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Abstract 

Purpose To assess the extent to which the news is discussed in social network web sites.

Design/methodology/approach This article reports a quantitative analysis of the text of 26,953 Live Spaces from September 2006 to February 2007 using a heuristic designed to detect news discussions. In addition, a comparative link and page analysis of 20 general popular social network environments (e.g., MySpace, Facebook) and 11 popular blog environments (e.g., Typepad, Blogger) is presented.
Findings The text analysis suggests that news plays little role in most Live Spaces, but the link and page analysis suggest that the key difference is less between social network environments and blog environments than between free standardised environments (e.g., MySpace, Blogger) and professional or semi-professional blogs, with the former tending to carry relatively little news-related content.
Research limitations The methods used are exploratory rather than giving definitive conclusions.
Practical implications Those interested in public reactions to the news should focus on blogs and blog-like social network sites rather than general social network sites, and should expect only a tiny proportion of the discussions to be news-related.
Originality/value Although the role of blogs in reporting, discussing, and making the news has been frequently analysed, this is the first study about the extent to which general social networking sites engage with (mass media) news. 
Introduction

Blogs, web sites containing a series of dated postings in reverse chronological order, are now recognised as being sometimes influential in politics and the news (e.g., Elmer et al., 2007; Smith, 2006; Trammell & Britton, 2005; Wall, 2005). The most popular ‘A-list’ blogs (Trammell & Keshelashvili, 2005), such as instapundit.com, have hundreds of thousands of weekly readers. Many journalists now maintain blogs as part of their job, and sometimes amateur bloggers even create news that is later picked up by the mainstream media, as in the case of Senator Lott (Thompson, 2003). Blogs seem to be an opportunity for increased democracy: potentially a medium which enables the public to debate with each other and even with their representatives (Coleman, 2005). Blogspace is thus possibly a new virtual “public sphere” (Habermas, 1989) in which politics and other events can be widely discussed, although it is not clear whether blogs primarily support genuine debate or mainly promote discussion within communities of like-minded individuals (Sunstein, 2004; Thompson, 2003).
By 2007, general purpose social network environments, such as MySpace, had become more common than blogs; for instance MySpace was the top visited site for U.S. web users (Prescott, 2007). Many social network sites contain blogs as part of their functionality and so it is logical to ask whether social networks engage with the news as much as blogs, especially since there has been considerable discussion of news blogging and very little discussion of news in social networks. Do social networks continue and extend blogs’ news coverage or do they represent a step inwards from the political to the personal? In other words, if people switch from blogging so social networking – either by changing site or because their blog site adds social networking functionalities – will this reduce the amount of news-related discussion that they post online, particularly for political news? This is an awkward question to answer since the majority of blogs have a different character to the most-read blogs: in the past the majority of blog authors were probably U.S. college students (Herring, Scheidt, Bonus, & Wright, 2004) and most blogs are probably essentially personal online diaries that are of interest only to the authors and their friends (Herring, Scheidt, Kouper, & Wright, 2006). 

No research has systematically investigated popular general social networks (defined below) to discover the extent to which news-related topics are discussed. Only one previously published paper on social networks seems to touch significantly on the news, although its goal is to discuss the ethics of publication and policing of blogs and social network sites (Snyder, Carpenter, & Slauson, 2006). Hence there is a lack of knowledge about the relationship between social network sites and the news; for instance: is the news extensively discussed in popular general social network sites or is it ghettoised to digg.com and blogs? The focus on popular general social network sites rather than specialist news sites is a deliberate one, motivated by a desire to investigate whether news-related debate is taking place amongst a wider public than those with a particular interest in politics or the news. If there has been a genuine upsurge in news discussion triggered by the increasing use by the population of many nations of social network environments then this would have important implications for democracy. Western-style democracy focuses around occasional elections and has been consequently been criticised as being superficial and media-driven (Curran, 2005; Herman & Chomsky, 1988; Schudson, 2003, p. 46). An upsurge in popular ongoing news debate could potentially undermine the power of the media and widen democracy in the sense of allowing more people to publicly debate governmental decisions more often. Conversely, an increasing volume of online news debate may give new opportunities for the media and politicians to use data mining techniques (e.g., Gruhl, Guha, Kumar, Novak, & Tomkins, 2005; Thelwall, & Stuart, 2007)  to directly discover and react to public opinion, either by responding to pressure or by developing more effective or targeted persuasion strategies. The information gained from online investigations into news discussion would be much more valuable and persuasive if it was known that a significant percentage of the population engaged in online news-related discussion, rather than just a small active minority.
Although not attempting to provide definitive answers to the complex issue of the extent to which news is discussed in general social network sites, the following questions are addressed as a preliminary step in this extended pilot study.

· Do news events appear amongst the major topics of discussion in general popular social network environments?

