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Abstract 

Social network sites (SNS) such as Facebook and Twitter have become a key part of 

online users’ news diets. On SNS, even individuals who are not motivated to seek out news are 

believed to be exposed to news posts due to the sharing activities of friends or inadvertently 

witnessing discussions about current events. Research on this incidental news exposure (INE) 

has largely focused on its potential for positive effects on information gain or political 

participation, while simultaneously turning a blind eye to the inequalities in SNS news exposure 

and engagement. This article aims to address this issue through proposing and explicating the 

existence of a “Matthew Effect” in social media news use. It is argued that INE research needs to 

consider the unequal chances to both be exposed to news on SNS and to actually engage (i.e., 

read and interact) with ‘accidentally’ encountered news content. 

Keywords: social media, social network sites, incidental news exposure, online news, 

inequalities, Matthew Effect 
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The Matthew Effect in Social Media News Use: Assessing Inequalities in News Exposure and 

News Engagement on Social Network Sites (SNS) 

Although originally established as platforms for building and maintaining social 

relations, social network sites (SNS) such as Facebook and Twitter have become a key part of 

online users’ news diets (Newman et al., 2018). While online news use in general often occurs 

from activities not focused on getting the news, SNS users appear to be particularly prone to 

stumble upon news while doing other things on the site (Fletcher and Nielsen, 2018). 

Considering the characteristics of the SNS information environment, even individuals who are 

not motivated to seek out news are believed to be exposed to news posts due to the sharing 

activities of their contacts, sponsored posts by news providers, or algorithmic content curation. 

This type of exposure has been referred to as incidental news exposure (INE) and can be defined 

as encountering news or current affairs information without actively seeking it (see Kim et al., 

2013; Tewksbury et al., 2001). As reflected in expressions like “accidentally informed” 

(Tewksbury et al., 2001) or “participation equalizer” (Valeriani and Vaccari, 2016), research on 

the effects of INE has largely focused on its potential for beneficial effects such as fostering the 

learning of political information or increasing political participation.1 Consistent with the 

underlying assumption of a positive impact, studies have found that INE might be able to reduce 

the gap in online engagement between citizens with high and low interest in politics (Valeriani 

and Vaccari, 2016), offers opportunities for learning (Anspach et al., 2019; Bode, 2016; Weeks 

et al., 2019), and increases the diversity of viewpoints individuals are exposed to (Fletcher and 

Nielsen, 2018). 

However, despite the common conceptualization as “happy accidents,” there are good 

reasons to question the accidentalness of INE (Thorson, 2018). In this article, I argue that INE 
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research needs to consider the unequal chances to both be exposed to news on SNS and to 

actually engage (i.e., read and interact) with ‘accidentally’ encountered news content. Not only 

are some SNS users systematically more likely to encounter links to news articles in their feeds, 

but also more inclined to click on said links and read the full journalistic piece. As previous 

research has shown (Lee and Kim, 2017), such engagement seems to be essential for positive 

effects of INE to occur and thus needs to be considered alongside questions of mere exposure 

when investigating INE’s potential. Through discussing prevalent inequalities, I propose the 

existence of a “Matthew Effect” (Merton, 1968; see also Kümpel, 2019b) in social media news 

use, suggesting (relative) enrichment among users already interested in news and (relative) 

impoverishment among those with little or no interest in current affairs information. 

Before proceeding to examine the unequal chances of news exposure and engagement on 

SNS, it will be necessary to outline the basic idea of the Matthew Effect as proposed by Merton 

(1968) and to briefly discuss research on social inequalities in digital (news) environments. 

Building on that, I specifically focus on inequalities in social media news use and discuss how 

homophily, user characteristics, and algorithms create a usage situation in which the notion of 

incidental news exposure (and engagement) needs to be questioned. Finally, the discussion 

recapitulates the idea of the Matthew Effect in social media news use and considers how SNS 

users, news providers, and platforms might be able to mitigate inequalities. 

