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ABSTRACT 

To entice and commodify social media news consumers, contemporary news organizations have 

increasingly relied on data analytics to boost audience engagement. Clicks, likes, and shares are 

the metrics that now guide the editorial process and shape decisions about content and coverage. 

As such, news headlines are regularly manipulated to attract the attention of those who quickly 

scroll through social media networks on computers and smartphones. However, few studies have 

examined the typologies of news content most likely to be manipulated in social media news 

headlines or the impact of news headline manipulation on news source credibility. For this 

research, source credibility theory has been updated for a practical application of today’s social 

media news landscape and used as a lens to examine the phenomenon, its impact on audience 

engagement, and association with traditional standards of journalism and credibility. A mixed 

methods content analysis was conducted of news headlines published on Twitter compared to 

headlines and content published on the websites of five traditional newspapers: the New York 

Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today. The results 

indicated that the typologies of news most likely to be manipulated for Twitter publication 

(opinion, politics, health/medical), were also the least credible. Conversely, typologies of news 

that were least likely to be manipulated for Twitter publication (international, consumer, 

disaster), were rated the most credible.  

 Keywords: news headlines, headline manipulation, misleading headlines, data analytics, 

 journalistic values, social media headlines, audience engagement, news credibility, 

 source credibility theory, Twitter analytics, Twitter headlines 
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CHAPTER ONE – INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

 In recent years, news audiences have expressed a growing distrust of news sources, 

including traditional newspapers. This phenomenon is occurring as news organizations 

increasingly rely on social media networks to attract readers and generate advertising revenue 

through user engagements and exposure (Ng & Zhao, 2020; Blanchett Nehili, 2018; Lee at al., 

2014; Lee & Tandoc, 2017). As a result, social media data metrics now drive the editorial 

process, including decisions about content and presentation. Clickbait techniques, such as 

headline manipulation, have become common practice among journalists. However, there is a 

lack of research into social media news headlines and their potential impact on credibility. This 

mixed methods study filled a gap in the research by examining Twitter news headlines published 

by five legacy newspapers: the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los 

Angeles Times, and USA Today. This chapter introduces the topic of Twitter news headlines that 

are designed to generate user engagement and includes an overview of the study by providing 

relevant background information, the statement of the problem, its significance, and the research 

purpose. Research questions are posed, and definitions of relevant terms are also presented.  

Background of the Problem 

 Over the last 30 years, media critics and scholars have pointed to changes within editorial 

practice and perceived violations of traditional news values and ethics. Mutz and Reeves (2005) 

found that while uncivil rhetoric, disagreement, and adversarial political coverage may intrigue 

audiences and boost ratings, it also erodes political trust. Other studies have indicated that the 

ongoing trend of news coverage has focused on contentious debate and controversial topics 

ranging from politics (Eberl et al., 2017) to science (Nisbet, 2009) and social movements 
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(Amenta et al., 2017). This phenomenon has created a culture of media hostility (Kim, 2019) and 

common claims of bias (Hamborg et al., 2019; Anderson et al., 2014). This trend escalated with 

the proliferation of social media and has drawn the attention of scholars who have studied news 

media perceptions over time. Gronke and Cooke (2007) examined hostile attitudes toward the 

media and found that public confidence in the press has suffered a sharp decline since the early 

1970s following the Watergate scandal, which was famously covered by reporters with The 

Washington Post.   

 Despite changes in public perceptions and media platforms, news organizations have 

continued to place a high value on credibility. Chan-Olmsted and Cha (2008) found that while 

television news networks were still promoting an image brand of competence, timeliness, and 

dynamism, an increased number of audiences reported tuning in to broadcast news more for 

entertainment than information. They posited that based on preferences and uses, news 

consumption in America had already shifted from television to the Internet as a primary source 

of information. This shift is significant because it suggests that the Internet, and especially social 

media, ushered in a new era of data analytics, which now appears to drive news coverage, often 

at the risk of forsaking traditional news values and practices that were considered key elements 

of credibility.  

 Traditional values and ethics of journalism are well established in the literature and in 

practice. Urban and Schweiger (2014) conducted a thorough review of the literature to identify 

criteria that shape the foundation and standards of quality journalism. They found six common 

themes: diversity of viewpoints, impartiality, relevance, accuracy, comprehensibility, and 

compliance with ethical standards. Diversity represents the need for journalistic coverage to 

include a variety of angles and perspectives. Journalists are also expected to be objective, fair, 
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and unbiased. They should cover the news accurately. Coverage should include events and issues 

that are important to society and be presented in a manner that is engaging and easy to 

understand. Finally, ethical standards require journalists to conduct themselves with respect and 

tolerance toward the public. 

 While the concept of credibility was not directly included in Urban and Schweiger’s 

(2014) list, it is commonly understood to be the capital of traditional news organizations, 

including mainstream, legacy newspapers. Credibility is a term that frequently appears in the 

code of ethics for journalism organizations. As traditional news sources have faced increased 

competition for readers and viewers, mainly due to the proliferation of cable news, internet, and 

social media, they have largely maintained that trustworthiness, dynamism, and sincerity are 

critical to their brands (Kim et al., 2010). These brand personality traits directly correlate to the 

components of source credibility theory (McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Berlo et al., 1969; Hovland 

et al., 1953), indicating that news media still place a high value on perceptions of credibility 

(Nisbet, 2009). 

 Traditional values and practices of journalism are intended to uphold ethical standards. 

The normative functions of journalism include holding leaders accountable for their actions, 

serving communities by providing valuable and essential information, rigorously verifying the 

accuracy of information, and seeking and presenting a variety of perspectives, voices, and ideas 

(McChesney, 2013). As such, journalists are bound by a duty to serve the communities they 

cover. Yet the profit-based business model of modern journalism challenges traditional values. 

Though journalists value their normative functions, qualitative studies that included in-depth 

interviews with newspaper journalists found that many fear normative failure, as the current 

media climate, with the proliferation of social media, prevents them from executing these 



 
17 

functions (Siegelbaum & Thomas, 2016). This conflict must be closely examined if news editors 

and managers are to better understand whether modern practices meet expectations of traditional 

news values that promote credibility.  

Statement of the Problem 

 The problem is that public trust in news media is eroding as audiences perceive news 

sources as inaccurate, misleading, or biased (Tandoc et al., 2021; Raymond & Taylor, 2021; 

Tandoc, 2019; Waddell, 2018). A 2017 Gallup/Knight survey found that fewer Americans 

believe news media adequately separate fact from opinion: 32% in 2017, which was down from 

58% in 1984 (Jones & Ritter, 2018). The same survey revealed that 45% of respondents saw “a 

great deal” of political bias in the news. Perhaps even more alarming is that a 2018 Monmouth 

University poll found that 77% of respondents believed the news media reported fake news at 

least some of the time, and 42% believed that fake news was intended to further a political 

agenda (Monmouth University Polling Institute, 2018). 

 Despite traditional journalistic values have intended to hold journalists to high ethical 

standards (Thomas, 2019; Urban & Schweiger, 2014; Gaziano & McGrath, 1986), research has 

shown that journalists frequently manipulate news headlines published on social media to 

generate higher levels of audience engagement (Blanchett Neheli, 2018; Tandoc, 2015). 

Moreover, data metrics that measure engagements, such as clicks, comments, likes, and shares, 

now drive the editorial process (Acar & Polonsky, 2007). What has remained unclear is how 

these practices, often referred to as “clickbait” (Lee & Tandoc, 2017), support traditional news 

values and components of credibility. 

Purpose of the Study 
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 The purpose of this study was to examine social media news headlines for typologies of 

news that are most frequently manipulated, and assess the impact of headline manipulation on 

credibility. Many researchers have studied social media presentations of news, but there has been 

a lack of studies that have specifically examined news headlines as a critical component of news 

or the effects of modern practices on credibility (Molyneaux & Coddington, 2020; Costera 

Meijer & Groot Kormelink, 2015). This current study used a mixed methods approach to analyze 

news headlines posted to the Twitter accounts for five traditional, legacy newspapers that serve a 

broad, national readership: the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los 

Angeles Times, and USA Today. The findings have significant implications for journalists and 

news editors tasked with the responsibility of luring social media news consumers, boosting 

audience engagement, and upholding traditional news values. This study also contributes to the 

literature by providing key insights into the credibility of modern social media news headlines. 

 This study took into consideration the well-established principles of journalism, and the 

potentially contradictory modern practice of headline manipulation (i.e. clickbait). It is critical 

that news editors, journalists, and audiences consider whether they are contributing to the 

phenomenon of credibility erosion through their efforts to boost short-term revenue gains. This 

study examined the Twitter profiles of the five news organizations over a duration of 10 non-

consecutive days over a period of ten weeks in 2022. The top 25% of Twitter headlines from 

each news source (639 total headlines) that generated the highest level of audience engagement, 

based on a sum of likes, shares/retweets, and comments, were carefully considered for further 

analysis.  

 This mixed methods study utilized an exploratory sequential design, consisting of two 

phases of analysis. The first phase of research included a qualitative content analysis of Twitter 
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news headlines. Coders were asked to categorize Twitter headlines by topics to identify what 

typologies of news coverage generated the highest levels of user engagement. Myself and 

another coder assessed whether the Twitter news headlines were similar or dissimilar to the 

headlines published on the newspapers’ websites, and whether the Twitter headlines objectively 

portrayed the content and context of the full website article. Coders were then asked to explore 

the relatedness of Twitter headlines for the four key components of credibility: competence, 

character, care, and community. The second phase of research consisted of a quantitative data 

analysis of the coders’ assessments to identify patterns and relationships between typologies of 

Twitter news headlines, consistency of Twitter headlines to website headlines and content, and 

consistency with key components of source credibility. The results provided key insights and 

should have significant implications for journalists and news editors tasked with the 

responsibility of luring social media news consumers and boosting audience engagement, while 

also maintaining credibility.  

Overview of Research Questions 

 A total of nine research questions guided the examination and analysis of this complex 

issue of Twitter news headline credibility. The questions can be grouped together by phases of 

analysis. The first question aimed to examine what typologies of news coverage generated the 

highest levels of Twitter user engagement based on likes, comments, and retweets. The next two 

questions aimed to examine whether the Twitter news headlines were consistent with the 

newspapers’ online articles or if they had been modified, and what typologies were most 

consistent. Qualitative research questions were also developed to assess whether Twitter news 

headlines presented accurate representations of the full content and context of the website 

articles. Qualitative analysis was also used as a method to answer another research question, 
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which aimed to determine the overall credibility of Twitter news headlines based on four key 

components of credibility. Data from the first phase of analysis was then used to answer 

additional questions based on statistical quantitative analysis. These questions aimed to assess 

whether Twitter headlines that were most consistent with the headlines and articles published on 

the newspapers’ websites were more credible than those that had been modified. Using 

synthesized quantitative data, based on qualitative analysis, made it possible to assess Twitter 

news headline credibility and identify whether typologies of news or modifications had any 

bearing on credibility. The nine formal research questions are introduced and discussed further in 

Chapter Three.  

Significance of the Study 

 Social media first surpassed newspapers as a primary source of news in the United States 

in 2018 (Shearer, 2018). Today, more than 80% of Americans get at least some of their news 

from digital platforms and about 52% prefer digital media as a news source over print 

newspapers (Shearer, 2021). This transition from traditional news sources to the Internet and 

social media has created significant disruptions for legacy, mainstream news organizations, 

including nationally distributed newspapers such as the New York Times, Washington Post, 

Wall Street Journal, USA Today, and LA Times. As a result of this shift in news consumption, 

news organizations have sought to increase revenues and attract new readers on social media 

networks, such as Facebook and Twitter. When social media users engage with a post by liking, 

sharing, or commenting on a headline, news organizations capitalize on that engagement.  

 To boost engagement, journalists and editors have modified some traditional practices. 

Controversy, political contention, entertainment and soft news, and presentation of opinion as 

news are some of the typologies that now dominate social media news headlines (Blanchett 
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Neheli, 2018). For example, Kalsnes and Larsson (2018) conducted a content analysis to 

determine what type of news content is most popular on Twitter based on distribution or sharing. 

They found that “softer” news topics are more frequently shared than “harder” news topics. They 

also found that sensational news and content about celebrities is more likely to be shared or go 

“viral,” leading to an increase in coverage of the celebrity and entertainment.  

 Headlines are also manipulated to include key words, often including inflammatory and 

prosocial language (Ng & Zhao, 2020; Tandoc, 2015). Headlines may also include images 

carefully selected to draw attention or they may present an unbalanced representation of 

information (Raymond & Taylor, 2021). These practices may pique interest among social media 

audiences, but likely come with a cost in terms of credibility. To ensure the preservation and 

integrity of the press, often considered a pillar of American freedom, it is imperative that news 

managers and editors consider the impact of modern practices on perceptions of credibility. 

Selection of Newspapers 

 According to the Pew Research Center (2021), the New York Times, Washington Post, 

Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today are among the most recognizable and 

bestselling traditional newspapers in the United States. They are also consistently ranked as the 

most followed U.S. newspapers on Twitter (Journalism World, 2021; Cision Media Research, 

2018). Therefore, these publications were selected for this mixed methods study based on their 

distribution and digital reach on Twitter. As of March 2022, the New York Times (@nytimes) 

has 52 million followers on Twitter. The Washington Post (@washingtonpost) has a Twitter 

following of 18.8 million. The Wall Street Journal (@WSJ) has approximately 19.5 million 

followers. The Los Angeles Times (@latimes) has 3.8 million. Lastly, USA Today 

(@USATODAY) has 4.6 million followers.  
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 Each newspaper has implemented strategies over the past decade to increase its digital 

reach, thus attracting new followers on social media. For example, when Jeff Bezos took over the 

Washington Post, he increased the newspaper’s digital staff and expanded its digital services, 

providing free access to content published on its website to anyone who subscribed to other 

publications under the same ownership (O'Sullivan et al., 2017). The Wall Street Journal has also 

sought ways to cross-promote its print and digital content. For example, the publisher began 

printing codes at the end of selected articles to give readers access to additional content, such as 

a video published online (O'Sullivan et al., 2017). The New York Times is considered one of the 

most trusted news outlets in the United States (Ji & Zhao, 2021). Moreover, legacy newspapers 

such as these remain influential in shaping public opinions on a wide range of social and political 

issues (Ji & Zhao, 2021). All five publications now publish on multiple social media platforms, 

including Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat, and TikTok.  

News in Print, Digital, and Social Media Formats 

 Reading the daily newspaper was a longtime ritual for traditional news consumers 

accustomed to reading print newspapers during a morning bus commute or over a cup of coffee. 

For readers who still prefer their news in print, they tend to enjoy textual form, the routine 

regularity of a subscription, and the sentiment of nostalgia (Boczkowski et al., 2020). Although 

the decline in print newspaper readership began before 2000, the proliferation of the Internet and 

social media since then has led to a rapid decline in daily print newspaper circulation and 

survival rates (Cho et al., 2016). At this same time, more news consumers are turning to digital 

platforms, including newspaper websites, many of which are directed to the websites via social 

media. This trend of declining print readership and growing digital readership shows no signs of 

slowing. In the United States, weekday print circulation decreased by 19% and Sunday print 
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circulation decreased by 14% from 2019 to 2020, while digital circulation rose sharply, with 

weekday consumption up 27% and Sunday up 26% (Pew Research Center, 2021).  

 The transition from print to digital formats has reshaped the entire news media industry 

(Nelson, 2018), from advertising to the growing consumption of national news over local news 

coverage (Cho et al., 2016). From 2019 to 2020, advertising revenue fell by 29% and newspaper 

newsroom staffs shrunk by about 12% (Pew Research Center, 2021). With less resources, many 

publishers have opted to cease print publications and focus solely on digital delivery of content. 

However, while the cost savings may be substantial, publications that make this transition 

experience reduced prominence and attention from the publics they serve (Thurman & Fletcher, 

2018). One way to counteract that impact is to boost user engagement on social media. As media 

technology has evolved, traditional print newspapers have attempted to adapt. Thus, the presence 

of print endures in this modern media landscape. However, the newspaper is now conceptualized 

no longer as an object but as an institution from which news content flows in a multidimensional 

model of print, digital websites, and social media (O'Sullivan et al., 2017).  

Evolution of the News Headline 

 News headlines have served as a valuable tool for news readers and publishers since the 

early days of colonial newspapers in America. Traditionally, the purpose of a news headline has 

been to provide newspaper readers with a summary of the content of an article (Van Dijk, 1988). 

Over time, news headlines also took on the function of attracting the attention of potential news 

readers with the aim of selling more newspapers (Van Dijk, 1988). Even in the colonial era, 

newspaper publishers realized that sensationalistic content helped to drive sales. As a result, less 

scrupulous publications printed alternative facts, and sometimes, false accounts, which were 

featured within the headlines (Creech & Roessner, 2019; Pasley, 2002). During the 1800s, less 
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expensive publications known as the “penny press” further relied on sensational headlines that 

featured scandals, hoaxes, and exaggerations to increase sales and profits (Creech & Roessner, 

2019; Young, 2017; Copeland, 2003). 

 Creech and Roessner (2019) examined the so-called era of Yellow Journalism (1891-

1919), reviewing 98 news reports, columns, letters to the editor, and advertisements published in 

17 mid-sized U.S. newspapers that were widely circulated. They found that fake news headlines 

had become a matter of public concern, prompting the editor of the New York Times, Adolph 

Ochs, to address the matter and publicly pledge to deliver more dignified journalism. Other 

journalists also recognized the need to restore faith in their profession (Creech & Roessner, 

2019). In more modern times, tabloid newspapers and cable broadcast news channels, which 

came to rise in the 1980s, have further raised concerns about manipulated news coverage and 

headlines (Gaziano, 1988). Today’s attention-grabbing techniques (i.e. clickbait) are designed to 

generate interest and profits for news outlets, leading some critics to question their integrity and 

usefulness (Janét et al., 2020). 

 In the current era of social media and engagement metrics, newspapers have found a way 

to commodify news consumers through digital advertising and exposure. Users scroll through 

news headlines posted by the news outlets they follow, or they are exposed indirectly to news 

headlines when those they follow engage with news content (Janét et al., 2020; Tandoc, 2014). 

With more than 5,000 news articles published online daily, today’s news consumers are 

overwhelmed by content and often rely solely on news headlines or aggregators, such as Google 

news, to make choices about what news to read or ignore (Hamborg et al., 2018; Pearson & 

Kosicki, 2017).  
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 The availability of engagement metrics has led to a modern phenomenon in which news 

headlines are written or rewritten to include clickbait features (e.g. quotations, exclamations, 

inflammatory or emotional language), which are designed to boost the rate by which social 

media users click on the news headline to access the full article on the news outlets’ websites 

(Kuiken et al., 2017; Kim et al., 2016). News outlets alter or manipulate various elements of 

articles, such as headlines, lead sentences, or images, to entice social media users to read and 

engage with their content (Welbers & Opgenhaffen 2019). In addition to the headline, lead, and 

picture, many news organizations now add a status message when they share news articles on 

Twitter and Facebook. This status message is often subjective, adding an element of 

interpretation or perspective that goes beyond the factual, objective news concept, and plays a 

key role in social media users’ decision to read or reject the article (Welbers & Opgenhaffen, 

2019). On social media platforms, such as Twitter and Facebook, the status message is featured 

directly beneath the headline and is visible to users scrolling through their feeds of content. Since 

the status message is consumed along with the classic headline, this study considered the status 

message to be a critical component of the headline itself.  

 Besides the features of headlines, the format can also be modified to boost audience 

attention, such as writing headlines that pose questions or that are forward referencing. These 

headlines often omit critical details and include signal words such as “you won’t believe this” 

(Blom & Hansen, 2015; Lai & Farbrot, 2014). Janét et al. (2020) compared three common 

formats of news headlines for articles about environmental news: traditionally formatted 

headlines, forward-referencing headlines, and question-based headlines. They found that while 

headline formatting does not influence story selection or engagement, it does influence 

evaluations of the headlines and stories’ credibility, where question-based headlines are 
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perceived as least credible. Scacco and Muddiman (2020) conducted a similar study to examine 

the impact of formatting on modern news headlines. They found that summary headlines, which 

provide a synopsis of the information within an article, are perceived as being of higher quality 

than headlines designed to arouse curiosity. Their study is significant because it underscored the 

value of credibility and how clickbait-style headlines undermine credibility.  

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

 While this study aimed to examine the modern practice of news headline manipulation on 

social media by traditional news sources, it was not intended to be a comprehensive or 

conclusive depiction of any journalistic practice or trend. Instead, it was intended to identify 

differences between Twitter news headlines that generated high levels of user engagement and 

coverage published on newspapers’ websites. The study also examined whether these Twitter 

news headlines were consistent with traditional journalistic values and components of source 

credibility. Several assumptions, limitations, and delimitations must be acknowledged. 

 This analysis assumed that a substantial amount of Twitter news headlines posted by 

traditional newspapers would differ from headlines posted to the newspapers’ websites, and that 

the Twitter headlines may not accurately portray the full content of news articles posted online. 

No assumptions were made about what typologies of news coverage would generate the most 

user engagements. Likewise, no assumptions were made about whether Twitter news headlines 

would represent the four primary components of source credibility.  

 There were also some significant limitations to this study. Due to the vast volume of 

Twitter news headlines posted by each of the five newspapers included in this study, only 

Twitter headlines that received the highest rate of engagement (i.e. the top 25%) were considered 

for analysis. Data collection took place on ten separate days, over a duration of ten weeks. 
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Engagement and duration were two criteria used to delimit the scope of this study and create a 

realistic sample of 639 news articles. However, this approach created the possibility that news 

headlines during this duration may be dominated by just one, or a relative few, news stories or 

topics of coverage. In this case, two topics of coverage – a global pandemic and an international 

conflict between Russia and Ukraine – were consistently prevalent among all five newspapers 

during the ten weeks of coverage considered in this study. Moreover, due to the relative 

subjective nature of qualitative analysis, a detailed instructional guide for analysis and training of 

coders was necessary to substantiate agreement and results. These limits and recommendations 

for future study are further discussed in Chapter Five.  

Definition of Terms 

 To better understand the literature and the context of this study, it is necessary to first 

define some key terms.   

• News sharing/retweet: Online news sharing can be defined as “the practice of giving a 

defined set of people access to news content via social media platforms, as by posting or 

recommending it” (Kümpel et al., 2015, p. 2) 

• Audience engagement: Audience engagement refers to the ways in which social media 

users interact with posts. They may include clicks, likes, and shares (Tandoc, 2015).   

• Memes and gifs: Some forms of symbolic communication, including memes, may 

feature an image, with or without text. Gifs are instances of brief animated images that 

also may or may not include text. Beskow et al. (2020) broadly described memes as any 

digital unit that transfers culture, more commonly known as an image with superimposed 

text that conveys some type of merged message. Both memes and gifs combine humor 
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and cultural relevance, making them critical artifacts (Beskow et al., 2020). However, 

their examination requires depth of consideration and analysis. 

• Clickbait: Headline manipulation is often referred to as “clickbait” because it is designed 

to bait, or lure, social media users to click on a headline and access the full article 

published on an organization’s website (Lee & Tandoc, 2017). As social media news 

consumption grows, so does the need for headlines that deliver clicks. Examples of 

clickbait strategies would include headlines that are intentionally vague so as to arouse 

curiosity, or headlines that include language designed to evoke an emotional response 

(Kuiken et al., 2017).  

• Virality/ “going viral”: Social media content that is shared among users to fellow 

friends, family, and followers achieves a greater reach of audience. Achieving a high 

status of exposure and reach through social media sharing and/or online news sharing is 

known as “going viral” or reaching virality (Phillips, 2012). Harcup and O’Neill (2017) 

explained that virality is based on the  “shareability” of news, which refers to factors such 

as user engagements, popular topics and trends, and clickbait strategies.  

Summary 

 This chapter provided an overview of the study, including background, problem 

statement, significance, and research purpose. Research questions were also stated. Definitions 

of relevant terms were provided, as well as assumptions of the study. Chapter Two presents a 

review of the literature and contains a summary of research relating to Twitter news headline 

topologies, engagement, manipulation, accuracy, and credibility. Explanations of source 

credibility theory and its relevance to the study are also presented. Chapter Three describes the 

methodology used in the study, including the research design, procedures, data collection, 



 
29 

coding, and data analysis. Chapter Four presents the findings from multiple sources of data 

derived from the content analysis of headlines published on Twitter, as well as the newspapers’ 

websites. Finally, Chapter Five provides a summary of findings, discussion, implications, 

delimitations, limitations, suggestions for future research, and a conclusion.    
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CHAPTER TWO – LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

 News headlines are a key element of news coverage, as they are designed to capture 

readers’ attention. On social media networks, such as Twitter, users click on headlines to access 

news organizations’ websites. Additionally, users engage with news headlines by liking, 

retweeting, and commenting on news posts. This mixed methods study aimed to examine what 

typologies of Twitter headlines generate the highest levels of user engagements, how they differ 

from headlines published on newspapers’ websites, whether they accurately represent the full 

content of website articles, and whether they represent established components of source 

credibility.  

 This chapter provides a review of the literature pertinent to studying Twitter news 

headlines. First, a history of the role and purpose of news headlines is presented along with an 

overview of social media news coverage. Next, a review of research about how news 

organizations use headlines to attract and commodify social media users is provided. Problems 

faced by today’s newspapers, including the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street 

Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today, are addressed. These problems include declining 

readership on print platforms and online, declining revenue, and an erosion of credibility. 

Finally, source credibility theory is offered as a theoretical lens for evaluating whether Twitter 

news headlines support credibility. 

Situation to Communication Theory 

 When studying communication processes, such as the production and consumption of 

news via social media, researchers have many choices in determining the most appropriate 

approach for focus, study design, analysis, and theory. Robert Craig’s seven traditions serves as a 
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model to organize theories and guide researchers in this process (Littlejohn et al., 2017). These 

traditions are semiotic, phenomenological, cybernetic, sociopsychological, sociocultural, critical, 

and rhetorical. The semiotic tradition is primarily concerned with the study of semiotics, or signs 

and symbolism, which are necessary for communication to be shared and understood within a 

culture. The phenomenological tradition focuses more on the human element, rather than 

symbols. It emphasizes the role of the individual experience in the communication process, as 

people assign meaning and interpret their own understanding of communication based on their 

lived experiences and personal relationships. The sociocultural tradition focuses more on the 

collective human experience, exploring the ways in which individuals interact through shared 

communication and how this interaction drives understanding. The sociopsychological tradition 

is concerned not just with the social interactions of individuals but also with the human mind, 

including individual perceptions and behaviors. The rhetorical tradition also considers personal 

perceptions, though it has historically emphasized the roles of speech, debate, and persuasion. 

