public and private space
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the audience (Bruns; Highfield, 
2016). Audiences started to be 
perceived not only as active in the 
interpretation of journalistic texts 
and messages but also as active 
in the sense of production, dis-
semination of content and public 
debate in online environments 
(Suau, 2015). Concepts such as 
prosumer (Bruns, 2008b) or that 
of UGC or user-generated content 
(Thurman, 2008; Singer et al., 
2011) identified this new audience 
perfectly, at the same time a con-
sumer and producer of content, 
closely connected to the populari-
ty of the first forms of online par-
ticipation: blogs, wikis and forums. 
With regard to new terminology, 
people started to talk about the citizen journalist, and the ease with which users can produce, publish and comment on 
content. This opened new avenues for discussing the historic hegemony of the traditional media and professionals in the 
field of journalism (Nerone, 2009; Nip, 2006; Gilmor, 2004). However, in practice, citizen journalism was shown to have 
limitations and little significance in terms of volume or audience.

Inasmuch as the Internet evolves and new participatory practices develop in the world of journalism and the media, 
the optimistic discourse linked to the democratisation of information and the greater freedom of citizens predominates 
(Curran et al., 2012). Often, it is in relation to the concept of the public sphere that the potentially democratising role 
of active audiences is highlighted (Papacharissi, 2010). However, there have been frequent observations that the early 
research on active audiences was perhaps over-optimistic (Borger et al., 2013; Lewis; Molyneux, 2018; Quandt, 2018). 
This realism was the result of multiple empirical studies, which repositioned the role of the active audience and its ability 
of deliberation in the new public sphere, particularly in two areas:
- comments on the news, and
- the conversation opened up by the expansion of social networks.

Once the low quality of participation had been identified, some studies looked at the facilitating conditions this parti-
cipation would need to have in order to improve the debate in the public sphere and strengthen democracy, because 
potentially this was possible (Ruiz-Caballero et al., 2011). That is, ultimately, the aim of this article, which reviews the 
academic literature on what can be called digital discussion, which extends through comments on the news and in social 
networks and that adopts new complementary forms that are strongly emerging, such as the sharing of information con-
tent that feeds conversation. However, firstly we need to take another look at a central concept that connects audience, 
information and democracy: the public sphere. 

The aim is to establish how the emergence of the in-
ternet impacts on Habermas’ traditional concept of the 
public sphere and fragments it and, above all, to unders-
tand the transformations it has undergone. And whe-
ther or not these transformations enable the function 
of forming public opinion, the connecting link between 
public sphere and democracy, to continue to be feasible. 
To do so, we will review the academic literature in recent 
years, noting that this review is inevitably influenced by 
our selection criteria and our own judgment.

2. Internet and the transformation of the public sphere
The sociologist Ulrich Beck drew attention to the use by the social sciences of zombie concepts: forms of analysis in-
herited from the past which are no longer effective for understanding today’s world (Beck; Willms, 2004; Rutherford, 
2003). We are witnessing another structural transformation of the public sphere (Bruns; Highfield, 2015) driven by the 
explosion of the internet. For some authors, it follows the Habermasian concept of a unified public sphere where the 
media exercise a hegemonic role, have mass audiences and act as a space in which the entire public debate plays out 
is “a convenient fantasy” (Hartley; Green, 2006, p. 347). Other authors believe that this structural change is so radical 
that perhaps we should consider abandoning the concept (Webster, 2013). A third approach seeks to keep the concept 

News comment section of The New York Times
https://goo.gl/DVPEYx
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alive, but no longer regarding it a single approach and admitting that, at present, the public sphere is comprised of many 
different spaces (Dalhgren, 2005). We clearly dealing with a zombie concept: it is dead but still alive.

New words have emerged to describe the new existence of the public sphere on the internet: ‘digital’, ‘virtual’, ‘online.’ 
All these terms share the vision of a communication sphere provided or supported by online social media. In these 
spaces, participation is open and is available free of charge to all those who are interested, who can discuss matters of 
common interest through a process that is visible to all (Schäfer, 2015). One of the characteristics which describes this 
new public sphere is its fragmentation (Galston, 2003). This fragmentation affects both the forums where discussions 
between citizens can potentially take place and the public.

Bruns and Highfield (2015) provide a detailed and interesting categorisation of the fragmentation. Firstly, there is a 
wide-ranging divergence of publics. For example, Dahlgren (2009), and Webster (2013) both refer to the political public 
sphere, while Hartley and Green (2006) describe a cultural public sphere. Obviously, the range is far wider. Another di-
vision is technology, where the public is defined by its main medium of communication. For instance, the Twittersphere 
or the blogosphere have become part of standard language. Along these lines, for example, Benkler (2006) develops the 
idea of a “networked public sphere”. A third fragmentation would be the result of the establishment of temporary publics 
that emerge and are grouped around a particular theme. 
This is what a number of scholars call public sphericules 
(Gitlin, 1998; Cunningham, 2001; Bruns, 2008a). These 
authors take the view that the reduced size of the sphe-
re and the shared interest in a subject may improve the 
quality of the deliberation. Another division relates to 
public issues, spaces for debate on specific topics between all those who are interested. They tend to be about specific 
events, closely linked to immediacy, in a particular time-frame and fast-moving, which eventually fade away. The latter 
two types are particularly noteworthy, because they can define the type of spheres that welcome comments on news 
from readers, as we will see later when we discuss this mode of participation. Networked public sphere would be the 
correct name for the public subspheres enabled by social networks.

In this new geography of the public sphere, we must be aware of a fuzzy boundary, which affects what is regarded as 
public, because users move back and forth between personal and public topics. Thus, for example, Schmidt (2014) des-
cribes groups of Facebook friends or Twitter followers as ego-centric networks. These are referred to as personal publics. 
Papacharissi (2010) goes further to talk about the private sphere, where users engage in “privately public conversations” 
because they are not conducted behind closed doors nor in full view of the public. This is, broadly speaking, the new 
landscape replacing the old public sphere. Unlike the old sphere, where private individuals expressed views on public 
affairs, the new public spheres swamp us with messages that can be read in public but only talk to us about personal 
issues. As opposed to a rational public sphere put forward by Habermas (1989), we find, on that fuzzy boundary, what 
Papacharissi (2015a) refers to as affective publics. As Bruns and Highfield (2015) state, the emergence of the internet 
has mixed and merged the individual public spheres that may exist within an increasingly global network with incessant 
flows of information.

We have seen the types of forums and types of publics that coexist nowadays in the public sphere. We will now examine 
at their constituent parts. Dahlgren (2005) sets out three constituent dimensions of the public sphere:
- The first is its structural dimension, which relates to its formal institutional features: organisation, financial policy, ow-

nership, control and regulation of the media, as well as the legal framework defining the freedom of communication.
- The second dimension is the representational one and refers to the output of the media, and includes impartiality,

accuracy,
- The third dimension is that of interaction. Dahlgren highlights the importance of this dimension and recalls that, both

for Habermas and Dewey, publics exist as a process of discursive interaction. For Dalhgren, interaction consists of two
aspects. Firstly, it has to do with the citizens’ encounters with the media; secondly, the interaction between citizens
themselves. On the Internet, civic interaction has taken a major historical step by going online.

There is no doubt that the internet represents an exponential leap in these two types of interaction, both in the potential 
contacts with the online media and with social networks and all the content distribution platforms, whether for news 
or entertainment. In addition, it enables types of interaction between citizens that were unimaginable until relatively 
recently, because it not only enables one-to-one relationships, but also one-to-many, in what Castells (2009) describes 
as mass self-comunication. This technological option introduces another qualitative element, namely the emergence of 
other voices that can have an influence and compete with the stories of professional journalists through the content 
generated by users.

Dalhgren (2005) makes an important warning. The public sphere is not in itself a guarantee of democracy. In the virtual 
public sphere, there is undoubtedly all sorts of political information and many discussions are taking place, but there 
must be a structural connection between these communication spaces and the decision-making processes. Otherwise, it 
may degenerate into a chaotic populism. There needs to be some form of evidence that political conversations between 
citizens have some influence, some impact. This aspect can be generalised to all of the active audience participation 

The emergence of the internet impacts 
on Habermas’ traditional concept of the 
public sphere
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through the mechanisms available to them, for example, digital newspapers. Because these mechanisms should not just 
be a way of attracting customers, without any impact in the media themselves. The audience, in this sense, must have 
someone who will listen to it. Dalhgren is right when he warns that, otherwise, the citizen may disengage and become 
cynical.

Dahlberg (2005) also details the conditions for a public sphere. Firstly he clarifies that, when Habermas talks of the pu-
blic sphere, he is not talking about a specific public, but the whole range of complex networks of different, overlapping 
publics built up through the critical discourses of individuals, groups, civic associations, social movements and media 
organisations. What Dahlberg sets out to synthesise are the requirements of an idealised form of public reasoning. 
- The first condition is the thematisation and reasoned critique of the validity of problematic claims, which involves the 

adoption of reasoned opinions. 
- The second condition is reflexivity, which implies that the speakers critically examine their values, assumptions and 

interests in the light of the reasons and statements of others. It also implies that they are willing to change their point 
of view. 

- Thirdly, Dahlberg speaks of ideal role taking. In other words, participants put themselves in the position of all those 
potentially affected, considering the situation from other perspectives, which involves impartiality and respectful lis-
tening. 

- Sincerity is the fourth premise. Participants must be honest and alert to deception or self-deception. 
- It is also necessary to ensure a formal and discursive equality, where a line of argument is open to all participants 

affected by the claim under consideration. In addition, there can be no coercion involved. 
- Finally, it requires autonomy from the State and financial power. The line of argument developed in the public sphere 

must be free from the influence of the State or corporate interests. 

On the basis of this description, it can be affirmed that, 
for the public sphere to contribute to the strengthening 
of democracy, the digital discourse that takes place wi-
thin it must take these conditions into consideration 
(Barber, 1984). The key criticisms of this concept of the 
public sphere point to it being an idealised concept. 
However, this idealisation is useful in order to critically 
assess the democratic value of informal day-to-day dis-
cussions, although the reality can only be observed in 
practice.

However, deliberation is only one of the possibilities of the ‘digital democracy’. Dahlberg (2011) talks about four digital 
democracy positions. 

1) The first position is what he calls liberal-individualist democracy. Digital media allow individuals to obtain the informa-
tion they need to examine political positions and problems and give them the opportunity to record, and subsequently 
include their choices (as public opinion) through a variety of means (e-voting, web feedback systems, e-mail, online 
polls, etc.). The democratic subject is regarded as a rational individual, self-seeking, a maximiser of instrumental utility, 
who knows his/her own best interests. They view citizenship as more of an individual than a collective political activi-
ty, with the right to pursue one’s interests in the marketplace. However, this individual is able to empathise with and 
support the needs and rights of others. Democracy is perceived as the sum of individual wishes and the competition 
between representatives to obtain the support of these individuals, as a ‘marketplace of ideas’. This approach needs 
the free transmission of information to allow the individual to make their strategic calculations and choices. The digital 
media are seen as important, because they are seen to operate reasonably independently of centralised controls.