The “Matthew Effect” 

The term Matthew Effect was proposed by Merton (1968) and initially used to explain 

why scientists who have already achieved a certain degree of eminence will likely get more 

credit and recognition for their work than those who are less known among the scientific 

community. More generally, the Matthew Effect describes a general mechanism of cumulative 
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advantage with advantageous (relative) positions becoming a resource that produces further 

(relative) gains (DiPrete and Eirich, 2006). According to Rigney (2010: 10–12), there are three 

scenarios that can lead to a widening gap between the “rich” and “poor” segments of society: (1) 

The rich get richer while the poor get poorer (the absolute Matthew Effect); (2) The rich get 

richer while the poor get richer at a slower rate (the relative Matthew Effect); and (3) The rich 

get poorer while the poor get poorer at a faster rate. In all scenarios, inequalities between 

disadvantaged and advantaged groups increase, with the “rich” consistently being ahead of the 

“poor.” 

In mass communication research, the basic idea of the Matthew Effect was mainly 

discussed against the backdrop of the knowledge gap hypothesis (Tichenor et al., 1970). It states 

that individuals with a higher socioeconomic status are better able to acquire information from 

the mass media than those of lower status, eventually culminating in increased gaps in 

knowledge between those societal segments. With the rise of more and more information and 

communication technologies (ICT) and especially the Internet, researchers have focused on 

related phenomena of inequality, most prominently reflected in investigations of the “digital 

divide” (e.g., Hargittai, 2003; Norris, 2001). First focused on a simple division between “those 

who have access to digital technologies and those who do not” (Hargittai, 2003: 822)—the so-

called first-level digital divide or digital access divide—, later studies addressed both inequalities 

in usage (second-level digital divide or digital capability divide) and inequalities in users’ 

capacity to translate access and use into favorable outcomes (third-level digital divide or digital 

outcome divide, see van Deursen and Helsper, 2015; van Deursen and van Dijk, 2014; Wei et al., 

2011). Research on these different types of digital inequalities has repeatedly shown that the 

Matthew Effect also pertains to accessing, using, and benefiting from the Internet: Demographic 
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and socioeconomic factors, as well as differences in abilities, motivations, or (political) interests, 

are predictive of how individuals make use of ICTs and online (news) media (e.g., Beam et al., 

2018; Hargittai and Hsieh, 2013; Mingo and Bracciale, 2018; Strömbäck et al., 2013; van 

Deursen and Helsper, 2015). Thus, although there is ample evidence that privileged individuals 

and those already skilled and interested are more likely to benefit from the opportunities offered 

in high-choice media environments, the literature on INE on SNS raised hopes that using these 

platforms “might contribute in closing information gaps” (Bergström and Belfrage, 2018: 594; 

see also Bode, 2016: 43). Even users that have not subscribed to the accounts of news providers 

or do not interact with news content are believed to be regularly exposed to news due to sharing 

activities of friends or inadvertently witnessing discussions about current events (e.g., Ahmadi 

and Wohn, 2018; Fletcher and Nielsen, 2018; Kaiser et al., 2018). While this assumption seems 

perfectly plausible when considering the range of experiences by predominantly WEIRD 

(Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic, see Henrich et al., 2010) researchers 

and research participants, there certainly are SNS users that are neither attractive to news (i.e., 

likely to be exposed, see Thorson, 2019) nor inclined to actually engage with news they—if at 

all—encounter. 