Like several other traditions, the critical tradition is also centered on the human experience, 

however it primarily examines issues of power and oppression, specifically as they relate to the 

ways in which societies privilege or dominate individuals through factors such as race, gender, or 

socioeconomic status. The critical tradition is rooted in challenging hierarchies and holding those 

in power accountable. Finally, the cybernetic tradition deals with systems of communication, 

including how the creation, distribution, and understanding of messages is dependent on other 

parts of the system (e.g. the medium). Each of these traditions represent a different perspective 

and approach to communication research that is nuanced.  

Cybernetic Tradition 
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 The approach to inquiry in this study was consistent with the tradition of communication 

research that Robert Craig referred to as cybernetics (Craig, 1999). Cybernetics is the study of 

information processing, feedback, control, and communication systems (Umpleby et al., 2019). 

August (2021) explained that the cybernetic tradition has been defined by theories of regulation 

based on connectivity and codes, communication, and circulation. These elements are all 

important in the understanding of communication that takes place within a system, such as a 

social media network. Notably, each part of the system influences other parts.  

 While social media is certainly a platform for human communication as it relates to social 

behaviors, influences, and persuasion, the platforms are entirely dependent on a system or 

network for interaction. Algorithms determine the reach and virality of messages as users like, 

comment, or share. Creators of these messages know very little about the individuals who see the 

messages or choose to engage with posts. Rather, they are casting a wide net intended to reach a 

broad range of users. Yet, social media platforms have become critical networks for news media 

as they aim to reach as many new consumers as possible (Newman et al., 2021). As journalists 

adapt coverage from online news websites to social media, they reformulate headlines to drive 

engagement and boost metrics, which leads to increased revenue (Lamot et al., 2022).  

 Through data metrics, journalists are able to monitor and interact with social media users 

to further extend the reach or virality of their social media posts, as well as increase exposure to 

their own websites. This requires journalists to market their news content within the system of 

digital communication that also features posts by friends, family, celebrities, groups, companies, 

and organizations unrelated to news (Welbers & Opgenhaffen, 2018; Tandoc & Vos, 2016). The 

headline serves as the link between the professional news article on the website and the social 

media users rapidly scrolling through a personalized feed (Kuiken et al., 2017). The more 
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engagement, or digital communication, with a message, the greater the chance that the message 

will perform better within the platform’s algorithm (Kalsnes & Larsson, 2018). Therefore, as 

news organizations work to adapt online news content to social media, they must consider the 

nature of the platform, including its virality, connectivity, popularity, and datafication (Trilling et 

al., 2017; Van Dijck & Poell, 2013).  

 With the modified model of source credibility used as a lens in this study, which is based 

on the four categories of competence, character, care, and commonality, it was possible to 

conduct a content analysis of source credibility as it is represented through social media news 

headlines. Examining the source enables researchers to focus on the origin and transmission of a 

message, rather than the receivers’ perceptions alone. The cybernetic tradition is typically 

associated with systems of processing information, such as the transmission of messages from an 

information source to a receiver (Apuke, 2018). In this way, it is possible to examine the 

distribution of news content from news organizations to social media users.  

 Social media is a key component of modern media systems, with user feedback or 

comments acting as noise that interferes, disrupts, or sways the distribution of news. In other 

words, while the consumption of news on social media differs from traditional media, such as 

print editions of newspapers, this experience is largely contingent on the factors that are specific 

to social media platforms, including virality (which is based on sharing and liking) and clickbait 

strategies used by news sources to promote content. As Littlejohn and Foss (2017) explained, 

variables of a complex media system control and influence the character of the entire system. To 

truly focus on the source of news information and how it is presented or distributed to audiences, 

an approach that is rooted in the cybernetic tradition of communication research was required.  
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 To examine the credibility of viral news headlines within the Twitter network, it was 

necessary to utilize an appropriate theory as a lens. Source credibility theory was appropriate for 

assessing and synthesizing established components of both credibility and traditional principles 

of journalism. Additionally, it was effective as a framework for qualitative assessment, such as 

content analysis, as well as the basis for developing a scale or measurement for credibility. These 

criteria made it an optimal theory for this mixed methods study.  

Theoretical Framework 

 Researchers who have studied media have applied a wide variety of communication 

theories to news production and consumption. Journalism studies have traditionally been 

designed around mass communication models, but many media effects theories that predate 

digital platforms are difficult to apply in the modern era of social media (Singer, 2018). 

Scientific methods built on transmission models that consist of print newspapers and broadcast 

may not be adequate for the examination of news content tailored to social media audience 

participation and engagement (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). For example, Noelle-Neumann’s 

(1993) spiral of silence theory posited that media coverage shapes public actions and opinion, 

and that consumers of news will remain silent rather than express unpopular opinion. However, 

more modern studies into the spiral of silence theory have yielded only mixed or culturally 

distinctive results (Scheufele & Moy 2000), as social media platforms have created more 

opportunities for news consumers to express personal opinion.  

 Uses and gratifications theories attempt to explain consumer needs and gratifications that 

social networks may fulfill (Raacke & Bonds-Raacke, 2008). Social media interactivity may be 

beneficial for participants and society, such as an increase in their sense of community, social 

support, and satisfaction (Oh et al., 2014). However, news consumers may also use social media 
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platforms to seek out content that affirms their opinions. Such uses and gratifications pertain 

only to the motives of news consumers, not news sources. Conversely, agenda setting theory 

posits that media coverage not only influences what audiences think about but also how they 

think about key issues (McCombs et al., 2014; McCombs & Shaw, 1972), thus raising questions 

and concern about media bias. Muddiman et al. (2014) conducted a content analysis of cable 

news coverage of the U.S. war in Iraq on three national networks including Fox News, CNN, and 

MSNBC. They found that cable news exposure predicted political opinions about the war, 

affirming that attribute agenda setting influences individual consumers of news.  

 Framing theories have also been applied to news media coverage. Stroud and Muddiman 

(2019) studied two prominent news frames of political coverage: issues and strategy. 

Issue frames included news headlines that emphasized topics such as education or the economy, 

whereas strategy frames highlighted political candidates and their motives, as well as behaviors 

and actions during campaigns. Stroud and Muddiman found that while both affect audiences’ 

political beliefs, strategy frames produced greater cynicism and distrust than issue frames. Yet, 

strategy-based news generated more engagements in the form of clicks, comments, likes and 

shares. In other words, audiences seem to prefer news that is divisive. Studies into media frames 

have typically examined one type of content, such as politics (Kim & Patnode, 2021). Moreover, 

such studies do not necessarily provide a thorough or robust analysis of the news source or how 

such frames support or undermine source credibility based on a broad range of coverage.  

Source Credibility Theory 

 Understanding how news content may support or undermine traditional journalistic 

norms and standards of credibility calls for a thorough content analysis, including a review of 

framing and themes. Assessing credibility is best guided by utilizing source credibility theory as 
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a lens. Source credibility theory is an established theory based on components of credibility, 

which are similar to traditional journalistic principles. The theory emphasizes receivers’ 

perceptions of the source of a message, and also addresses the source’s influence over the 

audience. Thus, it is an appropriate theory to apply in any examination of credibility, particularly 

as it relates to a system of communication in which information is disseminated and received 

through a channel or network.  

Background of Source Credibility Theory 

 Carl Hovland (1953) is largely considered to be the founder of source credibility theory. 

He was a psychologist who worked at Yale University, and during WWII, he conducted 

experiments to study how the mind responds to persuasion, particularly propaganda. His theory 

is derived from collaborative work he conducted with a colleague focused on studying the 

attitude of the audience toward the communicator as a factor in the effectiveness of 

communication (Hovland & Weiss, 1951). These experiments and surveys explored how the 

brain remembers and forgets. They started with an Army orientation film and asked participants 

if they believed the film to be propagandistic or informational. They found that participants were 

more likely to discount messages from sources they deemed to be untrustworthy during the time 

of exposure. Conversely, participants were more likely to retain messages from sources 

perceived as fair and just.  

Exploring Credibility by its Components or Dimensions 

 Hovland and Weiss (1951) aimed to explain how the persuasiveness of communication is 

determined by the perceived credibility of the source. They identified perceived expertness and 

perceived trustworthiness as key components in the conceptualization and construct of 

credibility. Expertise refers to the extent to which a speaker is perceived to be capable of making 
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correct assertions. Trustworthiness refers to the degree to which an audience perceives the 

assertions made by a communicator to be ones that the speaker considers valid. Most early 

studies of source credibility built upon these dimensions of expertise and trustworthiness. 

Hovland would later add goodwill, or care for the audience’s wellbeing, as a third dimension of 

source credibility (Hovland et al., 1953).  

 Berlo et al. (1969) extended source credibility theory with a focus on the perceptions of 

the receiver of messages and acceptance of information. They created a measurement of 

credibility perceptions based on three dimensions for evaluating sources: safety (safe-unsafe; 

just-unjust; kind-cruel; friendly-unfriendly; honest-dishonest), qualification (trained-untrained; 

experienced-inexperienced; skilled-unskilled; qualified-unqualified; informed-uninformed), and 

dynamism (aggressive-meek; emphatic-hesitant; bold-timid; active-passive; energetic-tired). The 

addition of dynamism as a dimension went beyond Hovland et al.’s (1953) conceptualization of 

credibility. In their studies, Berlo et al. asked participants to describe the qualities that made 

various sources acceptable. Next, they constructed a set of 83 pairs of polar adjectives to serve as 

scales. Participates were then instructed to rate several sources of information, including one 

major newspaper, The New York Times, and one broadcast network, the American Broadcasting 

Company (ABC).  

 McCroskey and Teven (1975) began studying source credibility as early as 1975, and in 

1999, they revisited Hovland’s notion that goodwill should be incorporated into the 

ethos/credibility construct. They made the case that goodwill must also be included in any 

evaluation of credibility (McCroskey & Teven, 1999). They defined goodwill as intent toward 

receiver, perceived caring, understanding, empathy, and responsiveness. Using a Likert scale 

survey and a ten-item bipolar scaling instrument, they claimed it was possible to measure 
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goodwill. Moreover, they posited that this new evaluation of credibility translated to believability 

and likability, which are critical for the success of news outlets, politicians, and organizations. 

They surveyed 783 undergraduate students enrolled in a communications studies course. 

Participants were asked about their perceptions of various sources, including politicians, 

celebrities, and personal connections, including supervisors and roommates. The results 

indicated a direct correlation between expertise, trustworthiness, goodwill, and credibility.  

 Several other scholars have extended source credibility theory to apply more broadly to a 

range of research topics, often adding, subtracting, or modifying dimensions of credibility. 

Kohring and Matthes (2007) advanced and modified McCroskey and Teven’s (1999) scale, 

specifically for the purpose of measuring trust in news media. Their elaborate scale, based on 

hundreds of interviews, consists of four dimensions: trust in the selectivity of topics, selectivity 

of facts, accuracy of depictions, and journalistic assessments. Each dimension was built on 

traditional journalistic values and normative practices, taking into account the usefulness and 

value of news reporting for communities that journalists serve.  

 The literature also includes many examples of source credibility theory being broadly 

applied to other fields and disciplines beyond journalism. Celebrity endorsements have become a 

popular topic for researchers and the modern era of social media (Djafarova & Rushworth, 

2017). Ayeh (2015) integrated the technology acceptance model with source credibility theory to 

evaluate how online travelers use consumer-generated reviews on the website TripAdvisor for 

travel planning. Their survey found that perceptions of credibility – trustworthiness, expertise, 

and intent or motive – positively impacted perceptions of usefulness and intention of online 

reviews. Each participant was asked to assess the trustworthiness, expertise, and intent of 

individual reviews of hotels, restaurants, and attractions. This process of assessing the qualities 
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of information in these customer reviews can be applied to assessing the similar qualities of news 

content.  

 Other researchers created their own models for measuring credibility. Petty and Cacioppo 

(1986) incorporated source credibility theory into an elaboration likelihood model (ELM) of 

persuasion. The idea was to understand what makes sources persuasive and influential, 

specifically how readers, listeners, or viewers learn, accept, and remember a message. Persuasion 

often refers to an action taken. As it applies to modern journalism presented on social media, this 

action may include liking, commenting, or sharing posted news content. ELM consists of two 

routes: a central route and peripheral route. The peripheral route is generally weak and passive, 

requiring little involvement on the part of the audience. A Twitter user who passively scrolls past 

a news headline and simply “likes” a news post without bothering to read the article may be 

persuaded to take such action based, not on the headline or article per se, but rather another 

factor, such as how the headline appears to validate the reader’s political beliefs. Whereas, a 

central route of persuasion requires more involvement, such as clicking on a headline to read the 

entire news article and then perhaps commenting directly on its content or retweeting with the 

addition of the reader’s own remarks about the content or topic.  

 Zhou et al. (2016) utilized Petty and Cacioppo’s (1986) ELM to examine how online 

vendors quickly foster trust when consumers visit their website for the first time. Zhou et al. 

conducted an experiment with a simulated online shopping experience, followed by an online 

survey. The results of their study indicated that in e-commerce, trust reflects (1) consumer belief 

in an online vendor’s ability to fill the order properly, (2) integrity so as not to deceive, and (3) 

benevolence that demonstrates the vendor cares about consumer wellbeing. These qualities of 
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ability, integrity, and benevolence are consistent with the three commonly held dimension of 

source credibility theory: expertise, trustworthiness, and goodwill. 

 Appelman and Sundar (2016) proposed yet another scale for measuring credibility. 

Taking a confirmatory factor analysis approach, they found that message credibility, specifically 

in the context of news, can be measured by asking participants to rate how well three adjectives 

describe content: accurate, authentic, and believable. For this study, participants read two news 

articles, one high in credibility and one low in credibility, and then answered questions to assess 

their perceptions of credibility based on the proposed scale items. The articles originated from 

various online news sites and differed in terms of topic, sourcing, and tone.  

Social Media and News Credibility  

 While many of the methods used for examining credibility prior to the proliferation of 

social media were based on traditional journalistic values and norms, the modern culture of 

journalism, which enables opinion and bias to spread more widely, challenges traditional 

applications of source credibility theory. Allcott and Gentzkow (2017) examined the phenomena 

of so-called “fake news” and selective exposure. They analyzed fake news reports during the 

2016 U.S. Presidential election and found that misleading reports were more widely shared and 

generated more audience engagement. This violation of traditional journalistic standards 

supports the notion that fake or misleading news, along with a culture of clickbait headlines, is 

more profitable for news organizations. Moreover, Allcott and Gentzkow found that a high-

credibility source was even more influential when delivering negative or opinionated messages 

because social media news audiences seek out messages that support their beliefs and 

perceptions, resulting in an echo chamber. As such, audiences evaluate, accept, and reject news 

based on their own biases, which strongly impact perceptions of source credibility. The 
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researchers further posited that consumers prefer partisan news over credible news, which results 

in social consequences and distorts consumers’ ability to infer the true state of the world and 

make voting decisions.  

Modifying Source Credibility Theory for Modern Application 

 While source credibility theory may still serve as a relevant lens for analyzing news 

content, the theory may fall short of explaining modern perceptions of journalism, specifically 

news content on social media. Mellado et al. (2020) examined the challenges of applying 

traditional theories to modern studies of journalistic practices, including distribution and 

representation. They argue it is imperative that researchers reexamine traditional theories, such 

as source credibility theory, to explore potential updates and modifications that are more relevant 

to today’s media landscape and serve a more practical purpose for researchers and stakeholders. 

Singer (2016) also concluded that traditional theories of communication and media are based on 

an outdated linear transmission model. News is no longer information produced and distributed 

to audiences in a consistent manner, such as print editions of newspapers. Singer instead asserted 

that today’s news landscape is more interconnected, immediate, immersive, instantaneous, and 

individualized. As such, traditional theories may not be suitable for analyzing modern social 

media platforms.  

 A significant problem with the traditional research application of source credibility 

theory is the inconsistent construct of dimensions or components of credibility. Cronkhite and 

Liska (1976) were among the early critics of source credibility studies. They argued that 

credibility, which Hovland et al. (1953) conceptualized as a construct of three dimensions 

including trustworthiness, expertise, and goodwill, should be reconceptualized as a process 

involving (a) source‐message characteristics, (b) inferred attributes, (c) source functions in 
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specific topic‐situations, (d) criteria for source acceptability, and (e) receiver responses. 

Cronkhite and Liska’s approach to examining credibility may be more relevant to modern 

communication issues, in which specific topics, media platforms, and digital dialogue are 

significant factors in the evaluation of credibility. To address these concerns, it is imperative that 

modern researchers consider the specific conditions of media technology. Given this, it is time to 

extend and update source credibility theory. 

 It is appropriate to synthesize traditional journalistic values and norms with dimensions 

of credibility. Based on the literature, researchers have already provided a foundation for doing 

so. Gaziano and McGrath’s (1986) conceptualization of news credibility focused on fairness, 

absence of bias, concern for community, and trained reporters. Helpfulness, or usefulness, is a 

fundamental normative objective of journalism (Thomas, 2019). Urban and Schweiger (2014) 

identified six criteria that shape the foundation and standards of quality journalism: diversity of 

viewpoints, impartiality, relevance, accuracy, comprehensibility, and compliance with ethical 

standards. News media still place a high value on credibility (Nisbet, 2009) and have largely 

maintained that trustworthiness and sincerity are still critical to their brands (Kim et al., 2010). 

The concepts of trustworthiness, expertise, accuracy, benevolence, usefulness, fairness, intent, 

concern, and goodwill can be reconceptualized into three categories or components of 

credibility: competence, character, and care. For this present study, it was also proposed that 

source credibility theory be extended to include a fourth category: commonality. 

The 4 Cs of Credibility: Competence, Character, Care, and Commonality 

 Based on the literature referenced in this review, there is much overlap, but also 

ambiguity, about the dimensions of source credibility. Therefore, a simple definition of the 

components of credibility is needed for the application of modern research analysis. Moreover, 
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since credibility is a matter of perception, a modification is also necessary to address the issue of 

bias or likability based on the audience’s ability to relate to the source. Therefore, this analysis 

proposed that source credibility is conceptualized and defined by four key categories: 

competence, character, care, and commonality (see Figure 1).  

 Competence encompasses notions of expertise, accuracy, and training. Character includes 

concepts of trustworthiness, intent, and motive. Care represents perceptions of goodwill, 

benevolence, and usefulness. To examine the credibility of a source, consideration must be given 

to the competence, character, and care demonstrated by the source. However, since credibility is 

also based on perceptions, consideration must also be given to individual perspectives, beliefs, 

and bias. Therefore, it was proposed that credibility is comprised of a fourth category: 

commonality. Commonality may be defined as relatability, similarity, agreement, or consistency 

of viewpoint.  

Figure 1 

Four Components of Credibility 
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Components of Credibility 

 The literature clearly supports the case for commonality as a construct of credibility and 

influence. Political bias and partisanship have become common in modern news presentation, 

which has resulted in a segmentation of audiences. Kelly (2019) studied news perceptions of 

objectivity and credibility and found a congenial media effect, in which audiences deemed news 

content from unfamiliar sources as more credible and less biased when it was consistent with 

their own political beliefs. Clark et al. (2020) examined perceptions of news credibility among 

secondary social studies teachers who regularly incorporated news media into their classrooms. 

They used a 2016 election map to identify “red and blue” (i.e. Republican and Democratic) states 

to ensure a variety of opinions and political leanings. Teachers responded to Likert-type and 

open-response questions about how credible they rated various news sources, how they defined 

credibility, and their political ideologies. Clark et al.’s study results indicated that political bias 
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impacted perceptions of source credibility. Stroud (2008) also found that news consumers are 

more likely to select sources that reflect their own biases, particularly regarding political 

coverage, resulting in a more divided news audience. Moreover, social media has changed the 

way in which we are exposed to news and how we engage with sharing of news content, often 

relying on like-minded friends as a source for news (Anspach, 2017). This process of selective 

exposure further complicates the media landscape for journalists who strive to present balanced 

coverage. 

 The relationship between commonality and credibility also transcends news. Djafarova 

and Rushworth (2017) interviewed young female consumers who use Instagram to determine 

how the social media platform impacts source credibility and influences purchase decisions. 

They found that online celebrity endorsements, especially female celebrities, are perceived to be 

credible and trustworthy when communicating marketing messages to young women. 

Additionally, they determined that the type of celebrities perceived to be most credible were so-

called social media “influencers” (i.e. peer users with a high number of followers) who were 

often viewed as more realistic and relatable. Martensen et al. (2018) similarly studied how 

“influencers”, whom they defined as citizen celebrities, influence the fashion opinions of 

followers on social media. Their research considered five factors of influence: expertise, 

trustworthiness, likeability, similarity, and familiarity. Martensen et al.’s analysis further 

suggests that commonality is an important trait in the construct of credibility. 

Related Literature 

 Credibility is crucial for journalists and is derived from traditional principles of 

journalism. Journalists earn credibility by demonstrating in their coverage the four components 

of source credibility theory, which are competence, character, care, and commonality. Therefore, 
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this study aimed to specifically assess the credibility of viral Twitter news headlines published 

by traditional newspapers. However, it is first necessary to consider the related literature on news 

headlines and modern news practices, including the shift from print editions of newspapers to 

social media platforms, the challenges these platforms present, how news consumers engage with 

information on Twitter, and how Twitter is used as a site for research.  

News Headlines 

 The purpose of newspaper headlines has primarily been to summarize content and attract 

attention to the full-text newspaper article (Ifantidou, 2009). Journalistic standards dictate that 

headlines should be brief, clear, interesting, present new information, feature names and concepts 

of high news value for readers, and frame the story for reader understanding (Dor, 2003). 

However, news headlines may not adequately summarize full-text news reports (Althaus et al., 

2001). In a review of headlines and textbooks that serve as guides for writing headlines, 

Ifantiduo (2009) found that news headlines tend to oversimplify full-text content or portray 

topics subjectively by drawing reader attention to only one aspect of a story. This practice may 

amount to misrepresentation of news coverage. One goal of the proposed study is to examine 

whether Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user engagement (e.g. likes, shares, 

and comments) accurately represent the full text of news articles published on newspapers’ 

websites.  

 Media channels impact news exposure and reader habits. Traditionally, newspaper 

readers would scan headlines printed in the pages of a newspaper for topics of interest (Jarodzka 

& Brand-Gruwel, 2017). However, the process of news consumption has evolved over the past 

25 years. Digital readers now browse and scan screens, spotting keywords as they select content 

(Liu, 2005). News consumers scan news online for headlines, but do not necessarily click on the 
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headline to access and read the full digital text of the article on the source’s website (Costera 

Meijer & Groot Kormelink, 2015). As such, the role of the social media news headline differs 

from traditional print headlines in that its effectiveness is measured in data metrics, including the 

rate by which users click onto headlines to access full articles or engage with news posts (Kuiken 

et al., 2017). To boost engagements, editors and journalists have modified the practice of 

headline writing, using words, phrases, and techniques (Tandoc, 2014). 

News Coverage Shifts to Social Media 

 It should come as no surprise that modern technological networks, such as social media, 

have changed the way news is consumed. Technology drives changes in human communication. 

Some theorists, including Walter Ong (2012), have argued that verbal dialogue is necessary to 

understand one’s place in the world. Ong posited that orality is what separates us from 

computers, smart phones, and robots. Yet, in today’s complex system of digital communication 

and social media, literacy and orality can scarcely be separated. It is often the communication 

that originates on these technological networks that drives face-to-face conversations. To better 

understand how communication is shaped by technology, it is necessary to consider how media 

evolves. Lehman-Wilzig & Cohen-Avigdor (2004) analyzed the media evolution of several 

media platforms to identify six stages: birth (technical invention), penetration, growth, maturity, 

self-defense, and adaptation, convergence, or obsolescence. They created a model to analyze and 

predict the viability of the internet and its chances of survival. However, their model could easily 

apply to other communication technologies, including newspapers.  

 Social media are internet-based networks that enable users to create and share content. 

Unlike traditional media channels, such as newspapers or broadcast, social media are unique in 

their interactivity (Hoffman & Novak, 2012). Users are interconnected, linked to one another as 
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digital friends or followers. Peters et al. (2013) defined social media as “communication systems 

that allow their social actors to communicate along dyadic ties” (p. 283). Interactivity is 

immediate and multi-directional, meaning users can share and comment directly on content that 

is posted. Social media requires unique approaches for measuring and examining content, 

including rich context, the sharing of content, and sequences of user responses (Stewart & 

Pavlou, 2002). To understand what Twitter news headlines are most effective in attracting user 

attention and accurately portraying the content of an article, while also supporting credibility, it 

is unavoidable that researchers consider the basic metrics of the user network: likes, retweets, 

comments, as well as the content of the headlines and accompanying articles. As such, a 

quantitative content analysis was deemed the most appropriate scientific method for this study.  

Social Media Consumption 

 News organizations, including traditional newspapers, maintain social media profiles on 

networks such as Twitter for the purpose of promoting digital content posted to their websites. 

Twitter users who follow news profiles can access this content directly. Moreover, as users 

engage with news posts, such as retweeting or commenting, other users that are part of their 

network experience incidental exposure through a live stream of content (Park & Kaye, 2020). In 

this way, the Twitter network serves as a bridge linking producers of news and consumers of 

news (Nielsen & Ganter, 2018).  

 Social media has not only created a platform for traditional newspapers to attract 

potential readers, but it has also underscored the importance of headlines and their role in 

generating interest in news coverage. Exposure to news coverage is determined by the sharing of 

articles on social media networks (Hermida et al., 2012). Social media news consumers 

frequently make assessments about quality and credibility of articles, based on headlines alone, 
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as well as the virality or shareability of news posts (Molyneux & Coddington, 2020). However, 

more empirical research is needed to analyze the types of new headlines that generate high levels 

of user engagement and determine whether modern practices of headline writing support 

traditional news values and credibility.  

Social Media Engagement 

 Social media have afforded news consumers the opportunity to contribute more directly 

to the newsgathering process (Domingo et al., 2008). One form of participation is commenting 

directly online about news articles published online and/or shared on social media sites, such as 

Twitter. Audience engagement now significantly influences the editorial process of news, such 

as decisions about how to frame, present, and promote news coverage online and on social media 

(Lee & Tandoc, 2017). Information about trending topics and algorithms that track likes, 

comments, and shares (i.e. “retweets”) provide a measure of audience engagement for editors 

and news managers, who make decisions about content. Organizations and companies are able to 

track their social media campaigns and acquire information about consumers’ online behaviors, 

including simple metrics (e.g. likes, shares, followers, comments, and their activity regarding 

trends), the sources of followers, virality of posts, and information on which posts and which 

customers are interacting the most (Acar & Polonsky, 2007). When audiences click on a headline 

and then visit the news organization’s website, this click-through rate is tracked and determines 

how much companies charge advertisers (Russell, 2019). In this way, news organizations can 

commodify social media users. 

