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Following the Familiar: The effect of exposure and gender on the follow 

intent and credibility of journalists on Twitter 

 

 

Trent Royce Boulter, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor:  Renita Coleman 

 

Abstract: This dissertation examines the effect of mere exposure and journalists’ 

gender on the credibility and follow intent of journalists on Twitter. Through the use of 

controlled experiments it was found that both exposure and journalists’ gender does 

significantly impact the credibility and follow intent enjoyed by journalists. This 

indicates the need that practicing journalists have to strategically consider their level of 

activity on Twitter, and how it can be used to strengthen their position as an information 

source in the current media environment. Results also suggest that elaboration and 

credibility serves as mediators for the effects discovered. Also established was the 

perception of female journalists being more credible and having a higher likelihood of 

being adopted as an information source than their male counterparts. Future avenues of 

research are discussed.
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Chapter One: Introduction 

There are numerous interpretations of what a journalist’s societal role is, 

including to collect and report facts in an objective and fair manner (Fowler, 1991), to 

“contribute to public enlightenment” (McManus, 1994, p. 24), to be a reporter of events 

(Kaplan, 2002), and to interpret events (Fourie, 2001; Matheson, 2006; Norris, 1995; 

Parasie & Dagiral, 2012). Regardless of the specific variations, all involve (1) the 

gathering of information and (2) its delivery to an audience. There has always been 

information to be gathered and delivered, but in order for journalists to fulfill their role 

and purpose, they need to find and keep an audience to whom they can deliver their 

content on a regular and consistent basis.   

The current media environment of information surplus and attention scarcity 

(Chyi, 2009) has created a unique relationship between journalists and their audiences. 

Audiences, because of the sheer number of potential sources and the infinite amount of 

information they provide, are unable to pay attention to everything (Graber, 1988). 

Therefore, it is paramount that journalists understand “how to capture audience attention” 

(Welbourne & Grant, 2015, p. 11). The purpose of branding is to secure that attention by 

establishing and highlighting differences among competitors providing goods and/or 

services to a single market or audience through a product’s image (Cleary, 1981). With 

respect to journalism, this means helping audiences differentiate between a number of 

journalists, organizations, channels, and platforms, while assisting journalists in the 

process of building trust and credibility with their audiences (Chan-Olmsted & Kim, 

2001; Molyneux & Holton, 2015). Credibility, according to some, is “the only real value 

a journalist has” (Pavlik, 2004 p. 21).  According to principles of media economics, value 

is based on the perceptions and interests of consumers (Lee & Chyi, 2014; Picard, 2006). 
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Ultimately, value lies in the eyes of the audience, and each audience member has a 

different opinion of how to assess and define that value.  

One theory that speaks to whether someone will find value in, and adopt 

something is The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). Its premise is based on the 

perceived usefulness of that technology, its ease of use (Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 

1989), and the existing attitude a potential user has toward it (Davis, 1993). The term 

“technology” is broad, applying to numerous processes and symbols meant to accomplish 

a specific purpose (Akaka & Vargo, 2014), including “knowledge, skills and artifacts that 

can be used to develop products and services” (Burgelman, Christensen, & Wheelwright, 

2003, p. 2), and “the process that any company uses to convert inputs of labor, materials, 

capital, energy, and information into outputs of greater value” (Christensen & Raynor, 

2003, p. 39). With this theory as a foundation, this study defines technology as any 

process that converts resources from one form into another in order to serve a purpose. 

Using this definition, the process that journalists use in creating and publishing their 

content, regardless of the channel or media, can be defined as technology and is thereby 

subject to study using TAM. Historically, the outcome of interest with TAM is the 

behavioral intent of use (Davis, 1989; Legris, Ingham, & Collerette, 2003; Mathieson, 

1991; Venkatesh & Davis, 2000). Even the theory from which it comes, the theory of 

reasoned action, has this focus (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Accordingly, one of the 

primary outcomes of interest in this study is one of the more important behaviors in 

today’s social media environment, participants’ intent to follow journalists on Twitter. 

Thus, this study will help journalists understand how to find an audience to whom they 

can deliver content on a regular and consistent basis, allowing them to fulfill their 

purpose.  
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Once a journalist has been adopted as an information source by his or her 

audience, the next challenge is to retain that audience. One way to do that is by 

establishing credibility. Credibility is a concept of considerable complexity (Abdulla, 

Garrison, Salwen, Driscoll, & Casey, 2002) that helps us gauge the effectiveness of a 

journalist and his or her work. It is made up of a number of elements, including fairness, 

accuracy, completeness (Johnson & Kaye, 1998), believability (Kiousis, 2001), 

informativeness, and trustworthiness (Bucy, 2003). Although each of these individual 

elements contributes to the overall credibility of a journalist, it isn’t necessary that 

audiences pay attention to each one in order to establish an opinion. In fact, audiences 

don’t have to pay specific attention to any aspect of credibility (i.e. fairness, 

trustworthiness, etc.) in order for their evaluations to gradually become more positive and 

the overall level of credibility to increase because, according to research on the mere 

exposure effect, something as simple as “mere repeated exposure of the individual to a 

stimulus is a sufficient condition for the enhancement of his attitude toward it” (Zajonc, 

1968, p. 1). 

The purpose of the two experiments in this study was to discover if, as the theory 

of mere exposure predicts, journalists who post on social media more persistently receive 

higher audience levels of intent to follow and are perceived as more credible than those 

who do not post at all or who post less frequently. One of the tenets of mere exposure is 

“persistence,” a term frequently used in education, biology, language, and psychology 

research (Berger & Lyon, 2005; Connell & Sousa, 1983; Ifert & Roloff, 1996; 

Scarsbrook, 2002; Szmrecsanyi, 2005), that has not been defined in the context of 

communications or journalism. Using the before-mentioned theoretical field as a 

foundation, this study defines persistence as the choice to continue an action in the face 

of resistance, challenges, or difficulty, in order to achieve a desired outcome. In reference 
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to this study, that desired outcome is the act of being perceived as credible by the 

audience and looked to as an information source. However, as journalists use the findings 

of this study to adjust their daily practices in order to improve the perceptions of their 

audiences through activity on Twitter, it is also important that they understand there are 

limits to the effectiveness of the mere exposure effect and the possibility of creating a 

situation of over-exposure. 

These experiments also explore how “persistent” journalists need to be in posting 

to their Twitter accounts in order to have audiences perceive their brands as useful, easy 

to use, positive, and credible, while increasing the likelihood of being followed. The 

evidence for these claims was gathered using experiments in which audiences were 

exposed to journalists who tweeted with varying frequencies – once, three times, five 

times and 10 times. A control group saw the same journalists’ brands via their Twitter 

handles, but did not see any tweets. This design afforded the opportunity to determine 

how often a journalist needs to expose audiences to their brand via tweets in order to be 

perceived positively.  

An additional purpose of the study was determining if gender matters in this 

process. The gender of content creators, as well as audience members, has been shown to 

affect audience perceptions and use of media (American Press Institute, 2014; Consoli, 

2013; Flanagin & Metzger, 2003; Greer & Jones, 2012; Gunther et al., 2005; Mitra et al., 

2014; Olmstead, Mitchell, & Rosenstiel, 2011; Pew Research Center, 2006; Toro, 2005). 

Although gender has been studied in connection with source credibility a number of 

times (Amos, Holmes, & Strutton, 2008; Brann & Himes, 2010; Burkhart & Sigelman, 

1990; Etling & Young, 2007; Weibel, Wissmath, & Groner, 2008; White & Andsager, 

1991), no studies could be found that examined gender in the context of mere exposure. 

By examining whether and how the gender of a journalist impacts the effectiveness of 
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mere exposure effect on intent to follow and/or credibility, this study provides more 

applicable feedback to both male and female journalists in their efforts. 

The final purpose of these experiments was to further understand whether 

elaboration does indeed serve as a mediator of exposure or journalists’ gender on their 

credibility or their audiences intent to follow them on Twitter. Elaboration, for the 

purposes of this study, is defined as the amount of effort that a person uses to consider a 

specific message (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Basically, either a person will process a 

message heuristically or systematically (Chaiken, 1980). The question this study asks is 

whether the level of exposure or the gender of the journalist, first trigger one type of 

message processing over the other, and second, whether that has an impact on the 

credibility of a journalist or the audiences intention to follow them moving forward. 

Using a combination of two experiments, this study was able to determine cause-

and-effect of tweeting on credibility. This is a step up from the correlation research  

which has been done in the past (Gupta & Kumaraguru, 2012; Morris, Counts, Roseway, 

Hoff, & Schwarz, 2012; Schmierbach & Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2012; Shariff, Sanderson, & 

Zhang, 2016; Thomson et al., 2012). If audiences perceive a journalist who tweets 10 

times as more useful, easy to use, positive, and credible, and they also develop an 

increased intent to follow that journalist over one who tweets only once, we can be 

assured it was the frequency of tweeting that caused the difference because all other 

factors were the same.  By answering these questions this study helps journalists know 

whether posting on social media persistently helps increase their credibility, and in turn 

provides them with better knowledge of how to find and retain an audience. It also 

contributes to theory development by explicating relationships between theories of mere 

exposure effect, TAM, and the concept of credibility. In addition, this process has 
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significant implications for any theories that are affected by a journalists’ credibility as 

well as providing a new conceptual application of TAM.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

BACKGROUND 

The current media environment is largely a digital one. With the rapid growth of 

digital penetration (Sasseen, Olmstead, & Mitchell, 2013), a number of elements within 

media have changed. Content creation has become easier (Doyle, 2013). Production costs 

have been lowered, both in the cost of equipment needed and in the personnel required to 

operate it (Doyle, 2013). No longer are there limited numbers of sources for news 

information. The days of three television networks, and a few newspapers being available 

in a specific geographic area are gone. Now, with the development of the internet, the 

borders of markets and geographic municipalities have been blurred (Albarran, 2010). An 

ably equipped man in Venezuela can read a newspaper from Germany, and a woman in 

China can watch a television broadcast from England. With expanded access to news 

information, we are currently experiencing what Chyi calls an information surplus 

(2009). In essence, there is more information being produced than anyone could 

reasonably consume in his or her lifetime. This is the case because the barrier to entry is 

easier to overcome, thus somewhat leveling the playing field for those wanting to 

participate in creating news information (Doyle, 2013). This can be an exciting evolution 

because it means that new players can bring fresh ideas and unique perspectives to those 

who have similar interests, and who were not previously considered a large enough 

subset of the audience to warrant attention and focus. This has been one of the driving 

forces behind the growth of user-generated content (UGC) and the presence of citizen 

journalists on platforms such as social networking sites (SNS).  While some feel a certain 

level of excitement at the numerous opportunities that now lie before them, others have 

begun to feel anxious and overwhelmed by the number of information sources they have 

to choose from (Woffinden, 2007).  
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Audiences 

This evolutionary change to the media environment, driven by the incorporation 

of digital technologies, has changed audiences as well. Over the past 15 years, the 

number of American adults with access to the internet has grown from 52 to 84 percent 

(Perrin & Duggan, 2015), and that number is only expected to grow. When it comes to 

audience habits, they are becoming more and more participatory in the creation of 

content, with 46 percent of those who have access to the internet posting original content 

(Pew Research Center, 2014b) and 41 percent reposting the content of others (Pew 

Research Center, 2014b). When it comes to the channels through which the publication 

of that content occurs, nearly three-fourths (74%) of internet users have created accounts 

and posted content on SNSs like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, etc. (Pew 

Research Center, 2014b). While more than two thirds of American adults have an SNS 

account  (Pew Research Center, 2014b), the majority of online adults, 52 percent, use 

more than one (Duggan, Ellison, Lampe, Lenhart, & Madden, 2015). This type of 

adoption rate is particularly encouraging to journalists looking for additional ways to 

contact potential audience members because, with each SNS account an audience 

member has, a little more about them is revealed. Journalists can use this information to 

attract audiences and highlight information that each person might find applicable or 

interesting to them individually, also allowing the journalist to establish a personal 

relationship with each audience member.   

Twitter  

Although there are numerous SNSs that could have been selected for use in this 

study, Twitter is the only one according to the eBizMBA top ten (2015) that reports the 

majority of its members using its service to consume news information (Pew Research 

Center, 2014a). Twitter, the second largest SNS behind only Facebook (eBizMBA, 
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2015), is a “microblogging” site that allows people to post a short status update, a 

“tweet,” of up to 140 characters (Ebner & Schiefner, 2008). Twitter was the fastest 

growing SNS between 2012 and 2013 (Bullas, n.d.) and now has 550 million users (Pew 

Research Center, 2014b).  As of the beginning of 2015, Twitter had 288 million monthly 

active users (Twitter, 2014b). Nearly two-thirds (63%) of users reported getting news 

information while accessing their accounts, but when it comes to tracking news as it 

happens, the percentage of those on Twitter (59%) is significantly higher than that of 

other SNSs (Shearer, 2015). A little more than half (54%) of Twitter users tweet news, at 

least on occasion, and of those who do tweet news, a little fewer than half (48%) of their 

tweets are news (Barthel & Shearer, 2015).  

