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BURSTING YOUR (FILTER) BUBBLE: 
HOW PERSONALIZATION IS CHANGING THE WAY YOU PERCEIVE REALITY FROM 

THE INFORMATION YOU CONSUME ON SOCIAL MEDIA  

By Alexandra Bishop 

Dr. Ryan J. Thomas, Thesis Supervisor 

ABSTRACT 

Personalization filters work behind-the-scenes to curate the information users encounter 

online. This has influenced users’ online information diets by uprooting traditional gatekeeping 

practices and socialization processes. Through the theoretical lenses of network gatekeeping 

identification and social construction, this study employs qualitative methodology, more 

specifically interviews, to answer how Facebook news consumers make meaning of the reality 

they receive through personalization filters on Facebook, to further understand how and why 

participants perform network gatekeeping at an individual level, how news content shapes 

participants’ likes and beliefs, and how participants negotiate, understand, and potentially 

consume contradictory messages presented to them through Facebook.  

The findings indicate that online news consumers on Facebook prefer to remain within 

the confines of their individual “filter bubbles”, through the constant consumption of 

information, that is tailored to pre-existing beliefs. The over-exposure to one-sided information 

further indoctrinates participants and limits their exposure to new ideas by prohibiting 

contradictory information from entering the gate. The effect personalization filters will have on 

the future of gatekeeping and socialization is unknown, but the findings suggest that changes 

should be made to prevent the rise of the already growing ideological divide in the United States. 

The 2016 Presidential Election in the United States is a prime example of the impending threat 

personalization filters have to the democratic process.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

If Facebook were a country, it would be the largest on Earth with a “population” of 2.27 

billion users (Facebook, 2018). It would be easy to assume that when we search for “trending 

topics” on social networking sites (SNS), we all see the same results. This assumption, however, 

is a fallacy, thanks to the emergence of personalization filters (Pariser, 2012). In today’s media 

landscape, the invisible algorithmic editing of social media sites has created unique universes of 

information that each individual lives in online (Pariser, 2012). Facebook’s algorithm determines 

what content will be displayed on a user’s newsfeed. Greg Swan (2018) explains the “Facebook 

Algorithm as a process that ranks all available posts that can display on a user’s News Feed 

based on how likely that user will have a positive reaction It is based on four factors: inventory 

of the posts available, signals that tell Facebook what each post is, predictions on how users will 

react to each post and a final score assigned to the content based on all of the factors considered” 

(p.1).  Emerging technology and personalization have presented challenges to the traditional 

gatekeeping model. In this new media landscape, the flow of information is no longer 

unidirectional but multi-directional, where all participants influence each other online (DeIuliis, 

2015; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). The accessibility of digital media and the ability to create and 

share content online has shifted traditional gatekeeping roles. 

 Social construction theory suggests that individual experiences of reality and their 

consequent actions in the social world are affected by media content, which provides a symbolic 

representation of an objective reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Accordingly, news should be 

understood as: 

a form of social construction, the symbolic social reality. And reality is constructed 

through social interactions; our meanings and understandings depend on our interactions 
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with others. Individuals are both creators and products of the social world (Siu, 2001, p. 

25). 

Through the lenses of network gatekeeping identification theory and social construction theory, 

this study seeks to understand how people make meaning of the reality they receive through 

personalization filters on Facebook. 

Rationale for Study 

 Relatively little qualitative research has been done on personalization filters, yet there are 

serious societal consequences when filters begin to shape our individual experiences. 

Personalization filters choose what information we consume, reinforcing and amplifying our 

existing beliefs (Pariser, 2012). In order to understand how filters shape our individual 

experiences, it is helpful to think in terms of a persons’ information diet. Personalization filters 

encourage communities of like-minded people and serve as a barrier to challenging viewpoints. 

Such insularity can promote extremism and reinforce ill-founded opinions resulting in a society 

less able to recognize shared interests and experiences (Sunstein, 2008). 

 It is increasingly important to conduct research on “filtering information systems because 

the diffusion of personalized communications technologies is pervasive and unstoppable” (Beam 

& Kosicki, 2014, p. 74). Prior research has typically used quantitative methods to address the 

problems regarding personalization filters (see, e.g., Aldoory & Van Dyke, 2006; Beam, 2014; 

Beam & Kosicki, 2014; Brundidge, 2010; DeIuliis, 2015; Ernste, 2014; Kalyanaraman & 

Sundar, 2006; Liao & Fu, 2013; Sundar & Marathe, 2010; Tewksbury, 2003). However, few 

studies have addressed the problem qualitatively. Qualitative methodology is needed to provide 

further understanding and richly-detailed description of people’s personal experiences of this 

phenomenon. Qualitative methods are also useful for describing complex phenomena and how it 

is situated and embedded in local contexts (Li, Pitts, & Quarterman, 2008).  
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Research explaining how personalization filters on social media influences social 

behavior is of theoretical interest because of the impact they have on the way we communicate 

and construct reality. One effect of the Internet has been a “balkanization” of society into 

separate enclaves, or publics, making it easier than ever to limit our exposure to alternative ideas 

(Plaisance, 2014). Plaisance argues that the multiple communities now existing on the Internet 

are as much or more insular than geographically-based ones. It has encouraged a series of “echo-

chambers” that share-likeminded views and deliberately shut out challenging facts and 

viewpoints (Plaisance, 2014). Such insularity reinforces ill-founded opinions resulting in a 

society less able to recognize shared interests and experiences (Sunstein, 2008). Qualitative 

research can help further understand the interpretations of meaning and values users create 

through personalization filters. 

Purpose Statement 

Through the theoretical lenses of network gatekeeping identification and social 

construction, the purpose of this study is to understand how people interpret the reality they 

perceive through personalization filters online. Personalization filters on SNS have redefined 

traditional gatekeeping processes. In the digital age, the role of gatekeeper has shifted to users. 

Brazilai-Nahon (2008) proposed a new conceptual framework, network gatekeeping 

identification, to account for the changes in gatekeeping processes within a network setting. In 

this new media environment, users may not understand how their actions online have 

consequences. In other words, personalization filters tailor the information users encounter to 

align with content they have liked or shared in the past. Each time users like or share 

information, it influences the information they will be exposed to in the future. SNS’ provide 

new methods of socialization and communication that fundamentally alter user’s everyday life. 
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In Chapter 2, I discuss the existing literature, including: personalization and social media, 

the “daily me” and the filter bubble, selective exposure, personalization versus customization, 

gatekeeping theory, network gatekeeping identification theory, social construction of reality and 

crystallization. The theoretical frameworks discussed help develop the research questions, which 

can be found at the conclusion of the chapter. Chapter 3 discusses the methodology employed to 

answer the research questions and the provides the rationale for the chosen method. Chapter 4 

presents the findings of the study and answers the research questions. Chapter 5 places the 

findings within a broader framework to better understand the implications personalization filters 

have on user’s perceptions of reality. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
  

This chapter begins with a summary of the literature on personalization and filters on 

social media. Next, it addresses how the concepts are applicable to gatekeeping theory and social 

construction theory. Finally, I present the proposed research questions and explains how the 

questions relate to the concepts and theoretical frameworks discussed. 

Personalization and Social Media 

Social media is defined as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the 

ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange 

of user-generated content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Personalized newsfeeds on 

Facebook show how personalization is shaping the way users actively share and consume 

information. The allure of personalization is not surprising given the overwhelming amount of 

information online. These filters allow users to consume what they want to see and block out the 

things they do not. Personalization filters “serve up a kind of invisible propaganda, 

indoctrinating us with our own ideas, amplifying our desire for things that are familiar and 

leaving us oblivious to the dangers lurking in the dark territory of the unknown” (Pariser, 2012, 

p. 15). Users overlook these dangers because of personalization filters’ ability to lead them to the 

information they desire quickly and easily. But what about the information that citizens need to 

see that might not align with their predicted interests? Pariser (2012) argues that such important 

information is not seen: “In a personalized world, important but complex and unpleasant issues 

are less likely to come to our attention at all” (p. 18). Personalization filters pose a serious threat 

to society when they render important information invisible. There are many reasons why this 

concept is necessary to understand how users construct reality online. Personalization, along with 

customization, enables users to construct a personalized reality where they are surrounded only 
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by the things and people you like. The rise of personalization enabled users to shield themselves 

from uncomfortable information.  

The “Daily Me” and the “filter bubble.” The “Daily Me” was a concept proposed by 

Nicholas Negroponte (1995), who theorized the rise of virtual daily newspapers customizing 

material according to an individual’s tastes. Addressing the implications of the “Daily Me,” Cass 

Sunstein (2001) argued that whereas traditional media helped foster a shared culture by 

providing people with information they might have otherwise not consumed, the Internet has 

changed that by diminishing the media’s traditional role within the public sphere as gatekeepers. 

The growing power of users to filter what they see is the most striking power of emerging 

technology. The relationship between the activity and passivity of users in creating their reality 

on social network sites is complicated. The environment that each user “lives” in online is 

individually tailored. Users’ online consumption habits supply the social network with an 

increasing amount of information that the site can use to further isolate users. Personalization has 

led to an increase in the practice of self-isolation, where users “wall themselves off from the 

concerns and opinions of others” (Sunstein, 2001, p.192). Eli Pariser (2012) conceptualized that 

the practice of self-isolation is intensified through personalization filters online. He referred to 

this concept as the “filter bubble”: 

The new generation of Internet filters looks at the things you seem to like – the actual 

things you’ve done, or the things people like you like – and tries to extrapolate. They are 

prediction engines, constantly creating and refining theory of who you are and what 

you’ll do and want next. Together, these engines create a unique universe of information 

for each of us – what I’ve come to call a filter bubble – which fundamentally alters the 

way we encounter ideas and information (p. 9). 
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Pariser (2012) argued that democracy requires a reliance on shared facts, but personalization 

filters offer separate, parallel informational universes. The effect of users isolating themselves in 

their individual bubbles has direct consequences and severely distorts a person’s perception of 

reality by continually promoting pre-existing beliefs and blocking themselves off from opposing 

information. Pariser (2012) and Sunstein (2001) posit that personalization filters are a potential 

threat to democracy. They negatively affect democratic dialogue by inhibiting users from seeing 

contradictory information that challenges pre-existing political viewpoints. 

Selective exposure. The theory of selective exposure refers to an individual’s tendency to 

expose him or herself to mass media messages that reinforce pre-existing views while also 

avoiding contradictory information (Coleman, 2015). When the phenomenon of selective 

exposure is applied to social media there is an increase in social fragmentation and ideological 

polarization (Liao & Fu, 2013). A study on how selective exposure affects the filter bubble found 

that users’ selective exposure to information is influenced by situational and personal factors 

(Liao & Fu, 2013). Additionally, the researchers discovered that users’ exposure is not fixed for 

each individual; rather it is sensitive to situational factors and dependent on topic (Liao & Fu, 

2013). 