Social Media Manipulation 

 Since journalists today are frequently evaluated on data metrics of audience engagement 

during performance reviews (Lee & Tandoc, 2017; Tandoc, 2014), there is increasing pressure 
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on them to increase readership and attract audiences. As a result, traditional news organizations, 

such as mainstream newspapers, frequently manipulate headlines to attract audiences based on 

metrics that indicate audience preferences (Ng & Zhao, 2020). These preferences may include 

stories strong in entertainment value, such as viral videos or shocking images, and opinion pieces 

that are designed to portray one-sided perspectives on social issues or politics. Blanchett Neheli 

(2018) found that news employees (e.g. reporters, producers, and editors) commonly feel they 

are making editorial decisions based on the potential for engagements over news value, and as a 

result, there is little journalistic value in news content posted on social media, which often 

includes celebrity gossip, human-interest features, and viral videos (Raymond & Taylor, 2021). 

The goal is to provide audiences with news they will like, not necessarily news that is 

informative. 

 To highlight audience preferences, headlines are sometimes written to be intentionally 

misleading (Blanchett Nehili, 2018; Lee at al., 2014). Headline manipulation is often referred to 

as “clickbait” because it is designed to bait, or lure, social media users to click on a headline and 

access the full article published on an organization’s website (Lee & Tandoc, 2017). As news 

employees aim to boost audience engagement in the forms of clicks, likes, and shares, they 

frequently modify, altar, enhance, and manipulate news headlines (Tandoc, 2015).  One example 

of headline manipulation may be the inclusion of inflammatory language or key words and 

images that are more likely to attract audience attention. Bias, unbalanced, or opinionated 

headlines may also arouse social media audiences, enticing them to like, share, or comment on a 

post from a news organization. Traditional news organizations are increasingly relying on 

headline manipulation to lure and commodify online social media users (Ng & Zhao, 2020; 

Blanchet Nehili, 2018; Meier et al., 2018).    
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Social Media News Audiences 

 Social media news consumers differ from readers of traditional print newspaper. The 

success of print newspapers was measured by sales figures and subscriptions, which provided 

key demographics about the consumers for news managers to consider in the editorial process. 

However, social media audiences are known primarily through digital engagements in the form 

of likes, shares, comments, and clicks that generate traffic to the newspapers’ websites (Kalsnes 

& Larsson, 2018). Social media also gives users more choice and more editorial control as they 

select what content to engage with while scrolling through feeds (Lin et al., 2023). Yet, users 

often have difficulty discerning misinformation from authentic news, due in part to a more 

lackadaisical or apathetic approach to critical reasoning while consuming news online (Gaozhao, 

2021). Visentin et al. (2019) defined news authenticity as the perceived credibility of the content, 

source, and brand. Reduced reasoning about authenticity, or credibility, may lead to increased 

dissemination of misinformation. Despite a more relaxed approach to news consumption, a 

popular topic may boost engagement and even increase cross-group communication through 

comments, which in turn increases virality (Burt, 2020). 

Digital Paywalls 

 Another key consideration in social media news consumption is the effect of newspaper 

paywalls. When Twitter users click onto a linked article, they may not be able to access the full 

context of the article without a subscription. Paywalls are designed to monetize online content 

and boost demand for content (Aral & Dhillon, 2021; Pattabhiramaiah et al., 2019). However, 

paywalls also restrict access and are unlikely to entice the Twitter consumer to subscribe unless 

there is keen interest (Pattabhiramaiah et al., 2022). As such, paywalls generally have a negative 

impact on website pageviews. However, certain topics, such as coverage of business and 
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economics, are more likely to drive subscriptions than others (Kim et al., 2020). Moreover, 

research has shown that paying for news may indicate a sense of value and commitment to 

journalism, but it does not necessarily indicate higher credibility (Vara-Miguel et al., 2023). 

Rather, those who are more interested in news tend to trust it more, regardless of whether they 

pay for it (Vara-Miguel et al., 2023). 

Social Media Creates Critical Challenges for News 

 The phenomenon of manipulated headlines has significant implications for news editors 

and journalists. Clickbait techniques have contributed to a phenomenon of widespread 

misinformation because they are typically deceptive by design and algorithms used by social 

media platforms often fail to filter out false information or fake news (Lee & Tandoc, 2017). 

However, identifying fake news and discerning what constitutes as fake news has proven to be 

challenging for audiences and researchers alike (Hamborg et al., 2019). 

 Tandoc et al. (2019) noted that the primary purpose of fake news is to deceive readers 

either for financial or ideological gain. They further identified fake news as a critical incident in 

journalism, forcing journalists to reflect on the industry’s practices of newsgathering and 

presentation. However, after examining newspaper editorials published about the topic of “fake 

news” during the 2016 U.S. Presidential election, they found no clear consensus on the 

conceptualization or definition of fake news. There was no discernment between blatantly 

falsified, deceptive, or biased information. Moreover, journalists accepted little to no blame for 

the phenomenon of false news or a growing distrust in news media. Instead, Tandoc et al.’s 

content analysis of editorials indicated that journalists largely dismissed fake news as a social 

media problem caused by external forces, such as technological platforms (e.g. Google and 

Facebook), news audiences, and the political environment at the time. Given this, it is time to 
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examine how traditional news organizations may be contributing to this culture of deception 

through modern practices, such as headline manipulation on social media networks, and how 

clickbait-style headlines support or contradict traditional news values.    

Social Media as a Research Site 

 Utilizing social media as a research site creates some challenges, including a vast volume 

of data, which is often referred to as Big Data and takes many forms including text, images, 

videos, graphics, and memes or gifs, which are images superimposed with text and are 

sometimes animated. Data from social media falls into two general categories of structured and 

unstructured, with the majority of data being unstructured (Siebel, 2019). Unstructured data can 

be very challenging to analyze due to its rich context, which must be interpreted through 

thorough analysis. For example, comments need to be parsed and vetted to identify sentiment 

and reactions. Frischlich et al. (2019) conducted such a study when they analyzed the content of 

social media news posts for hostility and anger expressed through user comments and replies. 

 Such analyses can be tedious and time-consuming. A typical post on some newspapers’ 

Twitter accounts may elicit hundreds of comments. As such, it is typically necessary to delimit 

the scope of study due to time constraints and available resources. Some forms of symbolic 

communication, including memes and gifs, pose unique challenges. Beskow et al. (2020) broadly 

described memes as any digital unit that transfers culture, more commonly known as an image 

with superimposed text that conveys some type of merged message. While both memes and gifs 

combine humor and cultural relevance, making them critical artifacts (Beskow et al., 2020), their 

examination requires depth of consideration and analysis. While some researchers have also 

expressed concerns about using social media as a research site due to privacy concerns 

(Patterson, 2018; Fiesler & Proferes, 2018), others have acknowledged that digital media has 
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become so prevalent in fields, such as news and consumerism, that it is hardly possible for 

researchers to conduct research in these fields without considering online spaces (Hallett & 

Barber, 2014).  

 Despite its challenges, social media provides a plethora of rich data that is beneficial for 

understanding human communication and behavior. Numerous studies have utilized social media 

as a research space for marketing efficacy in industries such as tourism (Leung et al., 2015). 

Ahuji and Alavi (2018) found that Facebook can be a useful marketing took for building trust 

and brand loyalty. In a similar way, news organizations can use social media to promote 

journalistic brands to consumers of news (Russell, 2019). Social media data are used to try to 

promote a discussion and solution to social impact problems (Amenta et al., 2017; Kozinets, 

2015).  

 Peer influence is another important component of social media usage because it drives 

both attitude and behavioral intention (Jung et al., 2016). If a company or organization can 

persuade consumers to like or share its posts, then the brand’s posts will appear on consumers’ 

profile pages or in digital “newsfeeds” or “threads,” ensuring that the content is seen by a 

broader audience of consumers’ friends or followers. This is a phenomenon known as virality or 

“going viral” (Wallace et al., 2012; Lipsman et al., 2012). Audience engagements also impact 

news exposure. Clicking, commenting, and reacting to content on social media sites are actions 

that are tracked and used to create algorithms that determine the type of content that will be 

ranked highly on users’ news feeds in the future (Mosseri, 2018).  

Twitter as a News Platform 

 A 2021 Pew Research Center study found that 23% of Americans use Twitter and nearly 

70% of Twitter users get their news, especially breaking news, from the social media site. 
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However, only 7% of Twitter news consumers surveyed said they had “a great deal” of trust in 

the accuracy of information on Twitter (Mitchell et al., 2021). Given the disparity between the 

popularity of the platform as a source for breaking news and the apparent lack of trust, it is 

critical to examine the causes, including journalistic practices. The findings should be of 

practical value and interest to journalists and news organizations.  

 This present study consisted of data collected on the social media network Twitter. 

Therefore, it is necessary to first examine the specific attributes of Twitter. Bossetta (2018) 

found that social media networks differ significantly about functionality, connectivity, and 

privacy. The functionality of Twitter is unique. Twitter’s broadcast feed aggregates, ranks, and 

displays content posted by Twitter profiles that users track, or “follow”, as well as content that 

these accounts engage with, such as liking, sharing, or commenting. Sharing content is known as 

“retweeting”. Additionally, Twitter supports a wide range of media, including text, images, 

videos, and gifs, though text content is limited to 280 characters. Twitter users also have the 

option to mention or tag other users by way of the @ icon and integrate content by topic using a 

# symbol. All hashtags (#) are tracked in a separate dataset that appears and the most popular 

topics appear in Twitter’s trending topics list. Regarding connectivity, any Twitter user can 

follow another Twitter profile. There is no request or confirmation needed for connection, which 

means Twitter users need not have an off-platform connection to one another, as is the case with 

some other social media networks.  

 To track message diffusion on Twitter, Bastos et al. (2013) created codes for different 

types of engagement, including retweets (RT), mentions (AT), and the followers’ and followees’ 

networks (FF). They also found a linear relationship between the number of followers and 

retweet rate. The scope of their study did not include content. However, other studies have 
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examined the consumption of news on social media and how users engage with content on 

Twitter, which is different than traditional print editions of newspapers or even websites in 

which the entire article is accessible. Social media users must click onto a news headline to read 

the complete text but frequently do not (Molyneux & Coddington, 2020). On Twitter, they 

regularly check, scan, or monitor news updates on their Twitter feeds, similar to the manner in 

which they may review and read an email (Costera Meijer & Groot Kormelink, 2015). 

Summary 

 To fully understand the factors which influence and constrain the flow of news content on 

social media, it is important to consider journalistic norms and technological factors, such as 

headline manipulation, clickbait strategies, and their relationship to the components of source 

credibility. Additionally, it is also necessary to consider how differently news headlines are 

presented on social media compared to news organizations’ websites and what types of headlines 

are most likely to generate high levels of user engagement, which is a fundamental determinant 

of news exposure. Traditional mainstream newspapers, such as the New York Times, 

Washington Post, and Wall Street Journal, provide a unique opportunity to study social media 

news headlines, the phenomenon of headline manipulation to drive engagement, and the 

potential impact on news source credibility. Chapter Three establishes a clear methodology for 

this study’s examination of social media news headlines, including a detailed study design, 

which was guided by the literature and used source credibility theory as a lens for analysis. 
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CHAPTER THREE – METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

 As trust in news media falters, it is critical that journalists and editors examine how 

modern practices may contribute to declining revenues and the erosion of credibility. Over the 

last two decades, news organizations have increasingly relied on social media networks as they 

compete for the attention of and engagement from social media users to attract new audiences 

and boost advertising revenue (Arbaoui et al., 2020). This has led to a phenomenon of news 

headline manipulation (Blanchett Neheli, 2018; Tandoc, 2015). Clickbait-style tactics are 

regularly used to boost interest and engagements, which are measured in metrics such as clicks, 

likes, shares, and comments. However, it has remained unclear how these practices may impact a 

news organization’s credibility. This study filled a gap in the research by exploring the 

relationship between modern social media news coverage and traditional standards of source 

credibility.  

 This study examined Twitter news headlines published by five popular legacy 

newspapers in the United States: the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, 

Los Angeles Times, and USA Today. A qualitative content analysis was conducted (1) to 

determine the typologies of Twitter headlines that generate the highest levels of user 

engagements in the form of likes, retweets, and comments, (2) to assess the consistencies of 

representation between the Twitter headlines and coverage published on the newspapers’ 

websites, and (3) to assess credibility, using source credibility theory as a lens. Next, the results 

of this qualitative content analysis were analyzed quantitatively to determine the frequency of 

occurrence for headline manipulation by typology of coverage, as well as the rate of credibility. 

The data for this quantitative analysis was derived from the qualitative content analysis, which 
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was conducted by two evaluators who coded their assessments after receiving instruction to 

guide their interpretation. The results of this mixed methods study provide key insights for 

journalists and editors who wish to reflect upon and revisit modern approaches to news coverage. 

 This chapter begins with an overview of the purpose of the study and the practical 

implications for both creators of news content and news audiences. Research questions are 

presented, and research methods are established. Next, an overview and explanation of content 

analysis approaches is described. Data collection, including a description of relevant data, 

sampling, and storage, is defined. Finally, the framework for analysis is also presented. 

Purpose of the Research 

 The concept of source credibility is based on four perceptions of quality, including 

competence, character, care, and commonality, as established in the literature and summarized in 

Chapter Two. When examining credibility, which is the capital of journalists and news 

organizations, such as traditional newspapers, researchers have many qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies to choose from. What is consistent is that most studies employ some type of 

content analysis in their exploration of news content.  

 Few qualitative studies have examined the content of news headlines and articles on 

social media. Some of these studies have analyzed tone and patterns present in social media 

comments (Su et al., 2018) or the ways in which organizations use social media as a tool to 

generate trust and build social relationships (Lin et al., 2014). Some examples of quantitative 

methods can also be found in the literature. For example, Stroud and Muddiman (2019) 

conducted a thematic analysis of news media frames presented in political news headlines and 

then examined audience engagements. Their research focused on quantitative metrics, such as 

the total number of likes and shares.  
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 Quantitative approaches to exploring news content and credibility tend to be 

computerized with a focus on big data. For example, Choi (2019) attempted to quantify 

journalistic values (i.e. balance, importance, factuality, and sensationalism) to make them 

readable by social media algorithms. For that study, eight coders were asked to review 1,000 

news article and rate the overall credibility on a scale from one to ten. Z-scores were then 

assigned to each article to measure the deviation of credibility. Automated content analysis was 

then conducted to identify variables that may increase credibility perceptions, such as adjectives 

and quotes within news articles. The results of Choi’s study suggested that algorithms could be 

improved for detection of credibility, however significant limitations were reported. Developers 

and owners of news algorithms are generally not transparent about the values and criteria used 

within their algorithms, nor are they legally required to disclose this information. 

Rationale for Mixed Methods Research Design 

 Mixed methods examination integrates qualitative and quantitative methods within a 

single study. Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) identified several mixed methods based on the 

timing of data collection and analyses, including convergent, exploratory sequential, and 

explanatory sequential designs. Convergent studies include qualitative and quantitative phases 

that unfold simultaneously. Explanatory studies begin with a quantitative phase, which is 

followed by a qualitative phase to add further examination or explanation. An example might be 

a survey that is followed by interviews with respondents. Exploratory sequential studies begin 

with a qualitative phase that informs a quantitative phase.  

 This study was an exploratory sequential mixed methods study. Qualitative results were 

used to construct a quantitative scale. The study relied on converted data, which are codes that 

represent qualitative data derived from a content analysis. Coded data was then merged to 
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identify patterns. For example, coding from typologies of Twitter news headlines were compared 

to coding for headline consistency or credibility. This enabled the researcher to examine the 

relationship between typologies and credibility, as well as headline manipulation and credibility. 

This pragmatic approach allowed for a more objective and scientific examination of data strands 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). The research questions in this study were emergent. The 

original study design consisted of a qualitative content analysis to identify typologies, assess 

headline consistency, and assess credibility. As data was collected, a quantitative study was 

developed by converting data into numbers. Specifically, utilizing a credibility score made it 

possible to examine degrees of credibility and integrate the results with other findings from the 

qualitative analysis.  

 The current study presented in this dissertation is unique in that it evaluated the content 

of Twitter news headlines and news articles published on the newspapers’ websites, utilizing 

both qualitative and quantitative approaches. This design included a content analysis guided by 

instructions for interpretation, hand-coding of the assessment, and then scientifically proven 

quantitative methods of analysis. While there is some degree of human interpretation in almost 

all hand-coded content analyses, coding was guided by specific procedures using prescribed 

categorical themes and a detailed codebook.  

 Metrics of user engagement were used to determine an engagement score to serve as a 

criterion for data collection, data analysis, and for the purpose of establishing a realistic sample 

to delimit the scope of the study. In the qualitative phase of research, the researcher and a co-

coder assessed the content of Twitter news headlines and the content and context of correlating 

news headlines and articles published on the newspapers’ websites. In the quantitative phase of 

research, coded results from the qualitative phase were analyzed using statistical methods, with 
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testing for inter-coder reliability. All quantitative data was derived from the qualitative content 

analysis. For example, a credibility score was assigned to each Twitter headline based on the 

coders’ assessment of the four components of source credibility. More details on this approach 

are provided later in this chapter.   

Research Questions 

 User engagement refers to the number of likes, retweets/shares, and comments on each 

tweet. A tally of each is visible to all Twitter users, located at the bottom of each Twitter post 

and underneath the linked content. Only Twitter news headlines that resulted in highest levels of 

engagement (i.e. top 25%) were analyzed in this study and engagement was determined by the 

sum of likes, retweets/shares, and comments on each tweet. A total of 63 Twitter headlines and 

linked website headlines and articles were assessed in this study. 

 Phase one of the study consisted of a content analysis (1) to identify types of news 

coverage that generated high Twitter user engagement, (2) to assess whether the Twitter 

headlines were consistent with the linked website headlines and articles, and (3) to assess the 

credibility of Twitter headlines. Phase two of the study consisted of a quantitative analysis 

derived from data generated in phase one. The following research questions were answered using 

this mixed methods approach of examination:  

 RQ1: What typologies of news headlines published by the New York Times, 

Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today generated high 

user engagements on Twitter? To answer RQ1, coders were provided with 11 categories of 

news content and asked to assess which category (or categories) best described the nature of the 

news topic presented in each Twitter headline. When Twitter users click onto a headline on the 

social media network, they are redirected to the news organizations’ websites where the full 
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news articles are published. Given examples in the literature, detailed in Chapter Two, that have 

indicated social media news headline manipulation is a common modern practice of journalism, 

coders were asked to examine how the Twitter headlines differed from headlines published on 

the news sources’ websites. This examination led into the second research question.  

 RQ2: Are Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user engagement 

consistent with news headlines published online by the news sources (New York Times, 

Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today)? By comparing 

data from the coding of RQ1 and RQ2, it was possible to determine which typologies of news 

coverage were most consistent in the presentation of headlines published on Twitter and on the 

news sources’ websites. The results are further examined in the third research question.  

 RQ3: Among Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user engagement, 

what typologies of news coverage were most (and least) consistent with news headlines 

published online by the news sources (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street 

Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today)? Coders were also asked to examine whether 

the Twitter headlines were consistent in representation to the full context of the linked news 

articles. These results led to the fourth research question.  

 RQ4: Are Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user engagement 

consistent in representation to the full context of news articles published online by the news 

sources (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and 

USA Today)? By comparing data from the coding of RQ1 and RQ4, it was possible to 

determine which typologies of news coverage were most consistent in the presentation of 

headlines published on Twitter and the full context of articles on the news sources’ websites. 

This observation led to the fifth research question.  
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 RQ5: Among Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user engagement, 

what typologies of news coverage were most (and least consistent) in representation of 

Twitter headlines and the full context of news articles published online by the news sources 

(New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA 

Today)? Coders were also asked to examine whether the Twitter headlines were credible, based 

on consistency with source credibility theory (SCT). The results are connected with the four 

components of credibility, which were identified in the codebook and examined in the sixth 

research question.  

 RQ6: Based on the four components of credibility (competence, character, care, and 

commonality), how credible are Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user 

engagement by the news sources (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, 

Los Angeles Times, and USA Today)? By comparing data from the coding of RQ1 and RQ6, it 

was possible to determine which Twitter headlines, by typology, were most (and least) credible, 

based on consistency with the four components of source credibility theory (SCT). This analysis 

led to the seventh research questions.  

 RQ7: Based on the four components of credibility (competence, character, care, and 

commonality), what typologies of Twitter news headlines were most (and least) credible 

among those published by the news sources (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall 

Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today) that generated the high user 

engagements? By comparing data from the coding of RQ2 (headline to headline consistency) 

and RQ6 (credibility), it was possible to determine whether Twitter headlines that are consistent 

with website headlines are more credible than those that are inconsistent. This analysis was used 

to formulate the eighth research question.  
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 RQ8: Were Twitter news headlines that were consistent with headlines published on 

the news sources’ websites (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los 

Angeles Times, and USA Today) more credible than Twitter news headlines that were 

inconsistent with the website headlines? By comparing data from the coding of RQ4 (headline 

to article consistency) and RQ6 (credibility), it was possible to determine whether Twitter 

headlines that are consistent in portrayal to the full context of correlating website articles are 

more credible than those that are inconsistent. This examination led the ninth research question.  

 RQ9: Were Twitter news headlines that consistently represented the full context of 

linked articles published on the news sources’ websites (New York Times, Washington 

Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today) more credible than Twitter 

news headlines that were inconsistent with the full context of the website articles?  This 

analysis provided further insight into the impact of headline manipulation on credibility. This is 

essential because headline representation of articles is often less apparent than a simple 

comparison of headlines.  

Qualitative Phase 

 Studies based on metrics, such as social media likes, shares, and comment totals, provide 

significant quantitative data to measure engagements, but this data alone provides incomplete 

insight into credibility. A higher number of engagements does not necessarily equal a greater 

perception of credibility. To fully understand the problem of eroding trust in news media, we 

must approach the issue holistically, considering the notion of news sharing, modern practices of 

headline manipulation designed to increase sharing, and the relationship between these headlines 

and established components of credibility. 
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 For the first phase of this study, qualitative content analysis was utilized as a research 

method to explore the Twitter accounts of the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Washington 

Post, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today. These publications were selected based on 

circulation, readership, and Twitter followers. According to the Pew Research Center (2021), 

these newspapers are among the most read newspapers in the United States in terms of print 

circulation and digital readership. Each newspaper maintains a robust Twitter account as well.  

 A time-tested approach that’s been used by researchers for more than 70 years, content 

analysis, is not only an appropriate method for studying communication in a systematic and 

objective manner, but one that can be conducted qualitatively and quantitatively (Weber, 1990; 

Berelson, 1952). Content analysis is especially effective for the purpose of measuring the amount 

of something present in a representative sample of mass media, such as credibility (Berger, 

1991). Content analysis focuses on the content and contextual meaning of text (McTavish & 

Pirro, 1990), which may include electronic text, observations, and print media (Kleinheksel et 

al., 2020; Kondracki et al., 2002).  

 Modern researchers have found content analysis to be particularly useful in the study of 

social media. For example, Kalsnes and Larsson (2018) conducted a content analysis to examine 

themes and typologies of news content on Twitter. Due to its flexible nature, content analysis 

complements both quantitative and qualitative approaches. Although it is more commonly used 

as a method in qualitative research, Kimberley Neuendorf (2016), a preeminent scholar of 

content analysis, argued that the method must be rooted in quantitative analysis using 

quantitative scientific methods. That being said, Neuendorf recognized that human contribution 

to content analysis is imperative, and researchers cannot rely solely on computerized methods of 

data collection and analysis alone. Hand-coding that requires some level of interpretation is 
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acceptable and serves as a valuable procedure for facilitating inferences about media content, 

such as topics, circulation, and form. Analysis informed by theory further strengthens the 

application of content analysis.  

Research Design 

 To conduct the qualitative content analysis, the researcher and a co-coder conducted a 

content analysis of 639 tweets, representing the top 25% of most viral Twitter news headlines 

posted by the five newspapers. Each tweet was assessed by typology, using a prescribed list of 

11 news typologies. The next step of the content analysis required an assessment of the linked 

articles to discern whether the Twitter news headlines had been significantly modified from the 

website headline and if the Twitter headline was consistent in representation of the website 

article. Working from instructions provided in a codebook, the researcher and co-coder then 

assessed the credibility of each tweet using the four key components of SCT, which include 

competence, character, care, and commonality. 

Researcher as the Instrument 

 As the lead researcher in this study, I also participated as one of the two coders who 

conducted the content analysis. This enabled me to identify any possible ambiguities in the code 

book and also to refine typologies, definitions, and instructions. For example, early on in the 

content analysis, I recognized the need to permit tweets to be categorized for multiple typologies. 

Many Twitter news headlines fit more than one definition for typology. For example, coverage 

of a political response to a disaster might be categorizes for the typologies of politics and disaster 

coverage. Upon my completion of content analysis, all 639 tweets and linked articles were then 

assessed by the co-coder who did not have access to the results of my own content analysis. This 

was necessary to ensure the integrity of the analysis.  
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Setting  

 Twitter is the social media network that was used as a research site for this study because 

it has become the predominant platform for social media news content and promotion among 

traditional news organizations, mainly due to its interactive nature (Russell, 2019). Moreover, 

Twitter engagements provide more definitive metrics than other social media networks, such as 

Instagram or TikTok. In addition, Twitter engagements are more streamlined than other social 

media networks, including Facebook which offers a wider variety of symbols to select a reaction 

to posts, such as a smiley face emoji or a heart. On Twitter, the total number of likes, 

retweets/shares, and comments is readily available for users to see. Since virality (i.e. reach) and 

engagement metrics were relevant to the nature of this study, only Twitter headlines that 

generated a high volume of engagement were isolated for consideration.  

Procedures  

 Headlines were first analyzed for themes that generated the highest number of user 

engagements in the form of clicks, retweets, and comments. Tweets collected from a sample 

were coded into 11 content categories of news coverage. Instructions for how to categorize news 

topics was included in a codebook (Appendix B). These instructions included detailed definitions 

of types of content, as well as explanations for interpreting similarities and consistencies between 

Twitter news headlines and headlines and articles published online, which were linked within the 

tweets. The researcher and co-coder considered each Twitter news headline and chose from 11 

typologies of news content. The codebook instructions stated that each tweet was to be coded for 

at least one typology, but multiple typologies could be selected if deemed appropriate. These 

typologies included (1) entertainment/leisure, (2) crime/justice, (3) consumer/personal finance, 
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(4) economy, (5) schools/education, (6) health/medical, (7) politics, (8) disasters, (9) 

environment, (10) international, and (11) opinion.  

Typologies 

 Each coder followed instructions from the codebook, which included definitions of each 

typology of Twitter news headlines.  

• Entertainment/leisure was defined as topics including art, music, theater, games, 

fashion, food, trends, celebrities, hobbies, travel, culture, social media, and entertainment 

technology.   

• Crime/justice was defined as criminal activity, such as shootings, robberies, fraud, and 

trials. 

• Consumer/personal finance was defined as topics including product recalls, product 

shortages, shopping, and personal taxes, debt, and investments. 