To view other peoples’ tweets one does not need to have an account, but in order 

to post a tweet it is required. Until 2011, tweets were strictly text; however, it is now 

possible to include images and video (Twitter, 2014b). The structure of Twitter allows 

any registered user to “follow” or subscribe to the tweets of any other user without 

approval. After creating this subscription, individuals are able to view the posts of any 

person they “follow” in real time. It is this functionality that allows Twitter to be 

classified as an SNS using Boyd and Ellison’s definition (2007).  

The main focus of journalistic research on SNSs surrounds Twitter (C. F. Greer & 

Ferguson, 2011; Lin & Pena, 2011). While Twitter may not be the most commonly used 

SNS by American adults (Pew Research Center, 2012), its use in journalism contexts is 

undeniable. Journalists use Twitter to cover and report on a number of topics, including 

sports (Sanderson & Hambrick, 2012; Schultz & Sheffer, 2010; Sears, 2011; Sheffer & 

Schultz, 2010), politics (Ausserhofer & Maireder, 2013; Hermida, Lewis, & Zamith, 

2014; Lawrence, Molyneux, Coddington, & Holton, 2013; Parmelee, 2014; Poell & 

Borra, 2011; Small, 2011), and social movements (Benney, 2011; García-Albacete & 
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Theocharis, 2014; Wang, Wang, & Zhu, 2013). Twitter has also been characterized as 

one of the more “individualistic” SNSs because of the conversational tone and 

interactions that cause people to attribute human characteristics to the brands with which 

they interact (Kwon & Sung, 2011; Smith, Fischer, & Yongjian, 2012). Examining 

Twitter provides a glimpse into the effectiveness of branding on an individual level. We 

can study how each journalist is perceived and the value that their audiences attribute to 

their individual work. 

Value 

The amount of content available to audiences has increased significantly, for 

reasons mentioned above, but this increase hasn’t just affected the audiences who 

consume the information. The journalists who are tasked with content creation are now at 

risk of being lost in a sea of information and may find it difficult to locate and retain an 

audience to whom they can deliver their own content. Having someone with whom to 

share the information they gather is necessary for them to fulfill their role as journalists. 

Although many of them see their work as a moral endeavor (Picard, 2009b) because of 

the position it has within democracy (Scheufele, Nisbet, & Brossard, n.d.; Scheufele, 

Shanahan, & Kim, 2002), it is still a business that runs on the principles of economics 

The two challenges that scarce attention presents for journalists are based in the 

fact that there is no longer an audience for mass media (Doyle, 2013); a situation created 

because the internet has made all kinds of specific content instantly available (Lee & 

Chyi, 2014). The good news about the current audience fragmentation is that there is an 

audience for nearly everything. And as long as the content has value it will be consumed. 

According to Picard, there are two types of value: intrinsic -- things that are good in and 

of themselves,  and instrumental -- things that facilitate action and accomplishment 
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(Picard, 2009b).Traditionally journalism’s value has come from access to sources and 

experience in determining and conveying the significance of information to the public. 

Society no longer needs journalists in order to fulfill these needs (Picard, 2009b). People 

now have direct access to those same sources via websites, email, and SNSs that aren’t 

confined by space in a newspaper, or time slots reserved for television or radio 

broadcasts. Audiences may not be able to reach traditional journalistic sources with the 

same level of access or transparency as journalists have, but they do have access. 

Audiences have also assumed the role of determining for themselves whether something 

is significant (Picard, 2009b).   

So where does a journalist’s value come from in the current media environment? 

According to principles of media economics, value is based on the perceptions and 

interests of consumers (Lee & Chyi, 2014; Picard, 2006, 2009a). Ultimately, value is an 

individualistic evaluation based on the opinions and experiences of a single audience 

member. This study helps journalists understand certain practices they can implement to 

improve their value to audiences. Once journalists have been deemed valuable, they truly 

can begin to fulfill their role and purpose.  

Having reviewed the current media environment and some of the challenges it 

brings to journalism professionals, an overview of the theories relevant to this study 

provides a number of practices and explanations regarding possible solutions to those 

challenges. Specifically, mere exposure effect addresses the possible benefits of what 

might come from increased exposure to an individual journalist. Mere exposure provides 

the main independent variable manipulated in the study. Gender of the journalist provides 

the second. Examining the differences between reactions to male and female journalists 

allows for more specific applications of the observed results. The dependent variables 

include: threshold of tolerance, which explains the limits of mere exposure; TAM, which 
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provides insight into the attitudes and perceptions that lead to the intent audiences have to 

follow journalists on Twitter; and the concept of credibility, which examines how a 

number of factors impact the overall evaluation of a journalist. Finally, the elaboration 

likelihood model, news use, and Twitter use are intervening variables that help to explain 

why these processes work and are incorporated in this study as causal mechanisms. All 

are covered in the sections that follow.  

THEORIES 

Mere Exposure Effect  

As the main independent variable and primary manipulation of this study, the 

impact of exposure to a journalist’s name is based in the theoretical principles of mere 

exposure effect. The theory, typically used in the realms of advertising (Johar, Pham, & 

Wakefield, 2006; Strand, 2010) and consumer behavior (Esch, Langner, Schmitt, & 

Geus, 2006; Janiszewski, 1993; Lee, 1994; Tom, Nelson, Srzentic, & King, 2007), states 

that “mere repeated exposure of the individual to a stimulus is a sufficient condition for 

the enhancement of his attitude toward it. By ‘mere exposure’ is meant a condition which 

just makes the given stimulus accessible to the individual’s perception” (Zajonc, 1968, p. 

1). While this theory has no history in the field of journalism that could be found, its 

principles have significant implications for any form of content publication and 

consumption. Repetition has produced positive effects on consideration (Shapiro, 

MacInnis, Heckler, & Perez, 1999) recall, attitude, and purchase intention (Sawyer, 

1981). Journalists especially are in a unique position to utilize this mere exposure effect 

to improve the way audiences view them, particularly on social media, by being active 

and visible. In other words, by simply being exposed to a journalist’s name or picture, 

audience members will develop a greater affinity toward the journalist than they would 
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have without that exposure. Exposure is defined as either the intended or unintended 

viewing of media content (Price & Zaller, 1993). This means that frequency plays a much 

larger role in the success of journalists and journalism organizations than currently 

believed (Boyle & Zuegner, 2013; Kopenhaver, 2015). According to the mere exposure 

effect, simply posting persistently on SNSs might give individual journalists the edge 

they are looking for as they compete with others. As they gain more exposure through 

persistence, the theory would suggest that they will garner more attention from their 

audience and will be seen with a more positive attitude. In addition, it has been shown 

that by increasing the delay between exposure and evaluation of the presented stimuli, the 

measured effect of mere exposure grows (Bornstein, 1989a). In this study, this is 

accomplished by showing participants a series of tweets followed by a number of 

questions regarding news use and other things before asking them to provide evaluations 

of the journalists that are featured in the tweets they saw.  

What follows are the reviews of three constructs that are key to the mere exposure 

effect in that they explain how and why it occurs – persistence, threshold of tolerance, 

and branding.  

Persistence  

Within a media environment such as the one that exists now, persistence is needed 

in order to fight through the noise and secure an audience. By using the before-mentioned 

definition of persistence – the choice to continue an action in the face of resistance, 

challenges, or difficulty, in order to achieve a desired outcome – this study is able to 

approach the journalistic process as an act of persistence. For example, by continuing to 

publish information and seek out an audience via tweets, regardless of the competition 

with which they are confronted, journalists are demonstrating persistence in their work. 
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But, not all journalists are the same and neither is the persistence with which they 

approach their work. Some may only post on SNSs the number of times they are required 

to. Some may post significantly more, and still others somewhere in-between. This study 

examined how these different approaches affect a journalist’s credibility and audience 

acceptance as an information source. Persistence was operationalized in this study by 

having journalists tweet with varying frequencies.  

Threshold of Tolerance 

Another variable provides evidence of a limit to the effectiveness of the mere 

exposure effect. Cacioppo and Petty (1979) explain that the effects of liking, with respect 

to message exposure and repetition, fall on a non-linear curve. There is a limit to the 

acceptable amount of repetition along this inverted-U where, at a certain level, satiation 

(boredom) sets in and, effects begin to be reduced, if not reversed (Bornstein & 

D’Agostino, 1992). The fields of biology (Fox, 1933), medicine (Rowe, 1924; van Rooij, 

Sluzewski, Slob, & Rinkel, 2005), law (Sachariew, 1990), acoustic science (Roberts & 

Francis, 2013), forest management, (Brunson, 1993; Stankey, 1996), and political theory 

(Habermas, 2004) all refer to this state as a “threshold of tolerance.” This threshold is 

defined as the limit of what is acceptable while fulfilling a specific role or purpose. As an 

example, consider the effectiveness of an antibiotic drug. For a time, this treatment might 

serve as an effective means of combating a specific bacteria. Unfortunately after a certain 

amount of use, the body begins to build up a tolerance to the drug, thus limiting its 

effectiveness. In this study, the application of this threshold of tolerance is the acceptable 

limit to the number of times a journalist posts on SNSs before his or her action becomes 

ineffective, annoying, boring, or even distracting to their audience. In much of the 

advertising, marketing, and consumer behavior literature, this limitation is referred to as 
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“wearout” (Craig, Sternthal, & Leavitt, 1976; Parsons, 1975; Simon, 1982). For the 

intents of this study wearout is insufficient, because it refers to the repetition of the same 

message over and over again; this study examines different messages from the same 

source, thus capturing the idea of a threshold of tolerance rather than wearout. Regardless 

of the term used, it is a decline in the effectiveness of a message due to repetition, not 

issues with recall or memory (Calder & Sternthal, 1980; Grass & Wallace, 1969; 

Greenberg & Suttoni, 1973).   

This threshold is well-recognized (Brunson, 1993; Calder & Sternthal, 1980; 

Corkindale & Newall, 1978; Craig et al., 1976; Fox, 1933; Habermas, 2004; Rethans, 

Swasy, & Marks, 1986; Roberts & Francis, 2013; Rowe, 1924; Sachariew, 1990; Simon, 

1982; Stankey, 1996; Thomassen, 2006; van Rooij et al., 2005; Weilbacher, 1970) and 

takes place when audiences feel that there is nothing more that can be gained from 

processing a specific message (Hughes, 1992; Weilbacher, 1970). They become bored 

(Berlyne, 1970; Petty & Cacioppo, 1979), or irritated (Belch, 1982; Greyser, 1973), and 

they lose motivation to consume the content produced (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979; Calder 

& Sternthal, 1980). They may even experience a change in attitude toward the message or 

the journalist who published it (Axelrod, 1980). For example, if an audience member 

subscribes to a journalist’s Twitter feed because it provides information on a specific 

topic like a sports team, and after a while that journalist begins to post information about 

politics or aspects of her personal life, the audience member might begin to feel frustrated 

that he is being given information that is unrelated to what he has come to expect. 

Another example is the journalist who feels that he has to stay continually active. 

Regardless of the absence of new information this journalist tweets every 30 minutes so 

that his audience knows what he’s doing and is aware of every step along the way. 

Audience members may begin to feel like this journalist is “crying wolf” about having 
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information that he doesn’t really have. Either of these types of frustration might push 

them over the threshold of tolerance causing them to unsubscribe from that journalist’s 

Twitter feed.  

The number of exposures at which the threshold of tolerance is believed to begin 

is the fourth (Belch, 1982; Schumann, Petty, & Clemons, 1990). Attitudes, purchase 

intent, and positive cognitive responses are all assumed to have peaked at this point 

(Cacioppo & Petty, 1979; Calder & Sternthal, 1980; Ronis, 1980). However, even 

scholars within different fields feel that the research about this phenomenon is 

inconclusive at best (Scott & Solomon, 1998). It is understood that the amount of 

“clutter” that exists in the media environment may increase the level of “noise,” thereby 

raising the threshold of exposures required to impact the audience (Corkindale & Newall, 

1978; Webb & Ray, 1979).  Furthermore, no other studies could be found that examine 

threshold of tolerance in the context of how often journalists’ tweet.  

By discovering where the benefits to mere exposure fade or begin to reverse, 

journalists will be better able to maintain their positive image with audience members. 

These results will also help scholars better understand the limits of information sources 

within an information-surplus environment. Audience members will become more aware 

of their own practices and media consumption habits so that they can re-evaluate whether 

those practices are effective in accomplishing desired outcomes. 