2) The second position is digital deliberative democracy. Here, the digital media extend a deliberative democratic public 
sphere of rational communication and formation of public opinion that can hold decision makers to account. Rational 
deliberation is also identified as taking place, although in a less ideal form, through the texts and commentaries of citizen 
journalists and ‘serious’ commentaries in the media. The democratic subject here is not pre-defined as in the previous 
position but develops from rational deliberation. Private individuals are transformed into democratic subjects interested 
in the ‘common good’. The result is a critical and informed public opinion that can scrutinise the decision-making proces-
ses. Democracy, here, is based on the search for consensus, rather than on the sum of individual wills. The digital media 
and the internet are seen as enablers of this democratic conception.

3) Counter-publics digital democracy is the third position. It emphasises the role of the digital media in the political for-
mation of groups, activism and protest, rather than rational individual action or concerted action after discussion. The 
democratic subject here arises through engagement in the formation of groups of activism and protest. This is a more 
affective subject, acting in response to a perception of exclusion or injustice. The subject acts in solidarity with others 
and the group transcends the individual. 

The sociologist Ulrich Beck drew atten-
tion to the use by the social sciences of 
zombie concepts: forms of analysis in-
herited from the past which are no lon-
ger effective for understanding today’s 
world
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Democracy is based on two assumptions. The first is that any social formation necessarily involves inclusion/exclusion 
relationships and associated discursive argument, where the discourse focuses on the meaning that organises social 
relationships. The second is that this antagonistic situation creates critical spaces to reflect communicative interaction 
which may challenge dominant discourses and redefine the limits of legitimate communication in the public sphere. In 
democratic theory, ‘counter-publics’ are associated with critical theory in the public sphere which views deliberative 
theory with a degree of sympathy. Although it considers that digital communication technologies support dominant 
discourses, they also allow excluded voices to be heard and lead to the formation of ‘counter-publics’ and ‘counter-dis-
courses’. The protests on specific issues normally take place in online and offline spaces at the same time. The digital 
media strengthen the voice of the alternative, the marginalised or oppressed groups.

4) Autonomist Marxist digital democracy is the final position. It sees digital communication networks as enablers of 
radically democratic politics, i.e. self-organised and inclusive participation that bypasses centralised State and capitalist 
systems. They can, therefore, contribute to the achievement of an independent and democratic common good. The de-
cision-making process occurs in a collaborative, decentralised manner. Unlike the three previous positions they are not 
taking part in a project to improve liberal democracy, but it is, rather, about a political revolution which aspires to a new 
democratic society with a socio-economic agreement based on the common good. This common good is constituted 
through a decentralized intelligence, on the internet and open source, a ‘general intellect’’. The subject is an autono-
mous agent, which highlights the difference to working together with others, which is part of the community and yet 
not limited to it because it is an individual and group identity at the same time. The digital media are potentially seen as 
enablers of this conception of democracy.

It was felt that the four positions described by Dahlberg should be developed in some detail because, if you read them 
closely, they latently contain most of the conditions that he himself established for the public sphere. Despite the di-
fferences between the positions, in their characteristics, digital democracy in some manner aspires to the ideal. It is 
also true that, following the very 
steps of Habermas (1984; 1987) in 
his discursive ethics, each and every 
one of these conditions can be cha-
racterised to understand the distan-
ce between the ideal and reality. 
Let us take, for example, reflexivity, 
which, as has been shown, implies 
that speakers should critically exa-
mine their values, assumptions, and 
interests in the light of the reasons 
and statements of others and are 
willing to modify their point of view. 
In this sense, the Internet presents 
the danger of the fragmentation of 
audiences in small communities of li-
ke-minded people, who do not come 
into contact with conflicting ideas. As 
Schäfer recalls (2015), this identified 
risk also has a technological aspect. The algorithms of search engines provide users 
with information that is based on criteria that take into account their behaviour 
in previous searches, thereby concealing other information. This is what Pariser 
(2011) calls filter bubbles. The technology itself also makes it possible, on social 
networks or on media websites, for users to decide who to follow or what content 
they want to receive. The result is the echo chambers effect: Not only are cer-
tain points of view not questioned, but the same points of view are repeated and 
reinforced in online communities (Sunstein, 2001; 2009); and divergent ideas are 
thrown out, depriving citizens of alternative views (Bennett; Iyengar, 2008; Iyen-
gar; Hahn, 2009; Del Vicario et al., 2016). There is a risk of creating solo spheres 
where individual action is tightly restricted by partisanship, and the fragmentation 
of public debate diminishes the power of citizens and reduces their chances of 
receiving information and carrying out political actions (Dahlgren, 2013). 

Up to this point, the conclusion would be pessimistic. Above all, taking into ac-
count the arguments of authors like Sunstein (2001, 2009) and Mouffe (2013), 
who claim that one of the prerequisites for a healthy democracy is the existence of 
spaces that allow citizens to be exposed to different points of view or perceptions. 
The problem is not new and it has been addressed in previous decades by the se-

Esquema de burbujas-filtro de Eli Pariser
https://blog.zhdk.ch/aliceschwab/2012/04/19/eli-pariser-beware-online-for-filter-bubbles
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lective exposure theory (Lazarsfeld; Berelson; Gaudet, 1948; Zillmann; Bryant, 1985). The problem re-emerges strongly 
because technology has increased audiences’ control in establishing their own patterns of consumption of information 
(Brundidge, 2010). Various studies confirm this trend and draw attention to its harmful effects on democratic life (Ben-
nett; Iyengar, 2008; Iyengar; Hahn, 2009; Sunstein, 2001; Galston, 2002) because, among other reasons, it contributes 
further to the fragmentation of an already fragmented public sphere. However, this view is questioned by various au-
thors. For example, Curran (2011a; 2011b) highlights the importance of entertainment in shaping individuals’ political 
values due to the difficulty of applying mechanisms of selective exposure in this format. This difficulty also exists in news 
formats, because they do not always provide partisan information (Webster, 2007). The theory of selective exposure has 
become more relativised lately because the hybrid media system leads to a cross-media pattern of consumption which 
makes it difficult to impose a completely selective exposure, even where this is the citizen’s intention (Garrett, 2009; 
Holbert et al., 2010; Chadwick, 2013; Schrøder, 2015). 

In other words, the reconfiguration of the public sphere 
itself and technology lead to contact –desired or not- 
with other points of view. Some writers hold the view 
that this positive effect of the internet is limited to the 
minority of motivated citizens who are interested in po-
litics (Tolbert; Mcneal, 2003; Nisbet; Scheufele, 2004). 
There is no doubt that there has been a significant shift 
in the way in which citizens access information. As noted 
by Stelter (2008), citizens in social networks have now 
become ‘secondary gatekeepers’ (Singer, 2013; 2014; 
Masip et al., 2015) who re-disseminate information and 
set up a social filter that competes with no longer hegemonic professional filter of journalists and the media. Friends 
and contacts on social networks share and recommend news (Guallar et al., 2016). Undoubtedly, the affinity between 
friends and contacts can increase polarisation, but there are scholars who consider that social networks are creating 
environments in which, under certain circumstances, the citizen is accidentally exposed to information and different 
points of view, even if they weren’t intentionally looking for it (Brundidge, 2010). Several studies (Mitchell; Page, 2014; 
Mitchell; Holcomb; Weisel, 2016; Masip; Suau; Ruiz-Caballero, 2018) confirm this serendipitous exposure means that 
the door is kept ajar for pluralism in the consumption of information in the public sphere.

3. The new citizenship
Having discussed the concepts of ‘digital public sphere’ and ‘digital democracy’, it is appropriate to address the concept 
of what can be termed the ‘digital citizen’, a new model of citizenship developed by individuals in the democracies of 
late modernity (Bennet, 2008; Bennet; Segerberg, 2013). It is a model that is strongly linked to the new communication 
technologies and with the participatory dimension of the new environment (Papacharissi, 2010; Dahlgren, 2013; Rainie, 
Wellman, 2012). According to Inglehart (1997), behind the rhetoric and intellectual debates of some postmodernist 
authors such as Derrida, Baudrillard or Lyotard,

“an empirically demonstrable cultural shift is taking place” (Inglehart, 1997, p. 22). 

This cultural shift is identified with changes in the value system and lifestyles of individuals in post-industrial societies 
and is represented in many different areas, from politics to religion, but also in gender, cultural and sexual trends. 
When materialistic values emphasised financial and physical security, individuals tended to defend hierarchical and 
bureaucratic organisations, whereas postmodernist societies tend to adopt values that identify more with the con-
cerns of individual self-expression and quality of life. Accordingly, as Inglehart states (1997), postmodern societies are 
also characterised by a general decline in hierarchical institutions and rigid social 
norms, and by the expansion of the realm of individual choice and mass participa-
tion. Prominent sociologists have reflected on this new concept of self-identity or 
self-expression in late modern societies, where individuality takes a leading position 
in defining the subject. Giddens (1991), for example, points out the ‘reflexivity’ of 
the contemporary self, ever-willing to change and adapt to the conditions of the 
continually changing late modern society. On the other hand, Bauman (2000; 2005) 
maintains that the ‘liquid’ nature of late modernity implies that the subject strug-
gles to adapt to this changing nature. Rather than the empowered subject found in 
Giddens’ theory, for Bauman, individuality and self-expression of the self are cen-
tral, but with a permanent condition of ambivalence and uncertainty. Based on the-
se theories, Dahlgren (2013) calls for a review of the ways in which some definitions 
of the ‘civic subject’, formerly embedded in the ‘intimate realm of life’ –such as 
gender, sexual orientation, etc.- have become politicised issues, as individuals’ sphe-
res of action and decision have increased, in line with the new social values. As a 
result, the boundaries between what is considered public and private are becoming 

There has been a significant shift in the 
way in which citizens access informa-
tion. Citizens in social networks have 
now become “secondary gatekeepers”, 
who re-disseminate information and set 
up a social filter that competes with no 
longer hegemonic professional filter of 
journalists and the media.
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blurred and, as Keane notes (1991), the public spheres are now also expanding into areas of life which were previously 
immune to controversies about power. 

In this context, ‘identity politics’ emerge (Melucci, 1996), which replace the former hegemony of collective action as 
the main resource for social movements. In addition, this new ‘civic subject’ is not attracted by traditional ideologies (or 
‘-isms’) and the traditional forms of participation. But instead of being a politically demobilised, disengaged, or disinte-
rested subject, this citizen is politically interested in ways that are not easily captured by aggregated measures, such as 
polls, and has a political appetite that is not satisfied by “mass-produced content” (Papacharissi, 2010).