• Economy was defined as news stories about the national debt, inflation, unemployment, 

and the stock market. 

• Schools/education was defined as topics such as school policies and curriculum, school 

choice, student behavior, school safety, classroom trends, classroom technologies, teacher 

salaries and labor issues, student test scores, school rankings, school buses and busing. 

This typology also included news stories about public and private schools impacting 

kindergarten through 12th grade, as well as college.  

• Health/medical was defined as content that focused on diseases, viruses, vaccinations, 

medical treatments, diagnoses, warning signs, medications, hospitals, hospital staffing, 

and human science.  
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• Politics was defined as news stories about political issues, politicians, candidates, 

campaigns, political parties, political conflict, political platforms, and legislative action. 

• Disaster was defined as coverage focused on major accidents, crashes, fires, severe 

weather, and thwarted disasters.  

• Environment was defined as topics including climate change, pollution, sustainability, 

severe weather, and weather patterns.  

• International news was defined as any news coverage focused on foreign interests, 

foreign affairs, foreign conflicts, and foreign culture, as well as any major news event 

taking place in a country other than the United States of America.  

• Opinion coverage was defined as any headline labeled as opinion or an editorial, as well 

as content that demonstrated a clear subjective argument, perspective, or analysis with the 

purpose of influencing or swaying the reader’s opinion.  

Headline to Headline Comparison 

 The qualitative content analysis continued with an assessment of modifications made to 

the news headlines when they were rewritten from the newspapers’ websites for publication on 

Twitter. To conduct this analysis, the researcher and co-coder clicked on the corresponding link 

embedded within each of the 639 Twitter news headlines to access the headline and article 

published on the news sources’ websites. Only tweets that included direct links to websites were 

included in the study, which thereby eliminated tweets that would not yield sufficient data, such 

as an advertisement for subscriptions. My co-coder and I worked from a codebook with 

instructions for comparison (Appendix B). Headlines that matched either verbatim, or were 

substantially similar in language, information, and tone, were considered consistent. Headlines 

that were substantially modified or dissimilar were considered inconsistent.  
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Headline to Article Comparison 

 Context was then considered in relation to the full content of the website article. This is a 

critical element of social media news coverage and presentation, since a primary goal of social 

media news headlines is to entice users to click on the article posted to the news organizations’ 

websites. To conduct this analysis, the co-coder and I read the entire article found in the 

embedded link for each of the 639 Twitter headlines. Each Twitter headline was assessed for 

whether it provided a consistent portrayal of the full context of the article. This process enabled 

the co-coder and I to analyze whether each Twitter headline was consistent, or inconsistent, in its 

representation of the content within the full article. Instructions for analysis and coding were 

provided in the codebook (Appendix B).  

Assessment of Credibility 

 Further analysis was conducted to examine the relationship between Twitter news 

headlines and established components of credibility. For this analysis, SCT was used as a 

theoretical framework. Based on the literature review detailed in Chapter Two, credibility is a 

construct of competence, character, commonality, and care. According to the codebook 

(Appendix B), the co-coder and I considered whether the Twitter headlines reflected each of the 

four key components of credibility, as determined by the synthesized dimensions of SCT.  

• Competence: A twitter headline that provided information derived from the article and 

was free of misquotes and misattribution meets the criteria for competence.  

• Character: For this component, researchers were asked to consider tone and intent. 

Language that was inflammatory, aggressive, sensationalized, or intended to scare the 

reader would not represent good character.  
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• Care: Researchers were also asked to discern whether the Twitter headline demonstrated 

care for the reader in terms of usefulness, goodwill, or advocacy. A tweet that included 

helpful or beneficial information would represent care.  

• Commonality: For this component, researchers considered whether the Twitter headline 

represented the common interest of social media users. Twitter headlines that were 

neutral, fair, balanced, impartial, and unbiased met the criteria for commonality. A 

headline that demonstrated bias, partisanship, or one-sidedness did not.  

Sampling 

 Constructed week sampling, a type of stratified sampling method, was utilized in this 

study. This technique entails selecting samples of media content based on the day of the week. A 

researcher can construct a week or several weeks that represent all days of the week by collecting 

data on different, but not consecutive, days. This technique has shown to be more efficient than 

simple random sampling or consecutive day sampling (Kim et al., 2018). Additionally, it also 

reduces, although it does not eliminate, the instance of one major news story dominating 

coverage and skewing data. For example, an intense weather event or a mass shooting that 

occurs on one day is likely to yield follow-up news reports for a period of consecutive days.  

 Using stratified sampling, Twitter headlines and correlating articles were selected from 

specific days of the week over weeks in a specific period. As news production and consumption 

vary from weekdays to weekends, with less robust coverage on weekends, the sample for this 

study included only Twitter news headlines published on weekdays. The sample included ten 

days over a duration of ten weeks. As such, Week One data was collected on Monday, Week 

Two data was collected on Tuesday, and so on. At the end of the ten-week period, tweets from 

two of each weekday (Monday–Friday) were collected and recorded for analysis.  
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 During this span of ten weeks, each of the five newspapers tweeted 49–54 news headlines 

per day. Collectively, the five newspapers included in this study tweeted 2,532 news headlines 

during the 10–day period of data collection. For the purposes of creating a realistic sample for 

analysis and delimiting the study to focus on tweets that generated the highest volume of 

engagement, only the top 25% of Twitter headlines from each newspaper from each day of data 

collection were isolated and recorded. A total of 639 Twitter news headlines were assessed, 

coded, and analyzed in this study (Appendix A).  

 The top 25% of Twitter headlines by engagement was a measure that was determined by 

adding the sum of likes, retweets, and comments on a single Twitter news headline post. There is 

no need to weight any specific engagement since the scope of the study did not entail an analysis 

of specific engagements. Regarding virality, likes, retweet/shares, and comments have the same 

impact on Twitter users’ feeds. Twitter users who don’t follow the news sources are exposed to 

the sources’ tweets when another user they follow engages with the news tweet, regardless of 

whether that engagement is a like, retweet, or comment.  

 Considering only Twitter news headlines that generated high levels of user engagement 

was an important criterion for the delimitation of the study, which specifically aimed to explore 

modern journalistic practices (e.g. headline manipulation) designed to boost reach on the social 

media network, it was appropriate to limit examination based on user engagement. The quantity 

of engagements matters. Edwards et al. (2013) posited that judgments of credibility are made 

from examining social media posts and tweets. The influence a person has based on metrics, 

such as likes, retweets, comments, and followers, directly correlates with perceptions of 

credibility. Tweets that garner the most attention, based on user engagement, continue to attract 

attention as the tweets are retweeted, which is the basis of virality. Since there is no limit on the 
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number of engagements a tweet can generate over time, it was necessary to limit the scope of 

collection. Tweets disseminate quickly and typically reach saturation within one day (Trilling et 

al., 2016). Hence, data collected from each tweet took place approximately 24 hours after it was 

first posted to Twitter. 

 Tweets were collected from each of the five newspapers during the ten days selected for 

analysis. Only tweets that included content which linked back to the newspapers’ websites were 

collected, which excluded content such as promotional advertisements for subscriptions or polls 

limited to Twitter users. News headlines, including social status messages that appeared directly 

above the headlines, were recorded using a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.  

Sample Size 

 Research procedures for analyzing content on Twitter vary within the literature, 

particularly regarding sample size. The unscheduled nature of social media news content creates 

challenges for researchers who aim to identify a representative sample. Unlike traditional mass 

media channels, such as television or print newspapers, content on social media networks, such 

as Twitter, is not restricted to a broadcast schedule or a space layout. There are no limits on time 

or production capacity. As a result, the 24-hour news cycle can generate an unlimited amount of 

data, which may fluctuate significantly from day to day. As such, sampling methods used for 

traditional news media channels are less applicable to Twitter. Yet, there is little consensus on 

social media data sampling methods (Lewis et al., 2013).  

 Some studies have analyzed all existing content relative to a specific topic. For example, 

Colleoni et al. (2014) took a big data approach to examine political homophily on Twitter, which 

is the notion that users seek out content they agree with and other users like themselves. 

Similarly, Neuman et al. (2014) used a big data approach to study agenda-setting through 
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political media frames on Twitter. They relied on a computational analysis of keywords in 

tweets, such as environment, crime, unemployment, climate change, and abortion, which were 

then categorized by computer into broader frames such as economy, foreign affairs, 

environment, and social issues. This approach to analysis does not require sampling.  

 Conversely, other studies employing content analysis as a methodology have been 

narrower in scope. In a study of media framing on the topic of child autism, Wendorf Muhamad 

and Yang (2017) conducted a content analysis of 413 news stories, with each coded into 

categories representing five news frames. In another study that included in-depth analysis of 

online news articles to examine populist political opinions, Blassnig et al. (2019) examined 332 

news articles and reader comments. Harraway and Wong (2021) conducted a thematic content 

analysis of 100 randomly selected newspaper articles from six newspapers to examine typologies 

of coverage about immigration and crime. Baroutis et al. (2021) examined newspaper coverage 

of autism by conducting a content analysis of more than 1300 articles, however their study took 

place over a duration of three years. Therefore, the scope of this study, which included 63 

Twitter headlines and correlating website articles, was sufficient for analysis.  

 Feasibility and convenience are necessary factors to consider in determining a sample 

size and scope of a Twitter-based content analysis. Time constraints may necessarily limit the 

duration of data collection and analysis. When Chew and Eysenback (2010) conducted text 

mining and analysis to examine public sentiment about the H1N1 pandemic of 2009 through 

tweets, they based their sample on feasibility, choosing to collect data from 25 tweets per hour, 

or 600 per day, over a total of nine days. In a study of how television stations use Twitter for 

promotion and branding, Greer and Ferguson (2011) examined Twitter sites for 488 stations on a 

single day and considered only the first page of each station’s Twitter account due to the high 
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volume of tweets posted. Given the vast volume of data available on Twitter, researchers can cull 

significant data for analysis over a duration of two weeks. In a study about opioid usage, Chan et 

al. (2015) conducted a content analysis of 540 Twitter messages during a two-week period by 

conducting a search of medical terms for opioids as well as slang terms. They excluded 182 

tweets (33%) due to an inability to discern the context of the tweets in a meaningful manner. 

While tweets including medical terms for opioids were mostly published by news media, tweets 

from personal Twitter accounts mostly represented misuse/abuse behaviors. The results of the 

study were sufficient to provide key insights about attitudes and trends in opioid misuse.  

 Given the necessary constraints on time and resources, the scope of this study was 

appropriate both in terms of data collection (639 Twitter headlines and articles) and duration (ten 

days). If the purpose of the study had been to simply examine key words or typologies of Twitter 

headlines, which are limited to 280 characters and a web link, it would be possible to 

dramatically increase the sample size of this study. However, more in-depth analysis to compare 

Twitter headlines and website articles, as well as a close examination of the relationship between 

Twitter headlines and components of source credibility, required extensive coding and 

consideration of correlating news articles.   

Data Collection 

 Twitter is a unique social media network that provides a platform for users to share 

content and engage with content. Posts are limited to 280 characters but may also include images 

and links to websites where additional content is published. News organizations that share news 

headlines on Twitter almost always include a link to the full news article published on the 

organization’s website, as well as a photo or video, a source cue to indicate the news 

organization, and a social status message that may include a summary of the article or excerpt, 
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such as an attention-grabbing quote. Welbers and Opgenhaffen (2019) studied the use of 

subjective language included in news headlines published on the social media network 

Facebook. They specifically examined the social status messages, referring to the headline and 

lead of news items that news organizations added when publishing links to their news items on 

Facebook. The social status is a component of Twitter news headlines as well. Like headlines in 

newspapers, Twitter status messages appear at the top of the article and concisely refer to the 

article below. Therefore, it is important to consider the social status as a key element of social 

media news headlines.  

 For this study, a standard unit of measurement for data analysis was a single Twitter 

headline, or a tweet. A direct link to each tweet was copied and recorded into a Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet, as well as the link embedded within the tweet for the corresponding article 

published on the news sources’ websites. This enabled the co-coder and I to revisit each Twitter 

headline and the online articles for comparison.  

Integration of Qualitative Data for Quantitative Phase 

 As a research method for social media, content analysis provides substantial benefits over 

other research methods. The method can be conducted through passive monitoring and 

notetaking of text, symbolism, meanings, and consumption patterns (Kozinets, 2002). Moreover, 

it is more naturalistic and less obtrusive than focus groups or interviews (Kozinets et al., 2010). 

However, much of the data available on social media is highly unstructured. Therefore, data is 

best extracted through content analysis and then converted to quantitative data through 

systematic coding (Chan et al., 2016).  

Quantitative Phase 
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 Converting data from content analysis into numeric form requires a study design that 

clearly defines units, sampling, recording, coding, and data language (Krippendorff, 2004). The 

coding system utilized in this study was guided by clearly defined units, samples, and properties, 

which made it possible to assign digits to the results of the content analysis. The basic steps for 

converting qualitative data into quantitative data are further explained in this chapter, along with 

the steps taken to analyze that data statistically.   

Research Design 

 The qualitative content analysis began with coding of typologies of Twitter news 

headlines posted daily by each newspaper: New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street 

Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today. Only the highest-ranked (top 25%) Twitter 

headlines in terms of number of engagements were analyzed. Each newspaper was tracked 

separately. Each tweet was coded separately as well. A comprehensive coding system requires 

the use of a codebook or coding list (Neuendorf, 2016). A code book (Appendix B) was provided 

to both coders, which contained the list of variables (i.e. units of analysis) to be researched. The 

codebook also provided key definitions and examples, and established a consistent framework 

for conducting the research.  

 As the co-coder and I completed phase one of this study, the qualitative content analysis, 

our responses were recorded using a simple numeric system of 1 and 0. This was in preparation 

for phase two of the study, which consisted of a quantitative analysis. This data was recorded in 

a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, which was later used for statistical analysis. For typologies of 

Twitter news headlines, coders assessed each tweet for classification by topic or type of news 

coverage: entertainment, crime/justice, consumer/personal finance, economy, schools/education, 

medical/health, politics, disaster, environment, international, and opinion. Headlines were then 
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coded as 0 or 1 to indicate whether the topic fits a specific category (1) or not (0). These values 

were simply added to identify typologies of headlines that generated high levels of user 

engagement.  

 Phase two of the study also included a quantitative analysis to examine whether Twitter 

news headlines were similar (1) or dissimilar (0) when compared to headlines on the 

newspapers’ websites. Both coders also examined Twitter news headlines compared to the full 

context of the website articles to discern consistency. Answers (yes or no) were also coded as 1 

or 0. Finally, both coders considered the Twitter news headlines in relation to each of the four 

components of source credibility (i.e. competence, character, care, and commonality). These 

components were identified and developed through an extensive literature review of SCT, which 

is a useful framework to identify patterns and themes that may serve as codes in a directed 

content analysis (Chan et al., 2016).  

 The codebook (Appendix B) provided training and instruction to guide the coding  

process of evaluating the components of credibility. Each tweet was coded for each of the four 

categories. Descriptions of each credibility component were provided within the codebook. Each 

of these four categories was also coded with 1 (yes, it meets the criteria for categorical 

credibility) or 0 (no, it does not meet the criteria).  

Instrumentation 

 Coding was done by hand, rather than using computer-assisted technology, and was 

derived from the qualitative content analysis of myself and a co-coder, both graduate-level 

students from an accredited university. Coding was recorded in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet 

that was also used for statistical analysis. This software application provided sufficient data 

analysis for descriptive statistics, numeral outcomes, and identifying groups. Microsoft Excel 
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also provided sufficient quantitative results to be used for data visualizations, including the 

creation of graphs and charts that were used illustrate the results of the study for a better reader 

experience.  

Procedures 

 At the onset of the study, details such as headline text, links to the website article, and 

totals of engagements (likes, retweets, and comments) were recorded. In phase one of the study, 

tweets were assessed by each coder, who then classified and coded them by theme, using 11 

predetermined categories of coverage. As part of this qualitative content analysis, both coders 

also assessed Twitter headlines in relation to correlating website headlines and articles. Twitter 

headlines in relation to the four key components of source credibility were also assessed. Phase 

two of the study relied on hand-coding from the content analysis to (1) compare Twitter 

headlines to headlines published on the newspapers’ websites, (2) determine whether the Twitter 

headlines consistently represented the content and context of full articles published online, and 

(3) examine the relationship between Twitter news headlines and components of credibility.  

 The primary purpose of the study was to explore the phenomenon of modern Twitter 

news headline creation, in which news organizations regularly rely on manipulative techniques 

designed to lure users to engage with news content, and to examine how consistent headlines are 

with established components of credibility. Each phase of analysis was based upon categories 

developed from coding schemes, developed from a measure of a single tweet. Valenzuela et al. 

(2017) took a similar approach in a study of news frames that drive engagement on social media. 

They found that conflict, economic, human interest, and morality frames are most likely to result 

in virality based on sharing.  
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 For this study, only headlines that generated the most audience engagement in the form 

of likes, retweets, and shares (top 25%) were isolated for consideration in this study. Given the 

high percentage of intercoder reliability (90% agreement), it was determined that only data 

provided by one coder (Coder A) would be considered for further analysis, which was conducted 

using Microsoft Excel.  

Data Analysis 

 To answer RQ1, the sum of each 11 typologies was used to determine with types of 

Twitter news headlines generated the highest volume of user engagement. RQ2 pertained to the 

consistency of Twitter news headlines compared to the headlines published on the news sources’ 

websites. The aim was to examine the frequency in which headlines were modified or 

manipulated from one media platform (website) to the other (Twitter). This question was 

answered by a simple tally from Coder A’s data. By comparing the data from typologies to 

headline consistency, it was possible to determine which typologies of news coverage were most 

consistent in the presentation of headlines published on Twitter and on the news sources’ 

websites. This examination is addressed by RQ3.  

 RQ4 examined the frequency in which Twitter news headlines consistently (or 

inconsistently) portrayed the full context of the correlating website articles. This question was 

also answered by a simple sum from Coder A’s data. By comparing Coder A’s data from 

typologies to headline-article consistency, it was possible to determine which typologies of news 

coverage were most consistent in the portrayal of Twitter news headlines to the full context of 

correlating website articles. This analysis led to RQ5. The remaining research questions 

pertained to source credibility. RQ6 aimed to examine the credibility of Twitter news headlines 
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by component. The sum of Coder A’s numeric data from the four components of credibility (i.e. 

competence, character, commonality, and care) was used to answer this question.  

 To further assess credibility, each Twitter news headline was assigned a credibility score 

of 0 – 4, based on the data provided by Coder A. This score was a combined sum of the numeric 

coding from all four components of credibility. For example, a tweet that represented all four 

components was assigned a credibility score of 4. Likewise, a tweet that represented two 

components of credibility was assigned a credibility score of 2. To analyze what typologies of 

Twitter news headlines were most credible, data from the coding of typologies was compared to 

the credibility score of each tweet. This examination is addressed by RQ7.  

 To determine whether Twitter news headlines that were consistent with website headlines 

were more (or less) credible than headlines that were inconsistent among the two media 

platforms, data from the headline-to-headline comparisons was cross-referenced with credibility 

scores. This is addressed by RQ8. Similarly, to determine whether Twitter news headlines that 

consistently portrayed website articles were more (or less) credible than headlines that 

inconsistently portrayed the content of website articles, data from the headline-to-article 

comparisons was cross-referenced with credibility scores. This examination is the basis of RQ9.   

Summary 

 Since the concept of credibility is considered a traditional pillar and the highest value of 

journalism, this study has provided key insights and practical implications for modern journalists 

and editors, as well as for Twitter users who are also news consumers seeking the most credible 

news coverage. The research was conducted using both qualitative and quantitate methods to 

ensure a thorough examination. Data collected from the qualitative content analysis was 

converted into nominal data that could then be analyzed quantitatively. Intercoder reliability 
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testing demonstrated a high percentage of agreement across all categories of data collection, 

indicating that coders received adequate training and instruction to conduct an empirical study. 

The results of data analysis are examined further in Chapter Four.  

 

CHAPTER FOUR – FINDINGS 

Overview 

 In this mixed methods study, analysis of the collected data was conducted through both 

quantitative and qualitative methods. Both approaches yielded meaningful results, which 

together provided key insights that contribute to the body of knowledge about the topic of social 

media news headlines and credibility. The results revealed which typologies of Twitter news 

headlines are most likely to be modified from the newspapers’ websites, thus indicating a pattern 

of manipulation to appeal to Twitter users. The results also revealed which typologies of Twitter 

news headlines are most and least credible. Additionally, the results of the study revealed that 

modified Twitter news headlines are generally less credible. In this chapter, the results of this 

study are presented in the order of the nine research questions that were proposed. Illustrations of 

the results are also presented to aid in the understanding of analysis and discussion that will 

follow in Chapter Five.  

Research Questions 

 The research questions aimed to examine the typologies of Twitter news headlines that 

generated the most user engagement, the frequency in which headlines are modified in the 

transition from the newspapers’ websites to Twitter, the frequency in which Twitter headlines 

represent the full context of website articles, the relationship between Twitter news headlines and 

the four key components of credibility, and whether headline modification had any bearing on 
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credibility. The following research questions were developed to examine the phenomenon of 

headline manipulation and credibility: 

 RQ1: What typologies of news headlines published by the New York Times, Washington 

Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today generated high user engagements 

on Twitter? 

 RQ2: Are Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user engagement consistent 

with news headlines published online by the news sources (New York Times, Washington Post, 

Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today)?  

 RQ3: Among Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user engagement, what 

typologies of news coverage were most (and least) consistent with news headlines published 

online by the news sources (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los 

Angeles Times, and USA Today)? 

 RQ4: Are Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user engagement consistent 

in representation to the full context of news articles published online by the news sources (New 

York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today)? 

 RQ5: Among Twitter news headlines that generate high levels of user engagement, what 

typologies of news coverage were most (and least consistent) in representation of Twitter 

headlines and the full context of news articles published online by the news sources (New York 

Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today)? 

 RQ6: Based on the four components of credibility (competence, character, care, and 

commonality), how credible are Twitter news headlines that generated high levels of user 

engagement by the news sources (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los 

Angeles Times, and USA Today)? 
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 RQ7: Based on the four components of credibility (competence, character, care, and 

commonality), what typologies of Twitter news headlines were most (and least) credible among 

those published by the news sources (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, 

Los Angeles Times, and USA Today) that generated the high user engagements, are most 

credible? 

 RQ8: Were Twitter news headlines that were consistent with headlines published on the 

news sources’ websites (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles 

Times, and USA Today) more credible than Twitter news headlines that were inconsistent with 

the website headlines? 

 RQ9: Were Twitter news headlines that consistently represented the full context of linked 

articles published on the news sources’ websites (New York Times, Washington Post, Wall 

Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today) more credible than Twitter news headlines 

that were inconsistent with the full context of the website articles? 

Qualitative Findings 

 The first phase of the study consisted of a qualitative content analysis, which was guided 

by a codebook that provided definitions of each credibility component, as well as a proscribed 

list of typologies of news content. RQ1, RQ2, RQ4, and RQ6 were answered directly through the 

qualitative content analysis, with a tally of variables recorded by the coders. They are detailed in 

this section.   

Research Question 1 

 RQ1 examined the typologies of Twitter news headlines that generated the highest 

volume of engagement (top 25%) based on a sum of retweets, likes, and comments. Coding from 
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the content analysis was organized in columns by typology, the sums of which were used to 

answer RQ1. 

 Table 4 shows the total number of Twitter headlines that were coded for each typology, 

as well as the percentage of the Twitter headlines included in the study. The sum of engagements 

represented by each typology is listed in the fourth column of the table. The average number of 

engagements per Twitter headline is included in the final column. As noted below Table 1, the 

total number of headlines by typology was greater than the total number of tweets analyzed in 

the study (639) due to the coding of tweets in multiple typologies. Based on this analysis, Twitter 

news headlines about politics, international events, entertainment, and crime were among the 

most common typologies to generate highest levels of engagement. More than a third (32.55%) 

of the Twitter headlines presented coverage of politics, thus indicating that Twitter users are 

more likely to engage with political content.  

Table 1 

Twitter Headlines by Typology 

TYPOLOGY # OF 

TWITTER 

HEADLINES 

BY 

TYPOLOGY* 

% OF  

TOTAL 

TWEETS 

INC. IN 

ANALYSIS 

TOTAL 

ENGAGE

-MENT 

ENGAGEMENT  

PER TWITTER 

HEADLINE 

AVG 

POLITICS 208 32.55% 220,617 1,061 

INTERNATIONAL 189 29.57% 196,085 1,037 

ENTERTAINMENT 147 23.00% 96,894 659 

CRIME 104 16.27% 116,206 1,117 
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HEALTH/MEDICAL 67 10.49% 43,531 650 

OPINION 58 9.07% 41,053 708 

SCHOOLS/EDUCATION 46 7.20% 63,885 1,389 

CONSUMER 45 7.04% 47,684 1,060 

ECONOMY 26 4.07% 25,932 997 

DISASTER  22 3.44% 9,915 451 

ENVIRONMENT 17 2.66% 4,565 269 

*Total sum is greater than 639 due to coding in multiple categories 

 This table illustrates the total of news headlines coded for each typology of news (refer to 

second column), as well as the overall percentage (refer to third column), based on the 639 

tweets included in the study. The total engagement (refer to fourth column) was determined by a 

sum of retweets, likes, and comments. The fifth column shows the average Twitter engagement, 

per tweets, which was based on the total engagement and divided by the number of tweets for 

each typology.  

Research Question 2 

 RQ2 examined the frequency in which viral Twitter headlines differ from headlines 

published online due to modification or manipulation. The results provided insight into how 

common the practice of headline manipulation is among the presentation of news on Twitter. Of 

the 639 Tweets examined in this study, 347 (or 54.30%) were similar (i.e. consistent or 

unmodified) and 292 (or 45.7%) were dissimilar (i.e. inconsistent or modified) in comparison to 

the headlines published online. Figure 2 illustrates these results in a pie chart.  

Figure 2 

Headline-to-Headline Comparison 
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Research Question 4 

 RQ4 examined the frequency in which viral Twitter headlines accurately present the 

content and context of the linked articles. The results provided insight into the relationship 

between Twitter news headlines and representation of news coverage published on the 

newspapers’ websites. Frequency of coded consistencies provided a simple measure of Twitter 

headline modification or manipulation. Of the 639 Tweets examined in this study, 462 (or 

72.30%) were consistent/accurate and 177 (or 27.7%) were inconsistent/inaccurate in their 

representation of the full content of articles published online (see Figure 3).   