Branding 

Almost every study on mere exposure effect utilizes images to test its hypotheses, 

and these two experiments are no different. However, the images that were used in this 

study are the journalists’ brands (i.e., individual Twitter handles including names and 

photos). A brand is defined as “a name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or combination of 
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them which is intended to identify the goods and services of one seller or group of sellers 

and to differentiate them from those of competitors” (Kotler, 1997, p. 443). Each brand 

conveys a specific brand image, made up of the thoughts and feelings that are associated 

with that brand in the minds of the audience members (McDowell, 2011). Peoples’ 

thought and feeling about anything, even a person, are sufficient to create a brand image 

regardless of the establishment of an official brand. The practice of branding is meant to 

help people make decisions about what they are willing to spend their time and/or money 

on. Coomber (2002) defined branding as “differentiating a product, guaranteeing its 

origins and quality, and forming a relationship with the buyer through a variety of 

techniques, including both mediated and interpersonal communication.” By establishing 

this relationship with their audiences, journalists can help cut through the clutter that 

comes with an overabundance of media (Chyi, 2009) and portray an image of credibility. 

Journalists have already begun using SNSs such as Twitter as a way to develop these 

personal brands (Bruns, 2012; Molyneux, 2014) and have incorporated branding practices 

into their daily work routines (Vujnovic et al., 2010). Some of the most notable examples 

of journalists who have created a successful brand image for themselves are Walter 

Cronkite, Dave Barry, Anderson Cooper, Dan Patrick, Bill O’Riley, Sean Hannity, Keith 

Olberman, and Brian Williams.  

The strength of a brand image is the ability to invoke positive thoughts and 

feelings that will increase the value of a product beyond its inherent characteristics 

(Hoeffler & Keller, 2003; Kapferer, 2008; Keller, Apéria, & Georgson, 2008). Mere 

exposure does the same thing. It impacts the brand image because of repetition, 

familiarity, and recognition. 

Each journalist’s brand conveys a different message and a different value to 

individual members of his or her audience and typically these messages would vary 
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significantly from one journalist to the next. But for the purposes of these experiments, 

the only thing that was changed was the journalists’ names, thus allowing for the control 

of variation in brand image (i.e., attractiveness, intelligence, style, ethnicity, etc.).  

Gender 

Gender affects so many aspects of normal life, including health (Aukema, 

Housini, & Rawling, 1999; Ekelund et al., 2001; Liu, Yakar, Otero-Corchon, Low, & 

Liu, 2002), education (DiPrete & Buchmann, 2006; Klasen & Wink, 2002; O’Laughlin & 

Bischoff, 2005), employment (Duncan & Loretto, 2004; Klasen & Lamanna, 2009; 

Kofman, 2000; McGuire, 2000), politics (Collins, 2004; Connell, 2014; Scott, 1999; 

Siim, 2000), and even social interaction (Barbee et al., 1993; Barker, 2009; Carli, 1989; 

Moskowitz, Suh, & Desaulniers, 1994) and relationships (Blanc & Wolff, 2001; Dreher 

& Cox Jr, 1996; Maccoby, 1990; Martins et al., 2005; Walters, Carter, Papp, & 

Silverstein, 1991). In this study, gender was used in two ways – as the second 

independent variable manipulated through the gender of the journalists, and also as a 

covariate, measuring and controlling for individual differences in audience members 

because of important differences between genders. Some of those particularly germane to 

this study are reviewed below.  

It has been well-documented that the gender of a content creator plays a 

significant role in audiences’ perceptions of them (Flanagin & Metzger, 2003; J. D. Greer 

& Jones, 2012; Gunther et al., 2005; Mitra et al., 2014; Toro, 2005), specifically in the 

area of trustworthiness (Amos et al., 2008). Although the results have been mixed 

(Burkhart & Sigelman, 1990; Patton, 1999; White & Andsager, 1991), there have been 

multiple studies that show male journalists, specifically on broadcast television, are 

deemed more credible than their female counterparts (Brann & Himes, 2010; Weibel et 
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al., 2008). Often these differences are based in stereotypes (Brownell, 1993), similarities 

between the audience and journalist (White & Andsager, 1991), expertise of topic of 

coverage (Brownlow & Zebrowitz, 1990; Lee, Hallberg, Jones, & Haase, 1980), or the 

way the audience is first introduced to the journalist (by a friend, competing party, 

another trust source, etc.) (Bernstein & Figiolo, 1983).  In addition to the way audiences 

perceive them, male and female journalists are treated differently in their work (Antilla, 

2012; ASNE, 2014; Barnes, 2005; Campbell, 2012; Irvin, 2013; Nitz, Reichert, Aune, & 

Velde, 2007; Women’s Media Center, 2014). They are given different assignments, 

evaluated differently, and even allowed to progress in their careers at different rates. 

These differences between men and women don’t just exist on the side of content 

creation, they also exist between male and female audience members. Men and women 

pay attention to different types of stories (American Press Institute, 2014; Consoli, 2013; 

Olmstead et al., 2011; Pew Research Center, 2006), use different types of media 

(American Press Institute, 2014; Newspaper Association of America, 2013; Pew 

Research Center, 2006), and even have differing perspectives on the same content 

(American Press Institute, 2014; Kamhawi & Grabe, 2008; Mitra et al., 2014; Rohde, 

1999)). Credibility specifically, has been shown to be influenced by a person’s gender 

(Etling & Young, 2007; Gefen & Straub, 1997). Research has consistently shown that a 

significant difference between men and women exists with respect to their adoption and 

use of technology (Anderson & Caumont, 2014; Gefen & Straub, 1997; Gilroy & Desai, 

1986; Lowe & Krahn, 1989). In Gefen and Straub’s 1997 study, it was discovered that 

the reason for the difference was the way men and women perceive usefulness and ease 

of use. For example, just this last year Pew Research Center found that women are the 

primary users of certain SNSs like Pinterest and Instagram, while men tend to gravitate 
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toward discussion forums (Anderson & Caumont, 2014), although the gaps seem to be 

diminishing. 

Therefore, gender of the journalist was manipulated as an independent variable in 

order to determine if there are effects because of journalists being male or female. The 

gender of the audience member was also measured and used as a covariate to ensure that 

any effects observed were because of the variables of interest, not individual differences 

of the audience. 

Technology Acceptance Model 

In this study, the primary outcomes of interest are the audiences’ perceptions of, 

attitudes toward, and intent to follow the journalists as a regular information source. The 

Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) serves as the theoretical lens through which they 

were studied. TAM, originally developed in 1989 to examine and predict the use of 

different technology systems as they were created (Davis et al., 1989) is an extension of 

Fishbein and Ajzen’s theory of reasoned action (1975) and is one of the most frequently 

used models in understanding the usage and acceptance of technology (Venkatesh, 2000). 

Essentially, it is a model that helps to gauge the value that potential users see in the 

technologies being considered and then provides a predictive element regarding the 

likelihood of that technology being adopted via behavioral intent. Within the context of 

the new media environment, that type of evaluation of audience perception is valuable to 

any form of content producer, not merely those developing new technologies.  

As mentioned above, definitions of technology include the application of 

knowledge (Futrell, Shafer, & Shafer, 2001), “a set of communication, structuring, and 

information processing tools that are designed to work together to support the 

accomplishment of group tasks” (Zigurs & Buckland, 1998, p. 319), “the systematic 
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design and use of hardware and software to achieve specific objectives” (Ely, 1995, p. 1), 

“the use of systematic procedures to produce intended effects” (Kipnis, 1997, p. 208), 

and “the means by which an organization’s outputs are created” (Marsh & Mannari, 

1981, p. 33). By combining all of these definitions, this study defines journalism as a 

technology, referencing specifically the application of an individual journalist’s 

knowledge through a systematic procedure using information processing tools to produce 

a piece of news content meant to inform their audiences. This type of adaptation of a term 

or definition into a new area of focus is not unlike the evolution experienced in the theory 

of diffusion of innovations. Innovations evolved from genetically modified plants (Ryan 

& Gross, 1943) and vaccines (Belcher, 1958), to the internet (Garrison, 2001) and 

blogging (Hermida, 2009). Eventually even the practice of citizen journalism was 

considered to be an innovation (Lewis, 2011). In this study, the same type of evolutionary 

step is being taken to examine the acceptance of the process a journalist goes through to 

create the news as a technology.  

In the original TAM studies, two factors, perceived usefulness and perceived ease 

of use (Davis et al., 1989), were shown to directly impact individuals’ attitudes and 

behavioral intentions toward accepting and using the technology being evaluated. It 

wasn’t until a few years later that the concept of attitude toward use was demonstrated to 

also be involved and thus was incorporated into the model (Bruner, Hensel, & James, 

2001; Donthu & Gilliland, 1996). This concept was added because attitudes are directly 

related to a person’s intention to act (Ajzen, 1991; Davis et al., 1989). By evaluating 

these same principles, this study attempts to establish a predictive relationship for news 

audiences and their intent to follow journalists on Twitter. 

TAM has been shown to be effective in examining numerous different types of 

technologies including Web sites (Moon & Kim, 2001; Teo, Lim, & Lai, 1999), mobile 
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devices (Ho Cheong & Park, 2005; Liao, Tsou, & Huang, 2007; Wang, Lin, & Luarn, 

2006), and online shopping (Chen & Tan, 2004; Moon & Kim, 2001; O’Cass & Fenech, 

2003; Van der Heijden & Verhagen, 2004). However, it has many more applications than 

one might assume. Each one of the TAM measures (usefulness, ease of use, enjoyment, 

attitude, and behavioral intent) can be used to evaluate whether someone will accept and 

use the byproduct of a particular process. The reason this study uses TAM instead of 

another theory like theory of planned behavior, uses and gratifications, or diffusion of 

innovations is because TAM provides a different approach and specific advantages. TAM 

has an advantage over the theory of planned behavior because it focuses on the 

application of users’ opinions instead of assisting in technological development 

(Mathieson, 1991). Uses and gratifications and diffusion of innovations both focus on 

explaining why people use media (Blumler, Katz, & Blumler, 1974; Rubin, 2002, 2009; 

Ruggiero, 2000); TAM evaluates the likelihood that an audience member will accept and 

use specific information based on evaluations of perceived benefits. Basically, TAM 

focuses on predicting audiences’ behavior via intent.  

Within this context journalists should be driven to not only create content that will 

meet the needs of their audience members, but they must also make that information easy 

to use and work on improving their audiences’ attitudes toward them, thus increasing the 

likelihood that they will be accepted and used as a source of information in an 

environment of information surplus. TAM provides a unique perspective through which 

the selection of preferred content providers can be analyzed. The attitudes toward a 

particular journalist, formed through perceived usefulness and ease of use, could be a 

major factor in determining whether an individual will utilize a specific journalist as an 

information source (Davis, 1993). Adapting TAM research to fit journalism leads to the 

prediction that eventual positive attitudes toward a journalist should result in audiences 
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use of those journalists as information sources, and negative attitudes in the rejection of 

those journalists by the audience (Liker & Sindi, 1997).  

Confounding variables 

 It is important to note, however, that the factors involved in this model need to be 

applied to not just the journalist as an individual brand, but also the technologies used to 

publish that journalist’s content. For example, the adoption of Twitter has been shown to 

be influenced by the ease of using mobile technology (Lee & Cho, 2011) and the 

credibility of a news story has been shown to be influenced by the likability of a 

journalist (Reeves & Nass, 1996) as well as the reliance upon and connectedness to a 

specific medium (Beaudoin & Thorson, 2004; Rafaeli, 1988; Sundar, 1999; Wackman, 

1973). In this sense, it is important that this study measure and control for the preexisting 

attitudes of participants toward Twitter and news in general. Therefore, these variables 

were measured and used as covariates in this study to ensure that it was solely the effect 

of mere exposure that was responsible for the outcome, rather than these confounding 

variables. 

Up to this point I have reviewed the independent variables (mere exposure, 

journalist gender) that were manipulated in this study, and the confounding variables to 

be statistically controlled (news use, Twitter use, audience gender) that might have had 

an effect on the outcomes of interest – credibility and the four concepts within TAM. 

This study hypothesizes or asks research questions that incorporate all the above in the 

first study. They are proposed for each of the five concepts — credibility and four from 

TAM: usefulness, ease of use, attitude toward use, and intent to follow. For each of these 

dependent variables (DV), there is a brief recap of the concept, followed by the first 

hypothesis that predicts a main effect of number of exposures, a research question asking 
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where the threshold of tolerance lies, and another hypothesis predicting a main effect of 

gender, and finally a second research question asking if there is an interaction effect 

between gender and number of exposures. This pattern is repeated for all four constructs 

within TAM and then the credibility dependent variable, followed by hypotheses and 

research questions presented in the same manner. Following these, a section evaluating 

the direct and indirect effects of mediation is presented. 