This transformation of the subject and their interests has an impact on the concept of the public sphere, which has been 
fragmented into different micro spheres that develop out of issues that revolve around the self-identification of the 
subject. These micro spheres are based on communications and everyday life and develop a mosaic of public spheres of 
different sizes, which overlap and interconnect (Keane, 1991). As Fraser (1992) states, many public spheres co-exist and 
are formed by counterpublics with different power relationships and represent different groups of self-identification that 
react in that way to their exclusion from the dominant public sphere. Dahlgren (2013) points out that the weakness of 
these micro spheres is their disconnection from the traditional decision-making processes which govern society. Howe-
ver, it is precisely this disconnection from the traditional that forces the individuals who make up these public spheres, 
especially those more connected to politics, to look for alternative channels of expression and dissemination of their 
positions and discourses. It is in the context of the new public spaces formed around the new media that subjects dis-
connected from the traditional public sphere can find appropriate channels of expression. The participatory dimension 
of this new environment helps to improve individuals’ spheres of action, creating what some authors regard as a possible 
new form of citizenship. Various writers have created different concepts to define this new digital citizenship: actualizing 
citizen (Bennett, 2008; Bennett; Segerberg, 2013), private sphere (Papacharissi, 2010), solo sphere (Dahlgren, 2013) or 
networked individualism (Rainie; Wellman, 2012). Despite the different terms, they all agree on the influence that the 
central values of autonomy, control and self-expression of individuals in late modern societies have in relation to the 
new communication technologies. This new subject and new technologies affect and shape each other, contributing to 
the creation of something new, that is still liquid, mutable and uncertain. These new models of digital citizenship do not 
seek to replace the previous traditional conceptualisations of citizenship (Bennet, 2008), but rather they coexist in the 
new environment.

Bennet takes the view that the ‘dutiful model of citizenship’, which predominates in many Western democracies, is based 
on a view of citizenship that considers participation to be a duty of citizens in a democracy. In addition, this participa-
tion is viewed in relation to organisations such as political parties, trade unions or other broad social organisations that 
employ a conventional unidirectional means of communication to mobilise their supporters. On the other hand, the 
self actualising model of citizenship implies a shift toward a more personalised and individual participation. Voting and 
collective action become less important, while personalised actions such as volunteering or activism take on greater sig-
nificance. The previous view of collective action as a duty is transformed into a greater sense of distrust in the traditional 
institutions, and the close social ties that apply mainly with friends and peer groups become more important (Banaji; 
Buckingham, 2013). 

In her theory of the private sphere, Papacharissi attempts to answer the question as to what extent new ‘civic uses’ of 
the Internet convey ‘the political’, through a digital citizenship that she understands as “civic responsibility empowered 
by the digital technologies” (Papacharissi, 2010, p. 103). The author accepts that the new environment is creating a new 
public space, but argues that this new space does not necessarily lead to a new public sphere, because a virtual space 
simply enhances discussion, while a public sphere enhances democracy. The question then becomes one of whether 
the new communication technologies could foster democracy, promote rational discourse and also represent equally 
the diversity of different public spheres of different social players (Papacharissi, 2002). This new public space is not in 
reality completely ‘public’, because what is in the centre of all the interactions is the individual. What is leading to the 
new communication technologies is a private sphere of interaction within which individuals engage socially. And they 
do so through an environment located in personal and public spaces which, therefore, are interconnected, forming a 
networked self (Papacharissi, 2010).

Rainie and Wellman (2012) consider that citizens, rather than joining groups, are becoming increasingly networked as 
individuals. In the world of networked individuals, it is the person who is the focus, rather than the family, the work 
unit, the neighbourhood, or the social group. However, this does not constitute a world of autonomous and increasingly 
isolated individuals, but of networked citizens who have access to a series of private spheres that allows them to have 
relationships and move in areas where they can shape their own complex identities depending on their passions, work 
interests, hobbies or any other personal characteristic. 

Similarly, Papacharissi (2010) holds the view that these individuals are alone but not lonely or isolated. Within the priva-
te sphere, the individual cultivates civic habits and connects with others by sharing the same social, political or cultural 
priorities. According to the author, what has changed with the new communication technologies are the spaces that 
can convey public action and civic engagement. In the traditional environments, the process of participation in public 
issues necessarily implied a transition from the personal, or private, to the political, or public. Within the new media en-
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vironment, civic action can be carried out almost anywhere, because citizenship is associated primarily with autonomy, 
control, and the ability to question authority, and only at a secondary level with the possibility of collective action.

Dahlgren (2013) generally agrees with Papacharissi’s configuration of the private sphere, although he prefers to call 
it the ‘solo sphere’. He believes the new digital citizenship should be understood above all as a new habitus for online 
political participation, a new platform for the civic agency. This new habitus coexists with other traditional forms of 
citizenship, which actually represent ‘high’ intensities of participation and engagement, while the solo sphere is a place 
in which to develop media-centred practices or ‘low’ intensity forms of political engagement. This takes place within a 
privatised and networked environment where citizens feel they have more control than in other more contested and 
committed public spheres. Social networks are the new habitat of this new digital citizen.

4. The impact of social networks
The popularisation of social networks from 2004 onwards reactivated the academic debate on the impact of technolo-
gies on the public sphere and democracy. As Batorski and Grzywińska note (2018), Twitter and Facebook have been used 
in social and political movements such as the Arab Spring in Iran, Turkey and Egypt (Bruns; Highfield; Burgess, 2013; Ha-
ciyakupoglu; Zhang, 2015; Eltantawy; Wiest, 2011); the protests against SOPA and PIPA in the US (Benkler et al., 2015) 
and ACTA in Poland (Losey, 2014), and in the Spanish movement of the indignados (Anduiza et al., 2014). Social media 
have also played an important role in the election campaigns of democratic societies in both developed and emerging 
countries (Diamond; Plattner, 2012; Persily, 2017; Vergeer et al., 2011). 

Social networks have a series of specific characteristics which should be taken into account. For Boyd and Ellison (2007), 
they have three technical particularities. 
- Firstly they allow individuals to construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system. 
- Secondly, they enable users to draw up a list of other users with whom they share a connection. 
- Thirdly, they can look at and search through their list of connections and those made by others within the system. 

Boyd, on the other hand, identifies four elements that help to establish a public communication between its users: lists 
of friends, tools for public comments, profiles and updates based on sequences (Boyd, 2007). This is a set of features 
that fit with the new digital citizen described above, and a fragmented world of topics and audiences. Several studies 
have found that political discussions take place in groups of like-minded users, and that meaningful discussions are 
limited (Sujin; Ji-Young; Woo, 2012; Himelboim et al., 2013; Yardi; Boyd, 2010). Other studies have found evidence of 
the existence of echo chambers or filter bubbles on Facebook (Robertson et al., 2010; Quattrociocchi; Scala; Sunstein, 
2016), and some authors have concluded that individuals very probably exhibit the same behaviour as their friends due 
to homophily rather than as a result of peer influence (Bakshy et al., 2015). In their study of Facebook, Batorski & Gr-
zywińska (2018) differentiate two types of communication between users of social networks. The first takes place within 
networks of friends (semi-private), and the second takes place, in the case of Facebook, on Facebook pages (public). The 
authors conclude that only a small fraction of Facebook users are active in public political discussions, although they do 
not view this as due to the configuration of Facebook as a communicative space, but the fact that users prefer to discuss 
political issues in their private networks of friends and that the main use of Facebook is for entertainment. They also 
state that the online public on Facebook is fragmented and clustered into homogeneous groups, thus supporting the 
hypothesis on echo chambers. However, other studies find that the level of filter bubbles reported between Facebook 
users is low (Bechmann; Nielbo, 2018) and that the incidental news exposure of internet users leads them to access 
heterogeneous news sources, reducing the effect of selective exposure (Fletcher; Nielsen, 2018; Masip; Suau; Ruiz-Ca-
ballero, 2018; Flaxman et al., 2016; Messing; Westwood, 2014). 

Brenne (2016) considers that social media can encourage civic engagement in nuanced ways but fail as a public sphere. 
They fail because continuous surveillance and examination (Foucault, 1977) undermine public opinion. This surveillance, 
unlike Foucault’s panopticon thesis, operates on social networks through desired visibility and the threat of invisibility. 
This topic is not closed and, in this sense, further studies are required that provide more evidence on the exposure of 
individuals to information on social networks and, above all, their effect on the formation of their opinion. Perhaps there 
is a lack of perspective for reaching definitive conclusions on this important aspect of the formation of opinion in the 
public sphere(s).

Before drawing this academic reflection on the transformation of the public sphere to a close, another fundamental is-
sue must be addressed, which involves another type of fragmentation: that of attention. Because the media compete for 
the attention of users, and users for the attention of other users. Attention is a limited resource, and in the new media 
environment has to deal with an ever-increasing number of sources of information, which has led to an ‘economy of at-
tention’ (Webster, 2011; Davenport; Beck, 2001). Very few issues, people, or groups command the public’s attention or 
the policy agenda for long (Thrall et al., 2008). But this ability to capture the attention is also a skill of the users of social 
networks, who have added the logic of trending (Van-Dijk; Poell, 2013). According to Webster and Ksiazek (2012), the 
most obvious cause of this fragmentation is the constant growth in the number of media and products that are compe-
ting for public attention, with the emergence of the internet as a key factor. They believe that, unfortunately, the supply 
of public attention is limited and, given the endless number of demands, scarce. For this reason, many authors have 
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characterised the era of information as an ‘economy of 
attention’, because attracting an audience is a prerequi-
site for achieving economic, social or political objectives 
(Davenport; Beck, 2001; Goldhaber, 1997; Lanham, 
2006; Webster, 2010). This is the logic of the hybrid me-
dia system and, as it is applied constantly, fragments the 
audience time and time again.

The issue of attention concerns Habermas. He considers 
that the web itself does not produce a public sphere be-
cause its structure is not suited to attracting the atten-
tion of a public of scattered citizens who form opinions 
simultaneously on the same problems, and whose contributions have neither been scrutinised nor filtered by experts 
(Jeffries, 2016). In terms of the social networks, Habermas believes that they open up new possibilities for organising ac-
tivities and for large-scale mobilisations of widely scattered individuals. However, these individuals continue to depend 
on their relationship with the real decision-making processes that take place outside the virtual space (Jeffries, 2016). 
The German philosopher believes that the traditional public sphere arose from the fact that the public’s attention was 
focused on a number of important political issues that needed to be regulated. On the contrary, the internet actually 
“distracts and dispels” that attention (Schwering, 2014). Thus the internet becomes a plethora of “digital noises” where 
there are countless communities that are actually scattered communicative archipelagos. What the online communica-
tion spaces lack, according to Habermas, is an inclusive bond,

“the inclusive force of a public sphere highlighting what things are actually important.” (Schwering, 2014). 

For this reason, he believes that the capabilities of good tradi-
tional journalism are imperative. Jeffries (2016) explains that, 
when he interviewed him, Habermas was concerned about 
the risk of obsolescence of the newspapers due to the Inter-
net boom. He was worried because the national press, which 
had acted until then as the backbone of democratic discour-
se, was in danger since nobody had found a financially viable 
solution to guarantee the survival of the most important na-
tional newspapers on the internet. Without naming it Haber-
mas raises the issue of disintermediation. As stated by Fisher 
(2017), politicians are increasing their use of social media to 
communicate directly with voters and, on the other side, in-
ternet users are equally keen to consume information directly 
from politicians or their parties, without it being filtered or 
edited by news professionals. This possibility of being able 
to reach the audience without the mediation of the media 
erodes one of the essential functions of the press in a demo-
cracy: that of the ‘watchdog’ (Fisher et al., 2019; Broersma; 
Graham, 2013). Let us take as an example president Donald 
Trump’s use of Twitter, who categorises news stories publi-
shed by the media who are critical of his management as ‘fake 
news’. 