Personalization versus customization. Personalization is system-driven, meaning that 

users have a relatively passive role because the information is filtered for them. Customization, 

on the other hand, is a user-driven process of tailoring content, meaning that users actively 

dictate what information is shown (Sundar & Marathe, 2010). The popularity of customization 

stems from the overload of information available online (Sundar & Marathe, 2010). On social 

media platforms, system-initiated personalization (SIP) and user-initiated customization (UIC) 

work together to determine what information is seen and what is filtered out. The concept of the 

filter involves both personalization and customization. The Facebook algorithm is essentially a 
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prediction engine – it accounts for all actions related to customization, then personalizes each 

individual feed with stories that are most relevant to that user. The tailoring of media messages is 

not unique to the Internet. Rather, the Internet revolutionized the concept of customization by 

allowing each individual user to tailor messaging to meet their needs. The “self as source” 

conceptualization recognizes that individuals perform a gatekeeping role through the process of 

customization (Kalyanaraman & Sundar, 2006). Both personalization and customization have 

significantly altered the gatekeeping process and undermined the role of professional gatekeepers 

online. 

Gatekeeping Theory 

In this new media landscape, filters give individuals the power to change their social 

world by allowing them to actively participate in the gatekeeping process. The origins of 

gatekeeping can be traced to Kurt Lewin (1947), who suggested that the relationship of social 

field, or the relationship between an individual and a group in one ecological setting, to 

individual life determines human behavior (DeIuliis, 2015). David Manning White (1950) is 

credited for conducting the first empirical gatekeeping study, in which he argued that studying 

the processes that affect the creation of content was important to mass communications research 

because the content does not always reflect the social reality. Reese and Ballinger (2001) argue 

that White made a fundamental contribution to mass communications research: 

By identifying gatekeepers, White brought into focus the intuitive notion that not all that 
happens in the world gets into the news. Not only that, these gatekeepers were thought to 
choose what got in based on their own subjectivity, adding a troubling challenge to the 
benign view of a well-tuned surveillance providing media system. Acknowledging that 
news is what gatekeepers say it is brings the entire role of the news media themselves 
into question, and we can no longer assume that news is an unproblematic reflection of 
societal events, helping maintain the entire system in equilibrium (p. 647). 
 

In contemporary gatekeeping research, gatekeeping is defined as the “process by which the 

billions of messages that are available to the world get cut down and transformed into hundreds 
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of messages that reach a given person in a given day” (Shoemaker, 1999, p. 1). Shoemaker and 

Vos (2009) argue that Lewin’s constructs of gates, gatekeepers, forces, and channels are still 

relevant today. The researchers constructed a new gatekeeping model from previous models. 

Shoemaker and Vos’s (2009) model proposed that information flows through three channels: 

source, media, and audience: 

Information enters the source channel though reporters through experts, observers, 
participants, commentators, and interested parties. Information enters the media channel 
through reporters, editors, production staff, interactive staff and editorial and marketing 
assistants. The source and media channels converge as news content. Audience members 
then take what they want from the field of news content. Information enters the audience 
channel through Twitter feeds, Facebook posts, smart phone cameras, or any 
communication technology that records events (DeLiius, 2015 p. 10).  
 

In this model, the audience is a gatekeeper that only lets “attention-grabbing” information 

through the channel. Ultimately, newsworthiness has been replaced by “attention-grabbing” as a 

marker of journalistic credibility (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Giving the role of gatekeeper to the 

users disturbed “healthy” news consumption diets in the sense that newsfeeds are now clogged 

with soft news stories pieces and traditionally newsworthy information has a more difficult time 

getting through the gate (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). 

Network gatekeeping identification theory. Barzilai-Nahon (2008) argues that extant 

gatekeeping theories do not account for gatekeeping processes in a network context. The digital 

environment has created paradigmatic challenges to news consumption and production, and to 

traditional models of gatekeeping. Barzilai-Nahon (2009) argues that “When concentrating on 

new technologies and changes to information practices, most studies use traditional frameworks 

of gatekeeping—ignoring the role of those gated, including their power and impact on the 

process. The recurrent theme suggests that gatekeepers construct and change social reality and 

therefore act as political agents” (p. 1032) 
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Barzilai-Nahon (2008) responds to the challenge by restructuring the traditional 

gatekeeping theory and proposing a new conceptual framework for gatekeeping called network 

gatekeeping identification theory (see Table 1).  

 
Table 1 
Comparing traditional theories of gatekeeping with network gatekeeping (from Barzilai-Nahon, 
2008, p. 1508). 

  Traditional gatekeeping Network gatekeeping 
Network gatekeeping 
identification     
Gate (the passage point) One-to-few number and types of 

gates 
Few-to-many number and 
types of gates 

Gatekeeping (the process) Primarily a process of: selection 
(communication); intermediation 
(management); dissemination and 
preservation of culture 
(Information Science) 

A more inclusive definition 
which encompasses any 
process of information 
control 

Gated (on whom gatekeeping is 
exercised) 

No vocabulary in the literature Network gatekeeping 
identification recognizes the 
role of those subjected to 
gatekeeping. Network 
gatekeeping salience presents 
the dynamism of gated types. 

Gatekeeping mechanism Mainly editorial mechanisms 
Many mechanisms execute 
gatekeeping 

(the means used to carry out 
gatekeeping) 

Primarily a manual process Due to information volume, 
procedures become more 
automated 

Gatekeeper Individuals Focus shifts to institutional 
actors. 

(who performs gatekeeping) 
 

Two dimensions are 
suggested: authority and 
functional gatekeepers 

Network gatekeeping salience 
 

  
Relationship (gated-gatekeeper) Relations of sender-receiver; the 

gatekeeper is the sender. 
Continuity modes of 
relationship between no 
relations or indirect relations 
(sender-receiver mode) and 
through frequent, enduring 
and direct exchange 

Information production (of gated) Notion of source-destination; the 
gatekeeper is the source.  

Association between source-
destination and gatekeeper-
gated positions are 
interchangeable 

  
Only gatekeepers produce 
information freely. 

Gated may also produce 
information. 
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Alternatives (for gated) Scant-none alternatives to 
gatekeeping. 

Possible circumvention of 
gatekeepers and gatekeeping 
mechanism exist 

Political power (in relation to the 
gatekeeper) 

Gatekeeper has most of the 
political power 

Gated may also have political 
power. 

 

 Network gatekeeping is best conceptualized through the information-control lenses. 

Network gatekeepers aim to: (a) “lock-in” the gated inside the gatekeeping network, (b) protect 

the norms and information of the gated within the network, and (c) maintain the flow of 

information within network boundaries without disturbances (Barzilai‐Nahon, 2008, p. 1496). 

Within network gatekeeping identification theory, gatekeeping is defined as “the process of 

controlling information as it moves through a gate. Activities include, among others, selection, 

addition, withholding, display, channeling, shaping, manipulation, timing, localization, 

integration, disregard, and deletion of information” (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008, p. 1496). Within the 

context of network identification gatekeeping theory, the new media environment has weakened 

the traditional gatekeepers’ ability of control over media messages (Ernste, 2014). Barzilai-

Nahon (2008) argues that, gatekeepers “are perceived as part of a larger community consisting of 

the gated—those subjected to gatekeepers’ controls—and gatekeepers themselves (p. 1495). 

Gatekeepers can perform at an individual level or be seen as a part of a “collective, institution or 

corporation” (Barzilai-Nahon, 2009, p. 1032).  Because filters have allowed users to become 

individual and/or collective gatekeepers, this theoretical framework is necessary to further 

understand how users construct reality online. Additionally, when people make individual 

decisions to share online news sources, do they consider whether the source is credible, of 

quality, and representative? Since they are playing an active role in the gatekeeping process, it is 

important to understand how or even if they consider gatekeeping to be a factor in their decision 

to share information on their social network. The decision to like or share information affects the 

information users will be exposed to in the future. 
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The Social Construction of Reality 

  “Reality” is constructed by a wide range of social arrangements and practices (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966). In the social constructivist paradigm, “all knowledge, and therefore all 

meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of 

interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an 

essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). The ‘Thomas Theorem’, as formulated by W.I. 

Thomas, stated that, “if men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences” 

(Chandler & Munday, 2011). In other words, Thomas argued that a person’s behavior is 

dependent on his/her subjective interpretation of reality, not the objective reality of the situation. 

 The impact of the Internet on social constructivism. Berger and Luckmann (1966) 

described the reality of everyday life “as organized around the ‘here and now’ of the individuals 

who interacted with each other in the face-to-face situation” and “regarded the life world as 

consisting of multiple realities” (Berger & Luckman, 1996, as cited in Zhao, 2006, p. 459). 

Berger and Luckman (1966) stated that, “the reality of everyday life is taken for granted as 

reality. It does not require additional verification over and beyond its simple presence. It is 

simply there, as a self-evident and compelling facticity” (p.23). While some skeptics claim that 

the advent of the Internet did not have a significant impact on human interaction (see, e.g., 

Calhoun, 1998; Putnam, 2000; Tyler, 2002), others suggest that Berger and Luckmann’s stance 

on human interaction must be revised to account for the new forms of human communication 

online (see, e.g., Rheingold, 2000; Zhao, 2006). From this point of view, the advent of the 

Internet created: 

A new spatiotemporal zone – a zone of the “there and now,” a new mode of 
communication [online]. These creations have in turn contributed to the rise of the realm 
of “consociated contemporaries,” the formation of a new matrix of social contact, the 
maintenance of the subjective reality through text chat, and the involvement of the online 
world in the socialization process (Zhao, 2006, p.458). 
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Advocates argue that the theory of social constructivism must be updated. The Internet has 

transformed human communication in much more significant ways than just the way we contact 

one another, rather it has reshaped the “lifeworld” we live in. Zhao (2006) argues that the, 

“foregoing change in the conditions of social interaction has resulted in the reconfiguration of the 

reality of everyday life and transforms the ways in which individuals construct the lifeworld” 

(p.464). The rise of the new social domain, the Internet, poses a threat to primary socialization, 

“the phase of socialization that proceeds in childhood, through which an individual acquires a 

self and a world view” (Berger & Luckman, 1996, as cited in Zhao, 2006, p. 468). Berger and 

Luckman (1966) labeled the risk to primary socialization as the “heterogeneity in the socializing 

personnel” (p.167). Zhao (2006) explains the concept, ‘heterogeneity in the socializing 

personnel’ as, “different significant others mediating different objective realities to the 

individual. Discrepancies in views and attitude are likely to pose a negative impact on primary 

socialization” (p.469). The negative impact on primary socialization affects social construction 

by changing the way users perceive the reality of their everyday life. 

Crystallization. Wohn and Bowe (2014) proposed a framework to describe the process of 

information flow that would further the understanding of how reality is socially constructed in 

the age of social media. The framework, termed “crystallization,” posits that a social network 

will help an individual sift through the massive amounts of information generated by 

“mainstream” media, alternative media, and the individuals’ personal connections. The 

researchers argue that during this process individuals will develop attitudes about the affective 

and cognitive attributes of the information presented, which leads to the development of 

objective and subjective reality. Wohn and Bowe (2014) suggest that the framework is guided by 

the following assumptions: (a) mainstream media, alternative media, and social networks are 

sources of information, (b) an individuals’ access to information will be determined by the 
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individuals’ communication patterns with sources, (c) an individual’s judgment about the 

salience of the information will be a function of the quantity of source(s) and the individuals’ 

relationship to the source(s), (d) attitude toward content will be affected by others’ attitudes and 

the individuals’ relationship to others, (e) eventually, individuals will develop a sense of reality, 

(f) at a macro-level, reality formation will crystalize in groups, and (g) crystallization will be 

moderated by attributes of the social network and the individual (pp. 262-263). The authors 

suggest that the diversity (or lack thereof) of one’s network will impact how strong the 

“crystallization” is. They hypothesize that if an individual does not engage with diverse sources 

or individuals on a social network, he or she will have stronger beliefs about what is important. 