Usefulness 

Usefulness is based on an individual’s actual usage of the given technology within 

the context of a given situation. It is specific with regards to a target (the specified 

system), action (the usage), and context (person’s situation), but not within a specified 

time frame (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). In essence, perceived usefulness is the belief that a 

particular technology might enhance that person’s performance (Davis, 1993; Davis et 

al., 1989). In this case, it is measured by examining whether the work of a journalist, their 

body of tweets, is seen as useful in the audience member’s daily life. This hypothesis 

predicts that journalists who tweet once, three, five, and 10 times are seen as significantly 

more useful than those who do not tweet at all. It tests the control group (no tweets) 

against the group that sees multiple tweet frequencies, that is, the combined category of 

journalist who tweet 1, 3, 5, and 10 times.  

H1: Participants will perceive journalists who tweet frequently as significantly 

more useful as an information source than those who do not tweet, controlling for news 

use, Twitter use and gender.  

  After establishing whether there is a difference between the usefulness of 

seeing some tweets as compared to seeing none, it is important to understand whether the 

usefulness continues to grow with continued exposure to additional tweets. Because it is 
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unrealistic to have a journalist post the same message over and over again, this continued 

exposure is understood to mean continued in time, examining the usefulness of a specific 

journalist’s Twitter feed as a whole. Therefore the first research question unpacks the 

combined category of multiple tweets above, and asks about the differences between the 

usefulness of each different level of exposure – one tweet, three tweets, five tweets, and 

10 tweets – and compares all four frequencies of tweeting to determine which are 

significantly better; for example, if 10 tweets are not significantly better than five tweets, 

the threshold of tolerance has been reached at five tweets. Thus, this RQ: 

RQ1: At what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist pass the 

threshold of tolerance for usefulness? 

 The next hypothesis examines the way audiences view the usefulness of 

male and female journalists. The gender of the journalist has already been shown to be a 

significant factor on the perceptions of the audience, typically in favor of men (Brann & 

Himes, 2010; Weibel et al., 2008), thus the prediction is in that direction. However, with 

this study examining the elements of TAM in a new way, there exists an opportunity to 

investigate these gender differences in a different context. 

H2: Participants will perceive male journalists as significantly more useful as an 

information source than female journalists, controlling for news use, Twitter use, and 

gender. 

 The final research question regarding the usefulness of a journalist’s body 

of tweets looks at the interaction between frequency of tweeting and gender of the 

journalist by looking at all four groups at once to better discover patterns that might 

explain the measured results. 

RQ2: Is there a significant interaction between the number of exposures and the 

gender of journalists on Twitter with regards to usefulness? 
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Ease of Use 

Perceived ease of use is defined as “the degree to which an individual believes 

that using a particular system would be free of physical and mental effort” (Fishbein & 

Ajzen, 1977). Perceived ease of use is believed to have a significant impact on the 

perceived benefits of a technology, thereby influencing the likelihood of its adoption. 

Perhaps this is because, all things being equal, the easier something is to use, the greater 

the chance it will be used. Considering the work of a journalist, the easier it is to use the 

Twitter feed of a journalist to find information being sought, or the easier it is to 

understand and/or follow the logic of a specific person’s writing, the more likely 

someone would be to use that journalist as an information source in the future. 

The hypotheses and research questions for ease of use follow the same phrasing 

as those for usefulness listed above.  

H3: Participants will perceive journalists who tweet frequently as significantly 

more easy to use as an information source than those who do not tweet, controlling for 

news use, Twitter use, and gender. 

RQ3: At what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist pass the 

threshold of tolerance for ease of use?  

H4: Participants will perceive male journalists as significantly easier to use as an 

information source than female journalists, controlling for news use, Twitter use, and 

gender. 

RQ4: Is there a significant interaction between the number of exposures and the 

gender of journalists on Twitter with regards to ease of use? 

Attitude toward use 

Attitude toward use is focused on the perceived overall desirability of using a 

particular technology. Attitude has been shown to have a direct relationship with the 
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intention one has to use that thing (Davis et al., 1989). The attitude toward use index is 

created through evaluations of the technology, how they feel about the technology 

overall, as well as its specific use. Likability has a lot to do with whether a journalist is 

seen as credible (Reeves & Nass, 1996). With that being said, the attitude an audience 

member has toward a specific journalist, just like their attitude toward any other brand, 

will have an impact on whether that journalist is considered as an option in the process of 

information gathering. 

The following hypotheses and research questions examine how the amount of 

exposure and the journalist’s gender influence the audiences’ attitude toward them. 

H5: Participants will have significantly more positive attitudes toward journalists 

who tweet frequently than those who do not tweet, controlling for news use, Twitter use, 

and gender.  

RQ5: At what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist pass the 

threshold of tolerance for attitude toward that journalist regarding attitude toward use? 

H6: Participants will perceive male journalists significantly more positively than 

female journalists, controlling for news use, Twitter use, and gender. 

RQ6: Is there a significant interaction between the number of exposures and the 

gender of journalists on Twitter with regards to the positive attitude toward them? 

Intent to Follow 

Just because an information source is seen as credible doesn’t mean that any 

action will be taken to consume the content that the source produces. Because the 

ultimate goal of any content producer is to have an audience with whom they can share 

their information, there has been a significant effort to gauge an audience’s willingness to 

consume information by measuring their willingness, or intent, to pay for it (Carlson, 
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2003; Chyi, 2002, 2005; Schwer & Daneshvary, 1995) regardless of the payment method. 

Unfortunately, the overall outcome is that the majority of people aren’t willing to pay 

(Chyi, 2005). It’s possible that this lack of enthusiasm to pay for content is because the 

digitization of content in the current media environment provides people with almost 

universal free access to news information via the internet and SNSs. People are no longer 

expected to pay money for news information; it is the attention one receives that is truly 

becoming the currency of the online world (Davenport & Beck, 2002). Attention is 

defined as “a focused mental engagement on a particular item of information” (Davenport 

& Beck, 2002, pp. 20–21). It is impossible to actually gauge the amount of attention 

people pay to news information. However, for years, industry professionals and 

researchers have done their best to measure the amount of attention paid to their content; 

TV market share and newspaper subscriptions are primary examples. 

Within the new media environment, based on the currency of attention, this study 

examines a person’s intent to follow or subscribe in the same way as researchers have 

used intent to pay for traditional media. In other words, the behavioral intent of focus for 

TAM in this study is the intent to follow a journalist and use them as a consistent 

information source moving forward. Advertising researchers have used a similar metric 

in the past, but with the specific intent to understand a person’s willingness to use a 

specific product or service (Bauer, Reichardt, Barnes, & Neumann, 2005; Logan, 2014). 

H7: Participants will have significantly greater intent to follow journalists who 

tweet frequently than those who do not tweet, controlling for news use, Twitter use, and 

gender. 

RQ7: At what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist pass the 

threshold of tolerance for the intent to follow that journalist? 
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H8: Participants will have significantly greater intent to follow male journalists 

than female journalists, controlling for news use, Twitter use, and gender.  

RQ8: Is there a significant interaction between the number of exposures and the 

gender of journalists on Twitter with regards to the intent to follow them? 

Credibility 

As journalists attempt to improve the attitudes that audience members have 

toward them, the concept of credibility becomes extremely important. “Credibility is, 

after all, the most important thing a communicator has. A communicator in the news 

media who lacks credibility probably also has no audience” (Severin & Tankard, 2010, p. 

139). The credibility of a journalist is also known as source credibility (Flanagin & 

Metzger, 2000). The current media environment has reenergized the research on 

perceived credibility (Amos et al., 2008; Armstrong & McAdams, 2009; Etling & Young, 

2007; Johnson & Kaye, 2002, 2014, Winter & Krämer, 2012, 2014) and that’s due, in 

part, to the power that was once in the hands of producers and content creators (Wright & 

Page, 1959) shifting into the hands of the audience (McManus, 1994). Rosen (2006) even 

goes as far as calling them “the people formerly known as the audience” (p. 1). This shift 

in power, driven to some degree by the merging of technologies, media overabundance, 

and the emergence of customized content through interactive media (McManus,1994), 

compels journalists to need their audiences even more than they have in the past. The 

audience is now a participant in the process of content creation and evaluation, and the 

relationship and communication between the journalist and audience has grown in 

importance.  

In journalism, one of the tools that assist in the building of credibility is branding, 

as covered in the literature review above. Through the establishment of a personal brand, 



 

 30 

and a personal brand image, journalists are able to develop relationships with their 

audiences by using their brand to cut through the noise created by the innumerable 

content creators, thus allowing themselves to be seen. Once they are seen, journalists can 

attempt to build credibility and trustworthiness by demonstrating their skills and abilities. 

As is suggested by mere exposure effect, simply tweeting and having audiences exposed 

to a journalist’s name may be sufficient to increase public opinion regarding their work. 

By doing this, journalists hope to promote customer loyalty, a competitive advantage, 

legal protection, as well as an increased intent to follow (Kotler, Keller, & Lu, 2009) by 

their audiences. By establishing an image of credibility, journalists’ audiences will grow, 

as will their reputations.  

Credibility is consistently measured in multiple ways: by the specific unit of 

analysis and by a variety of methods. In this study, the unit of analysis is source 

credibility (Flanagin & Metzger, 2000), and the method is a combination of fairness, 

accuracy, completeness (Johnson & Kaye, 1998), believability (Kiousis, 2001), 

informativeness, and trustworthiness (Bucy, 2003).  With respect to the credibility of 

sources on the internet or SNSs, people tend to use certain cues or heuristics to evaluate 

credibility (Winter & Krämer, 2012, 2014). One study (Morris et al., 2012) found that 

participants used things like user name, message topic, or visible interactivity to gauge 

credibility. Because of previous evidence, this study will experimentally control for 

gender, attractiveness (Patzer, 1983), ethnicity (Winter & Krämer, 2012, 2014) and the 

professional nature of the user name (Morris et al., 2012).  The greatest benefit that can 

come from a journalist’s credibility is the ability to do his or her job. As such, this study 

examines the following hypotheses and research question regarding credibility and 

exposure:  
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H9: Participants will perceive journalists who tweet frequently as significantly 

more credible than those who do not tweet, controlling for news use, Twitter use, and 

gender. 

RQ9: At what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist pass the 

threshold of tolerance for credibility? 

H10: Participants will perceive male journalists as significantly more credible 

than female journalists, controlling for news use, Twitter use, and gender. 

RQ10: Is there a significant interaction between the number of exposures and the 

gender of journalists on Twitter with regards to credibility? 
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Chapter Three: Experiment 1 Methods 

DESIGN 

A 2 (journalist gender: male/female) X 4 (number of exposures to each 

journalists’ tweets: 1, 3, 5, 10) mixed-subjects factorial design was used. All participants 

were randomly assigned to both, the between-subjects condition of gender; seeing either 

all male journalists or all female journalists. This was done to decrease the overall length 

of the study questionnaire in order to encourage a high completion rate. Random 

assignment helped ensure that if there were any individual differences, they were equally 

distributed across the groups. Participants were also randomly assigned to either the 

control group which saw no tweets, just the journalists’ Twitter handles, or the within-

subjects condition of exposure, where participants saw tweets for different journalists 

once, three times, five times, and ten times. For example, Participant A might see 1 tweet 

from Susan Moore, 3 from Mary Davis, 5 from Elizabeth Williams, and 10 from Linda 

Miller and then, using a Latin Squares design to rotate the variables associated with each 

level of exposure, Participant B might see 1 tweet from Mary Davis, 3 from Elizabeth 

Williams, 5 from Linda Miller, and 10 from Susan Moore, etc.. The number of tweets 

associated with each journalist was rotated using this Latin Square design to ensure that 

each journalist was assigned to 1, 3, 5, and 10 tweets an equivalent number of times thus 

controlling for the effect of the journalists’ names on the evaluation of exposure.  

STIMULI 

Tweets  

In order to maintain a believable journalistic experience in content evaluation and 

quality, actual published tweets were used. Taking the top three national newspaper 

organizations, based on Twitter followers (New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and 
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Washington Post), two were randomly selected (New York Times and Washington Post) 

and all of their tweets published over a 24-hour period were collected (n=77). National 

newspaper organizations were used in order to control for personal relevance of the 

message by ensuring that the tweets were relevant to all participants because the news 

was about national issues rather than local ones (Burnkrant & Unnava, 1989; Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1979). Based on the four levels of exposure needed for the experimental 

design (1,3,5,10), nineteen of the tweets were randomly selected for inclusion in the 

stimuli (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: Original tweets. This image shows a selection of the 19 original tweets that 

were randomly selected. 