Figure 3  

Headline-to-Article Comparison 
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Research Question 6 

 RQ6 specifically addressed credibility and aimed to examine the overall credibility of 

Twitter news headlines by individual components of credibility. To determine credibility by 

component, coders assigned the numerals of 1 or 0 to identify each tweet as either consistent or 

inconsistent with each of the four credibility components. Separate columns were created for 

each component within a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, which were tallied to answer this research 

question (see Table 2). The results indicated competence as the component most frequently 

demonstrated in Twitter news headlines, with 562 of the 639 Twitter headlines (nearly 88%) 

identified as competent. Character was the second most common credibility component, 

demonstrated in 526 (82%) of the Twitter headlines. This was followed by commonality, which 

was demonstrated in 490 (77%) of the Twitter headlines. Lastly, care was the credibility 

component least common among Twitter news headlines, with only 66 (10%) of the Twitter 

headlines demonstrating care. Table 8 shows the results of this analysis. The data is also 
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represented in a graphic, indicating the percentage of overall tweets that demonstrated each 

component of credibility (see Figure 4).  

Table 2 

Headline Credibility by Component   

CREDIBILITY 

COMPONENT 

# OF TWITTER 

HEADLINES CREDIBLE 

BY COMPONENT* 

% PERCENTAGE OF 

TOTAL TWITTER 

HEADLINES** 

COMPETENCE 562 87.95% 

CHARACTER 526 82.32% 

COMMONALITY 490 76.69% 

CARE 66 10.32% 

 

 Table 2 illustrates the overall rate of credibility for the total of 639 tweets analyzed, by 

key the four key components of credibility. The first column identifies the four credibility 

components. The second column shows the total number of Twitter headlines assessed as 

credible for each component. The third column shows the percentages of credibility, by 

component, which were determined by dividing the sum of credible Twitter headlines for each 

component by the total tweet sample that was analyzed in the study (n = 639). 

Figure 4 

Headlines by Percentage of Credibility Component Demonstrated 
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Coding 

 In the second phase of the study, some research questions were quantitatively answered 

by statistically cross-referencing the coded results of the content analysis. For example, RQ1 and 

RQ2 were answered directly through qualitative content analysis. RQ1 and RQ2 were then 

statistically cross-referenced to answer RQ3. In this mixed methods study, data from the 

qualitative phase of research had to be converted into quantitative data. This process began 

during the coding process through the recoding of qualitative data. 

 The procedures utilized for analysis included two key instruments: a codebook designed 

to guide qualitative assessment of the collected data and a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet that aided 

in quantitative analysis. The first phase of the study entailed qualitative content analysis 

conducted by the coders who were tasked with assessing tweets based on typology of news 

coverage, which is explained later on in this chapter. The researcher and co-coder used the 
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numerals of 1 and 0 to record the responses within an Excel spreadsheet. Each typology, and 

other variables in this study, were treated as agreement statements. The numeral 1 indicated 

agreement that the Twitter headline could be categorized for that specific typology, while the 

numeral 0 indicated disagreement.  

 After assessing each tweet to categorize by typology, the researcher and co-coder then 

assessed each Twitter news headline for consistency with the headline published on the 

newspapers’ websites, as well as for consistency with the full content and context of the website 

articles. A Twitter headline that was unchanged or unmodified from the website headline was 

determined to be consistent, where the language and representation matched. Examples of 

consistent (i.e. matching) headlines are presented in Appendix E. A Twitter headline that was 

altered or modified significantly was determined to be inconsistent, or not a match. For example, 

one website article published by the Washington Post featured the headline “Analysis: What 

could the Mar-a-Lago search mean for Trump legally?” When the article link was posted to 

Twitter, the headline was changed to “Analysis: Trump is the most egregious violator of the 

Presidential Records Act in the law’s 44 years of existence, historians say.” More examples of 

inconsistent headlines that do not match are presented in Appendix F. A Twitter headline that 

adequately and accurately represented the article was determined to be consistent. A Twitter 

headline that misrepresented the article, or featured an unbalanced representation of the article, 

was determined to be inconsistent. One such example was a New York Times website article 

about a controversial Supreme Court ruling regarding the landmark abortion case of Roe v. 

Wade. The Twitter headline featured only a quote from one politician and did not acknowledge 

other perspectives that were included in the article. This and other examples of Twitter headlines 
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that were assessed as inconsistent with the full content of the article are presented in Appendix 

G.  

 Further qualitative content analysis was conducted to examine the relationship between 

social media news headlines, establishing components of credibility (competence, character, 

care, commonality) as defined in the updated framework of SCT. Each Twitter headline was 

assessed for competence, based on factual accuracy of representation of information provided 

within the website article, as well as objective reporting. Competence was defined as being void 

of erroneous information inconsistent with facts contained within the article, as well as an 

absence of bias or subjective reporting. As accuracy and objectiveness are considered pillars of 

journalism, incompetent Twitter headlines stood out as glaring exceptions to the rule. One 

example was a Twitter headline from the Los Angeles Times that included a photo of the Pope 

next to U.S. Senator Nancy Pelosi. The headline suggested that if the two ran against one another 

in an election, Pelosi would almost certainly defeat the Pope. However, the website article 

content consisted of mostly opinion and speculation about a hypothetical scenario. This and other 

examples of Twitter headlines demonstrating a lack of competence are presented in Appendix H.  

 Character was evaluated based on the nature of the Twitter headline and traditional norms 

of journalism. Therefore, a Twitter headline that emphasized controversy or conflict, for 

example, and used inflammatory language or sensationalism would be inconsistent with the 

credibility component of character. One example was a Washington Post Twitter headline for an 

article about a historical perspective on George Wallace, who had won the Democratic 

nomination for president 50 years ago. The headline invoked President Donald Trump and 

associated with him the inflammatory terms “barely muffled racism” and “combative populist”. 
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This example and others of Twitter headlines demonstrating a lack of character are presented in 

Appendix I.   

 Twitter headlines were evaluated for care based on usefulness or benevolence, beyond 

the standard intent to inform. As such, a headline that emphasized advice or helpful information, 

such as a consumer recall, health advocacy, or in-depth reporting to improve the lives of readers, 

would demonstrate care. One example of a Twitter headline that demonstrated care was for an 

article about Global Accessibility Awareness Day, which was designed to support people with 

disabilities. Examples of Twitter headlines demonstrating care are presented in Appendix J. 

 Commonality was the final consideration of credibility. For this analysis, news headlines 

that demonstrated common human interest were rated as consistent with commonality, whereas 

headlines that emphasized a one-sided or biased point of view, pitting opposing perspectives 

against one another, were considered as inconsistent with commonality. For example, a Twitter 

headline from the USA Today combined news of a mass shooting at a school in Texas with news 

of a convention of the gun rights organization, NRA, taking place more than 300 miles away. 

Examples of Twitter news headlines coded as inconsistent with the credibility component of 

commonality are presented in Appendix K. All the data from the qualitative content analysis was 

converted to numeric data for further quantitative examination, using the same coding system of 

1 (agreement) or 0 (disagreement).  

Theme Development 

 The typologies of news coverage analyzed in this study were entertainment, 

crime/justice, consumer/personal finance, economy, schools/education, health/medical, politics, 

disaster, environment, international, and opinion. First, entertainment news often pertained to 

celebrities, fashion, or art. One example was a tweet and article about an Andy Warhol painting 
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of Marilyn Monroe that sold at a recent auction. Second, tweets and articles about crime and 

justice typically included news about suspects and police arrests. Both coders identified a tweet 

and article about police officers who were struck by a car driven by a fleeing suspect as 

crime/justice. Third, coverage of consumer/personal finance news often included information 

about shopping trends, individual stock trading, safety recalls, and buyer advocacy, such as an 

article about the high volume of water in most hygiene and cleaning products. Fourth, articles in 

this study identified as economic news frequently focused on issues such as the national 

unemployment rate or a possible recession.  

 Both coders identified articles about student loans and graduation rates as education 

news. Health/medical news assessed in this study was often about the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Regarding politics, coders identified coverage of the U.S. Senate confirmation of a Supreme 

Court nominee as political, as well as coverage of the governor of Florida in a spat over taxes 

with Walt Disney World. Disaster coverage included articles about flooding in North Carolina, 

wildfires in California, a multi-car collision on a Pennsylvania roadway, and a large building 

collapse in Florida. Articles about the benefits of wind power over coal and a potential ban on 

gas-fueled vehicles were identified as environmental news. International news in this study was 

largely dominated by articles about the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Finally, tweets showcasing 

editorials were categorized as opinion. Additional examples of each typology of news are 

presented in Appendix C.  

 Coders were given the option to categorize tweets and articles as multiple typologies. For 

example, an article about a comedian who halted a live performance to scold a patron who was 

not following proper pandemic-related protocols was coded for both entertainment and 

health/medical news. A musician’s public statements about a recent Supreme Court ruling were 
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coded as entertainment and politics. Likewise, an article about President Joe Biden considering 

student loan forgiveness for families that earn less than a specific income threshold was coded 

for politics, education, and economy. More examples of tweets coded for multiple typologies are 

presented in Appendix D.  

 In addition to the typologies of news coverage, the content analysis also entailed (1) a 

comparison of the Twitter news headlines to the website headlines, (2) a comparative assessment 

of the Twitter headlines to the content and context of the website articles, and (3) a content 

analysis of the Twitter headlines in relation to the four identified components of source 

credibility (competence, character, care, and commonality). All the data from the qualitative 

content analysis was converted to numeric data for further quantitative examination, using the 

same coding system of 1 (agreement) or 0 (disagreement). By converting all the qualitative data 

into numeric data, including the conversion of credibility components into a credibility score of 

0–4, it was possible to then extend the themes of analysis to the second and quantitative phase of 

the study, which consisted of statistical comparisons of the data from the qualitative content 

analysis. These themes included an examination of headline manipulation by typology and 

credibility by typology, as well as an integration of variables to examine whether headline 

manipulation has a bearing on credibility. Research questions were developed to specifically 

address a quantitative examination.  

Quantitative Results 

 The second phase of this study was a quantitative statistical analysis of the coding that 

was conducted during the qualitative phase of research. Using a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet, it 

was possible to extract meaningful data about the relationships between viral Twitter news 

headlines and credibility. First, coder responses were transformed into numeric data, using 1 and 
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0 to represent agreement (yes) or disagreement (no). This coding scheme made it possible to 

examine the phenomenon of headline manipulation and the impact on credibility beyond the 

results of the qualitative content analysis. Using statistical formulas within the Excel software, it 

was possible to cross-reference columns of numeric data to identify statistical relationships 

between news content typologies and rates of consistency with website headlines, article content, 

and components of credibility. Thus, Excel proved to be a valid and reliable instrument for the 

descriptive analyses of data collected for this study. First, however, the coded results of the 

qualitative content analysis had to be verified for reliability and agreement.  

Reliability  

 To reduce subjectivity in the data analysis of content and check for reliability, a pilot test 

was conducted to evaluate inter-coder reliability (ICR). The purpose of ICR is to examine 

agreement among two or more independent qualitative coders (Nili et al., 2020). ICR serves to 

identify bias or mistakes before codes are refined for final analysis and used to develop or test a 

theory. The process also improves quality and transparency of analysis (O’Connor & Joffe, 

2020). Reliability of coding is the extent to which independent coders agree on how the data 

should be coded by demonstrating how consistently they assign the same codes to each artifact 

collected as data (Lamprianou, 2020). After a coding scheme is developed, coders must be 

selected and trained (MacPhail et al., 2016). Due to the human nature of hand-coding, errors can 

never be eliminated. However, reliability can be tested and achieved by having more than one 

coder examine a sub-sample (i.e. reliability sub-sample) of data and then check for ICR. 

 A minimum of two independent coders is generally needed to establish ICR and they 

should be trained in the descriptions of codes, as well as how to interpret data and any relevant 

theoretical concepts to inform the coding process (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). For this study, both 
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coders examined the same sample of 639 Twitter headlines and correlating website headlines and 

articles. This vast sample was more than sufficient to assess reliability. The literature has showed 

that due to resource constraints, researchers usually limit ICR testing to a subset of the data, 

which is typically 10–25% of the entire dataset and is selected randomly (O’Connor & Joffe, 

2020). Neuendorf (2016) posited that the reliability sub-sample should be no smaller than 50. In 

a study about the credibility of news articles most shared on social media about the topic of 

breast cancer, Biancovilli et al. (2021) conducted a content analysis of 1,594 news articles, with 

more than 1,000 total shares. Their data included a random sample of articles collected over a 

duration of one year. The articles were coded into categories based on source (traditional/digital), 

nature of content (rumor/verified), and frames (personal story, new technology, complaint, 

solidarity, treatment, and risk factors). Percent agreement was used to calculate inter-coder 

reliability on a sub-sample of 100 articles.  

 To determine ICR for this current study, the coding values (1 = agree, 0 = disagree) from 

each coder were compared for agreement within Microsoft Excel. The two coders consisted of 

the primary researcher and another graduate-level college student. Both were trained in the 

coding scheme. Both coders conducted blind coding, meaning neither saw the coding of the other 

until the task of coding the was completed. The results of the two coders’ work were compared 

for agreement in all 11 typologies of news, as well the rate of agreement for Twitter headline to 

website headline comparison, Twitter headline to website article comparison, and all four 

components of credibility. The percentage of agreement between coders was significantly high 

(at least 90%) across all typologies of Twitter headline news content (see Table 3).  

Table 3 

Percentage of Agreement Between Coders by Typology 
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TYPOLOGY % OF AGREEMENT 

ENTERTAINMENT 97.33% 

CRIME 97.02% 

CONSUMER 99.50% 

ECONOMY 95.93% 

SCHOOLS/EDUCATION 98.74% 

HEALTH/MEDICAL 97.80% 

POLITICS 98.90% 

DISASTER 96.71% 

ENVIRONMENTAL 97.33% 

INTERNATIONAL 99.21% 

OPINION 90.92% 

 

 The percentage of agreement between both coders for comparison of Twitter headline to 

website headline, as well as Twitter headline to website article, was also significant with more 

than 98% and 97%, respectively.  

Table 4 

Percentage of Agreement Between Coders in Headline-to-Headline and Headline-to-Article 

Comparisons  

CONSISTENCY % OF AGREEMENT 

TWITTER HEADLINE/WEBSITE 

HEADLINE 

98.27% 
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TWITTER HEADLINE/FULL ARTICLE 

ON WESBITE 

97.65% 

 

 The researcher and co-coder assessed Twitter headlines using the four components of 

credibility. Once again, the percentage of agreement between both coders was significant and 

ranged from 94.52% to 97.80%. 

Table 5 

Percentage of Agreement Between Coders by Credibility 

DIMENSIONS OF CREDILITY % OF AGREEMENT 

COMPETENCE 97.80% 

CHARACTER 94.52% 

CARE 96.40% 

COMMONALITY 95.30% 

 

Results 

 Given the high rate of agreement among coders, it was determined that the codebook and 

coding system were valid and reliable for empirical assessment. The next step in the study design 

was to conduct a quantitative analysis within Microsoft Excel. While some research questions 

required only a simple tally to determine the sum of coded qualitative data, some research 

questions required cross-referencing coded data for a statistical comparison to identify 

relationships between variables. The results of the quantitative data analysis provided answers to 

the emergent themes explored in RQ3, RQ5, RQ7, RQ8, and RQ9.  

Research Question 3 
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 RQ3 was designed to examine the practice of headline modification or manipulation by 

typology to determine which typologies of news were most frequently modified or manipulated 

on Twitter. To determine headline/headline consistency by typology (i.e. whether the headlines 

on Twitter matched with the headlines published online), Microsoft Excel was used to compare 

each tweet by typology and its coded value for consistency (1 = consistent, 0 = inconsistent). 

This analysis was completed by using an IF/AND formula within Excel. The results are 

presented in Table 6, which shows that Twitter headlines about the environment were most 

consistent (or least modified) in comparison to the headlines published on the newspapers’ 

websites. Coverage of consumer news was the second most consistent, followed by the headlines 

about the economy, international news, entertainment, crime, health/medical, politics, disaster, 

and schools/education. Twitter headlines presenting opinion were least consistent (or most 

modified). The columns in Table 5 represent the typologies of news, sum of Twitter headlines by 

typology, sum of the headlines that consistently matched or were unchanged from the websites to 

Twitter, and the percentage of Twitter headlines that were consistent. The results are ranked from 

most to least consistent by typology.  

 Table 6 shows the coders’ results of comparative analysis for headline consistency, 

organized by typology. The second column represents the total of Twitter headlines by typology. 

The third column indicates the number of Twitter headlines assessed as matching, or consistent 

with, the headlines published online. The fourth column shows the percentage of consistency by 

typology, based on the total of matching headlines, divided by the total of headlines for each 

typology.  

Table 6  
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Consistency of Twitter Headlines Compared to Online/Website Headlines, Ranked by Most to 

Least Consistent 

TYPOLOGY # OF TWITTER 

HEADLINES 

BY TYPOLOGY 

# OF TWITTER 

HEADLINES 

MATCHED 

ONLINE 

HEADLINES 

PERCENTAGE OF 

HEADLINE/HEADLINE 

CONSISTENCY 

ENVIRONMENT  17 12 70.58% 

CONSUMER 45 30 66.66% 

ECONOMY 26 17 65.38% 

INTERNATIONAL 189 120 63.49% 

ENTERTAINMENT 147 80 54.42% 

CRIME 104 56 53.84% 

HEALTH/MEDICAL 67 29 43.28% 

POLITICS 208 89 42.78% 

DISASTER 22 9 40.90% 

SCHOOLS/EDUCATION 46 14 30.43% 

OPINION 58 15 25.86% 

 

Research Question 5 

 RQ5 aimed to examine Twitter headlines and news coverage featured on the newspapers’ 

websites, specifically by typology, to determine which typologies of Twitter news headlines 

provided an accurate representation of the articles published online. To determine 
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headline/article consistency by typology (i.e. whether the headlines on Twitter matched with the 

full content of the articles published online), Microsoft Excel was used to compare each tweet by 

typology and evaluate its headline/article consistency. This was conducted by using an IF/AND 

formula within Excel to cross-reference tweets’ coded values for Twitter headline/article 

consistency (1 = consistent, 0 = inconsistent) and typology. The results are presented in Table 7, 

which shows which typology of Twitter headlines were most consistent (or least modified) in 

comparison to the content of the complete articles published on the newspapers’ websites. 

Coverage of consumer news was the most consistent, followed by the topics of the economy, the 

environment, international news, disasters, entertainment, crime, schools/education, 

health/medical, politics, and opinion. The columns in Table 7 represent the typologies of news, 

sum of Twitter headlines by typology, sum of the headlines that consistently matched (or were 

unchanged from the websites), and the percentage of Twitter headlines that were consistent with 

the correlating articles. The results are ranked from most to least consistent by typology.  

 

Table 7  

Consistency of Twitter Headlines Compared to Full Content of Online/Website Articles, Ranked 

by Most to Least Consistent   

TYPOLOGY # OF TWITTER 

HEADLINES BY 

TYPOLOGY 

# OF TWITTER 

HEADLINES 

MATCHED 

ONLINE 

ARTICLES 

PERCENTAGE OF 

HEADLINE/ARTICLE 

CONSISTENCY 

CONSUMER 45 42 93.33% 
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ECONOMY 26 24 92.30% 

ENVIRONMENT 17 15 88.23% 

INTERNATIONAL 189 164 86.77% 

DISASTER 22 19 86.36% 

ENTERTAINMENT 147 110 74.82% 

CRIME 104 77 74.03% 

SCHOOLS/EDUCATION 46 27 58.69% 

HEALTH/MEDICAL 67 37 55.22% 

POLITICS 208 96 46.15% 

OPINION 58 24 41.37% 

 

 Table 7 illustrates the results of coders’ comparative content analysis of Twitter headlines 

with the full content of the linked website articles for each tweet. The second column identifies 

the total of Twitter headlines coded for each typology. The third column shows the total of 

headlines assessed as matching, or consistent with, the content of linked articles. The fourth 

column shows the percentage of consistency, which was based on the total number of Twitter 

headlines that matched linked articles and divided by the total of tweets by typology. 

Research Question 7 

 RQ7 examined the overall credibility of Twitter news headlines by typology. For this 

phase of quantitative analysis, each Twitter headline was assigned a numeric credibility score of 

0–4, with 1 point for each credibility component demonstrated and each component assigned 

equal weight.  
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 To determine credibility by typology, Microsoft Excel was used to cross-reference the 

credibility score and typology of each tweet. This was conducted using an IF/AND formula 

within Excel to identify typology by numeric value, with a 1 in each column of typology to 

indicate if the tweet represented that typology, and a sum of the credibility score for each tweet 

(0–4). Next, to determine the average rate of credibility, the sum of credibility scores by 

typology was calculated and then divided by the sum of tweets by typology.  

 The results of this analysis revealed that the typologies of schools/education, 

environment, disaster, and consumer news were most credible, with each typology having an 

average credibility score greater than 3, on a scale of 0–4. The typologies of economy, 

international, crime, entertainment, and health/medical had an average credibility score of 2–3. 

Twitter headlines about political news had an average credibility score of 1.8 and the least 

credible typology was opinion, with an average credibility score of less than 1 (0.8). These 

results are shown in the following tables, ranked first by typology (see Table 9), and then ranked 

by credibility from most to least credible (see Table 10).   

 Table 8 illustrates the rate of credibility by typology of news, ranked by the most 

common to least common typology of Twitter news headlines. The second column shows that 

the total of Twitter news headlines coded for each typology. The third column indicates the total 

credibility score for each typology, based on a sum of the credibility score for all tweets coded 

for the typology. The credibility score (0–4) was based on a sum of coder analysis for each of the 

four credibility components. The fourth column represents the average credibility score by 

typology, determined by the sum of credibility scores, divided by the total of Twitter headlines 

coded for each typology. 
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Table 8 

Credibility by Typology   

TYPOLOGY # OF TWITTER 

HEADLINES BY 

TYPOLOGY* 

SUM OF 

CREDIBILITY  

BY 

TYPOLOGY 

AVG. 

CREDIBILITY 

SCORE BY 

TYPOLOGY 

POLITICS 208 375 1.80 

INTERNATIONAL 189 533 2.82 

ENTERTAINMENT 147 388 2.64 

CRIME 104 288 2.77 

HEALTH/MEDICAL 67 157 2.34 

OPINION 58 49 0.84  (<1) 

SCHOOLS/EDUCATION 46 157 3.41 

CONSUMER 45 136 3.02 

ECONOMY 26 75 2.88 

DISASTER  22 70 3.18 

ENVIRONMENT 17 56 3.29 

*Total sum is greater than 639 due to coding in multiple categories  

 Table 9 illustrates the rate of credibility by typology of Twitter news headlines. The 

typologies are ranked from the most credible to least credible. Average credibility scores for 

each typology are presented as ranges in four columns.  

Table 9 

Typology Credibility by Rank, Most to Least Credible 
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TYPOLOGY RANK CRED 

SCORE 

(Range  

3-4) 

CRED 

SCORE 

(Range 2-3) 

CRED 

SCORE 

(Range  

1-2) 

CRED 

SCORE 

(Range  

0-1) 

1 SCHOOLS/EDUCATION  3.41    

2 ENVIRONMENT 3.29    

3 DISASTER 3.18    

4 CONSUMER 3.02    

5 ECONOMY  2.88   

6 INTERNATIONAL  2.82   

7 CRIME  2.77   

8 ENTERTAINMENT  2.64   

9 HEALTH/MEDICAL  2.34   

10 POLITICS   1.80  

11 OPINION    0.84 

 

Research Question 8 

 RQ8 specifically examined the credibility of Twitter news headlines that were 

unmodified from the website headlines compared to Twitter headlines that were significantly 

modified or manipulated. The aim was to determine if headline modification was a factor in 

assessment of credibility. The results of this analysis revealed that Twitter headlines that were 

unmodified from the website headlines were more credible than those that were modified, based 

on a combined credibility score of the four components of credibility (competence, character, 
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care, and commonality). This finding was determined by comparing the average credibility score 

of unmodified and modified Twitter headlines. Numeric data from the content analysis of tweets 

was coded in separate columns within the Excel spreadsheet, where a value of 1 indicated that 

the Twitter headline had been significantly modified while a value of 0 indicated that it had not 

been modified. This sum was compared to the sum of the credibility scores (0–4) for each tweet. 

A total of 292 modified headlines had an overall sum of 628 for credibility, with an average 

credibility score of 2.15. A total of 347 unmodified tweets had an overall sum of 1,016 for 

credibility, with an average credibility score of 2.93. These results show that unmodified tweets 

are significantly more credible than those that have been modified. This data is represented in 

Table 10. 

Table 10 

Credibility Score Comparison of Modified to Unmodified Headlines   

# OF TWITTER 

HEADLINES 

TOTAL CREDIBILITY 

SCORE 

AVG. CREDIBILITY 

SCORE  

Modified from website to 

Twitter: 292 

628 2.15 

Unmodified from website to 

Twitter: 347 

1016 2.93 

 

 Table 10 shows the difference in overall credibility scores between the Twitter news 

headlines that were modified from the website headlines and the Twitter headlines that were 

unmodified. The first column indicates the total of Twitter headlines that were modified or 

unmodified. The second column shows the sum of the credibility scores for the modified and 
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unmodified Twitter news headlines. The third column indicates the average credibility score, 

which was based on the overall score and divided by the number of Twitter headlines. 

Research Question 9 

 RQ9 specifically examined the credibility of Twitter news headlines that accurately 

represented the content of linked website articles compared to Twitter headlines that did not 

accurately represent the linked articles. For this analysis, numeric data from the content analysis 

of tweets was coded in separate columns within the Excel spreadsheet. A value of 1 indicated 

that the Twitter headline accurately represented the content of the linked article, while a value of 

0 indicated that the tweet did not accurately represent the full content of the article. This sum was 

compared to the sum of the credibility scores (0–4) for each tweet. A total of 462 tweets 

accurately represented the linked articles with a combined credibility score of 1,350, for an 

average credibility score of 2.92. A total of 177 tweets did not accurately represent the linked 

articles. These tweets had a combined credibility score of 294 and an average credibility score of 

1.66. Thus, tweets that accurately represented the full content of linked articles were found to be 

significantly more credible than those that did not (see Table 11).  

Table 11 

Credibility Score of Headlines Consistent in Representation of Website Articles Compared to 

Headlines Inconsistent in Representation of Website Articles   

# OF TWITTER 

HEADLINES 

TOTAL CREDIBILITY 

SCORE 

AVG. CREDIBILITY 

SCORE  

Consistently/Accurately 

represent full content of  

website article: 462 

1350 2.92 
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Inconsistently/Inaccurately 

represent full content of  

website article: 177 

294 1.66 

 

 Table 11 shows the difference in overall credibility scores between the Twitter news 

headlines that were consistent in representation of the linked website articles and the Twitter 

news headlines that were identified as inconsistent in representation. The first column indicates 

the total of Twitter headlines that were consistent or inconsistent. The second column shows the 

sum of the credibility scores for the consistent and inconsistent Twitter news headlines. The third 

column indicates the average credibility score, which was based on the overall score and divided 

by the number of Twitter headlines. 