In addition, disintermediation makes it possible for false news to thrive, because information can travel from the pro-
ducer of the content to the audience without any filter (Cooke, 2018). This aspect of disintermediation is important 
because, as Dahlgren states (2005), to be considered public from the point of view of the public sphere, there must be 
a process of discursive interaction. He considers that this interaction consists of two aspects. The first is the citizens’ 
encounters with the media – the communicative processes of making sense, interpreting, and using the output. The se-
cond aspect of interaction is that between citizens themselves, which can include anything from conversations between 
two people to large meetings. Disintermediation directly affects the first aspect, leaving the information that circulates 
without an interpretive framework or, in other words, leading to any interpretation.

This may be lacking in perspective and more empirical studies may be required. The real impact of the press on the pu-
blic sphere could not be envisaged to its full extent until two centuries later. In any case, Habermas’s perspective must 
be re-examined. In his approach there is an inescapable question: that of rational deliberation. Dahlgren (2005) notes 
two basic conceptual difficulties in Habermas’ vision of discursive rationalism. The first is that, in his understanding, 
the rationalist bias tends to discount a wide array of communicative modes that can be of importance for democracy, 
including the affective, the poetic, the humorous or the ironic. The second is that adherence to the perspective of deli-
berative democracy risks downplaying relations of power that are built into communicative situations. For this reason, 
Dalhgren proposes to address the political discussion not only in terms of their rational communicative qualities, but 

Habermas believes that they open up 
new possibilities for organising activi-
ties and for large-scale mobilisations of 
widely scattered individuals. However, 
these individuals continue to depend 
on their relationship with the real deci-
sion-making processes that take place 
outside the virtual space

Tweet of Donald Trump attacking the media that criticize him
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also through his notion of civic culture (Dalhgren, 2000a; 2000b; 2003). Its most fundamental practice is civic interaction, 
and discussion. From this vantage point, discussion may not always take the form of Habermasian deliberation, because 
through participation, people are exploring new ways of being citizens and doing politics, such as the sharing of infor-
mation. However, Dalhgren recognises that discussion may take the form of deliberation and that talk among citizens is 
the catalyst for the civic cultures that are fueling this engagement. Calhoun’s observation (1992) is of interest, when he 
criticises the fact that to affirm that there are many public spheres leaves us disoriented in the search for a new term 
to describe communicative relationships between them. 
He suggests that it might be more productive to think of 
the public sphere as involving a field of discursive con-
nections. Despite all the criticisms of the Habermas con-
cept of public opinion, discourse and deliberation they 
are still, to some extent, present in the reflections on the 
public sphere in the internet age. Because, as Calhoun 
states (1992), a public sphere appropriate for a demo-
cratic policy depends both upon the quality of discourse 
and the quantity of participation. In the words of Habermas himself (2006), must democracy have an epistemic dimen-
sion? If the answer is yes, the public sphere must somehow be a ‘space of reasons’, where there is at least some inten-
tion to have a discussion and listen with respect to others’ points of view. And the digital media have a responsibility to 
provide the conditions to make that possible when they themselves become public spheres/sphericules. In this case, for 
example, for readers’ comments on the news. A minimally rational deliberation is possible, as has been demonstrated 
in several studies (Ruiz-Caballero et al., 2011). Habermas buried his concept of the public sphere with his own hands, 
but the concept is still alive. Its own critics breathe life into it, constantly. Perhaps it is because, despite everything, de-
mocracy needs a citizen with a minimal epistemological dimension. Let us then examine the digital deliberation that is 
conveyed through the comments on news and in social networks and if it displays this dimension in any way.

5. Digital deliberation: from Habermas to Zuckerberg
Posting comments on the news is one of the most popular forms of user participation generated by the most popular 
online media (Graham; Wright, 2015; Reich, 2011; Springer, 2014; Weber, 2014; Stroud et al., 2014; Ziegele, 2016). 
Although, as shall be discussed below, some media outlets have excluded or limited their use, they are still the most 
widespread form of participation (Santana, 2011; Suau; Masip, 2014; Suau, 2015). However, in a broad sense, it can be 
seen that the deliberative function of comments has been moved to other digital spaces, particularly Facebook (Su et 
al., 2018; Rowe, 2015) and Twitter (Boyd; Golder; Lotan 2010), and more recently to closed spaces such as messaging 
apps (Goh et al., 2017).

Just over ten years ago, the media discovered the possibilities that participation offered them for engaging the audience 
and potentially bringing it into the productive process, especially as a source. Much of the research carried out during 
the last decade has focused on the study of the impact of the comments (Singer, 2010), social networks (Hermida, 2010; 
2013; Hermida; Lewis; Zamith, 2014; Broersma; Graham, 2013), the UGC (Manosevitch; Tenenboim, 2017; Naab; Sehl, 
2017), journalistic routines or the role of citizens as disseminators of journalistic information (Coddington; Holton, 2014; 
Vos; Heinderyckx, 2015; Guallar et al., 2016). In general, journalists have shown little interest in interacting with the 
audience (Herrera-Damas; Hermida, 2014) and have used participatory mechanisms to promote their own work or that 
of the organisation they work for (Vis, 2013; Armstrong; Gao, 2010; Lasorsa; Lewis; Holton, 2012; Russell et al., 2014; 
Chorley, Mottershead, 2016; Malik; Pfeffer, 2016). 

As mentioned above, conversation and exchange 
of views on public affairs are a central element in 
democracies (Dewey, 1946). The existence of spa-
ces to exchange views and the richness of these 
conversations illustrate the quality of democracy. 
Steiner sums it up when he states:

 “Europe is made up of cafés” and that “the 
café is a place for assignation and conspi-
racy, for intellectual debate and gossip, for 
the flâneur and the poet or metaphysician 
and his notebook. It is open to all, yet it is 
also a club, a freemasonry of political or 
artistic-literary recognition and program-
matic presence” (Steiner, 2004, p. 17). 

Two hundred years after the appearance of these 
cafés which Steiner describes, our attention is tur-
ned to the internet, Web 2.0 and social networ-

The possibility of being able to reach the 
audience without the mediation of the 
media erodes one of the essential func-
tions of the press in a democracy: that of 
the ‘watchdog’

Café Procope, Paris
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ks, which raises the question: Are they the cafés of the 
21st century? The academic studies that have sought to 
provide an answer to that question are reviewed below, 
especially those that have considered that the spaces 
provided by the media for comments, and subsequently 
social networks, could exercise play that role of a public 
agora. 

A good proportion of the initial academic work on par-
ticipation through the media assumed that the internet 
and its interactive capacity would bring about a rejuvenation of democracy. This approach finds its roots in the liberal 
thinkers of the 19th century and in the normative concept of journalism (Wahl-Jorgensen; Hanitzsch, 2009; Kovach; 
Rosenstiel, 2001). Borger et al., (2013) found that exaggerated optimism about the potential for democratisation is alre-
ady flourishing in the early work on participatory journalism and interactivity (Deuze, 2001; Massey; Levy, 1999; Singer, 
1998; Domingo et al., 2008; O’Sullivan; Heinonen, 2008). However, these studies characterised by optimism, soon gave 
way to others which, on the basis of empirical research, showed less enthusiastic results. The Dutch researchers iden-
tified three reasons for disappointment: disappointment with professional journalism’s obduracy, disappointment with 
journalism’s economic motives to facilitate participatory journalism and disappointment with news users’ passivity. As 
shall be discussed below, a good proportion of this disappointment emerges after analysing the role of comments and 
social networks as spaces for debate on current affairs driven by the media. 

Initially, comments, and later social networks, offered readers the opportunity to express their views on public issues 
and adopt an active attitude that went beyond the traditional passive role assigned to the audience. From a normative 
perspective, the spaces for comments, either in the media themselves, or in their respective Facebook pages, have cha-
racteristics that make them potentially favourable environments for deliberative discussion (Ruiz-Caballero et al., 2011; 
Prochazka; Weber; Schweiger, 2018; Oz; Zheng; Chen, 2018). This deliberative capacity is not only displayed through 
making comments, but also through reading the comments (Springer; Engelmann; Pfaffinger, 2015) and, as discussed, 
by sharing news, which provides a framework for the conversation (Swart; Peters; Broersma, 2018). Thus, Ruiz-Caballe-
ro et al. (2011) observed how in the British or North American media the spaces for comments constitute spaces of pu-
blic discussion, in which diverse views were welcome, based mainly on arguments and respect between the participants. 
These characteristics, however, were not shared by media in other media systems (Ruiz-Caballero, et al., 2011; 2010).

Despite the potential offered by the comments section, some authors remain sceptical, especially with regard to the lack 
of respect that characterises some comments and the tendency towards homophily (Santana, 2013; Anderson et al., 
2014; Coe; Kenski; Rains, 2014). To understand this scepticism, we need to go back to the elements that characterise 
Habermas’s discourse ethics (1998; 2003) and give validity to discourse: intelligibility, truth, veracity and honesty. For the 
German thinker, dialogue is a rational ethical procedure for social construction. However, for dialogue to effectively be 
an ethical procedure, it must be previously accepted that all the people involved are considered to be valid interlocutors, 
i.e. they recognise each other as people and they are able to understand each other through communication. In this 
case, if readers recognise and respect each other 
in a dialogue and exchange of points of view, the-
re would be no place for insults or disqualifica-
tions between them, or from the readers towards 
other stakeholders related to the news (actors, 
people or institutions involved, journalist who has 
written the news story, media, etc.). 

One of the main concerns about the spaces of 
digital deliberation is that they open the door to 
incivility. Incivility is an ambiguous concept, open 
to multiple interpretations. The Oxford Dictionary 
defines it as “rude or unsociable speech or beha-
viour”, but the decision as to what behaviour is 
regarded as sociable or unsociable depends on 
each individual. Likewise, you can establish de-
grees of severity of rude behaviour. In any case, 
incivility brings nothing positive in that it does not 
recognise the mutual respect between speakers 
(Brooks; Geer, 2007) which as discussed is re-
quired for deliberation. Papacharissi (2004) dis-
tinguishes between impoliteness and incivility, 
although both are closely linked. Impoliteness 
refers to behaviour that contradicts the rules of 

https://firstdraftnews.org/coe-report
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with respect to others’ points of view.



Active audiences and social discussion on the digital public sphere. Review article

e280204 El profesional de la información, 2019, v. 28, n. 2. eISSN: 1699-2407     13

etiquette, whereas incivility implies a greater degree of severity, in that its presence undermines democracy and in-
dividual freedom. Coe, Kenski & Rains (2014), in their proposal for operationalisation, identify five forms of incivility: 
name-calling, aspersion, lying, vulgarity, and pejorative for speech. 