Journalists 

As is standard in controlled experiments, Twitter profiles of 16 hypothetical 

journalists were created in order to control for familiarity or pre-established evaluations. 
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Profiles were created by taking the 10 most common last names in the United States as 

reported by the 1990 census (Behind the Name, 2015), and randomly assigning the most 

common male and female first names in the United States (Social Security Aministration, 

2015) to those last names. After creating those 20 name combinations, four names were 

randomly selected from each gender for use in the experimental stimuli (male: Richard 

Smith, Michael Jones, Thomas Brown, and Robert Johnson; female: Susan Moore, Mary 

Davis, Elizabeth Williams, and Linda Miller). Finally, photos were collected for use with 

the profiles by randomly selecting one television market from within the United States 

(#107 Boise, Idaho) and downloading all of the profile pictures of reporters working at 

each of the four commercial stations in that market. In order to prevent any confounds 

from familiarity with the selected journalists, any participants in the study who reside in 

Boise, Idaho, were removed from the final sample. From each gender, four photos were 

randomly selected and assigned to a level of exposure. While it is well documented that 

both the race and age of journalists in the United States varies, the race and approximate 

ages of the journalists’ photos collected were consistent in order to control for additional 

confounding variables; all journalists used in this study were white and between the ages 

of 20 and 40. In addition, each of the tweets was randomly assigned to one of the 

journalistic profiles in order to create a heterogeneous sequence, which prevents all 

tweets from each journalist from being grouped together within the stimuli. This was 

done because heterogeneous sequences have been shown to be more effective in 

producing exposure effects than homogeneous stimuli (Bornstein, 1989a) as they prevent 

participants from becoming bored during stimulus presentations (Bornstein, Kale, & 

Cornell, 1990; Harrison, 1977). By structuring the stimuli in this way it also 

approximates typical cell phone-type consumption which makes up 80 percent of 

Twitter’s active users (Twitter, 2014a). 
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After collecting the tweets and photos, and creating the journalists’ names, an 

online program called “Simitator” was used to recreate the original tweets while 

connecting them to the new names and photos for the experiment (see Figure 2). All of 

the information including the number of replies, re-tweets, favorites, and links were 

identical to the original tweet at the time it was collected. In addition, the tweets were  

 

   

 

 

Figure 2: Comparison between original and created tweets. This figure demonstrates the 

difference between the appearance of the original tweet with that of the male 

and female stimuli. 

presented in chronological order according to the amount of time that had passed at the 

moment of collection. By doing this, the Twitter feed used as the stimuli in this study was 

able to simulate the realistic nature of journalists gaining continued exposure by covering 

multiple stories throughout the day.  
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Once the treatment stimuli were created, a Latin Square design was used to 

randomly assign the fictional journalist that would appear with each tweet and photo at 

each level of exposure.  

In the control condition of zero tweets, participants saw the Twitter handles (see 

Figures 3 & 4) of four journalists, one at a time without any accompanying tweets. After 

each handle participants were asked to evaluate them on the credibility and TAM DVs.  

 

          

Figure 3: Examples of Twitter handles. This figure shows examples of both female and 

male twitter handles complete with names and photos. 

 

 

Figure 4: Comparison of female tweets. This figure demonstrates that everything about a 

tweet, with the exception of the journalist’s name, remains consistent from 

one treatment to the next.  

 

SAMPLE 

The experiment was administered online and participants were recruited using the 

Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) system. The participants in this study were given 

$0.75 as compensation for their time and response, as is customary for work of this type 
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within the MTurk system (Ahn & Yo, 2011). Previous studies have shown that the use of 

MTurk’s members is a viable means of conducting online experiments (Paolacci, 

Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010). It provides a more diverse sample than standard internet 

efforts (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011) as well as being more representative of 

the US population than the traditional convenience samples that are typically used in 

experimental research (Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012). Because participants in this 

study were evaluating the credibility of journalists on Twitter, familiarity with the 

platform and ownership of an account were prerequisites to participating in the study.  

In order to determine the appropriate sample size for this study a G Power 

analysis was conducted which recommended 192 participants. 

PROCEDURE 

After having agreed to the terms of the consent form provided by the University 

of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board office, each participant was randomly 

assigned to either a control condition where they saw no tweets – just Twitter handles – 

or one of the multiple exposures conditions (1, 3, 5, 10), either all male or all female. 

They saw a heterogeneous (Bornstein, 1989a) Twitter feed comprised of 19 tweets, one 

tweet from journalist A, three tweets from journalist B, five tweets from journalist C, and 

10 tweets from journalist D. When shown the tweets, the participants were asked to read 

each of the tweets out loud, including the journalists’ names, in order to increase 

familiarity without increasing the evaluative processing of the content (Hawkins & Hoch, 

1992). The amount of time that each participant spent on this page of the questionnaire 

was tracked and anyone who took less than 10 seconds or more than 3 minutes to 

complete this task was seen as disengaged from the study and was therefore excluded 

from the sample. This time restriction was explained to participants in the consent form. 
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Within the questionnaire there were also three attention-check questions to ensure that 

only participants fully engaged in the study were included in the final sample. 21 of the 

questionnaires had to be thrown out because of failure to comply with either the time or 

attention check parameters leaving a total N of 204. 

After reviewing the tweets, each participant was asked a series of questions about 

themselves, their news media consumption, Twitter use, and their perceptions of the 

usefulness, ease of use, attitude toward use, credibility, and intent to follow news, 

Twitter, and journalists on Twitter in general, thus providing a baseline.    

In order to provide a longer delay between exposure and evaluation, thereby 

increasing the likelihood of finding mere exposure effect (Bornstein, 1989a), the DVs 

were the final evaluations participants were asked to give. The DVs were assessed 

through a series of questions regarding the usefulness, ease of use, attitude toward and 

perceived credibility for each of the four journalists in their assigned treatment group. 

This established the TAM and credibility scores for each individual journalist 

(operationalized below).  

MEASURES 

Technology Acceptance Model 

The TAM is comprised of four measures conceptually defined in the literature 

review and operationalized below. Each is used to evaluate the following of the specific 

journalists evaluated in this study. 

Usefulness  

Usefulness was measured with an index of four questions that asked participants 

how much they agree with the following statements on a 1 to 7 scale (1 = Strongly 

Disagree, 7 = Strongly Agree) News: Consuming news would improve my performance 
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in my daily life. Consuming news in my daily life would increase my productivity. 

Consuming news would enhance my effectiveness in my daily life. I would find 

consuming news useful in my daily life (Davis et al., 1989). Twitter: Using Twitter 

would improve my performance in my daily life. Using Twitter in my daily life would 

increase my productivity. Using Twitter would enhance my effectiveness in my daily life. 

I would find Twitter useful in my daily life. Following journalists on Twitter generally: 

Following journalists on Twitter would improve my performance in my daily life. 

Following journalists on Twitter in my daily life would increase my productivity. 

Following journalists on Twitter would enhance my effectiveness in my daily life. I 

would find following journalists on Twitter useful in my daily life. Following the specific 

journalists from this study: Following {journalist’s name} on Twitter would improve my 

performance in my daily life. Following {journalist’s name} on Twitter in my daily life 

would increase my productivity. Following {journalist’s name} on Twitter would 

enhance my effectiveness in my daily life. I would find following {journalist’s name} on 

Twitter useful in my daily life. The index was shown to be highly reliable (Use: M = 

2.89, SD = 1.329, Cronbach’s α =.970).   

Ease of use 

Ease of use was also measured with an index of four questions on the same 1 to 7 

scale: News media: Learning to consume news on a daily basis would be easy for me. I 

would find it easy to get what I want out of the news. It would be easy for me to become 

skillful at consuming news. I would find news easy to consume. Twitter: Learning to use 

Twitter would be easy for me. I would find it easy to get Twitter to do what I want it to 

do. It would be easy for me to become skillful at using Twitter. I would find Twitter easy 

to use. Following journalists on Twitter generally: Learning to follow journalists on 
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Twitter would be easy for me. I would find it easy to get what I want out of following 

journalists on Twitter. It would be easy for me to become skillful at following journalists 

on Twitter. I would find the following of journalists on Twitter easy to use. Following the 

specific journalists from this study: Learning to follow {journalist’s name} on Twitter 

would be easy for me. I would find it easy to get what I want out of following 

{journalist’s name} on Twitter. It would be easy for me to become skillful at following 

{journalist’s name} on Twitter. I would find the following of {journalist’s name} on 

Twitter easy to use. Once again the index was highly reliable (Ease: M = 4.71, SD = 

1.245, Cronbach’s α = .944). 

Attitude toward use 

Attitude toward use also used the same 1 to 7 scale, but it was measured using an 

index of three questions (Bruner et al., 2001). News: Consuming news is useful. 

Consuming news is valuable. Consuming news is a good thing. Twitter: Being on Twitter 

is useful. Being on Twitter is valuable. Being on Twitter is a good thing. Following 

journalists on Twitter generally: Following journalists on Twitter is useful. Following 

journalists on Twitter is valuable. Following journalists on Twitter is a good thing. 

Following the specific journalists from this study: Following {journalist’s name} on 

Twitter would be useful. Following {journalist’s name} on Twitter would be valuable. 

Following {journalist’s name} on Twitter would be a good thing.) The reliability of this 

index was also high (Att: M = 3.54, SD = 1.245, Cronbach’s α = .960). 

Intent to Follow 

Intent to follow, both generally and with respect to the specific journalists of this 

study, was measured with an index of three questions along that same 1 to 7 scale (Bauer 

et al., 2005): My general intention to follow journalists on Twitter is very high. I will 
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think about following journalists on Twitter. I will follow journalists on Twitter in the 

future. My intention to follow {journalist name} on Twitter is very high. I will think 

about following {journalist name} on Twitter. I will follow {journalist name} on Twitter 

in the future.). Another highly reliable index (FI: M = 2.84, SD = 1.497, Cronbach’s α = 

.970). 

Technology Acceptance Model 

The overall TAM score was established and measured by taking the four separate 

elements of usefulness, ease of use, attitude, and intent to follow and creating a new 

index with high reliability (TAM: M = 3.50, SD = 1.178, Cronbach’s α = .875). 

Credibility 

The concept of credibility was measured with a six-question index: How would 

you rate the following characteristics of {journalist’s name}: believable, fair, accurate, 

in-depth, informative, and trustworthy) examining the credibility of the individual 

journalists on a 1-7 scale from not at all to very (Bucy, 2003) (Cred: M = 3.84, SD = 

1.396, Cronbach’s α = .971). 

Threshold of Tolerance 

In accordance with other mere exposure research (Harrison & Fisicaro, 1974; 

Rajecki, 1973; Zajonc et al., 1973), the threshold of tolerance, was measured by 

determining the point at which the benefits to additional exposures either cease or 

decline.  
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COVARIATES 

News Use 

News use was operationalized in this study by both consumption and contribution. 

News consumption was measured using seven questions on a 1 to 7 scale (1=Never and 

7= Daily): How often do you get news information from newspapers, local TV, network 

TV, cable TV, news magazines, radio, online sources? Within news use, contribution was 

measured through three questions using the same 1 to 7 scale as above. How often do you 

contribute an article, photo or video to a new organization? Both sets of these questions 

were combined into one index for news use that was found to be reliable (News: M = 

3.28, SD = 1.08, Cronbach’s α = .767). 

Twitter Use 

The Twitter use of the participants was measured by asking four questions. The 

first, how often do you access your Twitter account, was asked on a 1 to 7 scale from less 

than once a month to multiple times a day. The other three questions, How often do you 

participate in the following activities on Twitter: post original tweet, re-tweet someone 

else’s post, favorite a post, send a direct message, were asked on another 1 to 7 scale 

ranging from never to daily. The index created from these four questions was found to be 

acceptably reliable (Tw: M = 5.94, SD = .945, Cronbach’s α = .797). 

Demographic data 

Demographic information of age, gender, education and income was collected 

using standard survey measurements. 

Because there were 5 DVs (usefulness, ease of use, attitude toward use, intent to 

follow, and credibility), and four covariates, a repeated measures Multiple Analysis of 

Covariance (MANCOVA) was used to analyze the two hypotheses predicting main 
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effects of gender and number of exposures for each DV and the research question about 

an interaction effect between gender and exposures.   

The research questions about threshold of tolerance for each of the 5 DVs will be 

answered by using paired samples t tests to establish when no more significant 

improvement occurs. So, for example, significant increases in the DVs between 0 and 1 

exposure, 1 and 3 exposures, 3 and 5, but not between 5 and 10 exposures would mean 

that the threshold is 5. 

For each of the five DVs (usefulness, ease of use, attitude, intent to follow, and 

credibility), two hypotheses are used to predict main effects of the IVs of exposures to 

Tweets and gender of the journalist; and two research questions are proposed, asking if 

there is an interaction between the two IVs, and at what level of exposure is the threshold 

of tolerance reached, that is, how many tweets are optimal.   

PROCESS 

Finally, PROCESS (Hayes, 2013), a modeling tool that uses regression 

coefficients and bootstrapping to test direct and indirect effects, was used to determine 

the strength of the relationships discovered within the proposed model (see Figures 5 and 

6). Each of the dependent variables was examined separately and for the purpose of 

understanding the acceptance of journalists as information sources as a whole, the 

independent variable elements of TAM are combined for this analysis. 
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Figure 5: Journalists’ gender direct and indirect effects relationship model. This figure 

shows the direct effect relationships between (1) gender, news use and 

Twitter use (a), (2) news use, Twitter use, credibility, and TAM (b), as well 

as the indirect effects relationship between gender, credibility and TAM 

(c).1 

 

Figure 6: Exposure direct and indirect effects relationship model. This figure shows the 

direct effect relationships between (1) exposure, news use and Twitter use 

(a), (2) news use, Twitter use, credibility, and TAM (b), as well as the 

indirect effects relationship between exposure, credibility and TAM (c). 