Inequalities in Social Media News Use 

As briefly mentioned in the introduction, two important aspects are largely missing from 

scholarly discussions about the potential of INE: 1) differentiating between news exposure and 

news engagement, and 2) considering the unequal chances to both be exposed to news on SNS 

and to engage with the content. This paper starts with acknowledging the non-accidentalness of 

being exposed to news on SNS and then focuses on the factors that influence whether users go 

beyond mere exposure and read the full journalistic piece behind encountered news teasers. 
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Unequal Chances of News Exposure 

While the whole idea of incidental news exposure essentially paints SNS as a low-choice 

media environment (Bode, 2016: 43), conceptualizing them as high-choice environments helps 

to emphasize why ‘stumbling’ upon news is not as accidental as it sounds. In fact, SNS like 

Facebook and Twitter are “fundamentally based on the idea of customizability” (Dylko, 2016: 

390), meaning that encountering (news) information depends on who users decide to 

befriend/follow, which accounts they subscribe to, or what types of content they regularly read, 

click, comment on, or share. Such user decisions are fed into highly responsive algorithms that 

shape which content is included or excluded in a given SNS user’s feed. Accordingly, two types 

of customization can be differentiated. The first has been labeled user-driven customization 

(Dylko, 2016), personal curation (Thorson and Wells, 2016), or explicit personalization (Bozdag, 

2013). It refers to the idea that the SNS users themselves take steps to adjust their information 

environment by, for example, explicitly rating displayed news content, following journalists, or 

subscribing to the pages of news providers. User-driven customization offers good opportunities 

to increase one’s chances of news exposure, but is hardly used by most SNS users. In Germany 

(22 %), the UK (26 %), and the US (32 %), only between a fifth and a third of those who claim 

to use SNS for news (!) deliberately follow the page of a news provider (Newman et al., 2018). 

The second type of customization—labeled system-driven customization (Dylko, 2016), 

algorithmic curation (Thorson and Wells, 2016), or implicit personalization (Bozdag, 2013)—

describes instances where the system infers what the user might be interested in based on past 

interactions (e.g., clicking on news posts), dwell times, or the actions of one’s social network 

(e.g., posts that were commented on by friends). Although the customization algorithms of SNS 

are essentially black boxed (e.g., Kitchin, 2017), there is no doubt that they are biased towards 
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pleasing the user. Building on an analysis of publicly available Facebook documents, DeVito 

(2017) identified nine “algorithmic values” that guide which content gets displayed in a given 

user’s news feed. Friend relationships, explicitly expressed interests, and prior user engagement 

emerged as the most important criteria, suggesting that the (assumed) personal significance of 

content—and not journalistic relevance or public interest—is the core principle of customization 

on SNS. This is likely to have intensified at the beginning of 2018, at which time Facebook 

announced that users will “see less public content like posts from businesses, brands, and media” 

(Zuckerberg, 2018b) to make the time people spend on the site “more valuable” (ibid.). Posts 

from family and friends are thus further prioritized, while content from news providers and 

publishers is only featured prominently when it is able to prompt conversations and reactions by 

one’s social contacts. Considering that a large share of online users worldwide now claim to rely 

on social media for getting news (Newman et al., 2018), the content curation practices of SNS 

are certainly not unproblematic—particularly when taking into account that many users seem to 

be largely unaware of the underlying mechanisms of algorithmic (news) personalization (e.g., 

Powers, 2017; Schmidt et al., 2019). More than one third (37%) of college students surveyed by 

Powers (2017: 1325) believed that every post that is shared by the users or news providers they 

follow is included in their news feeds, 39% were unsure if they are exposed to everything and 

only a minority of 24% claimed to be aware of system-driven customization. 

With user- and system-driven customization practices in mind, the inherently unequal 

chances of news exposure can be further explored. Assuming a best-case scenario first, one can 

imagine a SNS user—let’s call her Emily—that has always been drawn to news, growing up in a 

household in which there was a printed newspaper on the porch every day and watching the 

evening newscast was an indispensable part of family routines (for the critical role of parental 
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news socialization on news behaviors see, for example, Shehata, 2016; Thorson et al., 2018). 