Although it is not widespread, impoliteness is present in most conversations1 (Ruiz-Caballero et al., 2011; Coe; Kenski; 
Rains, 2014). However, it is much more worrying in the presence of incivility. Various studies agree in identifying the ha-
bitual presence of comments that show disagreement with the views of others, denying and disrespecting the legitimacy 
of the opposing views (Hwang; Kim; Kim, 2018; Ruiz-Caballero et al., 2011), or hate speech against minorities, women 
(Edstrom, 2016) or against journalists (Nilsson; Örnebring, 2016). 

The behaviour described above is a matter of concern, as it has a negative impact on democratic values and favours 
polarisation of opinions (Anderson et al., 2014). Authors like Sunstein (2002; 2017) are especially critical, not only of 
the online discussions, but also with other forms of interaction, such as customisation. Sunstein warns that the internet 
results in a substantial reduction in the interactions between citizens, thereby reducing diversity and pluralism and con-
sequently a homogenisation from the point of view of interest and opinions, i.e. the echo-chambers discussed above. 
The result is polarisation, and individuals tend to adopt more extreme positions than they held previously. Although, 
as we will discuss below, various studies provide a more nuanced insight into Sunstein’s words, there is certainly no 
shortage of work to support the theory of confirmation bias, through which people interpret information in line with 
previous beliefs, referring to sources that support them and ignoring those sources that would refute them or challenge 
them (Nickerson, 1998; Stroud, 2010; Muddiman; Stroud, 2017). Thus, Steinfeld, Samuel-Azran & Lev-On (2016) noted 
how readers were openly cynical with users who questioned their pre-existing points of view, and that, in general, expo-
sure to disagreement is limited (Zhou; Chan; Peng; 2008). Although users tend to believe that they act autonomously, 
evolutionary, cognitive and neurological phenomena and other adaptive and unconscious mechanisms induce them to 
confirm their own convictions and to reject the contrasting information (Sharot, 2017; Bargh, 2017; Shermer, 2011). 

In the context that we have described, this, in addition 
to increasing the illusion of certainty, causes polarisa-
tion, extreme identification with the group and lack of 
diversity. Various authors state that spaces for discus-
sion reinforce homophily (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017; Trilling; 
Van-Klingeren; Tsfati, 2016). Other research examines 
the pessimistic point of view in more detail and offers 
some hope on the role that the public sphere may even-
tually develop (Ruiz-Caballero et al., 2011; Camaj; Santana, 2015; Oz; Zheng; Chen, 2018). The degree of polarisation 
depends on the topics of discussion. While there are heavily ideologised topics in which alternative viewpoints are scar-
ce, in other apparently nonpolitical topics, discussion takes place among individuals who differ in their political opinions 
(for instance, regarding the Boston Marathon bombing, the Super Bowl or the Winter Olympics (Barberá et al., 2015).

The number and quality of the comments, and especially their incivility, are conditioned by various contextual variables. 
In general, news on the more controversial issues attracts more comments (Boczkowski; Mitchelstein, 2012; Weber, 
2013; Tenenboim; Cohen, 2015; Ruiz-Caballero et al., 2010; Ziegele et al., 2017). The predominant role of politics as 
the main topic which provokes comments appears repeatedly in the academic literature (Richardson; Stanyer, 2011; 
Boczkowski; Mitchelstein, 2012; Tenenboim; Cohen, 2015). Coe, Kenski & Rains (2014) found that news stories on cer-
tain subjects were more likely to receive disparaging remarks. In particular, political, economic and international news 
received one uncivil comment for every four comments posted, whereas the proportion is considerably lower in the ‘soft 
news’ topics such as health, lifestyle, or technology. The exception to this is sports, which provoke a significant level of 
incivility. Consistent with this, Oz, Zheng & Chen (2018) warned that discussions on more sensitive issues, which they 
defined as those with a heavy moral content, contain greater incivility and impoliteness. These issues, however, were 
also those that had a greater number of deliberative attributes. A study of 42 US news outlets’ Facebook pages over an 
18-month period showed that the civility of the readers’ comments varied according to the ideological stance of the 
media and the typology. Conservative news outlets and local media were more likely to receive uncivil comments than 
the liberal news outlets and the national media (Su et al., 2018). 

In addition to the topic, the sources used can also influence incivility. For example, a study of more than 300 articles and 
6,400 comments published on a US newspaper website, found that the articles that contained a quotation from Presi-
dent Obama received more uncivil comments than those that did not contain one (Coe; Kenski; Rains, 2014). In general, 
content that is regarded as more biased, due to the lack of inclusion of sources, has more hostile remarks than content 
that contains a greater variety of sources (Ksiazek; Peer; Zivic, 2015; Ksiazek, 2018).

The tone of the comments can also influence readers’ opinions on a specific topic, particularly of those users who are 
less interested in the topic discussed (Winter; Krämer, 2016), due to people’s fear of isolation. The readers of comments 
can modify their view of a particular topic by moving it towards what is perceived to be the majority of public opinion 
(Lee; Jang, 2010; Anderson et al., 2014; Hsueh; Yogeeswaran; Malinen, 2015). In general, users are more likely to ex-

Academic literature has oscillated be-
tween an initial optimism about the po-
tential for strengthening democracy of 
communication technologies to a critical 
scepticism.
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press their opinion when it is in agreement with the majority (Soffer; Gordoni, 2017; Chen; Lu, 2017), which leads to a 
real lack of debate, a dialogue of the deaf (Ruiz-Caballero et al., 2011).

Ziegele et al., (2018) and Heinbach, Ziegele & Quiring (2018) found that constructive comments generated greater inte-
rest in the article they related to, while aggressive comments caused in turn equally aggressive replies (Chen; Lu, 2017; 
Gonçalves, 2018; Ziegele et al., 2017), including comments that were politely expressed but expressed disagreement 
with the majority opinion (Chen; Lu, 2017). Aggressiveness, therefore, provokes greater aggressiveness, but far from this 
being a source of discouragement, a number of studies have shown that it encourages greater participation and longer 
visits (Steinfeld; Samuel-Azran; Lev-On, 2016; Bakker; Pantti, 2009). On the other hand, the findings of Springer, Engel-
mann & Pfaffinger (2015), suggest that low-quality comments act as inhibitors of participation.

The increase in participation, the number and length of 
visits would be in line with the media’s strategic objec-
tives for these spaces for participation and comments 
(Domingo et al., 2008; Nilsson; Örnebring, 2016; Vujno-
vic et al., 2010), and would illustrate the second disa-
ppointment described by Borger et al. (2013) regarding 
the momentum of the media’s participatory options: 
dis appointment with the financial motives of journalism 
in facilitating participatory journalism. Readers are also aware of the media’s financial motivations for reader participa-
tion (Steinfeld; Samuel-Azran; Lev-On, 2016; Masip et al., 2015b). 

In spite of this financial logic, there is a concern about the negative impact that comments could have on the image of 
the media, and on the audience’s perception of the quality of the news (Anderson; Brossard; Scheufele, 2012; Hsueh; 
Yogeeswaran; Malinen, 2015) and the journalistic practice itself (Hermida; Thurman, 2008; Braun; Gillespie, 2011; 
Prochazka; Weber; Schweiger, 2018; Domingo, 2018). Consequently, some media have decided to close their spaces for 
comments (CNN, Bloomberg, Reuters, Chicago Sun-Times...) (Masip, 2011). The way forward to address these problems 
is to devote more time and attention to comments, despite the objections expressed by some journalists (Robinson, 
2010; Reich, 2011; Mitchelstein, 2011; Bergström; Wadbring, 2015).

The undeniable potential of digital deliberation requires a rethinking of these spaces so they can be effectively used. 
This was the conclusion of various recent studies, which advocate a redesign of the spaces that improves usability and 
quality interaction, and the introduction of effective mechanisms for moderation (Zamith; Lewis, 2014). On this point, 
several studies (Karpowitz; Raphael, 2014; Wright; Street, 2007) state that the design should be conducive to fostering 
discussion and that, under the right conditions, well-designed spaces can lead to deliberation aimed at sharing reasoned 
and well-informed opinions. 

Through experimental studies, Peacock, Scacco & Stroud (2017) showed that the design of the space allocated for the 
comments and the information that goes with them can increase the willingness to comment. A structure where conflic-
ting views are clearly identified favours the posting of more comments. The inclusion of multimedia content also leads 
to greater participation (Ksiazek, 2018), although it does not affect its quality (Liu; Zhou; Zhao, 2015).

Although they are in a minority, various studies that have compared the behaviour of readers on different platforms, 
have detected different behaviour. Thus, for example, Oz, Zheng & Chen (2018) noted that posts responding to the 
White House’s tweets were significantly more uncivil and impolite and less deliberative than responses to White House 
Facebook posts. However, a study comparing the news comments on political news between The Washington Post site 
and the Washington Post Facebook page found that comments on the news site were more likely to be relevant to the 
topic, be ideologically balanced, offer alternative perspectives, include sources for their arguments, and pose questions 
for getting more clarity, and foster dialogue, compared to news comments on its Facebook page (Rowe, 2015).

Together with an improvement in the way the spaces for comments are set out, moderation appears to be the most 
effective measure to help to create a climate which is more conducive to deliberation. After the initial profusion of 
sections for comments with few mechanisms for their management, in recent years the media have opted to introduce 
systems to control the content that users publish (Gsell, 2009). Most of them have introduced some kind of registration 
system, banned anonymous posting, set up filters and, in parallel, introduced systems for moderation (Reader, 2012). 
In some cases, only subscribers are allowed to comment, for instance on Lemonde.fr. In parallel, various media moved 
the comments to their Facebook pages, where the ‘real name policy’ leads to more orderly and respectful participation 
(Rowe, 2014).

The two main forms of moderation were moderation prior to posting the comments or the moderation done after 
the fact. Although the former was used to some extent, the latter was initially the more popular type of moderation, 
involving less intervention, although it involved extra work for the journalists (Reich, 2011). The volume of published 
comments led the media to outsource moderation, a cost-effective but controversial solution. Firstly, it has proved to be 
quite ineffective and secondly it runs counter to the philosophy that should govern the momentum of interaction in the 
media and which would make it possible to take the pulse of the audience (Masip, 2011).

In general, users are more likely to ex-
press their opinion when it is in agree-
ment with the majority, which leads to 
a real lack of debate, a dialogue of the 
deaf
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Without a doubt, users are more willing to participate in a moderated community than in an unmoderated one (Wise; 
Hamman; Thorson, 2006) and there is an overall link between moderation and the level of civility (Coe; Kenski; Rains, 
2014; Ruiz-Caballero et al., 2011). Users are more likely to participate when they know that journalists are moderating 
(Meyer; Carey, 2014; Ksiazek, 2018) and do so more politely (Stroud et al., 2014; Ksiazek, 2018). Reader often ask for 
greater involvement of journalists in the spaces of participation and interaction provided by the media [Suau, 2015; 
Suau; Masip; Ruiz-Caballero (forthcoming)], but with little success (Loke, 2012; Robinson, 2010). Moderation, however, 
is also viewed as a form of censorship in that comments expressing views that do not align with the predominant voices 
can be deleted, thus leading to the spiral of silence (Sherrick; Hoewe, 2018).