                                                 
1 Audience gender is not included in these models because, as a dichotomous variable, it cannot serve as a 

mediator. 
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Chapter Four: Experiment 1 Results 

 Of the 204 participants in study 1, 61% were male and the average age was 30 

ranging from 18 to 67 years. Eighty-four percent of the participants were White, 5% 

African American, 3% Hispanic, 6% Asian, and 2% identifying themselves as other.  In 

his book articulating the principles of experimental research, Bausell (1994) states that in 

the event of difficult to find subjects, uneven treatment to control group sizes are 

acceptable. Because this experiment required that those participating not only be 

available through MTurk, but also have a Twitter account, it was necessary to accept an 

uneven treatment to control group size. Accordingly, 39 of the participants received the 

control condition, and therefore saw no tweets while the other 165 participants all 

received the within subjects treatment, viewing all four levels of exposure (1, 3, 5, and 

10). There were no significant differences between the means of any of the independent 

variables thus demonstrating that random assignment worked and resulted in equal 

groups. The average amount of time taken by participants to complete the questionnaire 

was 9 minutes and 46 seconds. 

The two independent variables (exposure and journalist gender) were entered 

together with the five dependent variables (usefulness, ease of use, attitude, follow intent, 

and credibility) and three covariates (participant gender, news use, and Twitter use) into a 

single multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in order to correct for chance 

findings of significance when multiple tests are performed. Using Wilk’s Lambda, the 

analysis showed a significant effect for both exposure (F = 4.20, df = 5, 164, p = .001) 

and journalist’s gender (F = 3.06, df = 5, 164, p = .011) when all dependent variables 

were considered together. Below are the results of the univariate and other tests for the 

individual hypotheses and research questions.    



 

 47 

USEFULNESS 

The difference in usefulness between those who tweeted (M = 2.89, SD = .10) and 

those who did not (M = 2.63, SD = .20) was not significant (F = 4.199, df = 5, 164, p = 

.235). However, participant gender (F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p = .002), news use (F = 

4.483, df = 5, 164, p = .001), and Twitter use (F = 5.832, df = 5, 164, p = .001) were 

significant factors on usefulness. Female participants, as well as high news and Twitter 

users all deemed the journalists who tweeted as more useful than those who did not (see 

Table 1). H1 was not supported. 

Because of the between and within mixed factorial design, in order to answer 

RQ1, at what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist pass the threshold 

of tolerance for usefulness, paired samples t tests were done to examine where the 

significant increase of usefulness scores between frequency levels either stopped or 

changed directions. There were three separate mean differences that were found to be 

significant (see Table 2). The first two (t = -1.68, df = 164, p = .048; t = -2.85, df = 164, p 

< .01) were increases in the mean score between both one (M = 2.95, SD = 1.46) and 

three tweets (M = 2.87, SD = 1.47) and five tweets (M = 3.07, SD = 1.48). The third 

significant mean difference (t = 2.34, df = 164, p < .01), was between five (M = 3.07, SD 

= 1.48) and ten (M = 2.87, SD = 1.43) tweets (see Figure 7). These differences indicate 

that tweeting five times is the optimal number for a journalist when trying to improve the 

perception of their usefulness with their audience. Five tweets are better than one or two 

tweets, and, while 10 tweets are better than 5, 10 is not better than 1 or 3, so the optimum 

number of tweets was deemed to be 5. Therefore the answer to RQ1, the point at which 

additional exposure to a journalist passes the threshold of tolerance for usefulness, is after 

five tweets.  
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Table 1: MANCOVAs, means, and standard deviations of covariates for each dependent variable 

 Gender News Use Twitter Use 

 Male (N=124) Female (N=80) Low (N=37) High (N=40) Low (N=44) High (N=42) 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Useful 2.67* 1.31 3.23* 1.30 2.39* 1.15 3.62* 1.82 2.45* 1.01 3.14* 1.26 

Ease of Use 4.67 1.35 4.77 1.06 4.61* 1.37 4.81* 1.48 4.61 1.13 4.72 1.18 

Attitude 3.27* 1.46 3.95* 1.31 3.04* 1.44 4.10* 1.71 3.05* 1.34 3.86* 1.31 

Follow Intent 2.66* 1.49 3.13* 1.47 1.94** .94 3.68** 1.90 2.06** 1.07 3.30** 1.53 

Credibility 3.62* 1.40 4.17* 1.34 3.48* 1.38 4.25* 1.78 3.84 1.41 3.81 1.40 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01 
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Table 2: Paired samples t tests for Usefulness  

 Mean Std. Deviation t Sig. 

1 Exposure 2.95 1.459 1.05 .147 

Vs 3 Exposures 2.87 1.467   

1 Exposure 2.95 1.459 -1.68 .048* 

Vs 5 Exposures 3.07 1.481   

1 Exposure 2.95 1.459 .758 .225 

Vs 10 Exposures 2.87 1.427   

3 Exposures 2.87 1.467 -2.85 .003** 

Vs 5 Exposures 3.07 1.481   

3 Exposures 2.87 1.467 -.018 .493 

Vs 10 Exposures 2.87 1.427   

5 Exposures 3.07 1.481 2.342 .010* 

Vs 10 Exposures 2.87 1.427   

Note: N= 165; * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Plotted mean for usefulness. This figure shows the useful means for each level 

of exposure.  
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Although it was found that the gender of the journalist significantly affects 

perceived usefulness (F = 3.060, df = 5, 164, p < .001), it was female journalists who 

were perceived as significantly more useful than male journalists (female mean = 3.13, 

SD = .16; male mean = 2.39, SD = .16). H2, participants will perceive male journalists as 

significantly more useful than female journalists, therefore was not supported; in fact, it 

was significant in the opposite direction of what was predicted (see Table 3).  

Once again all three of the covariates, gender (F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p < .01) 

news use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .001), and Twitter use (F = 5.832, df = 5, 164, p < 

.001), were significant with female participants and those with high news and Twitter use 

finding female journalists to be more useful (see Table 1).  

A significant interaction was found between exposure and the gender of the 

journalists with regards to usefulness, RQ2 (F = 2.492, df = 5, 164, p = .013). As is 

shown in Table 3, when examining the difference between those that tweet and those that 

do not, audiences perceive female journalists as more useful in both instances. However 

while audiences continue to find female journalists as more useful than their male 

counterparts, their overall usefulness decreased when tweet content was seen (see Table 

3). In contrast, male journalist usefulness increased when evaluated in connection with 

tweet content. As each level of exposure was evaluated more specifically the only level at 

which significant difference exists is at the exposure level of 10 tweets (F = 4.34, df=1, p 

< .05) where the average useful score for male journalists is 2.59 (S.D. = .156) and 

female journalists is 3.05 (S.D=.153). As with H1 and H2, all three of the covariates, 

gender (F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p < .01), news use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .001), and 

Twitter use (F = 5.832, df = 5, 164, p < .001), were significant (see Table 1). Therefore 

the answer to RQ2 is yes, there is a significant interaction. 
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 Table 3: ANOVAS, means and standard deviations for interaction 

between exposure and gender on five dependent 

variables 

 Dependent 

Variable Exposure Journalists Mean Std. Deviation  

 Useful no tweets Male 1.980
a
 .282 

 Female 3.278
a
 .280 

 saw tweets Male 2.807
a
 .140 

 Female 2.979
a
 .136 

 Ease of 

Use 

no tweets Male 4.517
a
 .305 

 Female 4.968
a
 .302 

 saw tweets Male 4.375
a
 .151 

 Female 4.936
a
 .147 

 Attitude  no tweets Male 2.753
a
 .311 

 Female 3.709
a
 .308 

 saw tweets Male 3.329
a
 .154 

 Female 3.762
a
 .150 

 Follow 

Intent 

no tweets Male 2.015
a
 .304 

 Female 3.286
a
 .302 

 saw tweets Male 2.744
a
 .151 

 Female 2.942
a
 .147 

 Credibility no tweets Male 2.435
a
 .317 

   Female 3.609
a
 .314 

  saw tweets Male 3.726
a
 .157 

   Female 4.154
a
 .153 

 a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: News use = 

14.96, Twitter Use = 5.94, Audience Gender = 1.39.  
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EASE OF USE 

The difference in ease of use between those who tweeted (M = 4.66, SD = .11) 

and those who did not (M = 4.74, SD = .21) was not found to be significant (F = 4.199, df 

= 1, 164, p = .717). News use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .05) was a significant factor on 

ease of use with high news users finding journalists easy to use (see Table 1). H3 was not 

supported. 

However, RQ3, at what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist 

pass the threshold of tolerance for ease of use, was answered by using another paired 

samples t test. There were two mean differences that were found to be significant (see 

Figure 8; Table 4). The first (t = -2.09, df = 164, p < .05) was an increase in mean score 

between one (M = 4.67, SD = 1.43) and five tweets (M = 4.82, SD = 1.35), and the 

second difference in mean scores (t = 2.34, df = 164, p < .01) was a decrease between 

five (M = 4.82, SD = 1.35) and 10 tweets (M = 4.59, SD = 1.513). Therefore with the 

observed change in direction residing at the exposure level of 5 tweets, the answer to 

RQ3, like RQ1, is that the threshold of tolerance resides at five exposures. 

Again the gender of the journalist was a significant factor on ease of use (F = 

3.060, df = 5, 164, p < .05), but it was the tweets of female journalists that were 

decidedly easier to use (female mean = 4.95, SD = .17; male mean = 4.45, SD = .17). H4, 

participants will perceive male journalists as significantly easier to use than female 

journalists, was not supported; it was significant in the opposite direction of what was 

predicted. In addition the covariate of news use was also significant (F = 4.483, df = 5, 

164, p < .05) with high news users finding female journalists easier to use (see Table 1). 
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Table 4: Paired samples t tests, means and standard deviations for ease of 

use by number of exposures 

 Mean Std. Deviation T Sig. 

 1 Exposure 4.67 1.425 -0.79 .215 

Vs 3 Exposures 4.73 1.372   

 1 Exposure 4.67 1.425 -2.09 .019* 

Vs 5 Exposures 4.82 1.352   

 1 Exposure 4.67 1.425 0.91 .132 

Vs 10 Exposures 4.59 1.513   

 3 Exposures 4.73 1.372 -1.37 .087 

Vs 5 Exposures 4.82 1.352   

 3 Exposures 4.73 1.372 1.58 .059 

Vs 10 Exposures 4.59 1.513   

 5 Exposures 4.82 1.352 2.60 .005** 

Vs 10 Exposures 4.59 1.513   

      Note: N= 165; * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

 

Figure 8: Plotted mean for ease of use. This figure shows the ease of use means for each 

level of exposure.  

4.55 

4.60 

4.65 

4.70 

4.75 

4.80 

4.85 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 



 

 54 

There was no significant interaction found between the number of exposures and 

the journalist’s gender with regards to ease of use, RQ4 (F = 2.492, df = 5, 164, p = .820). 

Therefore the answer to RQ4 is no, however it’s interesting to note that the perceived 

ease of use for both male and female journalists was lower when the participants saw 

their tweets than for those who saw none (see Table 3).  

ATTITUDE 

The difference in a participant’s attitude toward using a particular journalist as a 

source of information was not significantly affected (F = 4.199, df = 1, 164, p = .200) by 

whether or not the journalist tweeted frequently (M = 3.55, SD = .11) or not (M = 3.23, 

SD = .22). H5 was not supported, but each of the covariates, gender (F = 3.240, df = 

5,164, p < .001), news use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .01), and Twitter use (F = 5.832, 

df = 5, 164, p < .01) were significant, with female participants and high news and Twitter 

users having more positive attitudes toward each journalist (see Table 1). 

RQ5, at what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist pass the 

threshold of tolerance for attitude, was answered with another paired samples t test. There 

were two mean differences that were found to be significant (see Figure 9; Table 5). The 

first (t = -2.02, df = 164, p < .05) was an increase between three (M = 3.53, SD = 1.67) 

and five tweets (M = 3.72, SD = 1.636). The second (t = 2.33, df = 164, p < .05) was a 

decrease in mean between five (M = 3.72, SD = 1.64) and ten tweets (M = 3.47, SD = 

1.678). The answer to RQ5 is that the threshold of tolerance comes into play after five 

exposures because that is when the mean attitude score significantly decreases. 
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Table 5: Paired samples t tests, means and standard deviations for attitude by 

number of exposures  

 Mean Std. Deviation t Sig. 