Facebook’s algorithm works as a gatekeeper to impact the information users encounter. The 

primary goal of Facebook’s algorithm is to give users information they want to see – not 

necessarily what they need to see. The process of filtering information leads to strong 

crystallization and to a lack of diversity within user’s feeds. The overexposure to one-sided 

information and promotion of pre-existing beliefs is not beneficial for users because it negatively 

facilitates social construction of reality.  

Research Questions 

The literature cited above provides a theoretical framework for advancing understanding 

of how people make meaning and interpret the reality they receive through personalization filters 

on social media sites such as Facebook. To examine how participants make meaning of the 

reality they receive through personalization filters on Facebook, through the lenses of network 

gatekeeping theory and social construction theory, the following questions are posed: 

RQ1: What are the dimensions of participants’ involvement when they encounter content 

that contradicts their likes or beliefs on Facebook? 
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To answer this question, I will analyze how participants discuss the actions they take when 

confronted with content that disagrees with their interests and beliefs on their news feed. I will 

look for the different dimensions of participants involvement. In other words, I will look at 

whether their involvement is passive or active. For example, I would label scrolling as most 

passive form of involvement. I will also look for manifestations of the network gatekeeping 

theory, which would include references to liking, sharing, blocking, un-friending, following, and 

reporting. The question attempts to understand how and why participants perform network 

gatekeeping at an individual level on Facebook. 

RQ2: How do participants discuss seeing content that does not align with their own 

beliefs?  

RQ3: How do participants discuss seeing content that aligns with their own beliefs?  

For RQ2 and RQ3, I will examine how participants construct reality on Facebook, looking for 

manifestations of the social construction theory. In other words, I will look at the values and 

beliefs participants have about certain social constructs to see if they consume content aligned to 

their pre-existing ideologies or if they attempt to challenge their beliefs through interaction and 

engagement. The questions seek to understand whether participants like to think beyond their 

narrow self-interests, or if they prefer to stay in the comfort of the “filter bubble.” These 

questions will help further understanding of how news content on Facebook shapes participants’ 

likes and beliefs.  

RQ4: What type of content do participants consume on Facebook? 

To answer this question, I will examine the information participants’ encounter to see if they 

have imbalanced or balanced news consumption “diets.” With their permission, I will look at 

their news feeds with them to see what stories, sources and content they encounter. 

Understanding how participants negotiate, understand, and potentially consume contradictory 
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messages presented to them through Facebook helps us learn whether or not the participants 

block contradictory information. 
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Chapter Three: Method 

The lack of qualitative research on filtering information systems has created a void in the 

literature. Qualitative research is necessary to further the understanding of how people interpret 

meanings and values through personalization filters. Unlike, quantitative research, qualitative 

research gives insight into the phenomena in rich detail through examining participant’s 

experience. The purpose of this study is to examine how participants make meaning of the reality 

they receive through personalization filters on Facebook, to further understand how and why 

participants perform network gatekeeping at an individual level, how news content shapes 

participants’ likes and beliefs, and how participants negotiate, understand, and potentially 

consume contradictory messages presented to them through the SNS. This chapter will explain 

the methodology used to answer these four research questions.  

Research Design 

Survey. I created a Qualtrics survey (Appendix A), modeled on the Pew Research 

Center’s Political Ideological Consistency Scale, to determine participants’ political ideology. 

The purpose was to “gauge the extent to which people offer mostly liberal and mostly 

conservative views across a range of political value dimensions” (Pew Research, 2014, p.82). 

After the survey was designed, purposive sampling was used to recruit male and female online 

news consumers between the ages of 18 and 30. The focus group participants were recruited via 

Facebook. I did not interview my own friends but asked my friends to share the post and help me 

recruit participants.  The participants were users who consumed the majority of news content on 

Facebook or other SNS. The age range of participants was chosen according to the findings from 

a joint Project for Excellence in Journalism/Pew Research Internet Survey (2010). The study 

found that this age group chooses where they consume news based on “shareability” and that 

they were the most concerned with being able to follow a news organization on SNS. The survey 
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was created to place participants into a group that corresponded with their political views in 

order to ensure that conversation would not be stilted and quality responses would be generated. 

After survey responses were collected and analyzed, the participants were placed in either a 

liberal or conservative focus group.  

Focus groups. Two preliminary focus groups were held: liberal and conservative. The 

liberal focus group comprised of 10 participants while the conservative focus group comprised of 

8 participants. This was ideal because, in order to acquire quality data, the optimal number of 

focus groups needed to acquire quality data ranges between 6 to 10 participants (Li, Pitts, & 

Quarterman, 2008). Additionally, focus groups that range between 6 to 10 participants tend to 

promote active engagement and participation (Stewart, Shamdasani, & Rook, 2006). A semi-

structured question guide was used to obtain data (see Appendix B). Despite all the preventative 

measures taken to minimize stilted conversation, I observed that participants were timid and 

hesitated to share their opinions. It was interesting how conversations were affected regardless of 

the fact that participants were engaging with like-minded individuals who shared similar political 

ideologies. Prior to conducting the group interviews, I failed to consider the sensitive nature of 

the research topic. In fact, Qu and Dumay (2011) warn researchers against employing the focus 

group method when dealing with sensitive topics because participants will not feel comfortable 

discussing such topics in a public setting. The lack of dialogue during the focus groups could be 

attributed in part to the sensitive nature of the research topic and also perhaps some of the 

weaknesses that are inherent to the focus group method. Additionally, I hypothesize that the 

failure might also be attributed to the state of politics today and the way SNS’ are changing how 

we relate to one another interpersonally and politically. After two initial focus groups were 

conducted, a change of method was necessary. 
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Interviews. The above experience prompted a shift to using one-on-one interviews. The 

primary reason for this was the realization of the sensitive nature of the research topic. The 

private nature of a one-on-one interview increased participants’ level of comfortability during the 

discussion and helped foster conversation. The inherent strengths of this method are the depth of 

detail that can be obtained (Weiss,1994) and its’ superiority in uncovering important, underlying 

issues (Stockes & Bergin, 2006).  

Therefore, six individuals from the eighteen original focus group participants were asked 

to participate in a one-on-one interview. To account for the change in methodology, I revised the 

pre-tested, semi-structured question guide from the focus groups and created a new one that was 

more suitable for one-on-one interviews (Appendix C). A semi-structured question guide was 

chosen for this interview style because of its flexible nature. The flexibility allows the researcher 

to go off-script and ask follow-up questions (Wilson, 2012). Towards the end of the interview, 

each participant was told about the filter bubble and given conceptual definitions. After learning 

about the theories and concepts being studied they were asked follow up questions to see if their 

beliefs had changed. A total of six participants participated in the study. Five participants were 

interviewed in-person and one participant was interviewed via e-mail. Information about the 

participants including ethnicity, age, political ideology and gender are detailed below (see Table 

2). As you can see from Table 2, the sample was generally homogenous. In an effort to make the 

sample more heterogenous, I selected participants with diverse political beliefs to learn if 

political ideology was related to this phenomenon.  In person or face-to-face interviews were 

preferred in order to take notes on participants non-verbal communication. However, one of the 

interviews had to be conducted via e-mail due to extenuating circumstances and the participant’s 

lack of access to certain technology. I believed that the participant’s insight was valuable and 

therefore, did not want to turn down the opportunity to collect data. In-person or face-to-face 
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interviews were preferred so that I could take notes on non-verbal cues, like body language and 

facial expressions. During the interview, I noted different types of non-verbal communication 

such as tone of voice, facial expressions, gestures, and body language, in hopes that it might be 

useful during data analysis. 

 
Table 2. 
Participant makeup 

 
Participant 

 
Ethnicity 

 
Age 

 
Political Ideology 

 
Gender 

 
Location 

 
O.A. 

 
White/Caucasian 

 
18-25 

 
Consistently 
Conservative 

 
F 

 
TX 

W.C. White/Caucasian 26-35 Mostly 
Conservative 

M GA 

R.H. White/Caucasian 18-25 Mixed F MO 

T.J. White/Caucasian 26-35 Mixed M TX 

P.M. African American 18-25 Consistently 
Liberal 

F LA 

L.M. White/Caucasian 18-25 Consistently 
Liberal 

F CA 

 

Data Collection and Management 

Interview protocol. Before the interview began, participants were asked to read and sign 

consent forms acknowledging their rights (see Appendix D). A semi-structured question guide 

was used for the interviews. Another purpose of using a semi-structured question guide, aside 

from its flexible nature, was that it provided structure to the stream of talk while also allowing 

participants to control the conversation (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). These questions were pre-tested 

in the original focus groups for appropriate wording and for the potential to prompt discussion. 

However, since these were original focus group participants, the questions were slightly altered. 

For example, participants were asked questions regarding what meaning they make of the types 

of reality they receive through their filters. 
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Each participant – aside from the participant who was interviewed via e-mail – was 

audio-recorded and the discussions from each interview was transcribed verbatim. The 

participants were guaranteed anonymity; therefore, pseudonyms will be used. After the 

discussions were transcribed, they were coded using the constant comparative method. The 

transcripts were coded for subject matter and re-coded when a new category emerged; I coded 

each incident and then compared it with others that were previously coded in the same category 

(Glaser, 1965). I read over each transcript several times and looked for emerging patterns that 

could be developed into categories. 

Coding procedures. I began the coding process by performing open coding and stored 

the data in NVivo. I read through the transcripts and assigned codes to each meaningful word, 

paragraph and phrase. This process was repeated until all of the data was segmented. After the 

initial coding process was completed, I began axial coding. I identified the relationships between 

the open codes and grouped them into themes and categories. Per the recommendation of 

Creswell (2009), I kept a master list of all the codes that were developed and then reapplied the 

codes to new segments of data each time an appropriate segment was encountered. 

Researcher’s Role 

 Qualitative research is interpretative research and therefore only understood through the 

knowledge and understanding of the researcher. The researcher’s background, history and prior 

understandings shape their interpretation (Creswell, 2009). It is important to note that the 

researcher’s interpretation is unique and only one interpretation of a given study. 

Creswell (2009) stresses the importance of “explicitly identifying reflexively [the 

researcher’s] biases, values, and personal background, such as gender, history, culture, and 

socioeconomic status, that may shape [the researcher’s] interpretations formed during a study” to 

ensure that those reading this study can understand it in its appropriate context (p. 177). For this 
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reason, it is important to state that the researcher in this case is a 26-year-old Caucasian female 

who was raised in an upper-middle class family in Dallas, Texas, born just two years after the 

World Wide Web was created. I attended the same all-girls private school from the time she was 

four-years-old until she graduated at the age of 18. I was accepted into a study abroad program in 

Switzerland the first semester my sophomore year. Arriving in Zermatt, Switzerland was a 

culture shock. The minute I got off the train in Zermatt they collected all cell phones and laptops. 