Mixed Methods Results Integration 

 The first phase of data analysis in this study consisted of qualitative content analysis. 

Coders assessed each tweet to determine the typology of news content from a provided list of 

topics. The aim was to identify which typologies of news went viral, meaning they had the 

highest number of retweets, likes, and shares. Coders also assessed the tweets for headline 

consistency with the headlines published on the newspapers’ websites, consistency with the full 

content of the website articles, and consistency with each of the four components of credibility. 

The second phase of analysis consisted of statistical comparisons to identify patterns and 

relationships among typologies, headline modifications, and credibility. Synthesizing these two 

approaches of analysis provided rich insights into Twitter news headline manipulation and 

credibility.  
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 The qualitative content analysis yielded significant findings that, once converted into 

numeric data, could be used for the purpose of analyzing emergent relational themes. The 

quantitative phase of analysis relied on coded data derived from the first phase of analysis. Using 

statistical formulas within the Excel spreadsheet made it possible to comparatively evaluate the 

frequency of specific variables, such as typologies, headline consistencies, and credibility based 

on credibility scores. Variables were also cross-referenced using IF/THEN statement formulas in 

the spreadsheet. While RQ1, RQ2, RQ4, and RQ6 were answered through a simple sum of coded 

responses in designated columns for typology and headline consistencies, RQ3, RQ5, RQ7, RQ8, 

and RQ9 required a statistical comparison of two or more columns to identify the frequency with 

which selected variables occurred simultaneously. The results of this mixed methods approach 

were instrumental in answering the research questions and identifying patterns of credibility.  

Summary 

 A mixed methods approach was utilized to study the practice of Twitter headline 

modification and manipulation in two forms – a comparison of Twitter headlines to the headlines 

of linked website articles and an assessment of whether Twitter headlines accurately represented 

the full content of linked website articles. Moreover, tweets were analyzed by typology of news 

to identify patterns that indicate a relationship between typology of news coverage and the 

practice of headline modification on the social media platform of Twitter. Qualitative and 

quantitative analysis were also used to assess the credibility of Twitter headlines by typology and 

form of modification or manipulation. These methods generated data that provided key insights 

into a common practice of social media news coverage as well as practical implications for 

modern journalists and news managers, which will be discussed in Chapter Five.  
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CHAPTER FIVE – CONCLUSION 

Overview 

 As traditional newsrooms face increasing challenges and declining revenues, journalists 

are relying more on social media to boost profits and stay relevant in an everchanging media 

landscape. As they compete for the attention of social media users, they must seek new ways to 

generate interest in traditional news coverage and, in turn, commodify digital audiences through 

measurable engagements, including likes, comments, and shares. Previous research has shown 

that to entice social media users rapidly scrolling through an endless display of content, 

journalists commonly manipulate headlines and create attention-grabbing messages in many 

cases, but at what cost? This study was the first to examine the credibility of Twitter news 

headlines and whether the practice of manipulation or typology of news coverage have any 

bearing on credibility.  

 SCT provided a useful framework for evaluating the credibility of Twitter news 

headlines, though it first had to be updated to identify the four key components of credibility and 

apply these standards to modern media platforms. In this chapter, the key results of this mixed 

methods study are discussed, providing data and insights that have practical implications for 

modern journalists. The results also contribute to the body of literature on source credibility and 

establish a framework for assessing credibility in future research. The chapter begins with a 

review of the study, followed by a discussion of the answers to the research questions according 

to the phases of analysis. Next, limits of the study are discussed. The chapter concludes with 

recommendations for future research.  

Review of the Study 
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 This exploratory sequential mixed methods study specifically examined Twitter news 

headlines from five traditional newspapers published in the United States: the New York Times, 

Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today. A total of 639 

tweets representing the top 25% of tweets from each newspaper, based on engagements (i.e. 

likes, comments, and retweets), were collected over a duration of ten weeks. The Twitter 

headlines were assessed by a team of two coders who conducted a qualitative content analysis of 

each tweet. They first categorized each tweet by 11 typologies of news coverage: 

entertainment/leisure, crime/justice, consumer/personal finance, economy, schools/education, 

health/medical, politics, disasters, environment, international, and opinion. Next, they compared 

each tweet to determine whether the Twitter headline was consistent with the headline published 

on the linked website articles, and whether the Twitter headline accurately represented the full 

content of the article. Finally, coders assessed each Twitter news headline for credibility. SCT 

was updated and applied as a tool for assessing credibility. Coders considered four key 

components of credibility: competence, character, care, and commonality.  

 This qualitative content analysis was followed by a statistical quantitative analysis of the 

results from the first phase of the research. All qualitative analysis results were converted to 

numeric data for the second phase of research. Categorizations of typology were coded with a 

value of 1 or 0 (1 = agreement, 0 = disagreement). Comparisons of headline consistencies were 

also coded with a value of 1 or 0 (1 = agreement, 0 = disagreement). For measuring credibility, 

each of the credibility components was equally weighted to create a credibility score of 0–4. This 

score was used for statistical computations and comparisons with other data coded during he 

content analysis phase of the research. A more detailed overview of SCT can be found in 
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Chapter Two. The methods and procedures used in this study were discussed more thoroughly in 

Chapter Three.  

Discussion 

 This study and its results are significant, as Twitter has become one of the most popular 

social media platforms for news consumption, yet most Twitter users claim they lack a great deal 

of trust in the information they find on Twitter (Mitchell et al., 2021). This lack of trust has 

undermined the credibility of traditional journalism and the journalists who produce news 

content. As such, it is imperative that journalists reflect on their own modern practices of Twitter 

news presentation to evaluate whether they inadvertently contribute to the erosion of their own 

credibility. Careful consideration must be given to the headlines that are now commonly 

manipulated to attract and commodify Twitter users who either seek news coverage on the 

platform or merely happen upon it as they scroll through their social media feeds (Ng & Zhao, 

2020; Blanchet Nehili, 2018; Meier et al., 2018). In this rapid flow of digital content, news 

consumers make quick decisions about how they engage with news headlines (Molyneux & 

Coddington, 2020; Kuiken et al., 2017) and many do not bother to click onto linked articles 

before liking, commenting, or sharing tweets (Costera Meijer & Groot Kormelink, 2015). When 

this happens, misinformation or misleading information may easily spread, further undermining 

the credibility of a news source as virality increases.  

 Since credibility is the currency of journalists, they must strive to uphold high standards 

if they are to retain value in a world where access to social media news is cheap, lest they 

cheapen the aim of their profession, which is to inform and serve the public. In the modern 

media landscape where consumers are becoming increasingly skeptical of news sources, 

traditional outlets, such as newspapers, have a real opportunity to stay relevant and profitable if 
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they can create headlines that lure Twitter consumers to push past the paywalls without leaving 

them to feel duped or deceived.  

Discussion of Integrated Results by Research Question 

 The purpose of this study was to (1) identify the typologies of Twitter news headlines 

that generate the highest levels of user engagement, (2) determine the frequency in which these 

Twitter news headlines were modified from the headlines on the linked articles published on the 

newspapers’ websites, (3) evaluate whether the Twitter headlines accurately represented the 

content of the complete website articles, (4) assess the credibility of the Twitter headlines, and 

(5) identify relationships between typologies and credibility, as well as headline modification or 

manipulation and credibility. The first phase of qualitative data analysis provided useful results 

that could be adequately transformed into numerical data, which led to the second phase of 

analysis, based on quantitative metrics that were statistically compared for further examination. 

Data from both the qualitative and quantitative phases were integrated to further explore the 

relationships between variables and to provide a more robust examination of the phenomenon of 

Twitter news headline manipulation and the impact to credibility. The integration of data was 

managed through Microsoft Excel, which served as the primary instrument for data analysis in 

the quantitative phase of the study through comparison or cross-referencing to examine 

relationships between the variables. A total of nine research questions guided the examination 

and analysis. The results of the nine research questions are presented in the order they were 

proposed with an explanation of how qualitative and quantitative methods were integrated to 

yield substantive findings.  

 RQ1 examined what typologies of Twitter news headlines generated the highest levels of 

user engagement. Qualitative content analysis revealed that headlines about politics, including 
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coverage of politicians, were by far the most common types of headlines to amass high numbers 

of likes, comments, and retweets. More than 200 of the 639 tweets analyzed (or 32.5%) were 

about politics. International news was the second most common typology of news identified, 

accounting for nearly 30% of the tweets analyzed. This typology was followed by Twitter 

headlines about crime (16%), health and medical news (10%), opinion (9%), schools and 

education (7%), consumer issues (7%), economic matters (4%), disasters (3%), and 

environmental news (less than 3%). It is worth noting that while the data was not collected 

during a presidential election year, politics remain a divisive topic, and thus social media users 

are likely to have strong opinions that may implore them to engage with such headlines. 

International news was mainly dominated by one major news story that was featured in headlines 

for the duration of the study, which was the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The remaining nine 

typologies of news also provide practical insights for news managers and journalists about the 

topics in which social media news consumers are most interested.  

 RQ2 found that viral Twitter headlines were modified from the headlines published on 

the newspapers’ website nearly 46% of the time, indicating that journalists are manipulating 

headlines to attract Twitter users almost as frequently as they are not. This result reaffirms 

previous research which has shown that headline manipulation is still a common practice among 

traditional news outlets. RQ3 examined the practice of headline modification by typology of 

news coverage by integrating the data from RQ1 and RQ2. This was done by cross-referencing 

the typologies to the coders’ ratings for consistency between headlines that newspapers posted to 

Twitter and the headlines published on the linked articles.  

 The results of data analysis for RQ3 indicate that there was the least modifications made 

to Twitter headlines for coverage of the environment, with more than 70% of the headlines 
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unchanged and less than 30% modified. Twitter news headlines for coverage of consumer issues, 

the economy, international news, entertainment, and crime were also mostly consistent, with 

fewer than 50% of the headlines significantly modified. Health/medical news, politics, disasters, 

schools/education, and opinion were the news typologies that represented the highest rates of 

headline modification. Opinion columns, sometimes referred to as editorials, were by far the 

most frequently modified headlines, with nearly three-quarters of these headlines significantly 

modified or manipulated in some manner, often to include more inflammatory language to grab 

the attention of Twitter users. Given that opinions often tend to be controversial in nature, this 

type of coverage offers the opportunity for inflammatory, or even shocking, statements and 

claims that can be showcased in Twitter headlines or status messages that appear on Twitter just 

below the headline. A more interesting finding in the research may be the rate of headline 

modification with coverage of schools and education, which were consistent only 30% of the 

time. This means that 70% of the tweets about issues impacting schools and education had been 

significantly changed from the website articles. This finding suggests that newspapers may be 

placing more emphasis on controversial issues that pertain to schools or may be highlighting the 

most polarizing details on social media. More research into this specific typology of coverage is 

needed to explore this approach to news.  

 RQ4 was answered through content analysis. Similar to RQ2, this question sought to 

compare Twitter news headlines with the linked articles published on the newspapers’ websites. 

However, rather than examining only the headlines, RQ4 considered how accurately Twitter 

news headlines represented the full content and context of the online articles. The results 

revealed that in more than 72% of tweets, the headline accurately represented the articles and 

reflected the full breadth of content. However, this means that nearly 28% of viral Twitter news 
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headlines portray an inconsistent message or representation of the facts and scope of the full 

coverage. Notably, it can be concluded that while nearly half of viral news headlines may be 

modified for Twitter news consumers, it is less common that the modifications are inaccurate or 

misleading. Yet, news managers and journalists who strive for accuracy may want to revisit the 

practice of Twitter headline manipulation to improve accuracy beyond 72%. 

 RQ5 aimed to determine which typologies of Twitter news headlines provided an 

accurate representation of the articles published online. To answer RQ5, data from RQ1 and RQ4 

was integrated through a statistical comparison. By comparing typologies to headline-article 

consistency, it was revealed that coverage of consumer news was the most consistent, followed 

by coverage of the economy. More than 90% of the Twitter headlines were consistent with the 

full content included in the linked articles. These results indicate that even when headlines are 

modified, the Twitter headlines still provide a complete presentation of the articles. Twitter 

headlines about the environment, international news, and disasters were consistent with the full 

articles more than 80% of the time. Coverage of entertainment and crime had a consistency rate 

of between 70% and 80% when Twitter headlines were compared to the articles. This indicates 

that nearly one-third of these Twitter headlines had been manipulated in a manner that coders 

considered inconsistent or potentially misleading. An example of this would include a Twitter 

headline about a scandal that is overly sensationalized to attract audiences, or that left out key 

details found in the article. Another example would be a Twitter headline about a crime that is 

manipulated to elicit fear by leaving out mitigating details. The data revealed a significant 

decline in consistency for coverage of schools and education (less than 59%), health and medical 

news (55%), politics (46%), and opinion (41%). Such low consistency ratings indicate that 

Twitter headlines are commonly manipulated in a way that may deceive Twitter users. This 
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raises serious ethical questions for journalists. Since research shows that Twitter users often 

engage with headlines by commenting, liking, or sharing them and do not read the linked 

articles, headlines that are misleading or incomplete in presentation increase the risk of viral 

misinformation and may put journalistic credibility at risk.  

 RQ6 was also answered through content analysis to assess the overall credibility of each 

Twitter news headline, based on the four key components of source credibility: competence, 

character, care, and commonality. Detailed definitions of these components can be found in 

Chapter Two and in the codebook (Appendix 2). The analysis revealed that nearly 88% of the 

tweets demonstrated competence, 82% demonstrated character, 77% demonstrated commonality, 

and 10% demonstrated care. An overall credibility score was derived from these results and used 

for further quantitative analysis. While it is not surprising that competence ranked highest for 

credibility, the finding should raise an alarm among traditional journalists who strive for 100% 

competence and perceive it as a component primarily based on factual accuracy and absence of 

errors, such as misquotes or misattributions. Character is the component based primarily on tone 

and intent. Sensational or inflammatory language would be characteristics that negatively 

influence perceptions of character. Thus, a character rating of 82% indicates that 18% of the 

tweets analyzed included language that did not represent quality character in news coverage. A 

relatively low rate for care (10%) is less surprising, given that care is defined by content that is 

particularly useful or represents a critical need or advocacy on the part of news consumers. Care 

goes beyond the traditional standard of basic journalism that is accurate and balanced.  

 The result of this analysis that should most concern journalists is that 77% of the Twitter 

headlines demonstrated commonality, meaning they were representative of a common interest. 

Commonality was essentially defined as content that is neutral, fair, balanced, impartial, and 
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unbiased. While it may not come as a surprise that Twitter headlines labeled as opinion might 

not score high for commonality, it should be noted that only 9% of the Twitter headlines were 

categorized for the typology of opinion and 23% of tweets did not meet the standard for 

commonality. These results suggest that news managers and journalists should review editorial 

practices to ensure their Twitter headlines do not reflect a bias or one-sidedness.  

 RQ7, RQ8, and RQ9 specifically addressed credibility and were answered by integrating 

data from RQ6. Credibility was first considered in relation to typologies of Twitter news 

headlines by determining which were most and least credible. Next, it was considered by 

examining how headline modification impacts credibility. RQ7 asked coders to consider the 

overall credibility of Twitter news headlines in relation to the four key components of credibility: 

competence, character, care, and commonality. Based on data from the qualitative content 

analysis conducted for RQ6, each tweet was assigned a numeric credibility score, which was 

then cross-referenced by typology, which was identified for RQ1. The integrated results revealed 

a significant ranking of credibility for Twitter headlines based on topic.  

 Twitter headlines about schools and education were ranked most credible, followed by 

news of the environment, disasters, and consumer matters, respectively. The typologies of 

economy, international news, crime, entertainment, and health/medical fell into the mid-range of 

credibility. Politics and opinion were the typologies of Twitter news headlines that demonstrated 

the least credibility. Given that opinion news and editorials are typically one-sided and 

controversial, it is not surprising this typology would rank the lowest in credibility, particularly 

on the key components of commonality and character. Likewise, while political coverage is often 

polarizing, these results indicate that journalists may be emphasizing polarizing details over 

objective facts to drive engagement. Regarding the typologies deemed most credible in Twitter 
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headlines, this study revealed that, although the headlines may be modified, journalists who 

covered schools and education presented their coverage credibly on Twitter. Similarly, 

journalists who created Twitter headlines about the environment, disasters, and consumer news 

consistently did so credibly, demonstrating high levels of competence, character, commonality, 

and care. These topics provide key opportunities for credibility-building and perhaps advocacy.  

 RQ8 aimed to examine the impact of headline modification on credibility. This analysis 

was conducted through a statistical comparison of data from RQ2 and RQ6. Based on credibility 

scores of Twitter headlines, which were derived from RQ6, a comparison was conducted using 

the results of RQ2, which identified headlines that were significantly modified from website 

headlines. The integrated results of RQ2 and RQ6 made it possible to answer RQ8 by comparing 

the credibility scores of Twitter headlines that were modified with those that were unchanged. 

The integrated data revealed that headline modification is a factor in assessment of credibility. 

Unmodified headlines had an average credibility score of 2.93 (0.0–4.0), whereas modified 

headlines had an average credibility score of 2.15 (0.0–4.0). These results indicate that modified 

Twitter headlines are significantly less credible than unmodified Twitter headlines. In other 

words, headline modification or manipulation to attract the attention of Twitter users frequently 

comes with a tradeoff in reduced credibility. Similarly, when comparing the credibility of 

Twitter headlines that were assessed for representation of the complete content in linked articles 

(RQ9), there is empirical evidence that representation matters.  

 RQ9 was answered by integrating the results of RQ4 and RQ6. Tweets that accurately 

and consistently represented the website articles had an average credibility score of 2.92 (0.0–

4.0), whereas tweets that were inconsistent in representation had an average credibility score of 

just 1.66 (0.0–4.0). These results indicate that Twitter headlines inconsistent in representation of 
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the full content of linked articles are significantly less credible than those that are consistent. As 

such, it is evident that Twitter headlines that fail to represent the full content of linked articles 

may be modified in a manner designed to draw attention, however they fall short on the scale of 

credibility. Thus, journalists concerned about upholding the traditional ideal of credibility must 

ensure that Twitter headlines do not mislead readers, but rather are carefully crafted to represent 

the complete scope of their articles, lest they leave readers feeling deceived or duped.  

Implications 

 This study has significant theoretical and practical implications. By synthesizing the 

literature on SCT, a model was created for analyzing credibility based on the four key 

components of competence, character, commonality, and care. This model serves as a lens for 

qualitative examination, such as content analysis. Moreover, the model also serves as a 

framework for quantitative analysis. Each credibility component can be used as a basic measure 

for quantitative examination of credibility. For this study, a credibility score was determined by 

giving equal consideration to each component. However, any individual component could be 

weighted depending upon desired application. This provides a practical instrument for future 

researchers who wish to use SCT as a lens for examining credibility. This study also provides a 

framework for integrating qualitative and quantitative methods. The results of the study offer 

practical guidance for journalists, which is discussed later in this chapter.  

Theoretical Implications 

 Chapter Two included an overview of how Carl Hovland’s (1953) SCT, which was 

originally developed during WWII as an assessment of propaganda, has since been modified and 

applied more broadly as a framework to examine credibility as a universal concept or perception, 

specifically in relation to news. Early scholars of the theory attempted to define credibility as a 
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construct of dimensions or components, based on concepts such as expertise, trustworthiness, or 

goodwill (Hovland et al., 1953). Some researchers created metrics for measuring credibility 

based on its dimensions or components (Berlo et al., 1969). Other researchers took a more 

qualitative approach by developing scales for assessing credibility through content analyses or 

conducting interviews about perceptions (McCroskey & Teven, 1999). Kohring and Matthes 

(2007) further extended such scales and metrics to specifically apply to trust in news media, 

recognizing that traditional journalistic values and practices are consistent with the components 

of credibility.  

 This present study is groundbreaking in that it synthesized several decades of research 

into SCT, along with research into ideal standards of journalism. Concepts such as 

trustworthiness, expertise, usefulness, benevolence, accuracy, concern, intent or motive, and 

shared values were used to develop a more modern application of SCT. The result was a 

framework of four components, referred to as the four Cs of credibility, including competence, 

character, care, and commonality. Competence encompasses notions of expertise, accuracy, and 

training. Character includes concepts of trustworthiness, intent, and motive. Care represents 

perceptions of goodwill, benevolence, and usefulness. Commonality is associated with 

relatability, similarity, agreement, or representing a common good. These components provide a 

guide for researchers to further examine credibility through qualitative assessment. Moreover, 

this study has significant theoretical applications in that it has offered a method for quantitative 

assessment by creating a credibility score. The score is based on these four components for 

measuring credibility, using a scale of 0–4. Collectively, these approaches served as the basis for 

this mixed methods study to empirically examine credibility of modern news practices, as well as 

extend to a broader application.  
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Practical Implications 

 The results of this study should serve as a call to action for journalists who find 

themselves torn between the need to attract and commodify social media news consumers, while 

also maintaining credibility, which is the currency of journalism. While clickbait strategies may 

boost Twitter engagement, news managers and editors must consider the cost. The data from this 

study has illuminated how headline modification and manipulation impacts credibility.  

 To maintain credibility, journalists should consider creating protocols to review Twitter 

headlines to ensure consistency and proper representation of their linked articles. When it is 

necessary for headlines to be modified, perhaps for brevity, journalists must consider whether 

credibility is being harmed. Careful consideration should be given to the typologies of opinion, 

politics, health and medicine, and entertainment. This study found that Twitter news headlines 

about these topics were among the least consistent when compared to website headlines and 

articles, and were also among the lowest in credibility. Regarding these topics, journalists need 

to examine whether their approaches to coverage, or their creation of Twitter headlines, are 

contributing to the erosion of credibility. While inflammatory language, one-sidedness, 

sensationalized details, an incomplete presentation, or a focus on divisiveness may lure Twitter 

users and lead to increased virality, these methods may be simultaneously reducing perceptions 

of credibility. Moreover, if Twitter users engage with headlines without clicking onto the linked 

articles, they may unknowingly be less informed or misled. These consequences are serious 

enough that professional journalism organizations should advocate for tighter controls on 

clickbait strategies and enhanced monitoring of Twitter headlines.  

 This study also underscored areas of opportunity for journalists to boost credibility. By 

using the four key components of credibility, journalists can improve and maintain credibility 
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among Twitter news coverage. The data revealed that while nearly 88% of viral Twitter news 

headlines demonstrated competence and 82% demonstrated good character, less than 77% 

demonstrated commonality, which was defined as a common interest based on objectivity, 

fairness, and balance. Furthermore, there is significant room for improvement in the credibility 

component of care. Surprisingly, only 10% of the tweets went beyond basic coverage to advocate 

for news consumers, provide a more in-depth understanding, or provide useful information that 

directly benefited the news consumers. Journalists who wish to boost credibility can tailor 

coverage and presentation of Twitter news to focus on beneficence.  

Limitations 

 The fluid and organic nature of Twitter make it an ideal space for studying media 

consumption and behaviors. Yet, researchers face challenges when establishing the parameters of 

studies. One critical challenge is sampling. This study was limited in its sample size of 639 

Twitter headlines and linked articles. They represented the top 25% of Twitter headlines in terms 

of virality and engagement, which is determined by comments, likes, and retweets. Data 

collection was also limited to ten days over a duration of ten weeks, representing only a fraction 

of Twitter news headlines posted over the course of a year, or even a month. Moreover, the 

limited duration allowed the data to be potentially skewed by one of two major news events that 

dominated headlines for an extended period of time. In this case, there were three major news 

stories that garnered much attention from all five newspapers. These stories included a 

significant international event, the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Other dominant news stories 

included a landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision on abortion and continuing coverage of a 

global pandemic. Therefore, it is likely that international news, politics, and health and medical 

stories were disproportionately represented in the sample.  
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 Other limits to the study included the number of coders and the number of newspapers 

considered. Two coders analyzed the same sample of 639 tweets and articles. Despite a high rate 

of agreement, a greater number of coders may have yielded different results in assessment of 

typology, headline consistency, and headline representation of linked articles. Just five 

traditional newspapers were analyzed, which were selected based on Twitter following and 

reach. While Twitter provides a widespread channel for distribution, each newspaper may differ 

in its prioritizing of news typologies. For example, a newspaper based in New York may 

prioritize coverage of finances and stock market investing, a newspaper based in Washington 

D.C. may focus more on politics, and a newspaper based in California may emphasize celebrity 

news. In this study, no consideration was given to differences of typology by newspaper. This 

study was also limited in its scope of social media platforms and digital elements. Analysis 

included only text and did not consider images or video, which may influence perceptions of 

credibility. Twitter was the only digital source considered. Future research should consider other 

social media platforms, as they may yield different results.  

 It is also important to note that following data collection and analysis, Twitter was sold.  

No longer a publicly traded company, Twitter now has a sole owner, Elon Musk, who has made 

significant changes to policy and protocols, including a partial rebrand of the platform under the 

label X (Dinesh & Odabas, 2023).This study was based solely on data gathered prior to 

completion of the sale. Access and visibility to Twitter headlines may have changed. Business 

practices, such as paid advertising, checkmarks, or symbols to identify authenticity of Twitter 

accounts, have also been subject to change. While the sale of Twitter had no bearing on the 

integrity of this study, it does underscore the ever-evolving nature of social media, which 

supplicates the need for further examination and fresh approaches.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study serves as a launching pad for future research into social media news headlines 

and credibility. A similar study in the future may provide key insights into how journalistic 

practices of social media headline creation and modification evolves. Extending the scope of the 

study to a larger sample, greater number of coders, and longer duration of news coverage may 

further contribute to the body of knowledge on the topic.  

 As the growth of social media platforms, such as Twitter, coincides with the proliferation 

of more social platforms, researchers face new challenges and new opportunities. While 

traditional news organizations, including newspapers, television, and radio fight to stay relevant 

in a digital news environment, journalists must continue to adapt to new platforms. Today’s news 

consumer can find access to news on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok, just to name a 

few. This study considered only Twitter as a platform for news, but the study provides a 

framework for applying a mixed methods approach to examining news headlines and credibility 

on other social media platforms as well. New research is needed to explore how journalism 

practices and credibility vary on social media platforms, and whether one platform may be more 

credible than others.  

 Future research may also determine if other traditional news sources, including broadcast 

news, follow a similar pattern of headline modification and manipulation, or if they are credible. 

More research is also needed to examine images and video as essential elements of social media 

news headlines, however that would require a new scale for visual credibility based on the key 

components of credibility, which were derived from SCT. Additionally, Twitter users’ comments 

on tweets may be analyzed in future research to assess their potential impact on credibility.  

Summary 
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 With nearly 46% of the viral Twitter headlines analyzed in this study significantly 

modified from the newspapers’ website headlines, this study contributes to the body of 

knowledge about the practice of headline modification and manipulation among traditional news 

sources. Moreover, this study found that 28% of viral Twitter news headlines were inconsistent 

with the full content of linked articles, indicating they did not accurately and completely 

represent the facts and scope of coverage. The study also found that headline manipulation 

occurs more frequently among certain typologies of news. The research further indicates that 

these phenomena significantly influence the credibility of Twitter news headlines.  