 1 Exposure 3.63 1.580 1.14 .129 

Vs 3 Exposures 3.53 1.668   

 1 Exposure 3.63 1.580 -1.05 .148 

Vs 5 Exposures 3.72 1.636   

 1 Exposure 3.63 1.580 1.36 .089 

Vs 10 Exposures 3.47 1.678   

 3 Exposures 3.53 1.668 -2.02 .045* 

Vs 5 Exposures 3.72 1.636   

 3 Exposures 3.53 1.668 .526 .299 

Vs 10 Exposures 3.47 1.678   

 5 Exposures 3.72 1.636 2.33 .015* 

Vs 10 Exposures 3.47 1.678   

Note: N= 165; * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Plotted mean for attitude. This figure shows the attitude means for each level of 

exposure. 
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The gender of the journalist does significantly impact the attitude the audience 

holds toward the journalist (F = 3.060, df = 5, 164, p < .01), but it’s female journalists 

who are seen with more positive attitudes than males (female mean = 3.74, SD = .17; 

male mean = 3.04, SD = .17). H6, which predicts participants will perceive male 

journalists with significantly more positive attitudes than female journalists, was not 

supported; it was significant in the opposite direction predicted. In addition, all three 

covariates, gender (F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p < .001), news use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < 

.01), and Twitter use (F = 5.832, df = 5, 164, p < .01), were significant (see Table 5). 

There was no significant interaction found between the number of exposures and 

the journalist’s gender with regards to attitude (F = 2.492, df = 5, 164, p = .288) and 

therefore the answer to RQ6 is no. (see Table 3). Once again each of the covariates, 

gender (F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p < .001), news use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .01), and 

Twitter use (F = 5.832, df = 5, 164, p < .01), were significant (see Table 1). 

INTENT TO FOLLOW 

The intent to follow a journalist on Twitter was not significantly different (F = 

4.199 df = 1, 164, p < .01) between those who saw tweets (M = 2.84, SD = .11) and those 

who did not (M = 2.65, SD = .21). H7 was not supported, but each of the covariates, 

gender (F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p < .05), news use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .001), and 

Twitter use (F = 5.832, df = 5, 164, p < .001) were significant (see Table 1). 

RQ7, at what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist pass the 

threshold of tolerance for intent to follow, was examined with another paired samples t 

test. No significance differences were found, regardless of the exposure level (see Figure 

10; Table 6). Therefore, RQ7 cannot be answered even though all three covariates,  
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Table 6: Paired samples t tests, means, and standard deviations for follow intent by 

exposure 

 Mean Std. Deviation t Sig. 

 1 Exposure 2.87 1.623 -.299 .382 

Vs 3 Exposures 2.90 1.649   

 1 Exposure 2.87 1.623 -.614 .270 

Vs 5 Exposures 2.92 1.711   

 1 Exposure 2.87 1.623 .813 .209 

Vs 10 Exposures 2.79 1.616   

 3 Exposures 2.90 1.649 -.335 .369 

Vs 5 Exposures 2.92 1.711   

 3 Exposures 2.90 1.649 1.154 .125 

Vs 10 Exposures 2.79 1.616   

 5 Exposures 2.92 1.711 1.455 .074 

Vs 10 Exposures 2.79 1.616   

 Note: N= 165; * p < .05, ** p < .01 

 

 

Figure 10: Plotted mean for follow intent. This figure shows the follow intent means for 

each level of exposure. 
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gender (F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p < .05), news use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .001), and 

Twitter use (F = 5.832, df = 5, 164, p < .001) were significant (see Table 1).  

The gender of the journalist was found to significantly impact following intent (F 

= 3.060, df = 5, 164, p < .01). Yet, once again it was the female journalists who had a 

higher follow intent than male journalists (female mean = 3.11, SD = .17; male mean = 

2.38, SD = .17). Each of the covariates, gender (F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p < .05), news use 

(F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .001), and Twitter use (F = 5.832, df = 5, 164, p < .001) were 

again significant. H8 was not supported; there was significance in the opposite direction 

than was predicted.  

There was a significant interaction between the number of exposures and the 

gender of journalists with regards to intent to follow them on Twitter (F = 2.492, df = 5, 

164, p < .05), with the presence of tweets impacting the intent to follow male and female 

journalists differently. The male journalists increased in following intent as they tweeted 

more frequently and the female journalists decreased as they tweeted more (see Table 3). 

As with H7 and H8 each of the covariates, gender (F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p < .05), news 

use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .001), and Twitter use (F = 5.832, df = 5, 164, p < .001) 

were significant. The answer to RQ8 is yes, there is a significant interaction, with intent 

to follow increasing for male journalists who tweet more frequently but decreasing for 

females. 

CREDIBILITY 

Journalists who tweet more frequently (M = 3.94, SD = .11) were perceived with 

significantly more credibility (F = 4.199, df = 5,164, p < .001) than those who tweet less 

frequently (M = 3.02, SD = .22). H9 was supported and both gender (F = 3.240, df = 
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5,164, p < .01) and news use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .001) were significant as well 

(see Table 1). 

RQ9, at what point does continued exposure to the brand of a journalist pass the 

threshold of tolerance for credibility, was answered with one more set of paired samples t 

tests. There were only two mean differences that reached significance (see Figure 11; 

Table 7). The first (t = 1.80, df = 164, p < .05) was found between three (M = 4.04, SD = 

1.52) and ten tweets (M = 3.84, SD 1.64), and the second (t = 2.24, df = 164, p < .05) was 

between five (M = 4.09, SD = 1.57) and ten tweets (M = 3.84, SD 1.64). Therefore, the 

answer to RQ9 is that the threshold of tolerance comes into play after five exposures. 

Tweeting 10 times was significantly worse for credibility than tweeting either 3 or 5 

times. 

Table 7: Paired samples t tests, means, and standard deviations for credibility 

by exposure 

 Mean Std. Deviation t Sig.  

 1 Exposure 3.97 1.547 -.705 .241 

Vs 3 Exposures 4.04 1.523   

 1 Exposure 3.97 1.547 -1.323 .094 

Vs 5 Exposures 4.09 1.574   

 1 Exposure 3.97 1.547 1.051 .148 

Vs 10 Exposures 3.84 1.638   

 3 Exposures 4.04 1.523 -.617 .269 

Vs 5 Exposures 4.09 1.574   

 3 Exposures 4.04 1.523 1.801 .037* 

Vs 10 Exposures 3.84 1.638   

 5 Exposures 4.09 1.574 2.235 .019* 

Vs 10 Exposures 3.84 1.638   

      Note: N= 165; * p < .05, ** p < .01 
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Figure 11: Plotted mean for credibility. This figure shows the credibility means for each 
level of exposure. 

The journalist’s gender was found to significantly impact credibility (F = 3.060, 

df = 5, 164, p < .001), and again it was shown that female journalists were evaluated as 

having higher credibility than male journalists (female mean = 3.88, SD = .17; male mean 

= 3.08, SD = .18). H10 was not supported, like with H9 the covariates of gender (F = 

3.240, df = 5,164, p < .01) and new use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .001) were 

significant.  

There was no significant interaction found between the number of exposures and 

the journalists’ gender with regards to credibility (F = 2.492, df = 5, 164, p = .138). The 

answer to RQ12 is no, there is no significant interaction. And as with H9 and H10 gender 

(F = 3.240, df = 5,164, p < .01), and news use (F = 4.483, df = 5, 164, p < .001), were 

significant (see Table 1). 
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STRENGTH OF DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

In testing the proposed model for direct and indirect effects, PROCESS (Hayes, 

2013) model 4 was used to examine mediation and the direct effects of the experimental 

manipulations, exposure and journalists’ gender, on credibility and TAM as well as the 

indirect effects on credibility and TAM through news use and Twitter use. All of the 

elements of TAM (usefulness, ease of use, attitude toward use, and follow intent) were 

combined for this analysis. One of the main purposes for the use of PROCESS is its use 

of bootstrapping. Bootstrapping is the act of resampling the original data sample up to 

thousands of times, calculating the indirect effect in each, and creating a sampling 

distribution that allows for the establishment of a confidence interval (Hayes, 2013; 

Lockwood & MacKinnon, 1998; Preacher & Hayes, 2004; Zhao, Lynch, & Chen, 2010). 

Through the establishment of a confidence interval, the occurrence of mediation is easily 

identifiable as any interval that does not include zero (Hayes, 2013; Preacher & Hayes, 

2004). 5,000 bootstrap samples were used in the testing of the effects as recommended by 

Hayes (2013). 

The independent variables of the first study were already coded as 0 for male and 

1 for female journalists and 0 for no tweets and 1 for those that saw tweets. As is seen in 

Figures 12 and 13 and Table 8, there is partial support for both models; the effect of 

journalists’ gender and level of exposure. Both journalist’ gender and Twitter exposure 

had a direct effect on credibility, [coeff. = .61, p < .01] [coeff. = .84, p < .01]. Of the IVs, 

only journalist gender had a direct effect on TAM [coeff. = .49, p < .01]; exposure did not 

[coeff. = .11, p. = .58]. The manipulation of the journalists’ gender wasn’t found to have 

a direct effect on the covariates of news use [coeff. = -.13, p = .40] or Twitter use [coeff. 

= .04, p = .78], and neither was the manipulation of exposure: news use [coeff. = .15, p = 

.45] or Twitter use [coeff. = .01, p = .97]. But, as covariates go, news use did show a 
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direct effect on both credibility (.38, p < .01) and TAM (.35, p < .01), while Twitter use 

only had a direct effect on TAM (.25, p < .01) but not on credibility (coeff. = -.02, p. = 

.85).  

 

Figure 12: Support for journalists’ gender direct effects relationship model. Each of the 

values is an unstandardized OLS regression coefficients.  *p < .05 **p < .01 

 

Figure 13:  Support for journalists’ exposure direct effects relationship model. Each of 

the values is an unstandardized OLS regression coefficients.  *p < .05 **p < 

.01 
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Table 8: OLS Path analysis showing effects of gender, exposure, news use, and twitter use on credibility and TAM. N = 175 

  

Mediators 

    

Outcome Variables 

   Variables  News Use 

 

Twitter Use 

 

Credibility  

 

TAM 

 

  

Coeff. SE 

 

Coeff. SE 

 

Coeff. SE 

 

Coeff. SE 

Gender 

 

-0.13 0.15 

 

0.04 0.14 

 

.61** 0.21 

 

.49** 0.16 

             News Use 

       

.43** 0.11 

 

.37** 0.08 

Twitter Use 

       

-0.05 0.12 

 

.23** 0.09 

             

  

R
2 
= .00 

 

R
2 
= .00 

 

R
2 
= .12 

 

R
2 
= .22 

  

F(1,173) = .71 

 

F(3,173) = .08 

 

F(3,171) = 7.87 

 

F(3,171) = 16.16 

             Exposure 

 

0.15 0.19 

 

0.01 0.18 

 

.84** 0.26 

 

0.11 0.20 

             News Use 

      

.38** 0.11 

 

.35** 0.09 

Twitter Use 

      

-0.02 0.12 

 

.25** 0.09 

             

  

R
2 
= .00 

  

R
2 
= .00 

  

R
2 
= .13 

  

R
2 
= .18 

  

F(1,173) = .58 

 

F(1,173) = .00 

 

F(3,171) = 8.52 

 

F(3,171) = 12.34 

Coeff. = unstandardized OLS path analysis coefficients 

SE = standard error  

*    p < .05, **  p < .01 
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Based on these effect relationships, an additional model was proposed to examine 

the possibility of credibility serving as a mediator through which indirect effects of the 

independent variables might have an impact on TAM (see Figure 14). 

 

Figure 14: Journalists’ gender and exposure direct and indirect effects relationship 

model. This figure shows the direct effect relationships between (1) 

exposure, gender and credibility (a), (2) credibility, and TAM (b), as well as 

the indirect effects relationship between exposure, gender and TAM (c). 

Testing this model was also done using PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) model 4 

looking at the effects on TAM, but this time through credibility. Again 5,000 bootstrap 

samples were used.  