The introduction of comment moderation systems as described above has not meant the disappearance of incivility, 
whereas it entails reduction in the number of commentators (Meyer; Carey, 2014). However, they provide an environ-
ment in which users who wish to comment feel more comfortable. The mandatory registration and banning of anony-
mous comments have a direct relationship with the quality of the comments (Ksiazek, 2018) and the respect expressed 
in them (Santana, 2014), since anonymity has a disinhibiting effect that facilitates forms of expression would not nor-
mally occur in an offline environment (Suler, 2004). Anonymous comments are also less likely to motivate a change of 
opinion by the readers (Haines et al., 2014) and are viewed as less credible (Rains, 2007). 

Despite the fact that the move away from anonymity seems to have been strengthened, there are still many who defend 
the right to anonymity, as a component of the right to privacy (Masip, 2010). They argue that anonymity leads to a grea-
ter diversity of views, especially in those contexts in which the use of real names may have repercussions later (Meyer; 
Carey, 2014) or when dealing with sensitive or personal issues (Wu; Atkin, 2018). 

Despite the fact that comments are one of the most popular forms of participation in the media (Newman et al., 2016; 
Masip et al., 2015; Bergström; Wadbring, 2015), only a minority of the audience post comments on the news on a re-
gular basis, whereas the reading of comments is widespread. Research to date has focused particularly on studying the 
characteristics and motivations of ‘commentators’, although several studies have also focused on users who only read 
the comments (Springer; Engelmann; Pfaffinger, 2015; Diakopoulus; Naaman, 2011). 

Lurkers, or those users who do not publish regularly, but read the comments, are present in most online communities 
(Barnes, 2018), and despite their passive attitude feel part of the community. Barnes (2013) calls them engaged lis-
teners. They may have an emotional reaction to the content, but they do not externalise it, although they may make 
subsequent use of that content (Hampton, 2016). Springer, Engelmann & Pfaffinger (2015) take that view that these 
engaged listeners are also part of the deliberative process, which can take place both through direct participation, by 
commenting, or in a passive way, reading; or even in less demanding forms such as giving a ‘like’ (Sorensen, 2016).

The research carried out to date has defined the users of the comments sections of the news fairly clearly. In general, 
they are active users on social networks, young and mostly men (Bergström, 2008; Stroud; Muddiman; Scacco, 2016). 
In addition, they show an interest in politics and have a higher level of education (Ziegele et al., 2013; Bergström, 2008), 
although a recent study in Germany showed users with a low educational level as more likely to post comments (Ziegele 
et al., 2018). The authors link that change to the aggressive nature of the comments sections, which has led some users 
to shift their deliberative concerns to more controlled environments (Frankel, 2018). 

In addition to the analysis of the socio-demographic characteristics of the commentators, several studies have examined 
cognitive aspects to explain users’ motivation for commenting, usually from the perspective of uses and gratification 
theory. Springer, Engelmann & Pfaffinger (2015) identified four dimensions that encompass the main gratification ob-
tained when commenting: cognitive, emotional-entertainment, social-interactive and personal identity.

Users are particularly interested in commenting due to factors related to cognitive dimensions, such as expressing their 
views or disseminating information (Diakopoulus; Naamer, 2011; Canter, 2013), but they also hope to be able to inte-
ract with the authors of the news (Springer; Engelmann; Pfaffinger, 2015). They obtain the greatest satisfaction when 
this interaction takes place. In line with this, Rojas (2010) also found that users want to share their opinion and correct 
erroneous information. 

The dimension of social integration is also important for 
users, as they need to feel part of a community, either 
through commenting or by participating in social net-
works. Correa, Hinsley & Gil de Zúñiga (2010) observed 
that some personal variables such as emotional instability 
or loneliness were related to a greater use of social media. 

As we have seen, the concept of digital deliberation goes beyond the strict limits of comments having left the newspa-
pers websites and made the leap to the wide avenues of social networks. It also seeks to widen its outlook to take in 
other forms of deliberation, albeit some of these questionable. We have mentioned lurkers, talked about the engaged 
listeners and even the likes. Another essential is news sharing, the user’s new ability to distribute news on social net-
works, as well as looking at the new ways they have for obtaining information.

Despite the fact that the move away 
from anonymity seems to have been 
strengthened, there are still many who 
defend the right to anonymity, as a com-
ponent of the right to privacy.
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6. New news consumption practices
In recent years, the role of social networks in the consumption of news has gradually gained importance. According to 
comparative data compiled at an international level, citizens are increasingly using social networks as their primary or 
secondary source of access to news (Newman et al., 2018). In Spain, for example, 60% of the population use social ne-
tworks as their source of news, and 53% say that they share news on social networks, mainly Facebook and WhatsApp 
(Newman et al., 2018). By 2011 Olmstead, Michael & Rosenstiel had already identified the most significant implications 
of these new behaviour patterns in terms of sharing and consuming news in the public sphere, arguing that, if the search 
for information on the internet was the most significant change of the previous decade, its role in the new ways in which 
information is shared, debated and re-disseminated will prove to be the great innovation of the next decade.

Several authors have highlighted the transformative potential and the relevance of users’ interactions on social networ-
ks with respect to the traditional news cycle, when exchanging or commenting on content related to news or matters 
of general interest (Nielsen; Schrøder, 2014; Almgren; Olsson, 2015; Newman; Blank, 2012). It is felt that these new 
dynamics, originating from users who share, recommend or send items of news by means of public or private messages 
to their contacts on social networks, result in a broadening of the scope of the influence ordinary citizens have on the 
public sphere (Singer et al., 2011; Papacharissi, 2015b; Klinger; Svensson, 2015), bringing into question the traditional 
hegemony of the media and journalists as the sole gatekeepers of public interest issues (Suau, 2015).

The concept of news curating, or content curation underpins studies on news sharing, implying a more active and 
conscious role for the audience in the practice of news sharing (Bruns, 2018). The identification of audiences as poten-
tial content curators is closely linked to the euphoria or optimism that arose from the idea of Web 2.0; the social web 
(Curran et al., 2010). The concept of content curation is closely linked to debates about new audience roles in an envi-
ronment that fosters new forms of participation (Bruns, 2018, Thorsen, 2013, Bruns; Highfield, 2015). With the rise of 
social networks, particularly after Barack Obama’s victory in the 2008 US presidential elections, the optimistic discourse 
that generally follows any technological innovation began to revolve around social networks and their transformative 
potential (Loader; Mercea, 2012; Curran et al., 2010), in what became labelled participatory culture (Deuze; Bruns; 
Neurberg, 2007, Domingo et al., 2008; Van-Dijck; Nieborg, 2009). The power of participatory culture manifests itself in 
different areas of society, but does so above all in the media: in a discussion that has switched from user-generated con-
tent to user-distributed content (Lietsla; Sirkkuken, 2008; Napoli, 2009), thus focusing the debate on the redistribution 
of journalistic content. Describing audiences as curators of content (social curators) on social networks implies ascribing 
an active motivated role to those who share news in 2.0 environments (Bruns, 2018; Villi, 2012): the role of a citizen who 
selects and interprets the most interesting news content and then shares it on social networks, promoting a dialogue 
around the theme of shared news.

The concept of a curator is derived from the art world and it is no coincidence that terms like social curator or news cura-
ting continue to be used today in reference to the way news is shared on the internet (Bruns, 2018). According to O’Neil 
(2007), the curator influences how art is experienced, mediating between the audience and the art works. Thanks to the 
curator’s design for an exhibition and creation of a narrative or dialogue between the different pieces, the audience is 
assisted in their understanding of the overall meaning of the exhibition. The concept of the curator, like so many others, 
was first appropriated and redefined 
for the field of marketing, and later, for 
other areas such as the media (Loader; 
Mercea, 2012). In its original sense in 
the art world, it is associated with a 
professional figure experienced in the 
selection and interpretation of works 
of art. A person who is knowledgeable 
in their field and chooses different pie-
ces to create a discourse that will take 
the form of an exhibition at a public or 
private cultural institution. Establishing 
an analogy between participatory au-
diences and the figure of the curator 
involves ascribing significance to the 
role or motivation of citizens in terms 
of sharing news. If we call citizens who 
share, comment on or value news on 
Facebook, Twitter or WhatsApp social 
curators or content curators (Clark; Auf-
derheide, 2009; Villi, 2012), it is clear, 
therefore, that these practices are moti-
vated and have a direct impact. Recent 

https://www.facebook.com/barackobama
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research demonstrates that sharing content has a marked social exchange nature (Purcell et al., 2010), which seeks to 
increase ability to influence the community, maintain social cohesion and strengthen social status. Thus the decision to 
share is neither casual nor random (Goh et al., 2017). For this reason, the term news sharing will be used in this paper to 
describe the redistribution of content. It is felt that it makes more sense for the term content curation to be associated 
with the new roles or work practices of journalists, as highlighted by Bakker (2014), or even used in relation to concepts 
such as reciprocal journalism in regard to maintaining or healing the relationship with audiences (Lewis et al., 2014).

We have adopted Kümple, Karnowski & Telling’s (2015) definition of news sharing which includes all practices that 
provide a specific group of citizens with access to journalistic content, either by sharing or recommending it on social 
networks. This definition is useful, since it allows the act of sharing to be separated from the intentionality of the user: 
news sharing can be occasional or sporadic and can also refer to more conscious, planned activities. Although ‘sharing’ 
is a very common practice on social networks (Lampinen, 2015), the concept is limited by referring solely to “news” in 
a broad sense (Owen, 2018). It is understood therefore that the content shared is of public interest, regardless of its 
format. 

7. ‘News sharing’: dismantling the ‘gatekeeper’
Evidently the practice of news sharing and commenting was common before the emergence of the internet. From in-
formal conversations to passing the newspaper between friends and family, or cutting out articles of interest, the news 
has been shared since the invention of the first newspapers or gazettes (Hermida et al., 2012). However, like so many 
other daily activities, the practice has evolved with the emergence of new technologies, speeding up the processes by 
which citizens can recommend and redistribute news, first via email or on forums and more recently through WhatsApp, 
Facebook or Twitter (Kalsnes; Larsson, 2018; Larsson, 2018).

According to Kümpel et al. (2015), the first academic articles about news sharing date from 2005, although it is not until 
2010 when a larger number of academic papers on this object of study begin to emerge. Various authors have pointed 
out the growing number of citizens who practice the re-dissemination or distribution of news content through social 
networks (Jenkins; Ford; Green, 2013), which in turn has an impact on the number of users who receive news from their 
own environment (Hermida et al., 2012; Newman; Dutton; Blank, 2012; Purcell et al., 2010; Villi, 2012). Tewksburg & 
Rittenberg (2012, p. 158) call this process of citizen involvement in the distribution of relevant content the “democratiza-
tion of information”, because it is closely linked to a change in the consumption of news: from that of a model based on 
mass audiences to one based more on small connected communities of audiences that share content in different spaces 
on the internet (Villi, 2012). Choi (2016) identifies two dimensions of the act of news sharing; on the one hand recon-
textualising and, on the other, endorsing. In other words, sharing not only involves disseminating information, but also 
re-evaluating it, providing a new framework for its interpretation and an expression of support for the shared content.