Being an avid news fan, following her favorite news providers was equally important to Emily as 

adding friends to her social network, thus early on opening up “a flow of content” (Thorson and 

Wells, 2016: 316) to her SNS feed. As she mostly likes, comments on, and shares posts by her 

equally news-savvy best friends, their actions and contributions usually appear high up in her 

stream of content, leading to even more current affairs information showing up when she logs in 

to her Facebook or Twitter account (e.g., David et al., 2019). Furthermore, fueled by her 

explicitly and implicitly expressed interest in certain sites and content, advertisements from news 

providers are likely to reach Emily, because they want to target “people who may be similar to 

their customers” or “interested in [News] or [The New York Times]” (Andreou et al., 2018). 

Hence, although it might look as if Emily is merely ‘stumbling’ upon news teasers, her feed is 

the result of many conscious decisions that, in turn, are reinforced and strengthened by the 

algorithmic values embedded in SNS recommender systems. 

However, news-rich SNS feeds like Emily’s are presumably not the norm. Let’s imagine 

another user and call him Tom. Despite being college-educated, Tom was never really invested in 

following the news and always assumed that everything important will find him even when he 

does not actively keep up with current affairs (news-finds-me perception, see Gil de Zúñiga et al., 

2017). A major reason for Tom’s news resistance is that reading/watching the news leaves him 

feeling hopeless and incapacitated, which pushes him to avoid it whenever possible (see 

Woodstock, 2014 for an analysis of news resisters). As a consequence, he never bothered to ‘like’ 

or follow news providers and only uses SNS to stay in touch with his friends or plan parties. 

Although he sporadically encountered shared news content at the beginning of his SNS usage, 

Tom never gave the teasers more than a glance and certainly did not click on the provided links. 
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The machine learning techniques used at SNS, aimed at “[c]onnecting people to the stories that 

matter most to them” (Facebook Media, n.d.), are thus likely to determine that Tom does not 

want to hear or see any news and do not display news posts in his feed. Similarly, news providers 

looking to expand their user base on SNS have little reason to address Tom with their advertising 

campaigns, thus further corroborating the ‘newslessness’ of his information environment. 

The available data suggests that the experience of most SNS users seems to be closer to 

Tom’s than to Emily’s. Building on an analysis of seven million URLs shared on Facebook, 

Bakshy and colleagues (2015) determined only about 13 % of these links to be hard news content 

(i.e., related to politics, world affairs etc.). Quite recently, Mark Zuckerberg himself stated that 

news content makes up just about four percent of users’ news feeds (Zuckerberg, 2018a). 

Although this percentage might increase during periods of heightened political activity (e.g., 

elections), there is little reason to expect that every SNS user will experience instances of INE. 

Determined by preexisting interests in news and politics, conscious (news) choices, homophilic 

social preferences and interactions (i.e., befriending and conversing with like-minded and 

socially similar people), algorithmically driven recommendation systems, and advertisements 

build on the aforementioned factors, each SNS user is embedded in highly personalized streams 

of content that are more likely to feature bits of current affairs information when the user is 

already interested in and involved with news. 

This, however, is only the first part of the problem. Even if one assumes that news 

avoiders occasionally encounter news teasers on SNS, this does not mean that they intend to 

engage with it. 
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Unequal Chances of News Engagement 

Prior to discussing the unequal chances of news engagement, it seems necessary to take a 

closer look at the information environment on SNS. As one of the most common practices of 

news providers on social media is sharing hyperlinks that refer to full articles on their respective 

websites, Facebook and Twitter users are usually only confronted with illustrated link previews 

that neither tell ‘the whole story’ nor feature a great amount of information. As depicted in 

Figure 1, encountering news on SNS generally means seeing a short description of the article and 

an illustrated/annotated link. Thus, the majority of information stays hidden and can only be 

accessed if a user decides to click on the link and read the full journalistic piece. 

 

 

Although the teasers generally allow gauging the basic premise of an article, many 

questions remain unanswered: For example, while the article previews in Figure 1 allow 

inferring that four potential Democratic candidates decided against running for president in 2020, 

Figure 1. News teasers on Facebook and Twitter. Black and white icons created by users rivda 
(Facebook/Twitter symbol) and sevgenjory (click symbol) from Noun Project. 