· Are major news events debated in common general social network environments significantly less than in blog environments?

Note that the term “social network site” is ambiguous: it could refer to the space of an individual user or a large social network environment like MySpace. In this article, the word “site” is used for both contexts but “environment” to avoid ambiguity when referring to a social network environment, and “space” for all of the content created by an individual user.

Literature review

General social network sites

Social network web sites are those that allow visitors to register and connect to each other in order to communicate or share resources. These connections may reflect offline relationships or be new relationships formed online. Typically, a social network site member has a personal profile page with space for a biography, a photograph and some other personal comments. In addition there is likely to be a space for the names or pictures of official “friends”: other site members that have agreed to connect. In addition to these core attributes, most sites have a range of other features, depending on their target audience and purpose. For example, Flickr supports the posting, commenting and tagging of images and YouTube supports the same for videos. More specialist sites include ConnectViaBooks, which connects people with similar reading preferences, and LinkedIn, which aims to create useful business contacts and relationships.


In this article, the focus is on general social network sites, which are defined here to be social network sites that have a primary focus on social interpersonal communication and do not have another specific narrow objective or concentration, such as books, videos, business networking or pictures. This excludes Flickr, ConnectViaBooks, YouTube and LinkedIn, amongst others. General social network sites are the most popular type, with MySpace, Facebook, Bebo and Live Spaces being well-known examples (Prescott, 2007). Although these sites are general purpose and aimed at a wide audience, in practice they often emphasise some theme such as music (e.g., MySpace) and probably all target younger web users. Some even target specific sectors of the population, such as MiGente: “the power of latinos” and there may also be clear class divisions in the membership base of general sites (boyd, 2007). General social network sites tend to include multiple communication mediums, such as a blog, a posting/comments/testimonials section of the home page that is open to the owner and their friends (sometimes called a “wall”) and a text messaging or email service. Many also allow pictures and videos to be posted and commented upon. Sites can support a music orientation by allowing users to embed a favourite song into their home page and connect as “friends” to their favourite pop groups. Most users (at least in the case of teens) seem to use social network sites for friendship rather than dating, and use them mainly to maintain existing friendships, although about half hope to make new friends (Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, 2007). In summary, general social network sites support communication between friends and making new friends, in addition to pleasurable activities that lend themselves to sharing, such as music listening and posting pictures and videos. 
Previous research into general social network sites has tended to focus on issues related to personal network creation and privacy (Gross, Acquisti, & Heinz, 2005; Hinduja & Patchin, 2008) rather than news or politics, and so this general research is reviewed here for contextual information. The concept of social network friendship has attracted particular attention. It is clear that a social network “friend” tends to be an acquaintance rather than a real-world friend, although the precise meaning varies for individuals and can be locally negotiated by communities (Raynes-Goldie & Fono, 2005). For instance, the lack of consensus over friendship and consequent disagreements about the social obligations associated with the term, and derivative concepts, are known causes of emotional stress (boyd, 2006). Note that although in most social networks friendship is a reciprocal relationship, in LiveJournal (and the photo site Flickr) it is asymmetrical and friends are usually just people that produce journals that are considered to be worth reading (Raynes-Goldie & Fono, 2005).

In terms of usage patterns the only environment that has been systematically studied and reported in the academic domain so far is Facebook. The study, based upon usage logs when Facebook was dominated by U.S. college students, suggested that students had incorporated the use of Facebook into their study routines, exchanging messages with friends, predominantly from the same college, at the same time as working (Golder, Wilkinson, & Huberman, 2007). The connection with offline activities is confirmed by other Facebook research, for example it is important for maintaining relationships started offline, rather than as a way to make new friends (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2006).