Following this argument, Singer (2014) identifies three ways in which users can influence the dissemination and flow of 
information, turning audiences into “secondary gatekeepers”, by: 
- providing an evaluation of the contributions of journalists and other users; 
- communicating the value or perceived quality of the material; and 
- re-diffusing selected content. 

While recognizing the fundamental role of social media, Singer acknowledges the use of other less popular tools, such as 
email or abusive content reporting options, as mechanisms available to users to promote the visibility of news.

All of these ‘secondary control’ options allow citizens to challenge the old monopoly enjoyed by journalists as the sole 
guardians of news content, presenting a challenge to the traditional media when determining what is interesting and 
newsworthy (Shoemaker; Vos, 2009; Singer, 2014; Coddington; Holton, 2014; Vos; Heinderyckx, 2015). Furthermore, 
when publishing and disseminating content on public issues, it is clear that citizens also exchange opinions and promote 
debate, in the same way that they do when these issues arise in a gathering of family or friends (Min, 2007). In this sen-
se, several authors (Gil de Zúñiga; Copeland; Bimber, 2013; Dimitrova et al., 2011; Anduiza; Cantijoch; Gallego, 2009) 
suggest that news sharing, as well as posting comments can be considered an act of political participation or engage-
ment with matters of public interest.

If this is the case, the question arises whether some contents are shared more frequently than others, and following 
the same reasoning, whether those that are indeed shared more frequently are what Mouffe (2005; 2013) terms “the 
political”. To determine what type of content tends to be shared, read or commented on in greater numbers by users is 
an issue of immense interest for both the industry and academia (Boczkowski; Mitchelstein, 2012); especially from the 
point at which website data traffic begins to be considered of economic interest by newsrooms (Olmstead; Mitchell; 
Rosenstiel, 2011; Singer, 2010; Usher, 2017, Vujnovic et al., 2010). Recent studies have shown that editorial decisions 
about the positioning of certain articles on the web are affected proportionally by the degree of their diffusion on social 
networks (Cherubini; Nielsen, 2016, Berger; Milkman, 2009).

Boczkowski, Mitchelstein & Mora (2018) confirm that news of a political or economic nature tends to be more fre-
quently shared, especially during periods of more intense political activity, such as elections. As was observed during 
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the Arab Spring or the protests in Iran in 2009, situations of extreme conflict significantly affect the type of news that 
is shared (Fahmy, 2012; Zhou et al., 2010). Beyond specific issues, the relevance, surprising or controversial nature of 
the news affect how viral it goes (Rudat; Buder; Hesse, 2014). Trilling et al. (2016) found that news within a framework 
of conflict was shared 11% more on Twitter, and 9% more on Facebook. Other factors that have similar effects are the 
human interest (García-Perdomo et al., 2007) or the emotional component of the news (Berger; Milkman, 2010; Kim, 
2015), especially that with positive or comforting content (Berger; Milkman, 2010; 2012; Bakshy et al., 2012). Likewise, 
content from a source considered to be trustworthy, or valued as relevant, also has a greater possibility of being shared 
(Bandari; Asur; Huberman, 2012; Rudat; Buder; Hesse, 2014).

The social network on which news is shared is also significant. As previously noted, due to the lack of time and financial 
resources to adequately moderate comment threads, the media turned to a strategy based on incentivising the re-dis-
semination of content and debate on social networks outside of the media’s own spaces (Ihlebaek; Krumsvik, 2015; 
Villi, 2012). Comparative research carried out into this at an international level shows that Facebook is the main chan-
nel on which audiences interact by news sharing, with Twitter being the second (Lichterman, 2016; Nielsen; Schrøder, 
2014). Strategies aimed at motivating users to re-disseminate content on any social network are a priority for the media 
(Krumsvik, 2013), although users who access websites through social networks tend to remain on them for less time 
than those who access such websites directly (Anderson; Caumont, 2014).

A considerable amount of research has been carried out into what type of content users are more likely to share on so-
cial networks. In the first place, the use made of the two major social networks should be differentiated. While Twitter 
is more frequently used in cases of breaking news and to distribute news to contacts with whom, for the most part, no 
personal relationship exists (Newman; Dutton; Blank, 2012; Anderson; Caumont, 2014; Masip; Ruiz-Caballero; Suau, 
2019), Facebook tends to attract participation that is linked to contacts with whom a connection exists in the offline 
world: friends, family, acquaintances, etc. (Enjolras et al., 2013; Kormelink; Costera-Meijer, 2015). The Twitter user pro-
file is associated with an older public possessing an elite or specialized component, and it is common to see journalists 
and politicians especially active on the social network (Newman; Levy, 2014; Engesser; Humpretch, 2015). Hermida et 
al. (2012) conclude that the role of acquaintances is fundamental on Facebook, since citizens tend to receive (and read) 
more news if it comes from their friends and family.

8. Sharing, between selfishness and altruism
Research into what motivates users to share or debate news on social networks has also received considerable attention 
from communication studies. In order to define the motivation and attitudes of citizens who share or debate news, it is 
first worth mentioning the vast diversity of research results presented by this discipline. According to Kalogeropoulos et 
al. (2017), both the national context and the degree of engagement or connection individuals demonstrate with public 
affairs are very important when interpreting these different results (Suau, 2015). It is necessary to take such details into 
account, as otherwise it may appear that some research results in completely contradictory findings. For example, there 
are a large number of quantitative studies that suggest that the majority of news sharing or debates on social networks 
are motivated by entertainment or a personal connection with the news item, as opposed to motivations of a political 
nature or desire to enrich the journalistic process (Baden; Springer, 2014; Larsson, 2012; Paskin, 2010; Heise et al., 
2013). However, in their international comparative study Kalogeropoulos et al. (2017) suggest that a positive spiral of 
reinforcement exists in terms of sharing and debating practices on social networks: with highly motivated or politically 
active citizens more likely to share news on social networks and to enter into political debates, while those with less 
involvement or interest in politics or in matters of public interest are less likely to do so. While these results may seem 
contradictory at first sight, in reality the contextual and personal factors complement each other. Authors such as Va-
lenzuela, Piña & Ramírez (2017) have pointed to three different factors that influence the practice of sharing and/or 
debating news: emotion, motivation and psychological connection.

In order to better understand the motivation behind sharing or debating news, it is first necessary to take a moment to 
consider the characteristics and profile of citizens who adopt this type of participatory practice. First, numerous studies 
have highlighted the issue of leadership. It is suggested that a large number of citizens who share news or debate more 
or less regularly on networks tend to identify themselves as having leadership attributes or positions, and display some 
interest in disseminating their opinion (Hu et al., 2012; Wu et al., 2011; Ma; Lee; Goh, 2013). Also linked to the issue 
of leadership is the social network user’s perception of their own position in relation to public affairs. As pointed out 
by Kalogeropoulos et al. (2017), those citizens who share most frequently are more connected (Couldry; Livingstone; 
Markham, 2007) with public affairs: they tend to follow more, and more varied, media, perceiving the sharing of diverse 
news as positive (Rosengard et al., 2014; Yang; Chang; Chen, 2014). In this sense, the factor of connection with the offli-
ne world is very important. Those citizens who maintain strong ties (Gladwell, 2010) off-line tend to share more news, 
because they perceive that sharing can affect or influence their contacts in a positive way to a greater extent, while also 
maintaining a positive vision of the effectiveness of sharing their opinions on public forums (Ma; Lee; Goh, 2014). Recent 
research suggests that, rather than a conscious decision to establish themselves as a leader or reference among their 
contacts, it is the feeling of being connected and able to influence or disseminate opinions that predisposes citizens to 
share (Picone; De-Wolf, 2016; Springer; Engelmann; Pfaffinger, 2016). Although this might be the profile of a citizen 
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who tends to share the most, contextual factors are also highly relevant. As seen previously, particularly convulsive po-
litical contexts (Fahmy, 2012; Zhou et al., 2010), and above all, shocking or outrageous information (Berger, 2011) can 
result in an increase in the number of citizens sharing news. 

Kümpel et al. (2015) classify the motivation for sharing into three main groups: altruistic, social and personal or egoistic. 
With regard to motivation of a personal or egoistic nature, some research points to entertainment as the main incentive 
for engaging in participatory practices on social networks (Lee; Ma, 2012; Ma et al., 2012). The emotional rewards of 
news sharing, with similarities to those of entertainment, have been highlighted by some authors: in which some citi-
zens feel compelled to share those news items that have gone viral in a way that is practically unconscious (Heimbach et 
al., 2015), while others highlight the desire to share that news with which citizens have a strong emotional attachment 
(Bright, 2016; Berger; Milkman, 2012; Stieglitz; Dang-Xuan, 2013). Several authors have suggested that some citizens 
decide to participate as a way to attract attention or gain reputation among their contacts (Boyd; Golder; Lotan, 2010; 
Berger, 2014). The most relevant altruistic motivation consists of participating in order to maximize the dissemination 
of information deemed relevant to society (Holton et al., 2014). And finally, those citizens who participate for social 
reasons are felt to do so out of a desire to socialise or a need to receive social approval (Hanson; Haridakis, 2008; Lee; 
Ma, 2012).

It should be noted that several studies have indicated that, although relevant in numerical terms, the total number of 
citizens who participate on social networks remains a minority of overall users (Suau, 2015; Guallar et al., 2016; Masip et 
al., 2015). Reasons for not participating in either news sharing or commenting, include not wanting to express opinions 
that might contradict what is believed to be the majority opinion among contacts (Kormelink; Costera-Meijer, 2018). 
According to Kalsnes & Larsson (2018), this negative motivation might be numerically significant enough to explain why 
the majority of citizens do not participate in news sharing or commenting. All this poses the question whether social ne-
tworks tend to create ideologically homogeneous spaces and it is important, therefore, to consider the possible effects 
social networks have on the construction of echo chambers, or ideological bubbles, in which citizens tend to only interact 
with others who hold similar opinions. Phenomena that have attracted much attention in recent years like misinforma-
tion and selective exposure are closely related to this issue and are discussed below.

9. ‘Echo-chambers’ and selective exposure: pluralism threatened 
Since the early years of communication studies the effect of the media on democratic society and, more specifically, its 
effect on political participation and the configuration of political stances and attitudes, has frequently been the subject 
of research. Several theories relevant to the traditional media should be outlined before reviewing that related to the in-
ternet and new information and communication technologies (Kim; Kim, 2012). In the first place, the theories clustered 
around the so-called media malaise highlight the negative nature of the effects of the media, especially television, on 
citizen participation and civic engagement (Bourdieu, 1998; Sartori, 1998). The media’s treatment of politics, presenting 
it as a game or a competition, focusing on political leadership (Mcallister, 2007) is felt to have contributed to apathy and 
distrust among the electorate (Cappella; Jamieson, 1997). In contrast, other authors argue that the greater availability 
of information, together with an increase in education in Western countries have had a positive effect on democracy 
(Dalton, 1996; Inglehart, 1997). Some authors indicate that the consumption of news is positively linked to indicators 
of political participation and civic engagement (Van-Zoonen, 2005), creating a kind of virtuous circle in which those 
citizens with more interest in public affairs reinforce their political connection by means of paying constant attention to 
the media (Norris, 2000).