THE MATTHEW EFFECT IN SOCIAL MEDIA NEWS USE 11 

they are neither disclosing who the four candidates are, why they declared not to run, nor what 

the wider implications of these decisions are. 

Albeit there is preliminary experimental evidence suggesting that SNS article previews 

can generate at least some awareness and insight (Anspach et al., 2019; Bode, 2016), substantial 

effects on, for example, users’ political knowledge should require more than glancing over posts. 

Indeed, a recent study by Lee and Kim (2017: 1011) showed that the effects of INE on 

information recall fully hinge on actually reading/viewing the full journalistic piece: Only users 

that had spent at least some time on the linked article were able to provide a description of the 

news event. Thus, it is crucial to examine what factors or circumstances prompt individuals to 

engage with news content they encounter in their feeds.

 

Investigating INE on Facebook, Kümpel (2019b) has identified five factors that might 

influence the shift from mere exposure to article previews to engagement with the full article 

Figure 2. Factors influencing the shift from news exposure to news engagement on SNS. Black 
and white icons created by user Richard Schumann from Noun Project. 
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(see Figure 2). These include the perceived 1) characteristics of the news provider,  

2) characteristic of the news content, 3) characteristics of the news curator (i.e., the social 

contact associated with a news post), 4) characteristics of the news recommendation (i.e., how or 

why a news post reached the user), and 5) characteristics of the news receiver (i.e., overarching 

traits and characteristics of the exposed user). In the following, it will be argued that all of these 

factors particularly favor engagement among those users that Prior (2007) has called “news 

junkies,” thus further extending the inequalities discussed in the context of news exposure. 

Focusing first on the perceived characteristics of the news provider, experimental 

research has frequently shown that brand images (i.e., a set of beliefs held about specific news 

providers) are an important cue for selecting news content (e.g., Arendt et al., 2017; Medders and 

Metzger, 2018), suggesting that they could also influence engagement decisions on SNS. In fact, 

recent studies relying on highly educated samples show that perceptions of valued legacy media 

outlets are at least indirectly involved in generating attention and shaping engagement decisions 

(Kaiser et al., 2018; Kümpel, 2019b). However, as news products are “experience goods” (Prior, 

2013: 120), brand images should only be a relevant criterion for users that have had their share of 

experiences with specific news providers. A user that does not care about news is unlikely to 

select content solely based on the fact that it originates from The New York Times or The 

Guardian. Instead, they are more likely to base their decisions on the perceived characteristics of 

the news content, that is, how relevant or interesting the linked article appears to be.2 

For high-choice media environments such as SNS, there is ample evidence that those 

with a high interest in politics or (specific) current affairs topics are more likely to engage with 

encountered news articles (e.g., Boehmer and Tandoc Jr., 2015; Kaiser et al., 2018; Karnowski et 

al., 2017; Kümpel, 2019a, 2019b; Möller et al., 2019; Mummolo, 2016; Wolfsfeld et al., 2016). 
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Building on a mobile experience sampling study consisting of over 800 news encounters on 

Facebook, Karnowski and colleagues (2017) consistently identified users’ topical interest as the 

most important predictor of reading intentions (for similar results see also Kaiser et al., 2018; 

Kümpel, 2019a, 2019b). Likewise, relying on more than a year of tracking data of online 

browsing sessions, Möller and colleagues (2019: 12) could show “that social media drives news 

consumption particularly for those with existing political interest,” implying that SNS are 

unlikely to motivate uninterested users to read and interact with news. 