There seems to be little research that directly assesses the content of social network sites, nor the content of specialist groups within social network sites. Thus, little is known about what is discussed even though we have insights into why communication takes place. A partial exception is an examination of Friendster profiles which found them to be “identity performances” – frequently innovative and playful (boyd & Heer, 2006). The ability to be creative, at least in MySpace, is supported by a “copy and paste literacy” required to produce a profile: something that gives wider access to MySpace (and similar sites) by allowing less technologically advanced users to generate attractive personal sites (Perkel, 2006). Boyd and Heer (2006) also found a non-textual element – photo sharing: presumably personal photos – to be an important communication device in Friendster, which presumably also applies to other sites. Hence, it seems that social network spaces tend to be focused on personal issues rather than outward looking (e.g., towards the news or other general topics) but there is no quantitative evidence yet to support this conclusion. Note that the personal focus of social network spaces may make them similar to the “personal journal” style of blog which is probably the most popular blog type (Herring, et al., 2006), with other common blog types including filter blogs, which garner and pass on information from the web, and topic-oriented knowledge blogs (Herring, et al., 2006). These latter two types of blog, which presumably engage with the news more than personal journals, may not be found in significant numbers in social network sites.
Social network sites, blogs and news discussions
There are several different meanings of the word news but in this article the focus is on news in the sense of stories reported as news in the mass media. This is similar to the dictionary definition: “material reported in a newspaper or news periodical or on a newscast” (http://www.m-w.com/dictionary/News, accessed October 5, 2007). A second, related meaning: “previously unknown information” (http://www.m-w.com/dictionary/News, accessed October 5, 2007) will be drawn upon later.
The concept of “discussing the news” benefits from elaboration, especially in relation to blogs and social network sites. It is known that people do not always passively consume the news for intrinsic enjoyment but may also actively engage with it in order to satisfy one of a number of needs (Blumler & Katz, 1974). Two very different reasons for reading a newspaper, for example, are to identify interesting new conversation topics or to find out everything relevant to a particular focus of interest. There is consequently a great variety in the breadth and extent of individuals’ news interests (Harrison, 2006, p.156-164). Hence it is likely that bloggers and social networkers that mention the news do so for an equally wide range of reasons. In particular, individuals may occasionally mention the news (e.g., to check if their friends are safe from a catastrophe - Thelwall & Stuart, 2007), or to discuss an entertainment-related topic that is covered in the news, such as the launch of a major movie premiere (Thelwall, 2006). In contrast, some A-list bloggers seem to comment extensively on as much of the news as possible (Trammell & Keshelashvili, 2005) or offer exhaustive commentary on particular topics, such as the latest technological developments in a certain area (Bar-Ilan, 2005). In the context of blogs the most high profile news “discussions” are those on A-list blogs. These may be implicit discussions involving just one blogger’s postings or may be genuine debate, with others adding comment responses to a blog post or publishing follow-up posts in their own blogs (perhaps connecting via trackback links). It is not clear, however, how debate is typically conducted in social network sites. For example the wall or comment section of member profiles is often used for dialog, even though this feature was apparently originally designed (by Friendster) only for testimonials (boyd, 2008).
In terms of news within social network sites, the success of the specialist news site Digg shows that news can thrive in a collaborative environment. Digg operates by members recommending news stories, with the main news stories being automatically promoted to its front page. Although it is primarily a tool for identifying important news stories, it allows members to comment on them and supports social networks – in fact friendship circles help many users to identify personally relevant stories (Lerman, 2006, 2007). Despite Digg’s success, it is not clear whether news can also thrive in general purpose social network sites. Nevertheless, MySpace has introduced a news site (news.myspace.com, still a test (beta) version as of July 6, 2007) which perhaps expresses a belief that news can play a role. 

Since social network sites are often used as part of a communication strategy amongst friends, who often meet face to face frequently anyway, it seems logical to expect that typical topics of discussion would be similar to those normally discussed between friends, and would hence perhaps touch on news stories and serious issues relatively infrequently. There is some research into exploiting social network discussions for wider social gains, however, such as passing messages about environmentally friendly behaviour (Mankoff, Matthews, Fussell, & Johnson, 2007). This and the blog news research discussed above shows that specifically online discussion strategies are also sometimes used. Interestingly, however, the approach discussed shows how non-textual elements can be used to communicate, for example graphical information about a person’s carbon footprint on their profile (social network personal home page) can act effectively as an advertisement to friends, without specifically engaging in dialog (Mankoff, Matthews, Fussell, & Johnson, 2007).

Data

Major topics of discussion

In order to address the first question, a list of the major discussion topics in general social network sites was needed so that the news stories within them could be identified. This was achieved by monitoring a large collection of personal social network spaces over an extended period and then identifying the major discussion topics.

The first task was to generate a random collection of social network spaces. Such spaces can be most easily monitored when they contain Rich Site Summary/Really Simple Syndication (RSS) feeds that report daily updates in a concise and easily processed manner (Hammersley, 2005). Live Search’s ‘feed’ command was therefore used in conjunction with random words in order to produce a large list of potential feeds from which to select. A program submitted 10,000 searches of the form feed:X where X was a word in a collection of 10,000 randomly chosen from blogs. This produced a large combined list of RSS feeds from a range of sources. About two thirds of these pointed to Windows Live Spaces. Hence it seemed that Windows Live Search had particularly good coverage of Microsoft’s own social network environment, perhaps even 100% coverage, so this was a particularly good site to analyse from the perspective of sampling. Hence, the focus is on Live Spaces alone, rather than a range of social network environments. A total of 26,953 RSS feeds were sampled from the Live Space feed list using a random number generator. For comparison, 26,722 feeds were selected from all those returned by Live Search that were not from Live Spaces (these figures exclude a number of selected feeds that were inactive). This comprised a wide range of different types of source, including significant numbers of commercial feeds, news feeds and blog feeds. The program Mozdeh RSS Monitor (mozdeh.wlv.ac.uk) running on three dedicated computers then monitored all of these feeds daily for six months from September 2006 to February 2007.