 This study is groundbreaking in that it went beyond the quantifiable metrics of a common 

journalistic practice and included a qualitative assessment of credibility. Synthesizing these data 

provided a unique and more thorough understanding of how modern news practices and 

presentation on social media conflicts with traditional journalistic standards, the highest and 

most crucial of which is credibility. This research provided key insights and has practical 

implications for journalists who strive to maintain credibility in their quest to attract and 

commodify Twitter news consumers. Clickbait strategies, such as headline manipulation, may be 

profitable in the short-term, but at a significant and long-term cost to credibility. Combatting the 

erosion of news credibility begins with addressing the construct of news headlines before they go 

viral. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
128 

References 

Acar, A. S., & Polonsky, M. (2007). Online social networks and insights into marketing  

 communications. Journal of Internet Commerce, 6(4), 55–72. 

 https://doi:10.1080/15332860802086227. 

Ahuja, V., & Medury, Y. (2010). Corporate blogs as e-CRM tools: Building consumer 

 engagement through content management. Journal of Database Marketing & Customer 

 Strategy Management, 17(2), 91–105. https://doi:10.1057/dbm.2010.8. 

Allcott, H., & Gentzkow, M. (2017). Social media and fake news in the 2016 election. The 

 Journal of Economic Perspectives, 31(2), 211-235. https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.31.2.211. 

Althaus, S. L., Edy, J. A., & Phalen, P. F. (2001). Using substitutes for full-text news stories in  

 content analysis: Which text is best? American Journal of Political Science, 45(3), 707-

 723. https://doi.org/10.2307/2669247. 

Amenta, E., Elliott, T. A., Shortt, N., Tierney, A. C., Türkoğlu, D., & Vann, B. (2017). From 

 bias to coverage: What explains how news organizations treat social 

 movements. Sociology Compass, 11(3), e12460-n/a. https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12460. 

Anderson, A. A., Brossard, D., Scheufele, D. A., Xenos, M. A., & Ladwig, P. (2014). The "nasty  

 effect:" online incivility and risk perceptions of emerging technologies. Journal of 

 Computer-Mediated Communication, 19(3), 373-387. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12009 

Anspach, N. M. (2017). The new personal influence: How our facebook friends influence the 

 news we read. Political Communication, 34(4), 590-

 606. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2017.1316329. 



 
129 

Appelman, A., & Sundar, S. S. (2016). Measuring message credibility: Construction and 

 validation of an exclusive scale. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 93(1), 

 59-79. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699015606057. 

Apuke, O. D. (2017). Another look at mapping the territory: Seven traditions in the field of 

 communication theory. Arabian Journal of Business and Management Review, 6(12), 34–

 40. https://doi.org/10.12816/0041197. 

Aral, S., & Dhillon, P. S. (2021). Digital paywall design: Implications for content demand and 

 subscriptions. Management Science, 67(4), 2381-

 2402. https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2020.3650. 

Arbaoui, B., De Swert, K., & van der Brug, W. (2020). Sensationalism in news coverage: A 

 comparative study in 14 television systems. Communication Research, 47(2), 299-

 320. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650216663364. 

August, V. (2021). Network concepts in social theory: Foucault and cybernetics. European 

 Journal of Social Theory. https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431021991046. 

Ayeh, J. K. (2015). Travellers’ acceptance of consumer-generated media: An integrated model of 

 technology acceptance and source credibility theories. Computers in Human 

 Behavior, 48, 173-180. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.12.049. 

Baroutsis, A., Eckert, C., Newman, S., & Adams, D. (2021). How is autism portrayed in news 

 media? A content analysis of Australian newspapers articles from 2016–2018. Disability 

 & Society, 1-24. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2021.1971067. 

Bastos, M. T., Raimundo, R. L. G., & Travitzki, R. (2013). Gatekeeping twitter: Message 

 diffusion in political hashtags. Media, Culture & Society, 35(2), 260-

 270. https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443712467594 



 
130 

Berelson, B. (1952). Content Analysis in Communication Research. Free Press. 

Berger, A. (1991). Media research techniques. Sage. 

Berlo, D. K., Lemert, J. B., & Mertz, R. J. (1969). dimensions for evaluating the acceptability of 

 message sources. Public Opinion Quarterly, 33(4), 563-

 576. https://doi.org/10.1086/267745. 

Beskow, D. M., Kumar, S., & Carley, K. M. (2020). The evolution of political memes: Detecting 

 and characterizing internet memes with multi-modal deep learning. Information 

 Processing & Management, 57(2), 102170. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ipm.2019.102170. 

Biancovilli, P., Makszin, L., & Csongor, A. (2021). Breast cancer on social media: A quali-

 quantitative study on the credibility and content type of the most shared news 

 stories. BMC Women's Health, 21(1), 202-202. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12905-021-

 01352-y. 

Blanchett Neheli, N. (2018). News by numbers: The evolution of analytics in journalism. Digital 

 Journalism, 6(8), 1041-1051. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2018.1504626. 

Blassnig, S., Engesser, S., Ernst, N., & Esser, F. (2019). Hitting a nerve: Populist news articles 

 lead to more frequent and more populist reader comments. Political 

 Communication, 36(4), 629-651. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2019.1637980. 

Blom, J. N., & Hansen, K. R. (2015). Click bait: Forward-reference as lure in online news 

 headlines. Journal of Pragmatics, 76, 87-

 100. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2014.11.010. 

Boczkowski, P. J., Mitchelstein, E., & Suenzo, F. (2020). The smells, sights, and pleasures of ink 

 on paper: The consumption of print newspapers during a period marked by their 



 
131 

 crisis. Journalism Studies (London, England), 21(5), 565-

 581. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2019.1670092. 

Boczkowski, P. J., & Peer, L. (2011). The choice gap: The divergent online news preferences of 

 journalists and consumers. Journal of Communication, 61(5), 857-

 876. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2011.01582.x 

Bossema, F. G., Burger, P., Bratton, L., Challenger, A., Adams, R. C., Sumner, P., Schat, J., 

 Numans, M. E., & Smeets, I. (2019). Expert quotes and exaggeration in health news: A 

 retrospective quantitative content analysis. Wellcome Open Research, 4, 

 56. https://doi.org/10.12688/wellcomeopenres.15147.2. 

Bossetta, M. (2018). The digital architectures of social media: Comparing political campaigning 

 on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat in the 2016 U.S. election. Journalism & 

 Mass Communication Quarterly, 95(2), 471-

 496. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699018763307. 

Brooke, G., & Cheung, L. (2019). An empirical analysis of competition in print advertising 

 among paid and free newspapers. The Economic Record, 95(310), 325-

 342. https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-4932.12488. 

Burt, R. S. (2000). The network structure of social capital. Research in Organizational 

 Behavior, 22, 345–423. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0191-3085(00)22009-1. 

Caliandro, A. (2018). Digital Methods for Ethnography: Analytical Concepts for Ethnographers 

 Exploring Social Media Environments. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 47(5), 

 551–578. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241617702960. 



 
132 

Chan, B., Lopez, A., & Sarkar, U. (2015). The canary in the coal mine tweets: Social media 

 reveals public perceptions of non-medical use of opioids. PloS One, 10(8), e0135072-

 e0135072. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0135072. 

Chan, H. K., Wang, X., Lacka, E., & Zhang, M. (2016). A Mixed‐Method approach to extracting 

 the value of social media data. Production and Operations Management, 25(3), 568-

 583. https://doi.org/10.1111/poms.12390. 

Chan-Olmsted, S. M., & Cha, J. (2008). Exploring the antecedents and effects of brand images 

 for television news: An application of brand personality construct in a multichannel news 

 environment. International Journal on Media Management, 10(1), 32-

 45. https://doi.org/10.1080/14241270701820481. 

Chew, C., & Eysenbach, G. (2010). Pandemics in the age of twitter: Content analysis of tweets 

 during the 2009 H1N1 outbreak. PloS One, 5(11), e14118-

 e14118. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0014118. 

Cho, D., Smith, M. D., & Zentner, A. (2016). Internet adoption and the survival of print 

 newspapers: A country-level examination. Information Economics and Policy, 37, 13-

 19. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infoecopol.2016.10.001. 

Choi, S. (2019). An exploratory approach to the computational quantification of journalistic 

 values. Online Information Review, 43(1), 133-148. https://doi.org/10.1108/OIR-03-

 2018-0090. 

Cision Media Research (2018, January 26). Top 10 U.S. Daily Newspapers on Twitter. 

 https://www.cision.com/2018/01/top-10-u-s-daily-newspapers-on-twitter/ 



 
133 

Clark, C. H., Schmeichel, M., & Garrett, H. J. (2020). Social studies teacher perceptions of news 

 source credibility. Educational Researcher, 49(4), 262-

 272. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X20909823 

Coe, K., Kenski, K., & Rains, S. A. (2014). Online and uncivil? patterns and determinants of 

 incivility in newspaper website comments. Journal of Communication, 64(4), 658-

 679. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12104 

Colleoni, E., Rozza, A., & Arvidsson, A. (2014). Echo chamber or public sphere? predicting 

 political orientation and measuring political homophily in twitter using big data: Political 

 homophily on Twitter. Journal of Communication, 64(2), 317-

 332. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12084. 

Copeland, D.A. (1997). Colonial American Newspapers: Character and Content. University of 

 Delaware Press.  

Costera Meijer, I., & Groot Kormelink, T. (2015). Checking, sharing, clicking and linking: 

 Changing patterns of news use between 2004 and 2014. Digital Journalism, 3(5), 664-

 679. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2014.937149 

Craig, R. T. (1999). Communication theory as a field. Communication Theory, 9(2), 119-161. 

 doi:10.1111/j.1468-2885.1999.tb00355.x 

Creech, B., & Roessner, A. (2019). Declaring the value of truth: Progressive-era lessons for 

 combatting fake news. Journalism Practice, 13(3), 263-

 279. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2018.1472526. 

Creswell, J. W., & Clark, V. L. P. (2017). Designing and conducting mixed methods research. 

 Sage publications. 

 



 
134 

Cronkhite, G., & Liska, J. (1976). A critique of factor analytic approaches to the study of 

 credibility. Communication Monographs, 43(2), 91-

 107. https://doi.org/10.1080/03637757609375920 

Davenport, T. H., Barth, P., & Bean, R. (2012). How 'big data' is different. MIT Sloan 

 Management Review, 54(1), 43. 

Dinesh, S. & Odabas, M. (2023, July 26). 8 facts about Americans and Twitter as it rebrands to 

 X. Pew Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/07/26/8-facts-

 about-americans-and-twitter-as-it-rebrands-to-x/. 

Djafarova, E., & Rushworth, C. (2017). Exploring the credibility of online celebrities' Instagram 

 profiles in influencing the purchase decisions of young female users. Computers in 

 Human Behavior, 68, 1-7. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.11.009 

Domingo, D., Quandt, T., Heinonen, A., Paulussen, S., Singer, J. B., & Vujnovic, M. (2008). 

 Participatory Journalism Practice in the Media and Beyond: An international comparative 

 study of initiatives in online newspapers. Journalism Practice, 2(3), 326-

 342. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512780802281065. 

Dor, D. (2003). On newspaper headlines as relevance optimizers. Journal of Pragmatics, 35(5), 

 695-721. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0378-2166(02)00134-0. 

Eberl, J., Boomgaarden, H. G., & Wagner, M. (2017). One bias fits all? three types of media bias 

 and their effects on party preferences. Communication Research, 44(8), 1125-

 1148. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650215614364 

Edwards, C., Spence, P. R., Gentile, C. J., Edwards, A., & Edwards, A. (2013). How much klout 

 do you have…A test of system generated cues on source credibility. Computers in 

 Human Behavior, 29(5), A12-A16. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2012.12.034. 



 
135 

Feldman, L. (2011). The effects of journalist opinionation on learning from the news. Journal of 

 Communication, 61(6), 1183-1201. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2011.01602.x 

Fiesler, C., & Proferes, N. (2018). “Participant” perceptions of twitter research ethics. Social 

 Media + Society, 4(1), 205630511876336. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118763366. 

Frischlich, L., Schatto-Eckrodt, T., Boberg, S., & Wintterlin, F. (2021). Roots of incivility: How 

 personality, media use, and online experiences shape uncivil participation. Media and 

 Communication, 9(1), 195-208. https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v9i1.3360. 

Gaozhao, D. (2021). Flagging fake news on social media: An experimental study of media 

 consumers' identification of fake news. Government Information Quarterly, 38(3), 

 101591. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2021.101591. 

Gaziano, C., & McGrath, K. (1986). Measuring the concept of credibility. Journalism & Mass 

 Communication Quarterly, 63(3), 451- 

 462. https://doi.org/10.1177/107769908606300301 

Gaziano, C. (1988). How credible is the credibility crisis? Journalism & Mass Communication 

 Quarterly, 65(2), 267-278. https://doi.org/10.1177/107769908806500202. 

Gorard, S., & Smith, E. (2006). Combining numbers with narratives. Evaluation & Research in 

 Education, 19(2), 59-62. https://doi.org/10.2167/eri426.0. 

Greer, C. F., & Ferguson, D. A. (2011). Using Twitter for promotion and branding: A content 

 analysis of local television Twitter sites. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic 

 Media, 55(2), 198-214. https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2011.570824. 

Gronke, P., & Cook, T. E. (2007). Disdaining the media: The American public's changing 

 attitudes toward the news. Political Communication, 24(3), 259-

 281. https://doi.org/10.1080/10584600701471591. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118763366


 
136 

Hallett, R. E., & Barber, K. (2014). Ethnographic research in a cyber era. Journal of 

 Contemporary Ethnography, 43(3), 306-330. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891241613497749. 

Hamborg, F., Donnay, K., & Gipp, B. (2019). Automated identification of media bias in news 

 articles: An interdisciplinary literature review. International Journal on Digital 

 Libraries, 20(4), 391-415. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00799-018-0261-y. 

Hamborg, F., Meuschke, N., & Gipp, B. (2018). Bias-aware news analysis using matrix-based 

 news aggregation. International Journal on Digital Libraries, 21(2), 129-

 147. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00799-018-0239-9. 

Harcup, T., & O'Neill, D. (2017). What is news?: News values revisited (again). Journalism 

 Studies (London, England), 18(12), 1470-

 1488. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2016.1150193. 

Harraway, V., & Wong, J. S. (2021). Broad strokes for ‘Foreign folks’: A thematic content 

 analysis of migration within news articles containing migrant crime. Journal of 

 Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 1-15. https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2021.1995925. 

Heinbach, D., Ziegele, M., & Quiring, O. (2018). Sleeper effect from below: Long-term effects 

 of source credibility and user comments on the persuasiveness of news articles. New 

 Media & Society, 20(12), 4765-4786. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818784472. 

Hermida, A., Fletcher, F., Korell, D., & Logan, D. (2012). SHARE, LIKE, RECOMMEND: 

 Decoding the social media news consumer. Journalism Studies (London, England), 13(5-

 6), 815-824. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2012.664430. 

Hermida, A. (2020). Post-publication gatekeeping: The interplay of publics, platforms, 

 paraphernalia, and practices in the circulation of news. Journalism & Mass 

 Communication Quarterly, 97(2), 469-491. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699020911882. 



 
137 

Hsieh, H., & Shannon, S. E. (2005). Three approaches to qualitative content analysis. Qualitative 

 Health Research, 15(9), 1277-1288. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732305276687. 

Hoffman, D. L., & Novak, T. P. (2012). Toward a deeper understanding of social media. Journal 

 of Interactive Marketing, 26(2), 69-70. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2012.03.001. 

Hovland, C. I., & Weiss, W. (1951). The influence of source credibility on communication 

 effectiveness. Public Opinion Quarterly, 15(4), 635-650. https://doi.org/10.1086/266350 

Hovland, C.I., Janis, I.L., & Kelley, H.H. (1953). Communication and Persuasion. Yale 

 University Press. 

Ifantidou, E. (2009). Newspaper headlines and relevance: Ad hoc concepts in ad hoc 

 contexts. Journal of Pragmatics, 41(4), 699-

 720. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2008.10.016. 

Janét, K., Richards, O., & Landrum, A. R. (2020). Headline format influences evaluation of, but 

 not engagement with, environmental news. Journalism Practice, 16(1), 35-

 55. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2020.1805794. 

Jarodzka, H., & Brand-Gruwel, S. (2017). Tracking the reading eye: Towards a model of real-

 world reading. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 33(3), 193-

 201. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcal.12189. 

Ji, Q., & Zhao, W. (2021). Moralizing campaign coverage: A computerized textual analysis of 

 New York Times’ reporting on Clinton and Trump during the 2016 presidential 

 election. Journalism Practice, 1-15. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2021.1976071. 

Jones, J. M., Ritter, Z. (2018). Americans see more news bias; most can’t name neutral source. 

 Gallup. https://news.gallup.com/poll/225755/americans-news-bias-name-neutral-

 source.aspx. 



 
138 

Journalism World (2021, October 15). Top 25 U.S. Newspapers on Twitter. 

 https://journalistics.com/top-25-u-s-newspapers-on-twitter/ 

Jung, J., Shim, S. W., Jin, H. S., & Khang, H. (2016). Factors affecting attitudes and behavioral 

 intention towards social networking advertising: A case of Facebook users in South 

 Korea. International Journal of Advertising, 35(2), 248–265.  

 https://doi:10.1080/02650487.2015.1014777. 

Kalsnes, B., & Larsson, A. O. (2018). Understanding news sharing across social media: 

 Detailing distribution on Facebook and Twitter. Journalism Studies (London, 

 England), 19(11), 1669-1688. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2017.1297686. 

Kang, H., Bae, K., Zhang, S., & Sundar, S. S. (2011). Source cues in online news: Is the 

 proximate source more powerful than distal sources? Journalism & Mass Communication 

 Quarterly, 88(4), 719-736. https://doi.org/10.1177/107769901108800403. 

Kelly, D. (2019). Evaluating the news: (mis)perceptions of objectivity and credibility. Political 

 Behavior, 41(2), 445-471. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-018-9458-4. 

Kim, H., Jang, S. M., Kim, S., & Wan, A. (2018). Evaluating sampling methods for content 

 analysis of Twitter data. Social Media + Society, 4(2), 

 205630511877283. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305118772836. 

Kim, H., Song, R., & Kim, Y. (2020). Newspapers' content policy and the effect of paywalls on 

 pageviews. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 49(1), 54-

 69. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2019.10.002. 

Kim, J., Baek, T. H., & Martin, H. J. (2010). Dimensions of news media brand 

 personality. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 87(1), 117-

 134. https://doi.org/10.1177/107769901008700107. 



 
139 

Kim, K. (2019). The hostile media phenomenon: Testing the effect of news framing on 

 perceptions of media bias. Communication Research Reports, 36(1), 35-

 44. https://doi.org/10.1080/08824096.2018.1555659. 

Kim, H. S., Forquer, H., Rusko, J., Hornik, R. C., & Cappella, J. N. (2016). Selective exposure to 

 health information: The role of headline features in the choice of health newsletter 

 articles. Media Psychology, 19(4), 614-

 637. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2015.1090907. 

Kim, K., & Patnode, R. (2021). Sports media versus news media: Perceptions of media bias in 

 coverage of the NFL national anthem protests in 2017. Journal of Sports Media, 16(1), 1-

 19. https://doi.org/10.1353/jsm.2021.0000. 

Kleinheksel, A. J., Rockich-Winston, N., Tawfik, H., & Wyatt, T. R. (2020). Demystifying 

 content analysis. American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education, 84(1), 7113-

 137. https://doi.org/10.5688/ajpe7113. 

Kleis Nielsen, R., & Ganter, S. A. (2018). Dealing with digital intermediaries: A case study of 

 the relations between publishers and platforms. New Media & Society, 20(4), 1600-

 1617. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444817701318. 

Kohring, M., & Matthes, J. (2007). Trust in news media: Development and validation of a 

 multidimensional scale. Communication Research, 34(2), 231-

 252. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650206298071. 

Kondracki, N. L., Wellman, N. S., & Amundson, D. R. (2002). Content analysis: Review of 

 methods and their applications in nutrition education. Journal of Nutrition Education and 

 Behavior, 34(4), 224-230. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1499-4046(06)60097-3. 



 
140 

Kozinets, R. V. (2002). The field behind the screen: Using netnography for marketing research in 

 online communities. Journal of Marketing Research, 39(1), 61–72. 

 https://doi:10.1509/jmkr.39.1.61.18935 

Kozinets, R. V., De Valck, K., Wojnicki, A. C., & Wilner, S. J. (2010). Networked narratives: 

 Understanding word-of-mouth marketing in online communities. Journal of Marketing, 

 74(2), 71– 89. https://doi:10.1509/jmkg.74.2.71. 

Kozinets, R. V. (2015). Netnography: Redefined. London: SAGE. 

Kozinets, R. V. (2015). Netnography: understanding networked communication society. In C. 

 Willig, & W. Stainton-Rogers (Eds.), The Sage Handbook of Psychology, (pp. 374-380). 

 Sage.  

Ksiazek, T. B., Peer, L., & Lessard, K. (2016). User engagement with online news: 

 Conceptualizing interactivity and exploring the relationship between online news videos 

 and user comments. New Media & Society, 18(3), 502-

 520. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814545073 

Kuiken, J., Schuth, A., Spitters, M., & Marx, M. (2017). Effective headlines of newspaper 

 articles in a digital environment. Digital Journalism, 5(10), 1300-

 1314. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2017.1279978. 

Kümpel, A. S., Karnowski, V., & Keyling, T. (2015). News sharing in social media: A review of 

 current research on news sharing users, content, and networks. Social Media + 

 Society, 1(2), 205630511561014. https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305115610141. 

Lai, L., & Farbrot, A. (2014). What makes you click? the effect of question headlines on 

 readership in computer-mediated communication. Social Influence, 9(4), 289-

 299. https://doi.org/10.1080/15534510.2013.847859. 



 
141 

Lamot, K., Kreutz, T., & Opgenhaffen, M. (2022). “We rewrote this title”: How news headlines 

 are remediated on Facebook and how this affects engagement. Social Media + 

 Society, 8(3), 205630512211148. https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051221114827. 

Lamprianou, I. (2020). Μeasuring and visualizing coders’ reliability: New approaches and 

 guidelines from experimental data. Sociological Methods & Research, 

 4912412092619. https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124120926198. 

Lasorsa, D. L., Lewis, S. C., & Holton, A. E. (2012). NORMALIZING TWITTER: Journalism 

 practice in an emerging communication space. Journalism Studies (London, 

 England), 13(1), 19-36. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2011.571825. 

Lee, A. M., Lewis, S. C., & Powers, M. (2014). Audience clicks and news placement: A study of 

 time-lagged influence in online journalism. Communication Research, 41(4), 505-

 530. https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650212467031. 

Lee, E., & Tandoc, E. C. (2017). When news meets the audience: How audience feedback online 

 affects news production and consumption. Human Communication Research, 43(4), 436-

 449. https://doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12123 

Lee, T. (2010). Why they Don’t trust the media: An examination of factors predicting trust. The 

 American Behavioral Scientist (Beverly Hills), 54(1), 8-

 21. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764210376308. 

Lehman-Wilzig, S., & Cohen-Avigdor, N. (2004). The natural life cycle of new media evolution: 

 Inter-media struggle for survival in the internet age. New Media & Society, 6(6), 707-

 730. https://doi.org/10.1177/146144804042524. 



 
142 

Leung, X. Y., Bai, B., & Stahura, K. A. (2015). The marketing effectiveness of social media in 

 the hotel industry: A comparison of Facebook and Twitter. Journal of Hospitality & 

 Tourism Research, 39(2), 147–169. https://doi:10.1177/1096348012471381. 

Lewis, S. C., Zamith, R., & Hermida, A. (2013). Content analysis in an era of big data: A hybrid 

 approach to computational and manual methods. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic 

 Media, 57(1), 34-52. https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2012.761702. 

Li, R., & Suh, A. (2015). Factors influencing information credibility on social media platforms: 

 Evidence from Facebook pages. Procedia Computer Science, 72, 314-

 328. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2015.12.146. 

Lin, H., Chen, C., & Wu, C. (2023). The effects of news authenticity and social media tie 

 strength on consumer dissemination behavior. Managerial and Decision 

 Economics, 44(4), 2292-2313. https://doi.org/10.1002/mde.3818 

Lin, H., Fan, W., & Chau, P. Y. (2014). Determinants of users’ continuance of social networking 

 sites: A self-regulation perspective. Information & Management, 51(5), 595–603.  

 https://doi:10.1016/j.im.2014.03.010 

Lipsman, A., Mudd, G., Rich, M., & Bruich, S. (2012). The power of “like.” Journal of 

 Advertising Research, 52(1), 40–52. https://doi:10.2501/JAR-52-1-040-052 

Littlejohn, S.W., Foss, K.A., & Oetzel, J. G. (2017). Theories of Human Communication, (11th 

 ed.) Thomson Wadsworth.  

Liu, Z. (2005). Reading behavior in the digital environment: Changes in reading behavior over 

 the past ten years. Journal of Documentation, 61(6), 700-

 712. https://doi.org/10.1108/00220410510632040. 



 
143 

Lowry, P. B., Wilson, D. W., & Haig, W. L. (2014). A picture is worth a thousand words: Source 

 credibility theory applied to logo and website design for heightened credibility and 

 consumer trust. International Journal of Human-Computer Interaction, 30(1), 63-

 93. https://doi.org/10.1080/10447318.2013.839899. 

MacPhail, C., Khoza, N., Abler, L., & Ranganathan, M. (2016). Process guidelines for 

 establishing intercoder reliability in qualitative studies. Qualitative Research, 16(2), 198-

 212. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794115577012. 

Martensen, A., Brockenhuus-Schack, S., & Zahid, A. L. (2018). How citizen influencers 

 persuade their followers. Journal of Fashion Marketing and Management, 22(3), 335-

 353. https://doi.org/10.1108/JFMM-09-2017-0095 

Matthes, J., & Kohring, M. (2008). The content analysis of media frames: Toward improving 

 reliability and validity. Journal of Communication, 58(2), 258-

 279. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2008.00384.x 

McChesney, R.W. (2013). Digital Disconnect: How Capitalism Is Turning the Internet against 

 Democracy. New Press. 

McCombs, M., & Shaw, D. (1972). The agenda-setting function of mass media. Public Opinion 

 Quarterly, 36, 176–187. https://doi.org/10.1086/267990. 

McCombs, M. E., Shaw, D. L., & Weaver, D. H. (2014). New directions in agenda-setting theory 

 and research. Mass Communication & Society, 17(6), 781-

 802. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2014.964871. 