The program did not allow students to use technology of any kind; we couldn’t even call our 

families to let them know we had arrived safely. I had never felt so disconnected in my entire 

life, having grown accustomed to using computers for class work, as it was a requirement once 

she entered Middle School, and my parents had bought me a cell phone at the age of 12. 

Needless to say, this complete isolation from technology was a huge shock. However, I adapted 

quicker than I had expected and grew accustomed to life without technology. I felt a sense of 

freedom from being disconnected. I noticed a change within herself, becoming more actively 

engaged in my conversations and friendships and feeling able to enjoy life as it was taking place 

in front of her as opposed to living vicariously through someone else. When the program ended 

and I returned back home to Dallas, I remember how difficult it was to readapt to technology. 

When I went out with friends it bothered me that they were always distracted on their phones. It 

was once I returned from my semester in Switzerland that I realized the power that technology 

and social media had on our lives and I have been fascinated by its power over us ever since. 

After high school, I attended the University of Missouri and graduated in 2015 with a bachelor’s 

degree in Journalism, with an emphasis in Strategic Communication. I continued at the 

University of Missouri for graduate school, where my interest in social media was reignited as a 

thesis topic. 

Trustworthiness 



 23 

 Data was collected from May 2016 to May 2018. This prolonged period of time allowed 

me to gain knowledge and understanding about the phenomena being studied (Creswell, 2009). 

The transcripts were checked eight times to ensure that there were no errors made during 

transcription process. I also followed up with participants to make sure my interpretations were 

fair. During the coding process, I constantly compared the data to make sure there was not a shift 

in the definition of codes. Furthermore, the findings were peer-reviewed and checked by 

members of the thesis committee to help ensure validity. 

Limitations 

The research is qualitative in nature and therefore can be criticized for lacking scientific 

precision. Qualitative research cannot make definitive or broad statements from its findings 

because “the findings of the research are not tested to discover whether they are statistically 

significant or due to chance” (Atieno, 2009, p. 17). The sample size might also be seen as a 

limitation but, despite the small sample size, I took measures to increase the validity and 

reliability of the study. For example, I collected data over a two-year period of time and 

continued collecting data until conceptual saturation was reached. I also chose to interview 

people from different states and with divergent political beliefs in order to make sure there was 

some homogeneity within the tested population.  

Summary 

Facebook’s role in the 2016 United States presidential election is a prime example of the 

potential power filters have in influencing members of society. A Harvard University study 

found that, “Facebook served as a channel for conspicuously partisan news as well as a primary 

vehicle for disinformation and political clickbait” (Faris, Roberts, Etling, Bourrasam Zukerman 

& Benkler, 2017, p. 32). Facebook used personalization filters to target segments, especially 

undecided voters, to think and vote a certain way. This is a prime example of how 
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personalization filters on SNS, like Facebook, have the potential to influence the way users 

interpret information and ultimately affect the reality of their everyday life.  

Personalization filters and online “echo-chambers” allowed for social media platforms, 

like Facebook, to successfully alter the outcome of the 2016 election. The role Facebook played 

during the 2016 presidential election illustrates how personalization filters can effectively 

influence user’s realities. It reaffirms that now, more than ever, there is need for more research to 

be conducted in this field of study. This research attempts to fill a void in the current literature to 

help us understand the role personalization filters have on influencing user’s realities.  

In conclusion, it is important to reiterate that the scope and purpose of this research is to 

examine how participants make meaning of the reality they receive through personalization 

filters on Facebook, how and why participants perform network gatekeeping at an individual 

level, how news content shapes participants’ likes and beliefs, and how participants negotiate, 

understand and potentially consume contradictory messages presented to them through the social 

networking sites.  
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Chapter Four: Findings 
 

The purpose of this study was to understand how participants make meaning of the reality 

they receive through personalization filters on Facebook through the lenses of network 

gatekeeping theory and social construction of reality. The study looked at findings from the 

focus group as well as the interviews. The study had four main questions. RQ1 asked about the 

dimensions of participants’ involvement when they encounter content that contradicts their likes 

and beliefs on Facebook. RQ2 asked about how participants talk about seeing content that does 

not align with their beliefs. RQ3 asked about how participants talk about seeing content that 

aligns with their beliefs. Finally, RQ4 asked what type of content do participants consume on 

Facebook? 

RQ1: What are the dimensions of participants’ involvement when they encounter content 

that contradicts their likes and beliefs on Facebook? 

  I analyzed how participants discussed the actions they took when confronted with 

content that contradicted their likes and beliefs. I looked for manifestations of the network 

gatekeeping theory. These manifestations included references to liking, sharing, blocking, 

commenting, unfriending and un-following. While coding the participants transcripts, the 

following themes emerged.  

Gender. Both male and female participants were not highly active when it came to 

information production and contributing to discussions on Facebook. However, male participants 

were more active than females when it came to sharing, liking, commenting. The most common 

action performed by both males and females was “liking” content, followed by “sharing”, and 

then “commenting”. Similarly, content generation was not an action commonly performed, again 

however, there was a greater number of instances among males than females. In general, there 

seemed to be a lack of desire to create and share content, especially for the purpose of driving 
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discussion. Barzili-Nahon (2008) argues: 

“The non-production is not necessarily attributed to an inability or lack of technical skills, 
but may sometimes encapsulate other obstacles such as lack of awareness, lack of desire 
by gated, or non-action due to pressure coming from the communal, social, and even 
legal context to produce information. Although alternatives exist, such gated are mainly 
readers and listeners, and are therefore passive in their contribution and creation of social 
capital and norms” (p.1505). 

The instances participants involvement increased was when participants were: 

1.) Highly motivated to spread awareness 
2.) Promote an agenda  
3.) Encountered content they deemed offensive or inappropriate  
4.) Contradicted their beliefs 
5.) Societal pressures (i.e. national holidays, anniversaries, tragic events)  

For example, one participant said, “I respect [other users] right to have an opinion, but will 

express myself accordingly if I feel the content needs to be addressed.” 

Male participants were more likely to comment on content, whereas females tended to 

avoid commenting. One female participant said, “I don’t comment that much, but I like to see 

where the conversation is going.” On the other hand, a male participant said, “I might make a 

comment saying that I disagree, but I don’t try to start fights or anything. For example, 

sometimes if it’s against a certain group or anything I disagree with I might make a small 

comment or something.” The use of the word “small” may be significant because it illustrates 

how the gated have limited visibility and impact. Barzilai-Nahon (2008) argues that “the gated 

have limited visibility and impact relative to the information disseminated by gatekeepers who 

control a major portion of audience attention…their ability to influence preferences, awareness 

and attitudes is limited” (p.1505). This idea of users having little impact and no ability to 

influence others may attribute to participants passivity when it comes to actions related to 

customization.  

Participants regularly performed self-censorship on Facebook and the instances listed 

above did not increase involvement if there was potential to harm social capital. Both male and 
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female participants discussed how they do not comment and engage with content in order to 

avoid “starting fights” or “arguments” with other users on Facebook. Both male and female users 

tend to be passive and inactive when it comes to generating content and information due to social 

pressures. There were a number of instances where users performed self-censorship in order to 

protect their social capital. For example, one participant, who supported Donald Trump during 

the 2016 United States Election, hesitated to promote her political agenda on social networks. 

The participant’s hesitation was generated from fear that she would be labeled a racist. Another 

participant shared a post, she encountered while scrolling on her newsfeed, that read, “‘YoU 

sHoUlDnT jUdGe SoMeOnE bAsEd OfF oF wHo ThEy VoTeD fOr’ Um why not?! People's 

political views are their views on people. I can easily associate you with being racist, 

misogynistic, homophobic and close-minded if you support candidates that are”. When 

participants encountered posts like this, that perpetuate insularity and encourage extremism, they 

chose to remain silent. Furthermore, encountering posts like this, increased self-censorship and 

impair content production among participants.  

Passivity. The social network adds value to participants by tailoring information to them, 

and allowing them to maintain a passive role. Therefore, it was not surprising that participants 

were not highly engaged in gatekeeping practices on Facebook. Participants did not seem 

empowered to seek out information because personalization filters continuously feed them 

information that affirms their beliefs. “Liking” content on Facebook was the most common 

action performed by participants while on Facebook. Aside from “scrolling,” the action “liking” 

can be classified as a passive action. I classified “liking” as a passive action because it requires 

very little thought. Participant R.H. said: 

I would rather keep my thoughts to myself because I don’t care to argue with other 
people on the Internet. I never post things on Facebook that are controversial a) because I 
don’t really care that much to voice my opinion but also because – and also it’s not 
because I don’t care about, you know, posting the stuff—I don’t care about what the 
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people have to comment on it – because I don’t care about, you know, what they have to 
say about it. 
 

Not wanting to voice one’s opinion online was another emergent theme. This was especially 

prevalent among conservative, female participants. These participants had little interest in 

“sharing” or “commenting” on content and claimed they did not care to hear what others had to 

say. Commentary like this illustrates how personalization filters are negatively influencing the 

way we communicate with one another, both online and in-person. There seemed to be a 

decreased desire to debate issues, foster discussion, and understand different beliefs. Participants 

tended to isolate themselves within “echo-chambers” that reinforced pre-existing beliefs and 

deliberately shut out information that challenged their views (Plaisance, 2014). Participant’s 

deliberate avoidance of conflicting beliefs affirms Sunstein’s (2008) argument that 

personalization filters promotion of insularity has resulted in a society much less able to 

recognize shared interests and experiences.  

Blocking. “Blocking” or “unfriending” someone was not an action typically performed 

by participants. The vast majority of user’s Facebook friends were people they knew, or had at 

least met in real life. “Blocking” or “unfriending” another user could potentially harm 

participants’ social capital. This may be one reason why such actions are only performed in 

extreme circumstances, such as in the cases of extremism (i.e. hate speech, radicalism, or 

propaganda), threats, or termination of a relationship in real life. Participants said that when 

someone was “over-posting,” or “preaching extreme ideas,” they would unfollow or block them 

on Facebook. Participant L.M. said, “I would (block someone) if I thought that it was way too 

much – or too often – or the way they were sharing their viewpoint was not respectful.” 

Participant P.M. said, “Occasionally you get like one or two friends that you have nothing in 

common with and you hate everything that they say and then you just, you know, delete them or 

unfollow them.” The notion that blocking was rare and only performed in extreme circumstances 
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may suggest personalization filters high level of sophistication. In other words, they have 

become so intelligent that customization is not as necessary as it once was. While filters rely on 

customization, participants did not regularly perform actions related to customization like 

blocking or unfollowing. This suggests that system-driven filters have successfully personalized 

user’s feeds to their liking. Additionally, the information participants received from system-

driven filters aligned with their beliefs and allowed them to maintain a relatively passive role on 

Facebook. Meaning that within the framework of this study, personalization occurred more often 

than actions related to customization. 