Windows Live Spaces (spaces.live.com) is a social network site that is similar in functionality to MySpace (a friends list, a blog, photo pages, a guestbook) and some users describe their Live Space as their MySpace site. Two differences are that the Live Space blog is more prominently displayed on the default home page and that there is not automatic support for music in the default home space (as of July 2007). Hence Live Spaces seems to target an older audience than MySpace. Live Spaces users are probably more international, given Microsoft’s world prominence and market penetration. On July 3, 2007, Microsoft claimed that Live Spaces was part of its “global network” of 130 million users (http://spaces.live.com/default.aspx?page=Ed06&ss=True) and Hitwise confirms that it is a reasonably large environment, ranked the 15th largest social network environment amongst U.S. users in February 2007 with about 0.2% of social network traffic (http://www.hitwise.com/press-center/hitwiseHS2004/socialnetworkingmarch07.php). A small sample of Live Spaces sites containing news commentary were investigated. These were typically a short-lived series of commentaries (often lasting less than a month) on major world events, without any feedback (comments or trackbacks) from other users. Hence typical news “discussions” in Live Spaces are apparently monologs; possibly even failed attempts to engage in genuine debate.
Given the differences between social network environments, ideally, a similar exercise would have been conducted on all of the major social network environments to give more data and to allow more far-reaching conclusions to be drawn but this was impractical for an academic research project because of the resources that would have been needed (e.g., an additional three dedicated computers per environment).

The monitoring process produced a list of all new text content in the Live Spaces sites over six months (plus a similar collection for the general feeds). This content predominantly took two forms: Live Spaces blog postings and Live Spaces discussions relating to sets of pictures posted by users in Live Spaces. Many of these postings were discussions of sets of holiday pictures.


The ideal method to identify common Live Space news topics would be to take a random sample of posts and to manually divide them into news and other topics. This is impractical, however, because there is so little news discussion that it would require the processing of tens of thousands of general posts to filter out a reasonable sized sample of news-related posts (almost a “needle in a haystack” type of data mining problem). Instead, a method was used that is designed to search for news discussions in large sets of documents that contain news mentions only sparsely. This method works using the belief that news stories typically run using an approximately 24 hour cycle, with longer running stories being reported as a series of smaller events (Harrison, 2006). Hence a reasonable way to identify news stories that attract significant attention in a social network is to identify a burst of activity in a single day around a given topic. In order to identify the top Live Space topics, therefore, the collected text data was processed using the RSS Scanning word frequency method (Thelwall & Prabowo, 2007; Thelwall, Prabowo, & Fairclough, 2006), which is designed to identify news stories within large document collections.
The RSS Scanning method was implemented as follows, using Mozdeh RSS Scanner (mozdeh.wlv.ac.uk) to carry out all the processing. For each Live Space member in the sample and each day in the six month period a list was created of all words used in any post. All words were then automatically checked for sudden increases in usage, potentially signifying a burst in discussion around a topic. The output of the program is a list of the 1,000 words with the biggest increase in discussion on a single day, as measured by the percentage of members using the term on any given day, minus the average percentage of members using the term across all previous recorded days. Previous research gives evidence that this is the best way to identify news-related topics. For instance it is more effective than seeking longer bursts of discussion (e.g., 3 or 4 days) and at least as effective as using more sophisticated information-theoretic or statistical measures to identify topics (Thelwall & Prabowo, 2007; Thelwall, Prabowo, & Fairclough, 2006).
The list of top terms is a proxy for the most-discussed Live Space topics. This method does not detect topics that enjoy a reasonably consistent level of discussion but only those that experience a sudden increase. Recall that this is ideal for detecting news stories because these are characterised by timeliness and sudden increases in discussion. Even long-running events, such as the Iraq war, are reported as a series of individual news stories that can be separately detected by the RSS scanning method.

To test whether news stories were significantly discussed within Live Spaces the topics represented by the top 50 words were separated into news and non-news. This decision was made by examining up to ten posts containing the word on the day of the burst and judging whether the posts were likely to be triggered by events discovered through the news. Broad events covered by the news that individuals were likely to know about anyway, such as Thanksgiving, were not classed as news. This is a simplifying assumption, equating news not with that which is discussed in mass media news, but that which is only known about through mass media news. In theory this definition probably encompasses most categories of news, including politics, sport, entertainment, economics, technology and local affairs (e.g., crime, strikes). It excludes, however, news about events that most people would be aware of, such as public holidays, even if the news stories discussing them included particular new details, such as traffic congestion. The results were then compared with a list of top 50 words from the general feeds, extracted in the same way as for Live Spaces. The results are reported below, together with some further investigations. 