Yet, being social media, SNS have given rise to new forms of peer influence, which has 

led scholars to assume that (news) selection decisions might be less based on content-related 

considerations and more heavily guided by personal influence, that is, on who has shared, 

recommended, or otherwise visibly interacted with an article (e.g., Anspach, 2017; Messing and 

Westwood, 2013; Turcotte et al., 2015). Indeed, data from several studies suggest that news 

recommendations by friends—especially those that are close to the exposed user and appreciated 

for being honest and well-informed—positively influence news engagement decisions (e.g., 

Anspach, 2017; Bergström and Belfrage, 2018; Kaiser et al., 2018; Karnowski et al., 2017; 

Messing and Westwood, 2013; Turcotte et al., 2015). Furthermore, the influence exerted by 

individual news curators seems to increase even more with specific types of SNS news 

recommendations. The more personalized and accessible for others a given news 

recommendation is (e.g., getting tagged or @-mentioned in a comment to a news post), the more 

likely engagement with the article is to ensue (Kümpel, 2019a, 2019b). At first glance, personal 

social influence thus seems to provide a chance to mitigate the strong influence preexisting 

interests and content preferences have on news engagement decisions. However, although 

connections on SNS are often based on weak(er) ties, users are more likely to interact with 
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socially close peers that have similar backgrounds, interests, and values (Aiello et al., 2012; 

Lönnqvist and Itkonen, 2016). This, once again, raises the question of news exposure, that is, 

how likely it is for the uninterested to be exposed to socially curated news. To put it simply: Why 

should a group of friends that is not attentive to news recommend news posts to each other? 

Corroborating this, Edgerly and colleagues (2018) found that adolescents that can be 

characterized as news avoiders exhibit the lowest levels of online participation, meaning that 

they almost never comment on or share content about politics or social issues via SNS or direct 

messages. 

Last, overarching characteristics or traits of the exposed user (i.e., the news receiver) 

have been identified as being relevant for news engagement decisions. Particularly, individuals’ 

need for cognition (NfC, see Cacioppo and Petty, 1982) or their duty to keep informed (DTKI, 

see McCombs and Poindexter, 1983) might explain why some users are generally more likely 

than others to attend to news content (e.g., Tsfati and Cappella, 2005; Tuten and Bosnjak, 2001). 

Yet, both dispositions are more likely to be developed among ‘news junkies’ and thus do not 

seem to contribute to diminishing inequalities in news engagement. For example, a meta-analysis 

by Cacioppo and colleagues (1996: 239) showed that individuals high in NfC exhibit more active 

information-seeking behavior, are more likely to use the media for information gathering, and 

more likely to feel involved in social issues than those low in NfC. 

Just like news exposure, news engagement on SNS favors those already interested in 

news, further adding to the observation “that actively seeking the news continues to be critical 

for citizens to learn about politics” (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017: 118). Unfortunately, engaging 

with news on SNS seems to be equally rare as news exposure: Analyzing data from over 10 

million active Facebook users, Bakshy and colleagues (2015) found that an average user clicked 
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on only 6.5 % of hard news links available in their feed. Thus, the (positive) potential of INE is 

not only inherently limited, but also strongly depends on the individual SNS users, their interests, 

relationships, and actions. 

Discussion 

This article argued that research on incidental news exposure on social media might have 

been too optimistic about the potential of ‘stumbling’ upon news—particularly for those users 

that are not intrinsically motivated to seek out and engage with current affairs information. 

Referencing Merton (1968) and building on the general idea of cumulative advantage as a 

mechanism for inequality (DiPrete and Eirich, 2006), I have proposed the existence of a Matthew 

Effect in social media news use that pertains both to the chances of encountering news content 

on SNS (news exposure) and to the likelihood of actually clicking on and reading linked news 

articles (news engagement).  