While different views on the effects of the traditional media exist, there has been little discussion about the health of 
Western democracies during the years that coincide with the expansion of the internet and, later, that of social networ-
ks. Several authors point out that at the end of the 20th Century some indicators of democratic health were concerning 
(Dahlgren, 2007): demonstrating a decrease in the percentage of electoral participation and affiliation to political parties 
and a growing distrust in governments (Pharr; Putnam, 2000; Dalton, 1996; Gray; Caul, 2000). This growing discontent 
towards forms of participation in traditional institutions stood opposite a supposed increase in or tendency towards 
non-traditional forms of participation or civic involvement (Norris, 2002; Inglehart, 1997; Hall, 2002).

It is in this context that research into the effects of new technologies on democratic Western societies first developed, 
with the main questions raised during this first stage being similar to those previously asked about the traditional me-
dia: do the various types of online participation constitute a new way of attracting citizens to participate in the public 
sphere? Can social networks and the internet attract political participation or strengthen the civic links of less connected 
citizens? (Anduiza; Jensen; Jorba, 2012). Given the optimism of the early years of research into new technologies (Quan-
dt, 2018), it is not surprising that the dominant response to these questions was positive (Curran; Fenton; Freedman, 
2012). Some authors pointed out that new technologies facilitated greater participation among those citizens who were 
already connected or active (Best; Krueger, 2005; Jensen, 2006), while others highlighted the ways in which new tech-
nologies made it easier to bring more citizens to public life, due to the reduction in costs of information and participation 
(Min, 2007; Rheingold, 2002; Esser; De-Vreese, 2007). More recently, there have been a large number of studies that 
have pointed to the positive nature of the internet and social networks in terms of social change, highlighting the role of 
the internet in social movements (Castells, 2009) and the potential for social networks to increase young people’s access 
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to issues of public interest (Banaji; Buckingham, 2013). It appeared that Western societies, with citizens still showing an 
interest in politics but wishing to intervene in it in a far from traditional way, had found on the Internet the ideal space 
to develop new forms of participation.

This positive optimistic discourse about the effects of new technologies, specifically social networks, on society has been 
completely lost in recent years. The current dominant discourse about how new technologies are modifying the public 
sphere, the role of different agents and the transmission and consumption of news, while not pessimistic, is much more 
moderate. Gone are the optimistic speeches about how the internet was going to change the world, transforming po-
litical participation and facilitating more direct intervention in the public sphere. Perhaps the first alarm bells sounded 
when it was discovered that the same ease of information distribution enjoyed by the ordinary citizen, recalling the joy 
awakened by the figure of the citizen journalist (Suau, 2015), was available to extremist or terrorist groups, to dissemi-
nate their messages and ideology on the internet with 
no controls (Andersen; Sandberg, 2018). And as for the 
effects on democracy, debates no longer revolve around 
whether social networks help attract new citizens to the 
public sphere, but to what degree they encourage phe-
nomena such as the fragmentation and polarization of 
societies, as well as the dissemination of disinformation 
(European Commission, 2018). This debate is developed below; taking as a starting point the revision of one of the theo-
ries that has guided research in communication over the last few decades: selective and incidental exposure to news 
content. How the participatory practices of citizens, especially that of news sharing on social networks, have modified 
patterns of news consumption is one of the issues that might have facilitated the propagation of misinformation, con-
tributing to the polarization of the public sphere and its fragmentation into small communities of ideologically related 
individuals. 

10. Bursting the bubble
The theory of selective exposure was first formulated several decades ago (Lazarsfeld; Berelson; Gaudet, 1948), and has 
regained a presence in communication studies over recent years as new forms of online participation have permitted 
citizens to have greater influence over information consumption patterns (Brundidge, 2010). In the field of political in-
formation, the theory of selective exposure argues that when citizens make decisions about their media and information 
consumption, they tend to choose those media that identify with their own political stance or ideology. Even before the 
advent of the internet, the pernicious effects of selective exposure without limitations were already being discussed by 
various authors (Galston, 2002; Sunstein, 2001). Due to the tendency citizens have for selective exposure, a media sys-
tem that fails to promote accidental exposure to contrary points of view leads inexorably to a fragmentation of the public 
sphere into distinct communities that do not interact, thus contributing to an increased polarization between those of 
differing political stances (Prior, 2013; 2007; Aalberg; Blekesaune; Elvestad, 2013). In Spain, the tendency citizens show 
towards selective exposure is well demonstrated. The various studies carried out by Humanes (2016) in relation to the 
traditional media confirm that the Spanish audience tends to consume those media that they identify as sharing their 
own ideology or political stance.

As the use of the internet developed and became more generalised (Press; Williams, 2010), debates around selective 
exposure were revitalised. At first, research pointed to some possible positive consequences of the greater ease of 
access to news and information on the internet (Newman; Dutton; Blank, 2012; Weber; Loumakis; Bergman, 2003; 
Tewksbury; Weaver; Maddex, 2001). However, as online environments have developed, especially with the emergence 
of social networks, views on selective and accidental exposure have changed. Some authors have highlighted the com-
plexity in the current hybrid media system of quantifying each citizen’s exposure to information, due to cross-media 
consumption patterns (Chadwick, 2013; Schrøder, 2013) and the unquestionable fact that the means by which citizens 
consume news have been completely transformed in recent years (Boulianne, 2015). As stated above, the existing data 
point to the fact that in Spain around 60% of citizens consume news and approximately 50% share information content 
via social networks (Newman et al., 2018), with the majority of this content comprising links to news from major media 
outlets received from relatives, friends and acquaintances (Masip et al., 2015). How is selective exposure affected by the 
new participatory practice of news sharing? The principal subject of debate is whether social networks facilitate selecti-
ve exposure by creating echo-chambers or filter bubbles where citizens receive only information that is in line with their 
ideology, or if, on the contrary, the use of social networks facilitates accidental exposure to news, by exposing citizens to 
un-related ideological content or sources.

Fears generated by the generalization of “social news”, or a media environment in which citizens access news mainly via 
social networks are that news consumption is significantly affected by the configuration of each user’s contacts. Based 
on the fact that our contacts on the most popular social networks are basically our family, friends and acquaintances, 
some authors suggest that there is a real risk of receiving mostly news that does not question our ideological positions 
(Bakshy et al., 2015; Groshek; Koc-Michalska, 2017). This creates echo-chambers of political affinity in which only citi-
zens who think in a similar way interact (Dahlgren, 2013), a format that promotes selective exposure without the citizen 
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having to make any effort to avoid exposure to different opinions. The algorithms of the social network itself already 
prioritise control over increasing the visibility of those contacts with whom we interact the most (Pariser, 2011) without 
taking into account the quality of the news they share (Pasquale, 2015). The 2016 US elections were a trigger for the 
theory that the creation of ideological bubbles would contribute to the polarization of society and the propagation of 
false news and disinformation (Sunstein, 2017, Khaldarova; Pantti, 2016), all of which goes some way to explaining the 
victory of populist candidates like Donald Trump.

However, more recent research offers data that qualifies the most pessimistic views on echo-chambers or ideological 
bubbles. In the case of Spain, Masip, Suau & Ruiz-Caballero (2018) point out that accidental exposure exists on social 
networks: with the Spanish audience not only receiving information contrary to their points of view, but some also 
sharing it. Although it is true that there is a tendency towards greater ideological affinity between contacts on social ne-
tworks, on two of the main social networks there exists an element of discordant voices, Facebook and WhatsApp (Suau, 
2015). Studies in other countries back up these results, indicating that accidental exposure is favoured and exposure to 
unrelated points of view is superior to that initially thought to be the case, reducing the importance of selective expo-
sure on social networks (Bakshy et al., 2012; Barberá et al., 2015) as well as on other platforms such as Google News 
(Haim; Graefe; Brosius, 2018). Although on a general level it seems that there is no relation between the use of social 
networks and an increase in polarization (Boxell et al., 2017), various studies demonstrate differences between groups 
of citizens. With Dubois and Blank (2018) establishing that those citizens most interested in politics and those who pay 
greater attention to the media are more likely to avoid ideological bubbles.

Although the existence of ideological bubbles is a reality, there does not seem to be any one factor that determines 
the inevitability of being trapped in one. Thus it seems that, on social networks as in the analogical world, the most 
significant factor in their emergence is the way citizens behave. As Bechman & Nielbo (2018) argue, regardless of other 
factors such as gender, age or level of education, the greater number of contacts and variety of pages followed, the lower 
the likelihood of selective exposure. Having a greater number of contacts on social networks also facilitates accidental 
exposure (Fletcher; Nielsen, 2018).

It should also be noted that accidental exposure, although necessary, is generally associated with low levels of political 
awareness. As highlighted by Gil de Zúñiga et al. (2017), those citizens whose main source of news comes from acciden-
tal exposure on social networks, tend to display lower levels of awareness and understanding of public affairs, compared 
to those who consume media directly. In turn, those citizens who mostly consume accidental news are also more likely 
to believe in fake news and other types of misinformation, or assume it to be correct (European Commission, 2018). It is 
therefore still too early to determine how and at what level, online disinformation affects the political stance of citizens 
(Alcott; Gentskow, 2017) or if, as is 
feared, it contributes to polariza-
tion (Flaxman et al., 2016; Peter-
son et al., 2018). Recent electoral 
processes in Europe, as well as in 
the United States and Brazil, have 
brought media issues such as the 
dissemination of disinformation 
via social networks and WhatsApp 
to the fore. In the coming years, 
research in the field of communi-
cation studies will be tasked with 
investigating these phenomena in 
detail in order to clarify the spe-
cific effects of exposure to misin-
formation, as well as the real level 
at which the re-dissemination of 
these contents affects political at-
titudes and stances. 

11. Final considerations, concerning Dewey
Dewey (1946) reminds us of the link, beyond the merely verbal, between the words common, community and commu-
nication. Human beings live in community by virtue of what they have in common, and communication is the way by 
which they come to have these things in common. Among such common elements, the pragmatic philosopher empha-
sized knowledge, making a common intelligence possible. Communication should ensure participation in this common 
intelligence, the epistemological dimension reclaimed by Habermas (2006). Almost a century ago, Dewey reflected on 
the concept of public opinion and considered that the problem was not that the public, that is, a large body of people 
who have a common interest in the consequences of social transactions, did not exist. The problem, he said, was that 
there was too much public: that it was too diffuse, scattered and intricate in its composition. And he added, as if twee-
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ting: how can a public be organized (...) when it literally will not stay in one place? Dewey reflected on this in a public 
sphere that was already a faded image of Habermas’ concept. However as Dewey stated, the essential need, both then 
and now, is the same: 

“the improvement of the methods and conditions of debate, discussion and persuasion”. 

This, he concluded, “is the problem of the public”. And we add: this is the problem of the public sphere, of public opinion 
and of democracy.

12. Note
1. Here we are referring to conversations such as the group of comments posted on a news story, either on media or 
platforms such as Facebook or Twitter.
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