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Algorithmic Transformation of the Public Sphere
Algorithmic Media Use: Predominance of Chances or Risks? 

Added Value

Chances
• Accidental exposure to information, serendipity

• Gaining more relevant information 

• Tailoring information towards preferences

• Tackling information overload

Risks
• Transformation of criteria for selecting information: from 

professional journalistic criteria to tabloid journalism

• Increasing tendency of exposure to consonant information

 Filter Bubbles (Pariser, 2011) and Echo Chambers 

(Jamieson & Cappella, 2008) 

 Fragmentation and polarization of opinions (Bennett & 

Iyengar, 2008; Sunstein, 2001)

The operation mode of the Internet (esp. Social Web) is based on intelligent algorithms. Information is provided

automatically in accordance with individual user preferences or previous behavior: ‘algorithmic turn’ (Napoli 2014).

Findings on the consequences of algorithmic media use 

are mixed. Research is methodologically challenging and 

findings depends on study design:

• Dylko (2015) found that customizability technology 
increases the likelihood and the degree of selective 
exposure (see also: McPherson et al. 2001, Davis 
1999, PEW 2014, Stroud 2009). 

• Contrary to that, Beam & Kosicki (2014) found no 
differences in the selection of consonant or dissonant 
information for users and non-users of personalized 
news portals (see also: Wojcieszak & Mutz 2009, 
Garrett 2009, Brundidge 2010, Kim 2011).  

 When analyzing exposure to information in algorithmic 
media, users habits, interests and attitudes need to be 
considered as well as technological functions which in 
turn determine the patterns of use (Mahnke, 2015). 

Identifying types of algorithmic media users

1. Qualitative preliminary study: uses and gratifications 

of information from facebook

2. Standardized telephone interview (CATI): uses of 

algorithmic media, typology of users

Analyzing the process of political 

information in algorithmic media

3. Tracking: Process of political 

information online

4. Experience sampling method: 

Criteria for selecting information & 

quality evaluation

5. Diary: Process of political 

information offline

Development 

of an 

integrative 

research tool

Beam, M. A., & Kosicki, G. M. (2014). Personalized News Portals: Filtering systems and Increased News Exposure. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 

9(1), 59–77.

Bennett, W. L., & Iyengar, S. (2008). A New Era of Minimal Effects? The Changing Foundations of Political Communication. Journal of Communication, 58(4), 707–731. 

Brundidge, J. (2010) Encountering “Difference” in the Contemporary Public Sphere: The Contribution of the Internet to the Heterogeneity of Political Discussion 

Networks. Journal of Communication, 60(4),680–700.

Davis, R. (1999). The Web of politics: The Internet’s impact on the American political system. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Dylko, I. B. (2015). How Technology Encourages Political Selective Exposure: Customizability Technology and Political Selective Exposure. Communication Theory, 

doi.org/10.1111/comt.12089

Garrett, R. K. (2009). Politically motivated reinforcement seeking:  Reframing the selective exposure debate Journal of Communication, 59(4), 676-699.

Kim, Y (2011) The contribution of social network sites to exposure to political difference: The relationships among SNSs, online political messaging, and exposure to 

cross-cutting perspectives.  Computers in Human Behavior 27 (2011), 971–977. 

Mahnke, M. (2015). Der Algorithmus, bei dem man mit muss? Ein Perspektivwechsel. Communicatio Socialis, 48(1), 34–45.

McPherson, M., Smith‐Lovin, L., Cook, J. (2001). Birds of a feather: Homophily in social networks. The Annual Review of Sociology, 27, S. 415‐445.

Napoli, P. (2014). Automated Media: An Institutional Theory Perspective on Algorithmic Media Production and Consumption. Communication Theory, 24, 340–60.

Pariser,  E. (2011). The Filter Bubble: What The Internet Is Hiding From You. Penguin UK.

Pew Research Center (2104). Social Media and the 'Spiral of Silence'. http://www.pewinternet.org/files/2014/08/PI_Social‐networks‐and‐debate_082614.pdf

Stroud, N. J. (2010). Polarization and partisan selective exposure. Journal of Communication, 60, 556–576

Sunstein, C. R. (2001). Echo chambers: Bush v. Gore, impeachment, and beyond. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.

Wojcieszak, M. & Mutz, D. (2009). Online Groups and Political Discourse: Do Online Discussion Spaces Facilitate Exposure to Political Disagreement? Journal of 

Communication, 59(1), 40-56.

Development of a methodological approach to measure 
the transformation of the public sphere concerning…

• Specific patterns of usage for a wide range of 
algorithmic online platforms

• Mixed methods approach: Validating self-reported 
information behavior through tracking data

• Measuring selective exposure to consonant political 
information and opinions possibly leading to filter 
bubbles and polarization

Empirical Evidence Methodology & Research Design
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