By reviewing and discussing studies on SNS news exposure and engagement, it was 

shown that the very nature of social media triggers a process of relative enrichment among users 

with preexisting interests in news and politics and relative impoverishment among news avoiders 

or those with little to no interest in current affairs. In sum, positive effects of INE on learning and 

participatory behaviors will be particularly likely to occur for SNS users… 

• …that are already interested in news and politics, 

• …that (thus) have friends that care about and share news content, 

• …that (thus) actively create news-friendly information environments on SNS, 

• …that (thus) regularly interact with encountered news content, and 

• …that (thus) reinforce system-driven customization and become an attractive target 

for news advertisements. 
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Hence, a combination of users’ preferences and dispositions, their conscious news-related 

decisions, network of friends, and—not least—the algorithmic values embedded in SNS curation 

practices are likely to widen the gap between the already ‘information rich’ and the ‘information 

poor.’ Several reasons for this increase in inequalities are possible. In addition to an absolute 

Matthew Effect (i.e., rich get richer, poor get poorer), SNS might also promote a relative 

Matthew Effect (i.e., rich get richer, poor also get richer—but slower or less so), or even a 

situation in which both segments are losing (i.e., rich get poorer, poor also get poorer—but faster 

or more so). Depending on the user’s baseline values of news consumption, the dependent 

variable of interest (e.g., basic awareness vs. in-depth knowledge), and whether one focuses on 

news exposure or engagement, all three scenarios could apply.3 

 The Matthew Effect also urges us to reconsider the notion of incidental news exposure 

itself. While some definitions of INE highlight the non-intentionality of seeking news 

specifically (e.g., “encounter current affairs information when they had not been actively seeking 

it”, Tewksbury et al., 2001: 534; “acquire news while they are not consciously looking for it”, 

Ahmadi and Wohn, 2018: 2), others focus more strongly on the idea of it being a secondary 

activity (e.g., “something which accompanies a major activity, often as a by-product of pursuing 

the latter”, Boczkowski et al., 2018: 3524). Focusing on the first notion and considering the 

unequal chances of news exposure on SNS, however, one has to ask whether it would be more 

appropriate to differentiate between various degrees of ‘incidental’ exposure. Thinking back to 

the prototypical users described above, Emily and Tom, the current definitions would allow 

classifying both of them as incidentally exposed users. Yet, this blurs the line between (more) 

planned and (more) unplanned variations of INE. As individuals engaging in user-driven 

customization proactively shape their news feeds to encourage ‘stumbling’ upon news stories, it 
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would be wrong to characterize their exposure as non-intentional. For example, although a user 

that has liked the page of The New York Times (NYT) might not log in to Facebook with the 

specific goal of reading NYT news posts, they have actively sought out the opportunity of 

exposure. Acknowledging different degrees of INE would not only help to highlight existing 

inequalities in SNS news exposure, but also to refine (quantitative) measurements of ‘incidental’ 

exposure. Instead of just asking study participants how often they come across news when they 

“may have been going online for a purpose other than to get the news” (Valeriani and Vaccari, 

2016: 1865; similarly: Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2018: 232; Kim et al., 2013: 2610), researchers could also 

ask about how many news pages the participants like/follow, whether they use specific 

customization tools, or how frequently their friends share news content. This would allow to get 

a better sense of the likelihood of news exposure and to classify SNS users accordingly. 

Especially for studies focusing on the effects of INE, such a distinction might prove useful to 

determine the conditions under which learning or political participation is (not) to be expected. 

Considering the potential positive effects of SNS news use on knowledge or participatory 

outcomes, it is important to recognize that even in an ideal world of entirely equal chances of 

news exposure and engagement, these effects are likely to be confined to very specific domains. 

Even ‘news junkies’ probably do not get a comprehensive overview about the most important 

topics of the day in their social media feeds—particularly one that might be comparable to 

journalistically curated editorial products. In fact, the unbundling of news on SNS, that is, the 

detachment of single pieces of news content from both specific news providers and integrated, 

consciously put together journalistic products (e.g., TV news programs, front pages), might 

prevent users from getting a broad view of current issues and events. In addition, there is the 

danger of SNS users equating being exposed to news (teasers) with actually being informed. At 
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least for some users, such feelings of being informed can lead to overconfidence in one’s 

knowledge and to regarding SNS as a good substitute for other news sources (Anspach et al., 

2019; Müller et al., 2016). Regularly encountering news (teasers) might thus ultimately lead to 

detrimental effects such as diminished consumption of non-personalized, professionally 

composed news products. Moreover, considering the segment of ‘news junkies,’ constantly 

seeing news in one’s feed could also lead to perceptions of news overload and, ultimately, to 

news avoidance or an inability to gauge what is actually important (Song et al., 2017). 