The times that participants were exposed to contradictory information seemed relatively 

low. However, when they did encounter such content, both male and female participants claimed 

they respected viewpoints that were different from their own. R.H. said, “When I see my friends 

who post really controversial things that I don’t agree with I’m like no. But I’m not going to 

unfriend them because, even though that’s their beliefs, I still know them and I’m still friends 

with them but I’m not going to block them just because of their content – I think it’s interesting 

to read it –regardless if I believe it or not”. When asked if there had ever been a time they 

“unfriended”, “blocked” or “unfollowed” another user because of something they posted that 

they disagreed with, W.C. responded, “Never. Although I might not agree with their point of 

view, I respect their right to have an opinion.” Despite respecting dissimilar viewpoints, 

participant’s pre-existing beliefs were not influenced by the information.  

Sharing. Participants were more likely to share soft news stories compared to stories that 

dealt with hard news topics, like politics, economics and social issues. Entertainment stories that 

participants thought were “funny” was most commonly shared. There was, however, a greater 

likelihood that a post would be shared if the participant was “close” to a story. In other words, 

close proximity to a news story increased the likelihood that the participant would share the 
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information on Facebook. Despite being connected to a large global network, people still seem 

more interested or concerned with things that directly affect them. Proximity, a traditional news 

value, had a significant influence on participants. The closer participants were to an issue or 

news story, the more likely they were to post or share. L.M. said, “I think geography has a factor 

because where you live and work affects what you’re surrounded by.” The further removed from 

an issue or story, the more likely it would be for them to scroll past the information. 

There seemed to be a hesitation to share stories that are controversial. Rather, participants 

preferred to share stories that are funny or lighthearted. It is common for participants to avoid or  

scroll past controversial topics. Being extremely troubled by a story was one expectation that 

increased participants motivation to share controversial, hard news. For example, liberal-leaning 

participant, P.M. shared an article she was extremely bothered by the Trump administrations 

removal of the LGBTQ from the United States Census. She said: 

Ohh—Ohhh my goodness. Yeah, that really bothered me. It really bothered me because it 
was all going around the time there was that whole ban and they were stalking people in 
the airports and it really bothered me just because. It irked me because you know the 
LGBTQ community is a part of this country whether you like to admit it or not! … and I 
remember when Trump went into office like his whole website changed like he removed 
anything to do with the LGBT community from his website so it was like kind of like you 
know a hint you know that he like wasn’t necessarily focusing on representing them or 
giving them more representation, but the fact that he removed them from the census yeah 
it like really really bothered me so that’s why I posted it. 
 

When it came to sharing hard news, participants had to be passionate about the issue. Based on 

the sources of information they shared on their pages, there did not seem to be much effort in 

checking whether or not the information came from a credible source. Furthermore, if the 

information helped the participant prove their point or affirm their stance on an issue, they would 

post the information regardless of the source. 

Summary. The purpose of RQ1 was to determine the dimensions of participants’ 

involvement when they encountered content that contradicted their likes and beliefs on 
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Facebook. The study found that participants exposure to contradictory information was limited. 

This might be why participants involvement, when they encountered contradictory information, 

was generally low the majority of the time. Male participants were more active, than females, in 

regards to their involvement on Facebook. Despite this, male participants were more often 

passive when it came to involvement. In general, participants lacked the desire to comment on or 

share contradictory information and did not care what others had to say. Proximity, high 

motivation to spread awareness, agenda promotion, exposure to offensive or inappropriate 

content, contradiction of beliefs and societal pressures were the exceptions that had the potential 

to increase involvement and content production. Another potential cause for low involvement 

among participants is that soft news had a higher likelihood of being shared than hard news. It is 

less likely for a soft news stories to contradict a person’s likes and beliefs. Therefore, 

participants do not feel as compelled to speak out because their newsfeeds are flooded with soft 

news stories  

RQ2: How do participants discuss seeing content that aligns with their own beliefs? 

For this question, I examined how participants construct reality on Facebook. I looked for 

manifestations of the social construction theory such as encountering information that goes 

against preexisting social constructs. I learned whether participants preferred to stay in the 

comfort of the “filter bubble,” where exposure to diverse viewpoints is limited. This question 

helped further my understanding of how news content on Facebook shapes participants’ likes 

and beliefs. 

Lack of diversity. Within the framework of network gatekeeping, Facebook acts as a 

censorship mechanism to suppress undesired information from entering a user’s newsfeed. The 

more that people actively participated, in gatekeeping practices and actions related to 

customization, the less diverse their newsfeed appeared to be. That being said, it is important to 
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reiterate that overall, practices related to customization were still relatively low compared to 

personalization. Participants did discuss how their newsfeed featured stories and articles that 

aligned with their beliefs and viewpoints. Participant T.J. said, “I tend to agree with the majority 

of them.” Participant P.M. said, “most of my friends and I have similar opinions on things and so 

that’s like I see what other people will post and share and I mostly agree with it.” The lack of 

diversity within participants newsfeeds is concerning. It shows that participants are continually 

being exposed to and indoctrinated by their own ideas and beliefs. Moreover, the lack of 

diversity within participants feeds shows Facebook filters are successful at inculcating 

participants with their own beliefs. This is alarming because repetitive exposure to recurring 

ideology can shape participants reality. 

Participants who claimed to have a diverse newsfeed contradicted themselves by saying 

that they tended to agree with the majority of content they saw on Facebook. When asked if 

Facebook connects them to a diverse group of people with diverse viewpoints, O.A. said, “I 

think it’s pretty diverse even though I tend to agree with most of the opinions. Another 

participant, W.C., said, “It's hard to say whether I agree or disagree with the majority of posts as 

there is a healthy mix of content and opinions and viewpoints, many of which agree with my 

personal beliefs.” This contradiction indicates that personalization filters are effectively 

indoctrinating us with our own ideas – the exact subliminal propaganda that makes users 

complacent and assures them their beliefs and ideals are just (Pariser, 2012). Furthermore, the 

lack of diversity within newsfeeds indicates that crystallization is relatively strong. Wohn and 

Bowe (2014) hypothesize that when crystallization is strong user’s do not engage with diverse 

sources or individuals on a social network, he or she will have stronger beliefs about what is 

important.  
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Self-expression in-person vs. online. A person’s online persona is often vastly different 

from the way they present themselves in-person. I found that participants, who said they felt 

more comfortable expressing themselves online, did not feel as comfortable expressing 

themselves in person, whereas participants who felt more comfortable sharing their beliefs in-

person were relatively reserved when it came to expressing themselves online.  

Political ideology, as it relates to participants geographic location, was an emergent 

theme that influenced participants desire to express themselves. Participants who lived in a state 

where their political ideology was the minority opinion felt more comfortable sharing their 

opinions online compared to in-person. Participant P.M. lived in a historically conservative, 

Southern state and identified as consistently liberal on the Pew Research Center (2014) 

Ideological Consistency Scale with a score of negative nine. The participant said she felt 

uncomfortable sharing her opinions in-person because her beliefs were not shared by the 

majority of people she associated with in-person. When asked if she discussed political issues 

with friends and family, P.M. said: 

Well it just depends on like I feel like who—ugh I hate to say this but who I’m around 
because like with my — like I might not necessarily share the story with them word for 
word but I might explain or just discuss certain issues I have with things that are going 
on. I mean right now I live in Louisiana. It’s a very, very, like—rigid. I mean, I live in the 
oldest city in Louisiana too like Nacogdoches like it’s the first city purchased in the 
Louisiana purchase so you know when it comes to talking about these things here I feel 
like–Water them down a little bit. It’d be different if there were a whole bunch of people 
around that felt the same way that I did but because I’m, you know, I’m just one person it 
feels kind of discouraging at times. 

 
Whereas, participants that lived in a state that was aligned with their political beliefs said they 

were comfortable speaking to someone in-person compared to online. Participant H.R. said, “If I 

was talking to someone in person about my beliefs or something that’s a different story—I can 

sit there all day and talk about what I believe and what I disbelieve in a conversation with 

somebody that I know” and L.M. said, “the people that I hang out with or work with or interact 
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with the most – that’s what’s most on my newsfeed or on my Facebook – um so I don’t know – I 

think geography has a factor because where you live and work affects what you’re surrounded 

by.” There is also a strong desire to curate your best self-online. Therefore, if users want to 

depict their best self on Facebook then, the likelihood that they would post something that went 

against popular opinion is rare. 

From an existentialist perspective, the division of online and in-person personas 

illustrates lack of authenticity. This lack of authenticity among participants makes it difficult for 

users to discern who they are and what they believe. This illustrates what Berger and Luckmann 

(1996) labeled as a risk to primary socialization, otherwise known as “heterogeneity in the 

socializing personnel,” (p.167).The negative impact of heterogeneity in the socializing personnel 

on primary socialization affects social construction by changing the way users perceive the 

reality of their everyday life. 

Political partisanship. Facebook automatically labels users as liberal, moderate, or 

conservative by tracking users’ activity. Merely “liking” a business page that identifies with a 

political party can influence how users are categorized politically. With the permission of the 

participants, I asked them to log in to Facebook to see what political category Facebook assigned 

them to. Facebook had successfully labeled all of the participants into their respective party. It is 

important to note that the participants, who fell into the mixed category from the political 

ideology survey, identified themselves as conservatives during the interview and were labeled on 

Facebook as such. Furthermore, it was interesting that the participants who fell into the mixed 

category were actually the most vocal about their love for Donald Trump and hatred for Hilary 

Clinton.  

 When asked which news topics were important, conservative and mixed participants 

said, “terrorist attacks,” “radical Islam,” “police shootings”, and “President Trump.” Liberal 
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leaning participants mentioned, “immigration,” “climate change,” “LGBTQ rights” and “the 

bombings in Syria.” It is not surprising that the stories being fed to participants are in line with 

their political ideology. The stories that aligned with their political beliefs were the stories that 

they were being fed. Though this study cannot measure the extent of their power, it is clear that 

filters are telling users what to think and what is important – essentially affecting users’ reality 

by helping shape our beliefs. This is especially true in the case of the “mixed” participants.  The 

left and the right are becoming more and more divided because user’s beliefs are consistently 

being validated instead of questioned. The targeting of voters on social media during the 2016 

Presidential election illustrates how detrimental personalization filters can be to society and the 

democratic process.  

 Summary. RQ2 examined how participants talked about seeing content that aligned with 

their personal beliefs. Participants agreed with the majority of content they were exposed to on 

Facebook. This shows that exposure to diverse ideologies was limited. This promotes the idea 

that personalization filters have helped promote users pre-existing beliefs by excluding 

contradictory information from entering the gate and onto participants newsfeeds. When a person 

is continually fed information that promotes their beliefs it becomes increasingly difficult to 

recognize and understand others. The findings help strengthen Sunstein’s (2008) argument that 

personalization filters promotion of insularity has resulted in a society much less able to 

recognize shared interests and experiences.  Furthermore, the information participants are 

exposed to strengthens their beliefs by continually affirming them. The lack of desire to seek out 

alternative information that questioned their beliefs suggests that participants preferred to stay in 

the comfort of their filter bubble. 