Topic areas in Blogs and general social network sites

To compare the extent to which common topics are discussed in blogs and social network sites, a list of the most popular sites in each genre was first constructed. The top 20 social network sites were identified from a Hitwise traffic report (Prescott, 2007) – this seems to be the most authoritative recent list of social network sites (in terms of web citations) and updates a previous authoritative list (May, 2006) of the top 10 from Nielsen (http://www.nielsen-netratings.com/pr/pr_060511.pdf) which is smaller and includes special purpose sites like YouTube. It also includes the top 5 published by comScore in July 2007 (http://www.comscore.com/press/release.asp?press=1555). In addition, 11 large blog sites were identified from online lists of Blog sites. From a combined list of blogs sites, 11 were identified that appeared to have a large number of registered users (the 12th was much smaller). The 20 social network sites were checked to ensure a fit with the concept of general social network environment, as introduced above in the literature review, using references in the Wikipedia social network article to identify core features and dates of changes. In my judgement, at the time of the study they all operated a friending mechanism (not necessarily reciprocal in all cases) and were suitable for general social networking use. Nevertheless, they all had an orientation on specific tasks, such as roleplaying (Gaia Online), blogging (LiveJournal), music (MySpace), and/or users, such as students (Facebook). This task-orientation is less than that of sites like Digg, Flickr, and del.icio.us which are much more focussed. Note also that previous versions of these sites may have been very different, for example Xanga introduced Friending only in April, 2006 (http://www.xanga.com/john/468672850/upgraded-profiles.html, accessed July 3, 2007). A consequence of such developmental changes is that some social network sites may have a membership that regards them as something else, such as a blogging site. Consequently the delineation between blogs and social network sites is not clear-cut in terms of user perceptions and usage patterns.
In order to assess the relative degree to which news stories were discussed in the 31 selected blog and social network sites the relative proportion of coverage of news, sport and holidays in each of the sites was estimated. This should reveal whether blogs tend to discuss the news and social network sites tend to discuss holidays or sport, for example. The sport and holiday topics were chosen as benchmarks because manual inspection of the Live Spaces data showed that these were very common discussion topics. In order to assess the extent of coverage of news, sport and holidays, search engine queries were constructed to count the number of pages in each space that mentioned terms relating to news, sport and holidays. A comparison of these results would indicate any differences in coverage.

The following queries were submitted to Live Search on March 27, 2007 for each site S to estimate the relative coverage of the three topic areas – similar queries were also tried, with similar results, and so only the following is reported.

· (Pinochet OR Iran OR Iraq) this site:S

· (soccer OR football OR tennis OR basketball OR baseball OR cricket OR rugby) this site:S

· (xmas OR christmas OR easter OR thanksgiving) this site:S

The first query was designed to identify the number of pages mentioning common political news issues, the second common sporting events and the third common holidays. The word “this” was added at the end of each one in an attempt to restrict the results to English-language pages. Clearly this approach has limitations. For example, some pages about the country Iraq would be included amongst the politics pages and many politics pages would be excluded. Moreover, the holiday queries and the sports queries are tailored to U.S. users. Nevertheless, submitting the same queries for each site gives a baseline for comparisons to give a broad overview, though the absolute numbers of pages and relative numbers of pages in the different categories for any single site are irrelevant. See the discussion section for more about method limitations.

There may be a difference between the actual content of blogs and social network sites and the perception of their contents. Counting links to a site was adopted as a reasonable way of measuring the perception of the contents of a site. Similar queries to those above were submitted, but changed to “site inlink searches” using linkdomain:S –site:S instead of site:S. A site inlink page for web site S is a page outside of the site S that contains one or more links to any page in S. The results of these searches should identify, for example, whether blogs are more linked to for their news content even if social network sites have similar news content. Since the key factor in the reporting of the results is the proportion of results for each query, to ensure that the results were not dominated by spurious sites with only a few indexed pages or links, all blog or social network sites were ignored if at least two of the three topic area queries returned less than 100 matches.

Analysis: Major topics of discussion

The top 50 burst words obtained by the Live Spaces RSS scanning and the top 50 from the general fields, were classified into stories of news origin and others. Two classifiers were used, producing 91% agreement. Some examples of disagreements were: iphone was classified as news because of press coverage of its launch, or non-news as marketing; and all-star was classified as news because of referring to a baseball event, or non-news as a general sporting name. The reported classification (Tables 1 and 2) is the agreement reached after comparing the tables and re-checking the data.
One of the top 50 Live Spaces words represented a news event: 22 represented festivals in five languages (English, French, Italian, Spanish, and Swedish) and the remainder were month names (not in English because English month names are automatically excluded as part of the English-centric analysis method used) or words appearing without a single systematic cause.