On a more practical note, the described inequalities in social media news use suggest that 

journalistic news providers mostly reach users that are already part of their core audience, while 

those hoping to gain access to “elusive audiences” (Hermida, 2016) are likely to be disappointed. 

Given that news providers rely on SNS to bring traffic to their websites and heavily invest in 

social media strategies (Cornia et al., 2018), the question is whether this pays off. Both from an 

economic point of view and from a societal perspective, it becomes increasingly important to 

figure out ways to turn users who are uninterested in the news into interested ones. Focusing on 

young adults, Edgerly (2017) discusses three ways to achieve this: (1) Positive (informal) 

influence of parents and friends, (2) positive (formal) influence of teaching curricula, and (3) 

efforts on part of the news media to become more knowledgeable about the preferences of young 

people and other ‘elusive audiences.’ Especially this last aspect seems to be crucial. A study by 

Lee and Chyi (2014) shows that US Internet users perceive only about one-third (36 %) of the 

content produced by mainstream news media as “noteworthy,” that is, as relevant or interesting 

to them. Likewise, qualitative data suggests that young people in particular often see the news as 

boring or too complicated to understand (e.g., Van Cauwenberge et al., 2013). Experimenting 

with new forms of presenting news might be one way to overcome this problem. While there is 
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evidence that news organizations are increasingly considering the characteristics of SNS when 

creating and distributing content on social media (e.g., through using native formats like videos 

or ‘meme-like’ pictures, see Cornia et al., 2018), there likely is room for improvement in that 

regard. Low-key encounters with political memes or (closed captioned) news videos might help 

the less-interested to become acquainted with certain topics or issue and motivate them to look 

for more information. Sparking at least some curiosity could be an important first step to foster a 

wider interest in the news. 

In addition to providing a comprehensive overview of scholarly research on (the 

inequalities in) social media news use, another goal of this article is to stimulate investigations 

that address the issues raised. Not only should researchers be more explicit about their 

definitions of ‘incidental’ news exposure and improve measurements of the construct, but they 

should also think about ways to study deliberate news avoidance, unintended exclusion from 

news in algorithmically curated information environments, or how the pivotal factor ‘interest’ 

might be fostered. 
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Footnotes 

1This, of course, does not mean that research has disregarded negative effects or did not 

acknowledge mixed findings in the domain of social media news use. In fact, researchers have 

repeatedly asked questions along the lines of: “Is Facebook making us dumber?” (Cacciatore et 

al., 2018). However, even in these studies, the specific idea of incidental news exposure is 

usually connected with the assumption of positive (or, at least, non-negative) effects (ibid: 407). 

2One might argue that the perceived characteristics of the news provider could also play a 

role for engagement decisions among users who are not explicitly looking for news. For 

example, if a user is in search of entertainment, they might be drawn to posts by The Daily Show 

or The Onion and accidentally learn about current political issues while engaging with their 

content. However, even though these “hybrid news-entertainment media” (Edgerly and Vraga, 

2019) might have some potential to motivate the uninterested, we know that political comedy 

audiences are usually interested in regular news programs as well (e.g., Hmielowski et al., 2011; 

Young and Tisinger, 2006). 

3As mentioned in the introduction, some of the recent empirical studies on INE suggest 

that ‘incidentally’ encountering news might in fact narrow the gap between the information rich 

and poor due to the poor getting richer at a faster rate or profiting more (e.g., Valeriani and 

Vaccari, 2016; Weeks et al., 2019). However, as I will argue below, this might at least partially be 

caused by the used INE measurements that are unable to gauge the unequal chances of news 

exposure. 

 