RQ3: How do participants talk about seeing content that does not align with their beliefs? 
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For this question, I continued to look for manifestations of the social construction theory 

to further develop an understanding of how participants construct reality on Facebook. I sought 

to understand whether or not participants were able to think beyond their narrow self-interests. 

This question, along with RQ2, helped further my understanding of how news content on 

Facebook shapes participants’ likes and beliefs. It should be noted that it was difficult to measure 

exposure to contradictory viewpoints and information because personalization filters tend to edit 

out opposing viewpoints. 

Scrolling and selective exposure. Participants tended to scroll past information they 

disagreed with rather than reporting, blocking, or unfriending someone on Facebook. Media 

messages that contradicted pre-existing beliefs were easily avoided and scrolled past. T.J. said, 

“I’ll just keep scrolling (when I see content I disagree with).” Participant P.M. said, “um no – I’ll 

just keep scrolling. I know some people may, you know, make comments – and I might make a 

comment saying that I disagree but I don’t try to start fights or anything.” Participants preferred 

to stay silent and censor themselves rather than inciting an argument or posting an unfavorable 

opinion that they could later be condemned for. There seemed to be apprehension when it came 

to expression of personal beliefs, especially when their opinion on an issue went against popular 

opinion. Short-attention spans coupled with the ability to scroll past information makes it easy 

for users to ignore issues, especially when the information they are scrolling past does not 

directly affecting them.  

The ability to scroll past information has made it increasingly easy for users to perform 

selective exposure by limiting exposure to mass-media messages that do not reinforce their pre-

beliefs. Personalization and customization have made it difficult for users to recognize how 

filters are affecting them. These filters have only promoted user’s propensity to selectively 

choose messaging that aligns with pre-existing beliefs. The phenomenon of selective exposure 
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on social media has created a fundamental problem within our society. Liao & Fu (2013) argue 

that when the phenomenon of selective exposure is applied to social media there is an increase in 

social fragmentation and ideological polarization.  

Frustration. Filters on Facebook could be a cause for political polarization and 

ideological uniformity in the United States. The increasing ideological divide has resulted in “the 

growing contempt that many Republicans and Democrats have for the opposing party (Pew 

Research Center, 2016, p. 11). This increase in negative views of the opposing party and lack of 

understanding towards them was a major theme that emerged from the research. Participants see 

and engage with content that aligns with their beliefs and viewpoints the majority of the time. 

This can be both advantageous and detrimental to society. It is advantageous because there are 

more platforms to exercise freedom of speech and diverse information is more accessible than 

ever before. However, the likelihood that users with actively seek out information that 

contradicts their beliefs appears to be slim. This unwillingness to seek out information, 

inconsistent with pre-existing beliefs, is where problems arise.  

When asked to describe how exposure to opposing viewpoints on Facebook made them 

feel, participants used words like “frustrated,” “confused,” “threatened,” “bothered” “irked, 

“bugged,” and “annoyed.” The use of these words suggests that there is a lack of mutual 

understanding for one another – most likely caused by unbalanced information diets. When 

confronted with a pro-Hilary article on her feed participant R.H., who labeled herself as 

conservative, said: 

Donald Trump has been President (but) there’s millions of women protestors—I have 
seen a lot of that like ‘He’s not my President!’ and ‘You’re not my President!’ It’s like 
well actually—yeah, he is and you know he didn’t just become President off of a whim—
the Nation voted for him. So, he is in fact your President! Get over it! Like we didn’t 
cause a fuss when—or not Obama supporters became President—we didn’t riot in the 
streets—like were like ok we’ve accepted it—we have moved on—and for those people 
who—obviously I’m a Republican—or I would think I am—but people who are not 
Republican—like especially like the women protestors—I just think it’s silly—and I bet 
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one million dollars to say that about 75% of those women out there have no idea what 
they’re protesting about. 
 

During the interview, the participant became increasingly frustrated while talking about Trump 

protestors. It also seemed difficult for the participant to understand and recognize the motivations 

of the protesters. While this problem may not be unique to social media, the problem is further 

perpetuated by social media. 

 Summary. RQ3 sought to understand how participants talk about seeing content that 

does not align with their beliefs. However, when participants encountered contradictory 

information they tended to scroll past the information or ignore it all together. It seemed easy for 

participants to dismiss contradictory information, this is not surprising since their feeds are 

continuously flooded with information that challenges the conflicting information they 

encounter. Participants discussed feeling frustrated when they came across opposing viewpoints, 

this suggests we have become, or are becoming, a society unable to understand and communicate 

with one another due to a lack of shared interests and understanding. 

 RQ4: What type of content do participants consume on Facebook? 

To answer this question, I examined the information participants’ encountered to see if 

they have imbalanced or balanced news consumption “diets.” With their permission, I looked at 

their news feeds with them to see what stories, sources and content they encounter. By 

understanding how participants negotiate, understand, and potentially consume contradictory 

messages presented to them through Facebook, I was able to learn about participants news 

information diets.  

Soft news. The stories that dominated the majority of participants’ newsfeeds tended to 

be soft news stories with an occasional hard news story in the mix. Additionally, participants 

were more likely to share soft news stories, concerning celebrities and entertainment, compared 

to hard news stories, ones that deal with international relations, politics, economics and critical 
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issues. R.H. said, “So um on my newsfeed it’s mostly like – but I do have a lot of stuff on my 

newsfeed that’s about like relationships – like I have BuzzFeed on there that talks about 

relationships and stuff – sometimes I get news from the Huffington Post.” T.J. said, “Sometimes 

I’ll share because I want to get the word out – maybe a missing person, um, or a great article 

sometimes I’ll just share it because it’s a funny meme or something that makes me laugh.” In 

general, participants were not likely to share or post hard news stories. Furthermore, if the story 

dealt with politics there was an even greater likelihood that participants would not post or share. 

When asked what types of news they typically share, L.M. said they would share posts about 

“climate change and like sports news… I wouldn’t typically share political posts.” R.H. said, “I 

mean maybe once or twice I have [posted/shared political stories] – probably during the 

election—but other than that I’ve never posted a status about something political – I only post 

things that I think are funny – you know a BuzzFeed article or something like that.” The old 

saying “ignorance is bliss” seems to be a recurring theme and it proves how comfortable users 

have become within the confines of their personalized filter bubbles. Participants’ responses and 

reactions to hard news raises concerns about user’s news consumption and reveals the inherent 

imbalance within individuals’ information diets. 

Participants’ explained that they tended to scroll past hard news stories and seemed 

disinterested with stories that focused on the political, economic or social issues that did not 

align with their political party. Participant C.M. said, “Most people have little interest in things 

that are happening in the world when there's another distraction, they scroll away.” P.M. said, “I 

think being bombarded with politics all the time kind of makes you know makes you know for a 

depressing (laugh) you know viewing situation. I like that fact that like with Facebook you can 

get you know those inspirational stories like when I was scrolling through my newsfeed this 

morning I saw like a BBC story about this beautiful little boy and he had autism and him and his 
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dad like basically made you know special needs look like a breeze.” Participant P.M.’s use of the 

word “bombarded” in reference to exposure to political news is interesting. It demonstrates how 

people have become disinterested when it comes to serious and important hard news topics. 

Participants general disinterest in politics is concerning with regards to democracy. Participants 

disinterest has led to a decreased amount of attention being given to important issues. 

Facebook as news. Facebook has become a social, interactive platform for users to 

consume news and keep updated about current events -	– essentially what Nicholas Negroponte 

(1995) referred to as the “Daily Me”. Participant W.C. said, “Facebook is like reading the 

newspaper these days.” Participants view Facebook and other SNS more relevant than traditional 

news sources like television, radio and newspaper because of these platforms’ ability to provide 

news that is relevant in real-time. Participant P.M. said that Facebook was more successful at 

keeping people up to date on current events and used the example of the man that was killed in 

real-time on Facebook Live. She said that Facebook has “proven that you know – there was that 

guy that killed that other guy like on the Facebook live feed! That is like current! That is going 

on like right now! That’s newsworthy and Facebook had that on their live feed so you know it 

like… It’s creating its own news.” Participant R.H. said, “you’re not going to get that kind of 

content from the television or a newspaper – like you’re going to get not just you know local 

news – I guess if you read the USA Today you could get that but Facebook is so much – I mean 

like the fact that it’s on the internet it’s a lot more accessible and I do think that it is successful in 

you know grouping things together for you to make it appealing to you.” The use of the word 

“appealing” is significant and one of the reasons why SNS have uprooted traditional gatekeeping 

practices and altered the current media landscape.  

Interactivity. The social network’s interactive ability makes Facebook more appealing to 

participants compared to traditional journalistic platforms. Participants felt that when they shared 
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or posted, even if the rate at which they post is not frequent, that dialogue was initiated and 

fostered. P.M. said, “I think that people are talking in a very real and a very-in a very important 

way. I feel like the reason Facebook works so well is because people are able to have a dialogue 

that they can’t necessarily have from just watching the news.” Whether or not those comments 

lead to relevant discourse is a moot point; however, participants mentioned that a person’s 

geographic location in relation to the news story was significant factor when deciding to post or 

share it. W.C. said, “Valuable conversations are fostered via Facebook when it’s local news.” 

Proximity may play a key role in a person’s decision to comment or engage in discussion on 

another users’ post. The closer someone is to a story, the more knowledgeable they feel, and the 

more confidence they have. This increased confidence among participants promotes post 

generation. 

Summary. RQ4 examined how participants news consumption diets are influenced by 

the content they consume on Facebook. I determined that participants news consumption “diets” 

were imbalanced. There seemed to be an aversion to reading hard news stories. Participants did 

not want to be “bothered” by hard news stories which suggests they would rather be entertained 

than informed. Additionally, the findings for RQ4 further illustrate how comfortable participants 

are within the confines of their personalized filter bubble.  

Summary of Findings 

 Overall, the study found that exposure to diverse viewpoints was low and when 

contradictory information was encountered it was scrolled past or ignored. The findings suggest 

that personalization filters do influence participants news consumption diets and thereby 

influence the way they interpret reality. The next section will offer tentative explanations for the 

findings and explain how they relate to the overall purpose of this study. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Personalization filters are a huge part of individual’s daily experience. They act as 

gatekeepers that continually affirm individual’s pre-existing beliefs by prohibiting 

“uncomfortable” information from entering the gate (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008). Users overlook the 

dangers of personalization because of the primary benefit, the ability to consume information 

quickly and easily, seemingly outweighs the risks (Pariser, 2012). The application of 

personalization on the Internet has isolated users into their own individual filter bubbles and 

impaired the ability to foster a shared culture (Sunstein, 2001). The purpose of this study, then, 

was to examine how participants make meaning of the reality they receive through 

personalization filters on Facebook, how and why participants perform network gatekeeping at 

an individual level, how news content shapes participants’ likes and beliefs, and how participants 

negotiate, understand and potentially consume contradictory messages presented to them through 

the social networking sites. 