The difference between the topics represented by the top 50 burst words from the general feeds and those from Live Spaces was very clear. A total of 35 of the top 50 words in the general feeds signified news events. Table 1 gives the top 20 Live Spaces burst words, contrasted with those from the general feeds (see a fuller description in the Appendix, Table 2; full data at: lexiurl.wlv.ac.uk/LiveSpacesData.zip). Most of the news words in Table 1 are names of public figures involved in the events. The exceptions are Davo - the Switzerland location of World Economic Forum, and the Apple iPhone, launched during the surveyed time period. The sources of the news words in the general feeds were checked and found to be predominantly from (non-English) news web sites, but some were also from blogs. Figures 1 and 3 illustrate the progress of the top 3 topics from both of the data sets. Most of the bursts associated with the top 50 words in both data sets were quite short (not shown) but the Christmas drawn-out discussion is an exception.

Table 1. The top burst words in Live Spaces and general feeds, with words associated with news topics in bold and words associated with festivals in italic.

	Burst rank
	Live Spaces
	General feeds

	1
	halloween
	thanksgiving

	2
	christmas
	merry

	3
	natale
	saddam

	4
	buon
	iphone

	5
	merry
	valentine

	6
	valentine
	hussein

	7
	navidad
	eve

	8
	auguri
	foley

	9
	capodanno
	gerald

	10
	noël
	chavez

	11
	natural
	rumsfeld

	12
	enero
	hillary

	13
	valentin
	pinochet

	14
	diciembre
	davo

	15
	author
	beckham

	16
	advice
	haggard

	17
	janvier
	weihnachten

	18
	xmas
	obama

	19
	noel
	februari

	20
	bloody
	xmas
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Figure 1. Time series for the top three burst words in the Live Spaces feeds.

[image: image2.png]praaia

[eaaiva
£1°Z7100T
L'z ooz
171002
7T Lo0T

saddam

—=—thanksgiving

—s—merry

8714002
€C'1'4100Z
8171741002
€L1400Z
8172002
€'172002
62719002
2719002
61°719002
¥1°Z21'9002
671'900Z
¥#21'9002
627119002
2119002
617119002
171179002
6'11'900Z
¥'11'9002
0£'01'9002
§2°01°9002
02°01'9002
G1°01'9002
01°01'9002
§'01'900Z
0£'6'900Z
§2'6'9002
02'6'900Z

rJoi A

S

2 © = © v I m o =
2 85 8 83 8 8 5
S 6 o o6 5 © o 5 o

piop BuluIeIu0 Spss [e1suss Jo uopodold




Figure 2. Time series for the top three burst words in the general feeds.

The biggest news event in the general feed collection was the execution of Saddam Hussein on December 30, 2006 although the event was discussed some days previously, as shown in Figure 2. This news story did not appear as one of the top 50 terms from the Live Spaces collection but was discussed in 11 Live Spaces on the execution date, representing 2.3% of the active Live Spaces on that day, a quarter of the proportion of the general feeds collection (Figure 2). This topic was joint 595th (with 61 other words) in the list of burst words in the Live Spaces collection. In fact in the top 500 words there was only one international news story represented, the death of Pinochet on December 10, 2006. This is evidence that news stories play a relatively minor role in Live Spaces compared to other events and topics. Recall in this context that the RSS Scanning method used is optimised for identifying news stories, and so its failure for Live Spaces is particularly significant.
Analysis: Topic areas in Blogs and general social network sites

Figure 3 shows the proportion of pages reported by Live Search as matching the politics, sport and holiday searches described in the data section above for the 13 social network environments and 10 blog environments for which all of the queries returned at least 100 matches. The social network sites are on the left of the figure (spaces.live.com to blackplanet.com) and the blog sites are on the right. Figure 4 is similar but shows inlinking pages. The graphs should not be used to infer the relative proportions of pages in each site discussing the three topics, because each search only matches some topic-relevant discussions: they should only be used to compare topic proportions between sites. 

Comparing sites in figures 3 and 4, it is clear that blog sites tend to have a higher proportion of politics pages (with the exception of Hi5) and a higher proportion of politics inlinks than the social network sites. For these 23 environments, the average proportion of politics pages in social network spaces was 10% but 27% in blogs. Similarly the average proportion of politics links to pages in social network spaces was 21% but 34% in blogs. These differences are statistically significant (p<0.001 for the two proportions in both cases, aggregating all the page counts together). In terms of individual environments, the proportion of politics-related pages and inlink pages are significantly higher in blogs than social network environments (p<0.05 and p<0.01 respectively using a Mann-Whitney test), which confirms that the differences at the individual level are not primarily due to individual sites. Overall, the data strongly suggests that there is a clear difference in the extent to which blogs and social network sites engage with politics. Nevertheless, the gap between the two is arguably not large enough to claim that politics is irrelevant in social networks compared to blogs.
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Figure 3. Pages matching holiday, sport and politics searches
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Figure 4. Inlink pages matching holiday, sport and politics searches.