McCroskey, J. C., & Teven, J. J. (1999). Goodwill: A reexamination of the construct and its 

 measurement. Communication Monographs, 66(1), 90-

 103. https://doi.org/10.1080/03637759909376464 



 
144 

McCroskey, J.C.; Jenson, T.A. (1975). Image of Mass Media News Sources. Journal of 

 Broadcasting. 2. 19 (2): 169–180. doi:10.1080/08838157509363777. 

McTavish, D. G., & Pirro, E. B. (1990). Contextual content analysis. Quality & Quantity, 24(3), 

 245-265. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00139259. 

Meier, K., Kraus, D., & Michaeler, E. (2018). Audience engagement in a post-truth age: What it 

 means and how to learn the activities connected with it. Digital Journalism, 6(8), 1052-

 1063. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2018.1498295 

Mellado, C., Georgiou, M., & Nah, S. (2020). Advancing journalism and communication 

 research: New concepts, theories, and pathways. Journalism & Mass Communication 

 Quarterly, 97(2), 333-341. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699020917204 

Mitchell, A.; Shearer, E.; Stocking, G. (2021, November 15). News on Twitter: Consumed by 

 Most Users and Trusted by Many. Pew Research Center.   

 https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2021/11/15/news-on-twitter-consumed-by-

 most-users-and-trusted-by-many/. 

Molyneux, L., & Coddington, M. (2020). Aggregation, clickbait and their effect on perceptions 

 of journalistic credibility and quality. Journalism Practice, 14(4), 429-

 446. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2019.1628658. 

Monmouth University Polling Institute. (2018). “Fake news” threat to media: Editorial decisions, 

 outside actors at fault. Monmouth University. https://www.monmouth.edu/polling-

 institute/reports/monmouthpoll_us_040218/ 

Morais, G. M., Santos, V. F., & Gonçalves, C. A. (2020). Netnography: Origins, foundations, 

 evolution and axiological and methodological developments and trends. Qualitative 

 Report, 25(2), 441-455. 



 
145 

Moreland, J. P., & Craig, W. L. (2003). Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview. 

 InterVarsity Press. 

Mosseri, A. (2018). News feed FYI: Bringing people closer together. Facebook Newsroom. 

 Retrieved from: https://www.facebook.com/business/news/news-feed-fyi-bringing-

 people-closer-together 

Moy, P., & Scheufele, D. A. (2000). Media effects on political and social trust. Journalism & 

 Mass Communication Quarterly, 77(4), 744-

 759. https://doi.org/10.1177/107769900007700403. 

Muddiman, A., Stroud, N. J., & McCombs, M. (2014). Media fragmentation, attribute agenda 

 setting, and political opinions about Iraq. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic 

 Media, 58(2), 215-233. https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2014.906433. 

Mutz, D. C., & Reeves, B. (2005). The new videomalaise: Effects of televised incivility on 

 political trust. The American Political Science Review, 99(1), 1-

 15. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055405051452 

Nelson, J. L. (2018). And deliver us to segmentation: The growing appeal of the niche news 

 audience. Journalism Practice, 12(2), 204-

 219. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2017.1378588. 

Newman N., Fletcher R., Schulz A., Andi S., Robertson C. T., Nielsen R. K. (2021). Reuters 

 Institute digital news report 2021. Reuters Institute for the study of Journalism. 

 https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2021-

 06/Digital_News_Report_2021_FINAL.pdf 



 
146 

Ng, Y. & Zhao, X. (2020). The human alarm system for sensational news, online news headlines, 

 and associated generic digital footprints: a uses and gratifications approach. 

 Communication Research, 47(2), 251-275.      

Nili, A., Tate, M., Barros, A., & Johnstone, D. (2020). An approach for selecting and using a 

 method of inter-coder reliability in information management research. International 

 Journal of Information Management, 54, 102-

 154. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijinfomgt.2020.102154. 

Nisbet, M. C. (2009). Communicating climate change: Why frames matter for public 

 engagement. Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 51(2), 12-

 23. https://doi.org/10.3200/ENVT.51.2.12-23 

Noelle-Neumann, Elisabeth. (1993). The Spiral of Silence: Public Opinion – Our Social 

 Skin. University of Chicago Press. 

O’Connor, C., & Joffe, H. (2020). Intercoder reliability in qualitative research: Debates and 

 practical guidelines. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 19, 

 160940691989922. https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406919899220. 

Oh, H. J., Ozkaya, E., & LaRose, R. (2014). How does online social networking enhance life 

 satisfaction? The relationships among online supportive interaction, affect, perceived 

 social support, sense of community, and life satisfaction. Computers in Human Behavior, 

 30: 69–78. https://doi:10.1016/j.chb.2013.07.053. 

Ong, W. (2012). Orality and Literacy. Routledge. 

O'Sullivan, J., Fortunati, L., Taipale, S., & Barnhurst, K. (2017). Innovators and innovated: 

 Newspapers and the postdigital future beyond the "death of print". The Information 

 Society, 33(2), 86-95. https://doi.org/10.1080/01972243.2017.1289488. 



 
147 

Park, C. S., & Kaye, B. K. (2020). What's this? incidental exposure to news on social media, 

 news-finds-me perception, news efficacy, and news consumption. Mass Communication 

 & Society, 23(2), 157-180. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2019.1702216. 

Pasley, J. L. (2002). The Tyranny of Printers: Newspaper Politics in the Early American 

 Republic. University of Virginia Press. 

Pattabhiramaiah, A., Overby, E., & Xu, L. (2022). Spillovers from online engagement: How a 

 newspaper Subscriber’s activation of digital paywall access affects her retention and 

 subscription revenue. Management Science, 68(5), 3528-

 3548. https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2021.4092. 

Pattabhiramaiah, A., Sriram, S., & Manchanda, P. (2019). Paywalls: Monetizing online 

 content. Journal of Marketing, 83(2), 19-36. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022242918815163. 

Patterson, A. N. (2018). YouTube generated video clips as qualitative research data: One 

 Researcher’s reflections on the process. Qualitative Inquiry, 24(10), 759-767.  

 https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800418788107. 

Pearson, G. D. H., & Kosicki, G. M. (2017). How way-finding is challenging gatekeeping in the 

 digital age. Journalism Studies (London, England), 18(9), 1087-

 1105. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2015.1123112. 

Peters, K., Chen, Y., Kaplan, A. M., Ognibeni, B., & Pauwels, K. (2013). Social media metrics 

 — A framework and guidelines for managing social media. Journal of Interactive 

 Marketing, 27(4), 281-298. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2013.09.007 

Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1986). The elaboration likelihood model of persuasion. (pp. 123-

 205). Elsevier Science & Technology. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(08)60214-2 



 
148 

Pew Research Center. (2021, June 29). Newspapers Fact Sheet.   

 https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/newspapers/ 

Phillips, A. (2012). sociability, speed and quality in the changing news environment. Journalism 

 Practice, 6(5-6), 669-679. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2012.689476. 

Powell, T. E., van der Meer, Toni G.L.A, & Peralta, C. B. (2019). Picture power? The 

 contribution of visuals and text to partisan selective exposure. Media and Communication 

 (Lisboa), 7(3), 12-31. https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v7i3.1991. 

Prochazka, F., Weber, P., & Schweiger, W. (2018). Effects of civility and reasoning in user 

 comments on perceived journalistic quality. Journalism Studies (London, 

 England), 19(1), 62-78. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2016.1161497 

Prochazka, F., & Schweiger, W. (2019). How to measure generalized trust in news media? an 

 adaptation and test of scales. Communication Methods and Measures, 13(1), 26-

 42. https://doi.org/10.1080/19312458.2018.1506021. 

Raacke, J., & Bonds-Raacke, J. (2008). MySpace and Facebook: Applying the uses and 

 gratifications theory to exploring friend-networking sites. Cyberpsychology & Behavior, 

 11(2), 169–174. https://doi:10.1089/cpb.2007.0056. 

Raymond, C., & Taylor, S. (2021). “Tell all the truth, but tell it slant”: Documenting media 

 bias. Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization, 184, 670-

 691. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2020.09.021. 

Rowley, J. (2002). Using case studies in research. Management Research News, 25(1), 16–27. 

 https://doi:10.1108/0140917020782990. 



 
149 

Russell, F. M. (2019). Twitter and news gatekeeping: Interactivity, reciprocity, and promotion in 

 news organizations' tweets. Digital Journalism, 7(1), 80-

 99. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2017.1399805. 

Russell Neuman, W., Guggenheim, L., Mo Jang, S., & Bae, S. Y. (2014). The dynamics of 

 public attention: Agenda-setting theory meets big data. Journal of Communication, 64(2), 

 193-214. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12088. 

Scacco, J. M., & Muddiman, A. (2020). The curiosity effect: Information seeking in the 

 contemporary news environment. New Media & Society, 22(3), 429-

 448. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819863408. 

Scheuflee, D. A., & Moy, P. (2000). Twenty-five years of the spiral of silence: A conceptual 

 review and empirical outlook. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 12(1), 

 3-28. https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/12.1.3 

Scheufele, D. A., & Tewksbury, D. (2007). Framing, agenda setting, and priming: The evolution 

 of three media effects models. Journal of Communication, 57(1), 9-

 20. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0021-9916.2007.00326.x. 

Shearer, E. (2018, December 10). Social media outpaces print newspapers in the U.S. as a news 

 source. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/12/10/social-media-outpaces-print-

 newspapers-in-the-u-s-as-a-news-source/ 

Shearer, E. (2021, January 12). More than eight-in-ten Americans get news from digital devices.  

 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/01/12/more-than-eight-in-ten-americans-

 get-news-from-digital-devices/ 

Siebel, T.M. (2019) Digital Transformation: Survive and Thrive in an Era of Mass Extinction. 

 Rosette Books.  



 
150 

Siegelbaum, S., & Thomas, R. J. (2016). Putting the work (back) into newswork: Searching for 

 the sources of normative failure. Journalism Practice, 10(3), 387-

 404. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2015.1025415 

Singer, J. B. (2018). Transmission creep: Media effects theories and journalism studies in a 

 digital era. Journalism Studies (London, England), 19(2), 209-

 226. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2016.1186498 

Spence, P. R., Lachlan, K. A., Edwards, A., & Edwards, C. (2016). Tweeting fast matters, but 

 only if I think about it: Information updates on social media. Communication 

 Quarterly, 64(1), 55-71. https://doi.org/10.1080/01463373.2015.1100644. 

Stewart, D. W., & Pavlou, P. A. (2002). From consumer response to active consumer: Measuring 

 the effectiveness of interactive media. Journal of the Academy of Marketing 

 Science, 30(4), 376-396. https://doi.org/10.1177/009207002236912. 

Stieglitz, S., & Dang-Xuan, L. (2013). Emotions and information diffusion in social media-

 sentiment of microblogs and sharing behavior. Journal of Management Information 

 Systems, 29(4), 217-248. https://doi.org/10.2753/MIS0742-1222290408. 

Stroud, N. J. (2008). Media use and political predispositions: Revisiting the concept of selective 

 exposure. Political Behavior, 30(3), 341-366. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-007-9050-9 

Stroud, N. J., Scacco, J. M., Muddiman, A., & Curry, A. L. (2015). Changing deliberative norms 

 on news organizations' Facebook sites. Journal of Computer-Mediated 

 Communication, 20(2), 188-203. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcc4.12104 

Stroud, N. J., & Muddiman, A. (2019). Social media engagement with strategy- and issue-framed 

 political news. Journal of Communication, 69(5), 443-

 466. https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqz029 



 
151 

Su, L. Y., Xenos, M. A., Rose, K. M., Wirz, C., Scheufele, D. A., & Brossard, D. (2018). Uncivil 

 and personal? comparing patterns of incivility in comments on the Facebook pages of 

 news outlets. New Media & Society, 20(10), 3678-

 3699. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818757205. 

Sundar, S. S., & Nass, C. (2001). Conceptualizing sources in online news. Journal of 

 Communication, 51(1), 52-72. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2001.tb02872.x 

Tandoc, E. C. (2014). Journalism is twerking? how web analytics is changing the process of 

 gatekeeping. New Media & Society, 16(4), 559-

 575. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814530541 

Tandoc, E. C. (2015). Why web analytics click: Factors affecting the ways journalists use 

 audience metrics. Journalism Studies (London, England), 16(6), 782-

 799. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2014.946309 

Tandoc, E. C. (2019). Tell me who our sources are: Perceptions of news credibility on social 

 media. Journalism Practice, 13(2), 178-

 190. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2017.1423237. 

Tandoc, Jr, E. C., Duffy, A., Jones-Jang, S. M., & Wen Pin, W. G. (2021). Poisoning the 

 information well?: The impact of fake news on news media credibility. Journal of 

 Language and Politics, 20(5), 783-802. https://doi.org/10.1075/jlp.21029.tan. 

Tandoc, E. C., Jenkins, J., & Craft, S. (2019). Fake news as a critical incident in 

 journalism. Journalism Practice, 13(6), 673-

 689. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2018.1562958 



 
152 

Tandoc, E. C., Vos T. P. (2016). The journalist is marketing the news: Social media in the 

 gatekeeping process. Journalism Practice, 10(8), 950–966.  

 https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2015.1087811. 

Thomas, R. J. (2019). Helpfulness as journalism's normative anchor: Addressing blind spots and 

 going back to basics. Journalism Studies (London, England), 20(3), 364-

 380. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2017.1377103. 

Thurman, N., & Fletcher, R. (2018). Are newspapers heading toward post-print obscurity?: A 

 case study of the independent's transition to online-only. Digital Journalism, 6(8), 1003-

 1017. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2018.1504625. 

Trilling, D., Tolochko, P., & Burscher, B. (2017). From newsworthiness to shareworthiness: 

 How to predict news sharing based on article characteristics. Journalism & Mass 

 Communication Quarterly, 94(1), 38-60. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077699016654682. 

Umpleby, S. A., Medvedeva, T. A., & Lepskiy, V. (2019). Recent developments in cybernetics, 

 from cognition to social systems. Cybernetics and Systems, 50(4), 367-

 382. https://doi.org/10.1080/01969722.2019.1574326. 

Urban, J., & Schweiger, W. (2014). News quality from the recipients' perspective: Investigating 

 recipients' ability to judge the normative quality of news. Journalism Studies (London, 

 England), 15(6), 821-840. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2013.856670 

Valenzuela, S., Piña, M., & Ramírez, J. (2017). Behavioral effects of framing on social media 

 users: How conflict, economic, human interest, and morality frames drive news 

 sharing. Journal of Communication, 67(5), 803-826. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcom.12325. 

Van Dijk, T. A. (1988). News as Discourse. Hillsdale. 



 
153 

Vara-Miguel, A., Medina, M., & Gutiérrez-Rentería, M. E. (2023). Influence of news interest, 

 payment of digital news, and primary news sources in media trust. A moderated 

 mediation model. Journal of Media Business Studies, 1-

 25. https://doi.org/10.1080/16522354.2023.2214447. 

Visentin, M., Pizzi, G., & Pichierri, M. (2019). Fake news, real problems for brands: The impact 

 of content truthfulness and source credibility on consumers' behavioral intentions toward 

 the advertised brands. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 45, 99-

 112. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2018.09.001 

Waddell, T. F. (2018). A robot wrote this?: How perceived machine authorship affects news 

 credibility. Digital Journalism, 6(2), 236-

 255. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2017.1384319. 

Wallace, E., Buil, I., & De Chernatony, L. (2012). Facebook “friendship” and brand advocacy. 

 Journal of Brand Management, 20(2), 128–146. https://doi:10.1057/bm.2012.45. 

Warrens, M. J. (2013). Conditional inequalities between Cohen’s kappa and weighted 

 kappas. Statistical Methodology, 10(1), 14-

 22. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stamet.2012.05.004 

Weber, R. (1990).  Basic content analysis (2nd ed.). Sage. 

Welbers, K., & Opgenhaffen, M. (2018). Social media gatekeeping: An analysis of the 

 gatekeeping influence of newspapers’ public Facebook pages. New Media & 

 Society, 20(12), 4728-4747. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818784302. 

Welbers, K., & Opgenhaffen, M. (2019). Presenting news on social media: Media logic in the 

 communication style of newspapers on Facebook. Digital Journalism, 7(1), 45-

 62. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2018.1493939. 



 
154 

Wendorf Muhamad, J., & Yang, F. (2017). Framing autism: A content analysis of five major 

 news frames in U.S.-based newspapers. Journal of Health Communication, 22(3), 190-

 197. https://doi.org/10.1080/10810730.2016.1256453. 

Westerman, D., Spence, P. R., & Van Der Heide, B. (2012). A social network as information: 

 The effect of system generated reports of connectedness on credibility on 

 twitter. Computers in Human Behavior, 28(1), 199-

 206. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2011.09.001 

Xun, J., & Reynolds, J. (2010). Applying netnography to market research: The case of the online 

 forum. Journal of Targeting, Measurement and Analysis for Marketing, 18(1), 17–31. 

 https://doi:10.1057/jt.2009.29 

Zhou, T., Lu, Y., & Wang, B. (2016). Examining online consumers’ initial trust building from an 

 elaboration likelihood model perspective. Information Systems Frontiers, 18(2),  265-

 275. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10796-014-9530-5. 

Zamith, R., & Lewis, S. C. (2015). Content analysis and the algorithmic coder: What 

 computational social science means for traditional modes of media analysis. The Annals 

 of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 659(1), 307-

 318. https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716215570576. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
155 

Appendix A  

Data Collection Chart 

DAY NEW YORK 

TIMES 

WASHINGTON 

POST 

WALL STREET 

JOURNAL 

USA TODAY LA TIMES 

 Tweets/Archived Tweets/Archived Tweets/Archived Tweets/Archived Tweets/Archived 

MON March 21  50/12 52/13 49/12 54/14 52/13 

TUES March 29 50/12 52/13 49/12 54/14 52/13 

WED April 6 51/13 52/13 50/13 49/12 52/13 

THUR April 14 51/13 52/13 49/12 49/12 52/13 

FRI April 22 51/13 52/13 49/12 51/13 51/13 

      

MON April 25 51/13 52/13 49/12 52/13 52/13 

TUES May 3 51/13 52/13 51/13 49/12 52/13 

WED May 11 51/13 51/13 50/13 49/12 51/13 

THUR May 19 50/12 52/13 50/13 51/13 52/13 

FRI May 27 51/13 52/13 49/12 52/13 52/13 

TOTAL 

Tweets/Archived 

490/127 519/130 495/124 510/128 518/130 

*Total tweets in 24-hour period. Top 25% based on total number of primary engagements (sum 

of likes, retweets/shares, and comments on the original tweet) were collected for examination.  
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Appendix B 

Coding Instructions for “Traditional Newspapers’ Twitter Headlines and Credibility” 

Study 

 This study is examining the credibility of news headlines posted to the Twitter accounts 

of five traditional newspapers: the New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, Los 

Angeles Times, and USA Today. Coding will take place in multiple steps. For each Twitter 

headline, coders will first identify the typology of news coverage based on 11 categories (listed 

below). Coders will then compare the Twitter headline to the headline published on newspapers’ 

websites. Next, coders will read the website article and code whether the Twitter headline 

consistently represents the full content of the article. Finally, coders will determine whether the 

Twitter headline represents each of the four components of source credibility (listed below).  

Unit of data collection  

The unit of data collection is one tweet and one accompanying news article. Each tweet selected 

for coding features a news headline posted to the Twitter account belonging to one of the 

newspapers included in the study and a link that directs Twitter users to the newspaper’s website.  

Coding instructions 

1. For each tweet, you will first read the headline and then code which category (or 

categories) of news coverage the headline represents. There are 11 categories to choose 

from (listed below). You may select as many categories as you like, but you must select 

at least one. You will then move on to Step 2.  

2.  You will read and compare the Twitter headline and the headline from the accompanying 

website article. You will then code whether the headlines are consistent or inconsistent. 

(More detailed instructions are provided below.) You will then move on to Step 3.  
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3. You will read the website article and then select whether the Twitter headline adequately 

and consistently represents the full content of the article. (More detailed instructions are 

provided below.) You will then move on to Step 4.  

4. You will consider the four components of credibility (listed below) and code whether the 

headline represents each of the components. (More detailed instructions are provided 

below.) 

5. Your coding should not be based on factors such as likes, retweets, or comments.  

6. Your coding should not be based on personal knowledge of a news article or topic.  

7. Your coding should not be based on personal opinion of a news article or topic. 

8. Your coding should not be based on perceptions or opinions of a news source.  

9. When considering Twitter headlines, the social status message, which is located directly 

above the linked headline, should be considered as part of the headline. The social status 

message may include a summary, quote, question, or another element that references the 

linked headline.  

*If at any time you are uncertain of how to code for a specific variable, you should refer to 

these instructions and then use your best judgment.  

*A code sheet with blank examples has been provided to you in the form of a .pdf 

containing columns and tables for each variable.  

 

Tweet ID 

You have been given a digital list of numbered links to tweets. You will click onto the links (or 

copy and paste it into your web browser) to access each tweet. You will complete all four steps 

in the coding process before moving onto the next link provided in this list.  
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1. News Content Categories 

After reading the Twitter headline only, you will indicate which category or categories are 

represented by the headline.  

The categories, including explanatory descriptions, are as follows: 

1. Entertainment/Leisure: Topics including art, music, theater, games, fashion, food, trends, 

celebrities, hobbies, travel, culture, social media, and entertainment technology.   

2. Crime/Justice: Topics including criminal activity, such as shootings, robberies, fraud, and 

trials. 

3. Consumer/Personal Finance: Topics including product recalls, product shortages, 

shopping, and personal taxes, debt, and investments. 

4. Economy: News stories about the national debt, inflation, unemployment, and the stock 

market. 

5. Schools/Education: Topics such as school policies and curriculum, school choice, student 

behavior, school safety, classroom trends, classroom technologies, teacher salaries and 

labor issues, student test scores, school rankings, school buses, and busing. (This includes 

news stories about public and private schools impacting kindergarten through 12th grade, 

as well as college.) 

6. Health/Medical: Content that focuses on diseases, viruses, vaccinations, medical 

treatments, diagnoses, warning signs, medications, hospitals, hospital staffing, and human 

science.  

7. Politics: News stories about political issues, politicians, candidates, campaigns, political 

parties, political conflict, political platforms, and legislative action.  
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8. Disaster: Coverage focused on major accidents, crashes, fires, severe weather, and 

thwarted disasters. 

9. Environment: Topics including climate change, pollution, sustainability, severe weather, 

and weather patterns. 

10. International: News coverage focused on foreign interests, foreign affairs, foreign 

conflicts, and foreign culture, as well as any major news event taking place in a country 

other than the United States of America.  

11. Opinion: Any headline labeled as opinion or an editorial, as well as content that 

demonstrates a clear subjective argument, perspective, or analysis with the purpose of 

influencing or swaying the reader’s opinion. 

 

To code a Twitter headline for a specific category, enter a code of 1. Unselected categories 

should be coded with 0.  

 

Some Twitter news headlines may reflect more than one category. For example, a news headline 

about schools enacting a new policy on vaccinations may be coded as Schools/Education and 

Health/Medical. Similarly, a headline about a politician challenging that policy may also be 

coded as Politics.  

 

2. Headline Comparison 

For this phase of coding, you will click onto the linked article and then compare the Twitter news 

headline with the headline published on the website article. You will determine if the two 
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headlines are consistent/similar or inconsistent/dissimilar. Consistent/similar headlines should be 

coded with 1. Inconsistent/dissimilar headlines should be coded with 0.  

Consistent/Similar: The two headlines either match verbatim, or are substantially similar in 

language, information, and tone. The Twitter headline does not appear to be substantially 

modified from the website headline.  

Inconsistent/Dissimilar: If the headlines feature different quotes, names, images, or facts, they 

should be characterized as inconsistent/dissimilar. If the two headlines differ in terms of 

information or perspective emphasized, they should be characterized as inconsistent/dissimilar. 

The Twitter headline appears to be substantially modified from the website headline.  

3. Twitter Headline/Website Article Comparison 

For this phase of coding, you will read the newspaper article and consider its full content. Then 

consider the Twitter headline. Does the Twitter headline consistently portray the full content of 

the article? Your answer should be YES or NO. Yes is coded as 1. No is coded as 0. 

YES: The Twitter headline effectively summarizes the article. It consistently represents a factual, 

balanced, and complete summary of the article. 

NO: The Twitter headlines is misleading, incorrect, biased, or unbalanced (references only one 

side of the story or one perspective), or it appears to be taken out of context. Therefore, it is 

inconsistent with the full content of the website article.  

 

4. Components of credibility 

In this final phase of coding, you will consider the Twitter headline in relation to four specific 

components of credibility. Please read the definition of each component provided below before 

coding:  
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1. Competence: Is the Twitter headline accurate in that the information is factually correct 

and derived from the article? Errors, such as misquotes or misattribution, would indicate 

the headline is incompetent. If the Twitter headline appears to be competent, code with 1. 

If it is incompetent, code with 0.  

2. Character: Is the Twitter headline of good character in terms of tone and intent? 

Language that is inflammatory, aggressive, sensationalized, or intended to scare the 

reader would NOT represent good character. If the headline demonstrates neutral or good 

character, you will code with 1. If the Twitter headline does not demonstrate good 

character, you will code with 0. 

3. Care: Does the Twitter headline demonstrate care for the reader in terms of usefulness, 

goodwill, or advocacy? A Twitter headline that includes helpful or beneficial information 

should be coded with 1. Otherwise, code with 0. 

4. Commonality: Does the Twitter headline represent a common interest of all readers? A 

Twitter headline that is neutral, fair, balanced, impartial, and unbiased should be coded 

with 1. A Twitter headline that demonstrates bias, partisanship, or one-sidedness should 

be coded with 0. 
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Appendix C 

Examples of Typologies 

ENTERTAINMENT 

  

CRIME/JUSTICE 
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CONSUMER/PERSONAL FINANCE 

 

ECONOMY 
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SCHOOLS/EDUCATION 

 

HEALTH/MEDICAL 
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POLITICS 

 

DISASTER 
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ENVIRONMENT 
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INTERNATIONAL 
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OPINION 
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Appendix D 

Examples of Tweets Coded for Multiple Typologies 

CODED FOR TWO TYPOLOGIES 
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CODED FOR THREE OR MORE TYPOLOGIES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
172 

Appendix E 

Examples of Tweets With Matching Headlines 
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Appendix F 

Examples of Tweets with Headlines that Do Not Match 
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Appendix G 

Examples of Headings that Do Not Match the Content of Article 

  

  



 
176 
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Appendix H 

Examples of Twitter Headlines Demonstrating a Lack of Competence 
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Appendix I 

Examples of Twitter Headlines Demonstrating Lack of Character 
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Appendix J 

Examples of Twitter Headlines Demonstrating Care 
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Appendix K  

Examples of Twitter Headlines Demonstrating Lack of Commonality 

  

 

 

 