Major Findings 

Throughout this study, various themes emerged that remained consistent amongst the 

participants. Within the framework of Network Gatekeeping Theory, participants of this study 

can be classified underneath “Tier 3: Bounded Gated: These gated classes undermine the 

foundations of traditional gatekeeping by positioning themselves as actors who deserve high 

attention from gatekeepers. Gated in this tier are bounded, with each type bounded by a different 

attribute, resulting in different levels of interactions with the gatekeeper that are sometimes not 

balanced” (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008, 1505). Participants, who fell underneath “Tier 3: Bounded 

Gated” are be defined as “Frustrated Gated”:  

These gated only lack political power. Owning vast resources, gatekeepers are more 
likely than are gated to create and produce most of the content resulting in a greater 
impact on society. Although gated can create and produce information independently 
without having to pass through a content gatekeeper, the visibility and impact of their 



 43 

work is usually limited. The limited degree of visibility and impact is relative to the 
information disseminated by gatekeepers who control the major portion of audience 
attention (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008, 1505). 

The gatekeeper, in this case Facebook, has greater control of the information being disseminated 

than the gated. As members of this class type, participant’s passivity could be attributed to the 

fact that the content they produce has little impact on society. Barzilai-Nahon (2008) further 

defined “Frustrated Gated” as: 

Even if independent from content gatekeepers, the gated are still dependent on other 
types of gatekeepers, such as infrastructure providers, and government or industry 
regulators. Gatekeepers rely on gated’s ability to produce information as well as their 
participation and involvement in networks and also are aware of the ability of the gated to 
switch patrons if needed. Therefore, there is a sensitive balance in trying to satisfy gated 
needs to ensure that they will stay in the boundaries of control of the gatekeeper and also 
promote gatekeepers’ goals. This enforces gatekeepers to fulfill a more active role of 
guardian/protector and ensures that their social networks or platforms are operational and 
satisfy all constituencies (Barzaili-Nahon, 2008, 1505). 

As gatekeeper, Facebook realizes the alternatives available to the gated and therefore relies on 

personalization filters to feed gated participants information that aligns with their likes and 

beliefs. Personalization enables Facebook to maintain its control over its users. 

 The study also found that news information diets were imbalanced and undoubtedly 

affected by personalization filters. Unlike pre-Internet news consumers, the rise of the Internet 

gave online news consumers access to diverse sources of information while also making it easier 

than ever to engage in selective exposure. The propensity to selectively choose information and 

customize newsfeeds may explain why the information participant’s encountered on Facebook 

was not diverse and aligned with their pre-existing ideologies. Participants may be passive when 

it comes to their involvement on Facebook due to the lack of diversity within their newsfeeds. 

Another leading cause of low involvement might also be the overwhelming amount of soft news 

stories compared to hard news stories. Hard news stories are more likely to cause offense and 

contradict personal beliefs. Therefore, this scarcity of hard news stories within participants 
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newsfeeds may also be attributed to low involvement. Participants seemed unperturbed when it 

came to seeing content that aligned with personal beliefs. Personalization filters have made 

individuals accustomed to seeing information that aligns with their beliefs. It is only when they 

encountered content, contrary to their preexisting ideology, that they become confounded and 

reactionary.  

The study found that there was a division between participant’s “self” online and in-

person: 

When the construction of the self happens online in cyberspace, as is occurring at an 
increasingly rapid rate, taking the attitude of the other becomes awfully 
complex…Without fixed and distinct communities, the range of potential interactions 
becomes infinite. There are, after all, so many “others,” so many unique identities to 
choose from… Consequently, there will be no fixed self, but multiple selves, and identity 
will be further fragmented with each interaction in cyberspace. (Lipton, 1996, p. 343)  

The idea that there is no longer a “fixed self” but multiple selves means that authenticity is 

compromised. This lack of authenticity inhibits individual’s ability to develop firm beliefs. The 

separation of self and the desire to curate one’s best “self” online may be one reason why self-

expression online is rare. Political partisanship and geography were two factors that influenced 

self-expression and information production.  

Participants, whose ideologies aligned with popular opinion, were more likely to express 

themselves and produce information. Whereas participants, whose ideologies contradicted 

popular opinion, tended to be more passive with regards to self-expression and information 

production. Participants discussed feeling frustrated when they came across opposing 

viewpoints. This suggests that we live in a society that is more unable to understand and 

communicate with one another. This affirmation of Sunstein’s (2008) argument is concerning 

because when individuals are silenced and feel as though their voices are not heard, it increases 

the likelihood they become radicalized. Furthermore, it illustrates how intolerant and angry our 

society has become to that which is different.  
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Theoretical Implications 

 This study helps further the understanding of this area of research by filling a void in 

previous literature. Previous studies typically employed quantitative methodology to further 

understand the effect of personalization filters. This study took a different approach and 

employed a qualitative approach to learn more about the complex phenomena. Moreover, this 

study looked at a specific group of individuals, 18-to-35-year-old online SNS news consumers, 

to learn how the phenomena was situated within a local context. The purpose was to further 

understand how personalization filters shaped individual’s experiences in rich detail.  

Previous studies called for further empirical research to be conducted on network 

gatekeeping salience theory to strengthen the theoretical foundation. This study filled that void 

by looking at the circumstances in which the gated operated under a specific tier, in this case 

“Tier 3: Bounded Gated.” This study found that underneath Tier 3, the gated’s lack of political 

power directly affected their involvement. In other words, the less influencing power they had, 

the less likely they were to engage and/or produce information on Facebook. 

The research also adds to existing literature by furthering the understanding of the 

Internet’s impact on the social construction of reality. Zhao (2006) argued: 

To have a full understanding of the ways in which individuals connect with each other in 
the increasingly distanciated lifeworld, it is imperative that we study not only human co-
presence in the zone of the “here and now” but also social interactions in the far zones 
that are mediated by communications technology. As our lifeworld has changed, so must 
our theory about it. (p. 472) 

Previous studies looked at socialization and the impact of the Internet. This study took a 

narrower approach and looked at social interaction on a specific medium, Facebook, to see how 

socialization and the construction of reality were impacted by personalization filters. Internet 

developers and advocates promoted the belief that the technology would connect us. However, 

increased accessibility along with information overload led to the development of 
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personalization filters. Despite the Internet’s initial promise, the ability to communicate with a 

diverse world online, participants tended to remain inside the confines of their filter bubble. 

Practical Implications 

 The majority of online news consumers and SNS users do not realize the extent to which 

personalization filters effect their news consumption diets, thereby influencing their beliefs and 

shaping their reality. Unfortunately, many do not realize the phenomena affects them at all and if 

they do, they do not do much to change their news consumption behavior. Personalization filters 

have aided the balkanization of society into individual enclaves, also known as filter bubbles 

(Plaisance, 2014). When individuals are fed information, that reinforces their beliefs and refutes 

opposing viewpoints, the likelihood they become radical increases. Therefore, social media users 

need to seek out information from various sources, both traditional and non-traditional, in order 

to balance their information diets. The majority of participants in this study did not realize the 

extent to which personalization filters influenced their information diets. This indicates that more 

information needs to be given to educate them about personalization filters and how they relate 

to their daily lives. The more educated users become the more likely they will be to demand 

change from social media organizations. As Barzilai-Nahon (2008) argues, “the gated can gain 

political power via the ability to set public discourse and agenda… There is a sensitive balance in 

trying to satisfy gated needs to ensure that they will stay in the boundaries of control of the 

gatekeeper” (p.1505). The more knowledgeable users become, the more inclined social media 

organizations will be to respond to concerns to keep the gated within their boundaries of control. 

Limitations 

 This study had several limitations. One limitation was its small scope. Although the 

participants differed geographically, demographically and ideologically, there were only a total 

of 6 participants interviewed. Furthermore, the study only looked at Facebook users between the 
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ages of 18-35. As a qualitative study, this research can make no definitive statements. However, 

this study does provide insight and further the understanding of personalization filters influence 

on user’s daily life. Furthermore, by employing qualitative methodology, the study had a greater 

level of detail than quantitative methods could provide. 

Directions for Future Research 

 Barzilai-Nahon (2008) raised the question, “if the gated possess all four attributes (i.e. 

political power, alternatives, information productions, and relationships) are they still gated? Or 

would that make them gatekeepers? This is an important distinction of roles, which needs to be 

put forward in the network gatekeeping salience theory” (p. 1506). There are many directions 

future researchers could take to strengthen the theoretical foundation of network gatekeeping. 

For example, one direction would be looking at how Donald Trump operated underneath “Tier 4: 

Challenging Gated” within the context of 2016 Presidential Election. 

Future research should also help to further understand personalization’s impact on the 

social construction of reality. Future researchers could look at how personalization filters 

influence the way people perceive reality on other platforms. Other SNS platforms could include 

YouTube, Instagram, and Twitter. Future studies could also narrow the scope of the study even 

further. For example, researchers could seek to understand how personalization filters on a SNS 

influence individual’s reality and impact their mental health or interview members of a 

radicalized group on Facebook to understand how personalization filters on the SNS influence 

their reality.  

Conclusion 

Personalization filters have proven to be detrimental to society through the promotion of 

“me” and the suppression of “we” (shared culture). Personalization filters have the power to 

influence our daily life and shape our beliefs by changing the way we communicate and 
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construct reality. Personalization filters act as a vehicle for indoctrinating individuals. Despite 

the overwhelming amount of power personalization filters have on individual’s daily life, there is 

little being done to try to limit that power. The current climate within the United States, and the 

deterioration of shared interests and understanding, signals how divided we are as a nation. 

Research on the impact of personalization filters and the construction of reality is needed now 

more than ever. In conclusion, it is important to reiterate that future researchers must continue to 

investigate how individuals make meaning of the reality they receive through personalization 

filters on SNS before our nation becomes even more divided.  
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Appendix A 
Bishop Interview Recruiting/ Survey 
 
Q18 Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research project The title of my research is: 
Bursting Your (Filter) Bubble. I am recruiting participants to participate in one on one interviews 
for a study that involves research. Participation is completely voluntary. You may decline to 
answer any question, or you may withdraw your participation at any time by ceasing to respond 
to questions or closing your browser window. The survey will take 5 minutes or less and will be 
used for academic research. Participants and responses will remain anonymous. The risks in 
participating in this study are no greater than what would be expected in a daily conversation 
about similar topics and there should be no potential risk in participating. If you have any 
questions about this study, please contact Alexandra Bishop (ab3x5@mail.missouri.edu), the 
Primary Investigator for this project. If you have any questions regarding your rights as a 
participant in this research and/or concerns about the study, or if you feel under any pressure to 
enroll or to continue to participate in this study, you may contact the University of Missouri 
Campus Institutional Review Board (which is a group of people who review the research studies 
to protect participants’ rights) at (573) 882-9585 or umcresarchcirb@missouri.edu. The IRB 
Number associated with my project is 2005685 C. If you consent to participate, please click the 
link below. Clicking the “Next” button also indicates that you are 18 years of age or older. 
 