Discussion

The text analysis suggested that in Live Spaces, topics that attracted bursts of comment from users tended to be festivals rather than news. Although some news stories were mentioned, these attracted relatively little attention. The link and page query comparison showed that, in comparison to blogs, social network spaces seemed to discuss politics less, perhaps 1/2 to 1/3 as much. These findings seem strange together: since blogs have a reputation for news comment and social network spaces seem to discuss news infrequently (although this was only tested for Live Spaces), why is there not a bigger difference between blog site news coverage and social network news coverage?


The answer may be due to a difference between perception and (statistical) reality. Although most well-known blogs are news and technology commentary, until recently the majority of blogs were created by students (Herring et al., 2006) and may be closer to social network sites in content. In fact, since the method used for figures 1 and 2 excludes blogs that have their own domain names (e.g., instapundit.com) rather than a derivative domain name (e.g., webometrics.blogspot.com), it probably excludes the best known blogs, as well as many professional blogs created by journalists. The method perhaps even excludes a significant proportion of the most active news-related blogs, as presumably those who spend the most time on their blogs are the most likely to invest in a domain name.
Limitations

The degree of certainty of the answers given here is limited by the methods used. The text analysis was only applied to Live Spaces and not to any other social network environment, and so it is possible that other environments would give different results. Also, the burst words method is an indirect way of identifying major discussion topics and it may be that news gets discussed more than the results suggest because discussions are spread out over many days, therefore not causing a burst, or because they are discussed in many different languages and with many different words. The only way round this problem would be a manual content analysis of a large collection of Live Space postings, which seems impractical. The general feeds used are another limitation because these are a mixed source of varied origin and hence do not represent a clearly defined type of site. Hence, although they are useful for comparison with the Live Spaces feeds, the results of this comparison cannot be attributed directly to any specific cause.
In addition, the page and link query method is dependant upon the actual queries used. A range of different searches in Live Search and in Yahoo! were tried with similar results, and so this probably did not have a big impact on the findings. Nevertheless, a generic limitation of all of the methods used is that they are dependant upon language issues. In particular, the text analysis is best able to detect topics represented by words that are the same in many languages, such as politicians’ names and many other proper nouns. In addition, the searches and feed list searches used give results known to Live Search, which does not index the whole web. Of course the web itself is not evenly spread internationally, so the results, although in theory offering world-wide coverage, in practice reflect countries with significant web publishing (particularly the U.S.) using the dominant language English and, to a lesser extent, other ASCII-based languages. Hence it is difficult to be precise about the implications of the analysis for any particular national group of bloggers or social network users. Finally, Spam is a significant problem in blogspace (Han, Ahn, Moon, & Jeong, 2006), which may also affect the results.
Conclusions

The results suggest that news stories attract little attention in popular social network environments, for example with only two political news events featuring in the top 500 topics for Live Spaces, despite the relatively blog-oriented nature of Live Spaces. In addition, it seems that despite the reputation of blogs for news coverage, on average the news is discussed in popular blog environments only about 2-3 times as much as in popular social network environments. Moreover, the difference between the two is already narrowing (with blogs adding social network functionality) and may eventually disappear. From the perspective of the political health of nations (the extent to which an active ‘public sphere’ (Habermas, 1991) exists), it seems that popular social network environments are not contributing to political debate to any significant extent, and neither are popular blog environments. Blogs are contributing to the news, but mainly in special cases of a few high profile semi-professional or professional commentators and specialist bloggers, such as journalists. A further consequence of this is that it seems unlikely that news-based social network initiatives such as Digg and MySpace News will gain a mass audience on a par with more general social network sites.

Whenever an important new technology arrives, it can trigger a reconfiguring of access by individuals to their friends (Dutton, 2004). The consequences are not immediately predictable because a social shaping of technology process can be expected (MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1985). In the case of popular social network environments, it seems that this reconfiguring of access to friends has not involved the news in any significant way. Whilst individuals sometimes follow the news for the primary purpose of generating conversation topics (Blumler & Katz, 1974), this appears not to occur significantly in popular social network environments, which is disappointing. Hence, an important (albeit negative) conclusion of this research is that there is little evidence yet that blogs and social networks will make a significant difference to the engagement in news or politics, at least for the majority of the population and for English-language discussions.
In terms of future research, the use of search engine searches for individual stories seems to be more promising of the two data collection techniques employed here and it is also one that is easier to employ for social science researchers because it harnesses freely available commercial search engines. It would be interesting to use these to assess the extent to which individual news stories are discussed in blogs and social network sites and, if sufficient matches for each story were found, to see if an analysis of news blogging of the general public could contribute to an understanding of public engagement with the news. Finally, future qualitative research to investigate how politics is discussed in social network sites would be very useful, especially if cases of genuine dialog or debate could be found.
Appendix

Table 2. The top 50 burst words and attributed causes in Live Spaces and general feeds, with words associated with news topics in bold and words associated with festivals in italic.

	Burst Rank
	General feeds
	Cause
	Live Spaces
	Cause

	1
	thanksgiving
	Festival
	halloween
	Festival

	2
	merry
	Festival
	christmas
	Festival

	3
	saddam
	Death of Saddam Hussein
	natale
	Festival

	4
	iphone
	Apple iPhone revealed at MacWorld conference
	buon
	Festival

	5
	valentine
	Festival
	merry
	Festival

	6
	hussein
	Death of Saddam Hussein
	valentine
	Festival

	7
	eve
	Festival
	navidad
	Festival

	8
	foley
	Scandal involving U.S. Representative Mark Foley
	auguri
	Festival

	9
	gerald
	Gerald Ford dies
	capodanno
	Festival

	10
	chavez
	Actions of Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez
	noël
	Festival

	11
	rumsfeld
	Resignation of Donald Rumsfeld as U.S. Secretary of Defense
	natural
	No single cause

	12
	hillary
	Hillary Clinton confirms forming a presidential bid committee
	enero
	Month name

	13
	pinochet
	Former Chilean president Pinochet dies
	valentin
	Festival

	14
	davo
	World economic forum Davo, Switzerland
	diciembre
	Month name

	15
	beckham
	David Beckham confirms move to LA Galaxy soccer team
	author
	No single cause

	16
	haggard
	Evangelical Rev. Ted Haggard confesses to sexual immorality
	advice
	No single cause

	17
	weihnachten
	Festival (German word for Christmas)
	janvier
	Month name

	18
	obama
	US Senator Barack Hussein Obama warns Tony Blair about Iraq War
	xmas
	Festival

	19
	februari
	Month name
	noel
	Festival

	20
	xmas
	Festival
	bloody
	No single cause

	21
	woodward
	Book “State of Denial” published by journalist Bob Woodward
	carnaval
	Festival

	22
	hanoi
	Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation forum meeting in Hanoi
	février
	Month name

	23
	pelosi
	Nancy Pelosi elected Democratic candidate for Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives
	regali
	Festival (Italian for gifts)

	24
	mysterious
	Mysterious object delays space shuttle return
	prepared
	No single cause

	25
	luther
	Festival (Martin Luther King day)
	joyeux
	Festival

	26
	insert
	Word used in spam adverts
	thanksgiving
	Festival

	27
	all-star
	NBA All-Star Weekend (basketball event)
	sold
	No single cause

	28
	oaxaca
	The 2006 teacher protests in Oaxaca, Mexico
	gara
	No single cause

	29
	février
	Month name
	unique
	No single cause

	30
	navidad
	Festival
	carnevale
	Festival

	31
	somalia
	Ethiopian airstrike in Somalia
	stadio
	Police officer killed in Italian football riot

	32
	emerged
	No single cause
	febrero
	Month name

	33
	hood
	No single cause
	feu
	No single cause

	34
	astronaut
	Astronaut Lisa Nowak arrested and later charged with attempted kidnapping
	motor
	No single cause

	35
	augusto
	Former Chilean president Augusto Pinochet dies
	alternative
	No single cause

	36
	terrell
	U.S. sportsman Terrell Owens attempts suicide
	resolution
	Festival (New Year's resolution)

	37
	litvinenko
	Former KGB officer Alexander Litvinenko dies of radiation poisoning
	gennaio
	Month name

	38
	cybercoder
	Word used in spam adverts
	alberto
	No single cause

	39
	lidle
	Plane crash death of U.S. sportsman Cory Lidle
	febbraio
	Month name

	40
	carnaval
	Festival
	depois
	Word used in spam adverts

	41
	gemayel
	Lebanese politician Pierre Gemayel killed
	octubre
	Month name

	42
	barack
	US Senator Barack Hussein Obama warns Tony Blair about Iraq War
	nytt
	No single cause

	43
	jetblue
	Weather causing problems for the Jetblue airline
	noviembre
	Month name

	44
	dink
	Killing of Turkish-Armenian newspaper editor Hrant Dink
	policy
	No single cause

	45
	macworld
	Apple iPhone revealed at MacWorld conference
	valentino
	Festival

	46
	novell
	Microsoft and Novell announce Linux partnership
	buone
	Festival

	47
	noël
	Festival
	feste
	Festival

	48
	galaxy
	David Beckham confirms move to LA Galaxy soccer team
	macchina
	No single cause

	49
	maart
	Month name
	octobre
	Month name

	50
	suspended
	No single cause
	businesse
	No single cause
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