Q1 What gender do you identify with? 
m Male (1) 
m Female (2) 
m Other (3) 
 
Q2 How old are you? 
m 18-25 (1) 
m 26-35 (2) 
m 36+ (3) 
 
Q14 Please specify your ethnicity 
m White/Caucasian (1) 
m African American (2) 
m Hispanic/Latino (3) 
m Native American (4) 
m Asian/Pacific Islander (5) 
m Other (6) 
 
Q3 Would you say that Facebook news keeps you up to date on current events  
m Definitely yes (1) 
m Probably yes (2) 
m Might or might not (3) 
m Probably not (4) 
m Definitely not (5) 
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Q4 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m Government is almost always wasteful and inefficient (1) 
m Government often does a better job than people give it credit for (2) 
 
Q5 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m Government regulation of business usually does more harm than good (1) 
m Government regulation of business is necessary to protect the public interest (2) 
 
Q6 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m Poor people today have it easy because they get government benefits without doing anything 

in return (1) 
m Poor people have hard lives because government benefits don't go far enough t help them live 

decently (2) 
 
Q7 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m The government today can't afford to do much more to help the needy (1) 
m The government should do more to help needy Americans even if it means going deeper into 

debt (2) 
 
Q8 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m Blacks who can't get ahead in this country are most responsible for their own condition (1) 
m Racial discrimination is the main reason why many people can't get ahead these days (2) 
 
Q9 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m Immigrants today are a burden to our country because they take our jobs, housing and health 

care (1) 
m Immigrants today strengthen our country because of their hard work and talents (2) 
 
Q10 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m The best way to ensure peace is through military strength (1) 
m Good diplomacy is the best way to ensure peace (2) 
 
Q11 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m Most corporations make a fair and reasonable amount of profit (1) 
m Business corporations make too much profit (2) 
 
Q12 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m Stricter environmental laws and regulations cost too many jobs and hurt the economy (1) 
m Stricter environmental laws and regulations are worth the cost (2) 
 
Q13 Which position do you AGREE with most between the following views 
m Homosexuality should be discouraged by society (1) 
m Homosexuality should be accepted by society (2) 
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Q16 Please include your name and contact information if you would be willing participate in a 
one-on-one interview. 
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Appendix B 
Focus group protocol 
 
Note: Much of the introductory script material comes from the work of María E. Len-Ríos and 
was given to me by Amanda Hinnant 
 
To be on table: food, bottled water 
 
To be distributed: Consent form (with a copy for them to keep), survey (demographics) 
 
BEGIN SCRIPT (5 minutes) 

First, I want to explain what a focus group is, why we are having this focus group and what we 
hope to learn. A focus group is discussion that centers on one particular topic. The purpose is to 
gather a variety of detailed information about the topic. 

People in focus groups usually have something in common. In our case, you were selected 
because you all are actively engaged on Facebook and use the social network as your primary 
news source. The graduate student involved in this project wants to learn more about how you 
gather and read news information on Facebook and your thoughts about the information you are 
exposed to. With the information we gather, we hope to understand a little more about why 
Facebook is such a popular site for reading news and how it shapes your likes and beliefs. 

Your comments today will be videotaped-audiotaped so I ask that you please speak one at a time. 
I want to assure you that what you say is for our academic research purposes only. Your name 
will NOT be attached to your comments. First, we need to take care of some housekeeping 
details. I handed you a consent form when you came in. If you have read the form and signed it, 
please hand it to me. There is a copy of the form for you to keep. Does anyone have any 
questions about the information on the consent form?  

I also handed you a short survey that asks you for basic information, so that we can describe the 
demographic make up of the group. Again, your individual information on the form will not be 
shared.  

As I mentioned in the form, with your permission our discussion tonight is being videotaped. 
This helps me so that I can talk to you and listen without having to frantically write down what 
you are saying. Your names will not be used in my report of this group, and I can assure you that 
no one outside our small research group will ever see this tape.  

Now, there is an important thing I want you to know about focus groups. There are only right 
answers. There is no certain answer I am looking for in any of the things we will discuss tonight. 
You all have had different experiences and have different opinions, and all opinions are truly 
important. We are looking for different opinions, so please do not be swayed by others in the 
group if you might feel differently about something we are discussing. On the other hand, if you 
agree with others, you do not need to feel as if we need a dissenter either! Also, I want you to 
understand that nothing you have to say is going to get me in trouble or make me lose my job, as 
I am a volunteer just like you!  
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As we begin our discussion, I ask that you please talk one at a time so that everyone gets a 
chance to share their opinions and that we do not miss anything. Also, please speak up so that we 
can all hear what you have to say and so we get it on tape. Feel free to address others at the table, 
you do not need to address all of your comments to me, but please avoid side conversations 
while others are talking. Also, just to make sure things run smoothly, if you have a cell phone or 
a pager that emits noise, please turn the volume off. This will keep others from getting distracted 
during our meeting. I may interrupt the discussion from time to time. Please forgive me if I do 
this. I'm not trying to be rude; it's just that we have a lot that we need to cover and I want to get 
you out of here on time. Lastly, I really encourage everyone to participate equally; I'm very 
interested to hear what each one of you has to say. If you tend to be a very talkative person, you 
might want to think about talking a little less, and if you tend to be a quiet person, you might 
want to think about talking a little more. 

Please help yourself to the food and refreshments at any point.  

Are there any questions before we begin?  

BEGIN QUESTIONS: 

General Facebook consumption questions (60 minutes) 

Can you talk about a specific time that you saw something?  

What do you do when you see something you don’t agree with on Facebook? (RQ1/RQ2) 

What would cause you to delete or block someone from your friends list on Facebook? 

RQ1/RQ2) 

Do you prefer to only consume content that you like/agree with? (RQ3) 

Do you like having your news tailored to you and why? (RQ3) 

Do you feel like Facebook is a good way to keep up to date with current events? (RQ4) 

• ALT: Do you think Facebook is a good way to keep up to date with political elections? 

Which types of news stories on Facebook are most appealing to you? (RQ4) 

• ALT: Which types of news do you see the most on Facebook?  

Do you discuss the stories you read on Facebook with anyone? (RQ4) 

• ALT: Do you talk about what you read in person or do you just share it online? 

What do you like or dislike about the news you see on Facebook? (RQ4) 

Do you seek out other sites for news? If so, what sites and how often? (RQ4) 
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What would you say is a popular topic being talked about in the news today according to 

Facebook? (RQ4) 

Do you think that Facebook connects you to a diverse group of people? (RQ3) 
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Appendix C 

Semi-Structured Interview Question Guide 

[Have participants do this before the interview]? Could you open up Facebook and take a few 
minutes scrolling through your newsfeed. Screenshot all the stories or provide links to stories 
that: interest you, you would share, you would save to read later, you disagree with, etc. Ok now 
that you have taken the time to scroll through your newsfeed…. Can you look over the news 
stories that you would share to your page?  

• What is (are) the title(s) of the article(s) and the site (source) 
• What motivated you to share this news story on your own newsfeed? 
• In general, why do you share stories on Facebook?  
• What role do you think you are playing when you share a story on Facebook? 
• Do you discuss the stories you see on Facebook or just share it? 

 
What would you say is the most important topic begin talked about on the news today? 
 
How much control would you say you have on the content you see on your newsfeed? 

• (If they say they have a lot of control ask…) In what ways do you control your newsfeed? 
 
Tell me about how Facebook keeps you up to date on current events (things that are happening in 
the world)? 

• Did the stories you saw on Facebook help aid in your decision on who to vote for in the 
recent Presidential election? 

 
Do you think Facebook connects you to a diverse group of people and viewpoints? 
 
When you scroll through your newsfeed would you say that you tend to agree or disagree with 
the majority of stories/viewpoints on your feed? 
 
Can you tell me about a post you saw (related to a news or current events) that you disagreed 
with? (ALT question) Has there ever been a time when you un-friended, blocked or unfollowed a 
person because of something they posted that you disagreed with? 

• What was the post about? 
• Why did you take any actions in response (unfriend the person, comment, ignore) to the 

story or post? 
• How would you use to describe these people that you took these actions against? 

 
Tell Participant about the Filter bubble  

Eli Pariser came up with a theory called the “Filter Bubble”. Pariser notes that he is a 
progressive, politically. As he began scrolling through his Facebook feed he noticed that all of 
his conservative friends had disappeared from his feed. It turned out that Facebook had been 
looking at which links he had clicked on and noticed he was clicking more on the links from his 
liberal friends and, without consultation, edited out his conservative friends –and they 
disappeared. This is known an invisible algorithmic editing and it happens all the time online –
not just on Facebook. This kind of personalization is sweeping the web and even the biggest 
news sites are now personalized. Pariser argues that this is moving us very quickly to a world in 
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which the Internet is showing us what it thinks we want to see and not necessarily what we need 
to see. Pariser’s suggests that all of these filters and algorithms work together to create a filter 
bubble for each individual. It is your own personal, unique universe of information that you live 
in online. What is in your filter bubble depends on what you do and who you are but you don’t 
decide what gets in and more importantly you don’t see what gets edited out.  
 
What thoughts went through your head when you learned about the filter bubble? 

• ALT: Any positive thoughts? 
• ALT: Any negative thoughts? 

 
How do you feel knowing that the news is personalized and tailored to you specifically?  
 
Do you think personalization filters influence you and your likes and beliefs? 

• How? In what ways? 
 
Would you say that personalization filters are helpful or harmful? 

• If they say helpful ask how 
• If they say harmful ask how 
 
Earlier I asked you how much control you had on the content you saw on Facebook? After 
hearing about Parisers’ theory has your answer changed or stayed the same?  

 
Is there anything else that we haven’t discussed that you think is important? 
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Appendix D 

CONSENT FORM  
 
INVESTIGATOR’S NAME: ALEXANDRA BISHOP    
PROJECT #2005685 C 

 
STUDY TITLE: BURSTING (YOUR) FILTER BUBBLE 
 
This is a study about personalization filters online. 
 
Why YOU are invited 
You are invited to be in this research study because you are between the ages of 18 and 65 and 
consume the majority of your news on Facebook.  
 
What will happen? 
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to do the following things: The interview will 
run anywhere from 60-120 minuets. You will be audio recorded and the discussion will be 
transcribed verbatim. 
 
Can anything good happen to me? 
There are no expected benefits. 
 
Can anything bad happen to me? 
The risks in participating in this study are no greater than what would be expected in a daily 
conversation about similar topics and there should be no potential risk in participating. 
 
What if I don’t want to do this? 
If you say you do not want to be in the study, you just have to tell us. No one will be mad at you. 
You can also say yes and later if you change your mind, you can quit the study. The choice is up 
to you [and your parent(s)]. Describe any alternative procedures that might be available to the 
subject other than this study, if applicable. 
 
Who will know my answers/ see my information? 
Only the research team will see your information. The subject’s participation in the study will be 
kept confidential. The participants will be guaranteed anonymity and pseudonyms will therefore 
be used. 
We will do our best to make sure that your answers to these questions/your information are kept 
a secret. If you have questions about this study please contact Alexandra Bishop at (214) 534-
7763 or Ryan Thomas at 573-882-1455 
 
Who can I talk to about the study? 
 
You can ask questions any time. You can ask now. You can ask later. You can talk to me or you 
can talk to someone else, at any time during the study. Here is the telephone number to reach the 
University of Missouri Campus Institutional Review Board (573) 882-9585  
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Do you want to be in the study? 
 

 YES                                                 NO 
 
 
 
 

___________________________________________   __________________ 
Signature  Date 

 
 
A copy of this form will be given to you. 
 