Using the same independent variables, it wasn’t a surprise to find the direct 

effects relationships with credibility that existed within the previous model: journalists’ 

gender [coeff. = .53, R
2
 = .04, F (1, 202) = 7.51, p = .01] and Twitter exposure [coeff. = 

.78, R
2
 = .05, F (1, 202) = 10.38, p < .01]. This examination of credibility did find a 

direct effect on TAM (.59, p < .01). Furthermore, through credibility, both of the IVs 

provided indirect effects on TAM; gender (.31) and exposure (.48) with both sets of bias-

corrected bootstrap confidence intervals for the effect remaining completely above zero:  
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Figure 15: Support for journalists’ exposure direct effects relationship model. Each of the 

values is an unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. *p < .05 **p < .01 

 

Table 9:  OLS Path analysis showing effects of gender, exposure, and credibility on 

TAM. N = 175 

  

Mediators 

  

Outcome Variables 

Variables  Credibility 

  

TAM 

 

  

Coeff. SE 

  

Coeff. SE 

Gender 

 

.53** 0.04 

  

.05 0.12 

        Credibility 

     

.59** 0.04 

        

  

R
2 

= .04 

  

R
2 
= .50 

  

F(1,202) = 7.51 

  

F(2,201) = 98.75 

        Exposure 

 

0.78 0.24 

  

-.33* 0.15 

        Credibility 

    

.61** 0.04 

       

        

  

R
2 

= .05 

   

R
2 
= .51 

 

  

F(1,202) = 10.38 

  

F(2,201) = 103.18 

Coeff. = unstandardized OLS path analysis coefficients 

SE = standard error  

*    p < .05 

**  p < .01 
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gender (.10 to .55) and exposure (.17 to .80). With the introduction of credibility as a 

mediator, now number of exposures becomes significant (see Figure 15 and Table 9). 

 

  



 

 67 

Chapter Five: Discussion 

When it comes to the impact of mere exposure, the results of Study 1 were mixed. 

Being exposed to tweets made no significant difference on audiences’ evaluation of 

usefulness, ease of use, attitude, or intent to follow. This means that whether or not a 

journalist is active on Twitter makes no difference as to whether or not their audience 

will accept and follow them as an information source. Where exposure to tweets does 

make a significant difference is in the level of credibility a journalist attains. If they want 

to be perceived as having credibility, which according to Severin and Tankard is “the 

most important thing a communicator has” (2010, p. 139), journalists need to gain 

exposure to audiences. Exposure to tweets has a direct effect on the credibility of a 

journalist. In the crucial seconds during which journalists make an impression upon their 

audiences, the amount of exposure journalists get plays a significant role in the amount of 

credibility they are judged to possess. Additionally, while exposure alone has no direct 

effect on TAM, credibility does. Increased credibility leads directly to an increased 

likelihood that journalists will be accepted as an information source. Tweeting has a 

direct effect on credibility and an indirect effect on TAM through credibility. Therefore, 

if journalists want the loyalty of an audience they should use exposure to gain credibility, 

and then maintain that level of credibility so as to motivate that audience to accept and 

follow them as an information source. If a person is merely exposed to the name of a 

journalist, that journalist will grow in credibility. If journalists want to gain more 

credibility, we now know they simply need to gain more exposure to potential audience 

members. Knowing that will enable journalists to begin developing their own approach 

and strategy to finding and retaining an audience when they start a new job, or move to a 

new city. 
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Having discovered the benefit delivered to journalists through the mere exposure 

of audiences to their tweets, there also comes a caution. Just because exposure leads 

directly to credibility doesn’t mean that infinite exposure leads to infinite credibility. 

There is a limit to the beneficial relationship. By examining the difference in the TAM 

and credibility journalists’ enjoyed at each of the 4 levels of exposure (1, 3, 5, and 10) a 

threshold of tolerance was discovered after 5 tweets that reinforces previous research 

(Brunson, 1993; Calder & Sternthal, 1980; Corkindale & Newall, 1978; Craig et al., 

1976; Fox, 1933; Habermas, 2004; Rethans et al., 1986; Roberts & Francis, 2013; Rowe, 

1924; Sachariew, 1990; Simon, 1982; Stankey, 1996; Thomassen, 2006; van Rooij et al., 

2005; Weilbacher, 1970) and communicates to practicing journalists that their efforts 

should be strategically limited and purposeful. There is such a thing as too much posting 

on SNSs, and the last thing journalists want to do is alienate their established audience by 

surpassing this threshold of tolerance.  

Although other research claims that male journalists are more professional (Amu 

& Agwu, 2012; Secher, 2010) and are more often found in high-prestige positions (Dorer, 

2005) than their female counterparts, this study shows that it is female journalists that are 

perceived as superior in this context. This study used the exact same tweets for the 

evaluation of both male and female journalists, but when it was perceived to have come 

from a female their content on Twitter was more useful, easier to use, audiences had a 

more positive attitude toward them, were more likely to follow them, and found them to 

be more credible. This may be due, in part, to the fact that women have been shown to be 

more transparent on SNSs (Lasorsa, 2012) and are 8% more active than men when it 

comes to posting content on a regular basis (Women’s Media Center, 2014). Regardless 

of these discovered benefits for female journalists, journalists of both genders should take 
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advantage of the opportunity they have to increase their audience by gaining exposure 

through social media posting in a more strategic way. 

When looking at exposure or gender, the patterns seem to be rather consistent. 

Exposure increases TAM and credibility, and female journalists have the upper hand. 

When looking a little more closely, the interaction between exposure and gender, 

specifically with regards to the significant interactions of usefulness and following intent, 

are of particular interest. In both instances the female journalists were evaluated more 

positively than male journalists, but the difference in mean score between the evaluations 

of male and female journalists by the groups who either saw or didn’t see tweets is 

unexpected. When evaluating male journalists, the means of usefulness and intent to 

follow were both higher for those who saw tweets than for those who didn’t.  This is in 

line with what we would expect from the mere exposure effect. In fact this trend held true 

in every area but ease of use. While this increase in positive evaluation exists for male 

journalists based on viewing actual tweets, participants evaluating female journalists, 

who saw tweets, actually recorded a lower mean than those who didn’t see tweets. This 

happened in three of the four areas of TAM; usefulness, ease of use, and follow intent. 

Even with this decrease in mean, the evaluation of female journalists is still higher than 

that of their male colleagues, but it does provide an interesting comparison deserving 

further study.     

LIMITATIONS 

One limitation of this study was the body of tweets used as stimuli. Typically, 

when consuming content on Twitter, a person’s feed isn’t filled with just journalists, 

strictly men or women, or tweets from a limited time period. There are tweets from 

companies, friends, family, and others that would be mixed in with the tweets of 
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journalists. People are able to interact with each other and do so on multiple platforms. 

This study eliminated those influences from the experiment in order to control for the 

individual differences that might be found between the study participants, thereby 

providing a more reliable means of comparison. But it is necessary to recognize that 

additional research should be done to better understand how these findings might change 

in a more realistic setting. 

A second limitation of this study was the fact that it was not administered over 

multiple days. This study focused on the tweets of a single day and not tweets presented 

to participants over a longer period of time (e.g. week). Although this would have been a 

more realistic approach, and possibly provided additional power within the statistical 

analysis used, the results do indeed show a significant difference based on the treatment. 

And while these limitations do exist, the findings are valid and simply call for further 

research to be done in order to address these shortcomings. By working in this way the 

cumulative nature of research will provide the additional validity and reliability sought 

for. 
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Chapter Six: Experiment 2 Literature Review 

CAUSAL MECHANISMS 

Based on the finding of Study 1, Study 2 was conducted in order to examine a 

possible causal mechanism for the discovered effects. This study will focus primarily on 

the mechanism of elaboration (reviewed below) in order to aid journalists in their 

understanding of how to both interpret and apply the principles of mere exposure effect in 

their work based on the different levels of elaboration their audiences might use. By 

utilizing the knowledge gained from Study 1, Study 2 used the extremes of one tweet and 

10 tweets as well as the threshold of tolerance discovered at five tweets in order to 

maximize comparisons. 

The effects of mere exposure have been found in a variety of disciplines and with 

different types of subjects (Harrison & Fisicaro, 1974; Rajecki, 1973; Zajonc, 1968; 

Zajonc et al., 1973). In order to ensure that it truly was the repeated exposure that 

provided the measured effect, the majority of the studies were conducted via controlled 

experiment (Harrison & Fisicaro, 1974; Rajecki, 1973; Zajonc, 1968; Zajonc et al., 1973) 

and used images (i.e., Turkish nonsense words, Chinese-like characters, photographs). 

Surprisingly the effects of mere exposure have even been found to be stronger in 

messages that are subliminal than those that are overtly seen and processed (Bornstein, 

1989a; Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1992), suggesting that one of the intervening variables 

in the mere exposure effect is the amount of cognitive effort a person uses to process the 

content. For example, if a person were to give specific attention to a certain message and 

elaborate more fully on its components, the peripheral cues and solicited heuristics would 

be less likely to factor into the final evaluation of the message as a whole. As such, in 

order to better understand why mere exposure works, and the causal mechanisms that 



 

 72 

facilitate its effects, it is important to understand how much effort people use to process, 

or elaborate, a message. 

Elaboration Likelihood Model 

In Study 2 the level of elaboration was examined using the elaboration likelihood 

model (ELM). Within this model there are two levels at which message elaboration can 

occur (Cacioppo & Petty, 1981). It is similar to the heuristic systems model (HSM) 

developed by Chaiken (1980) that claims message processing happens either heuristically 

or systematically. ELM explains these options through central or peripheral routes of 

processing (Cacioppo & Petty, 1981). Central route processing is an effortful cognitive 

activity (Petty, Priester, & Brinol, 2002) that is mindful (Palmerino et al., 1984) and 

systematic (Chaiken & Eagly, 1989). It is a more careful, thoughtful, deliberate 

consideration of the content motivated by things like exposure to something unexpected 

or relevant to the individual (Maheswaran & Chaiken, 1991). For example, because 63 

percent of all journalists in the United States are men and only 37 percent are women 

(ASNE, 2015; Klos, 2013), even the gender of a journalist might serve as an unexpected 

characteristic of a tweet and thereby elicit more elaboration because of the extra attention 

a female generated tweet might receive.  

Peripheral route processing, on the other hand, recognizes that it is impossible for 

people to completely analyze every message they see (Petty et al., 2002). Certain 

perceptual and cognitive processes have been shown to proceed automatically, even in 

the absence of awareness (Bargh, Bond, Lombardi, & Tota, 1986; Bargh & 

Pietromonaco, 1982; Bornstein, 1989b; Fowler, Wolford, Slade, & Tassinary, 1981; 

Hasher & Zacks, 1984; Kihlstrom, 1987; Lewicki, 2013; Marcel, 1983; Reber & Lewis, 

1977; Srull & Wyer, 1980). Processing peripherally is done with much less scrutiny and 
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is accomplished through simple cues, heuristics (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979; Chaiken, 

1987), and even emotions (Staats & Staats, 1958), but it also allows for at least some 

level of cognition (Bitner & Obermiller, 1985), unlike HSM.  

In order for audiences to process content using the central route, they would have 

to have high levels of motivation and ability to process the message (Cacioppo & Petty, 

1979). If either, or even just one of those two things isn’t present then it is almost assured 

that the individual will use the peripheral route (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979). The measure 

of ability is based on whether or not someone has the physical or mental capability to 

process a message (Chaiken & Eagly, 1983; Petty et al., 2002; Wright, 1981). For 

example, literacy, familiarity with the language, time constraints, education, and even 

accessibility to technology determine if someone is able to process a message. Motivation 

is a much more subjective consideration (Petty et al., 2002). It’s evidenced, at least in 

part, by news use (Eveland, 2004) which is in turn influenced by socioeconomic status 

(Bock & Aitkin, 1981), and the personal involvement or relevance of the message  (Areni 

& Lutz, 1988; Burnkrant & Unnava, 1989; Cho, 2003; Dotson & Hyatt, 2000; Park et al., 

2007; Richard E Petty & Cacioppo, 1979; Zaichkowsky, 1985). 

Mere exposure effect, it is believed, is most effective when the content is 

processed via the peripheral route (Kim et al., 2004). There are a number of things that 

can be done through manipulation in order to promote peripheral route processing. For 

example, message scrutiny can be decreased by providing some sort of distraction during 

the experiment (Festinger & Maccoby, 1964). Message repetition itself promotes the 

peripheral route (Bitner & Obermiller, 1985; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993) because with 

repetition comes expertise and familiarity with content, causing a person to exert lower 

levels of cognitive effort (Gursoy & McCleary, 2004) and more reliance on the heuristics, 

short cuts, and source cues (Bitner & Obermiller, 1985) that accompany any message. 
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These heuristics are simply, as psychology suggests, strategies for decision-making 

regarding situations where evaluative information is incomplete (Wegwarth et al., 2009). 

Both repeated exposure and gender are examples of when this type of simple decision-

making takes place without all relevant information being processed (Robertson et al., 

2011; Zajonc, 1968; Zajonc et al., 1973). Other things that can increase the likelihood of 

peripheral route processing are time pressure (Moore et al., 1986; Ratneshwar & 

Chaiken, 1991) and the perceived opinion of others (Alba & Marmorstein, 1987; 

Maheswaran & Chaiken, 1991; Moore et al., 1986; Richard E Petty & Cacioppo, 1984; 

Wood et al., 1985), both of which were controlled for in this study. 

By examining the elaboration of audiences and the way it impacts TAM and the 

perceived credibility of journalists, this study provides a comparison that will inform 

journalists as to ways they might approach these two audience segments differently. As 

such, this study proposes the following hypotheses:  

H11:  Participants who are exposed to more tweets will use significantly lower 

levels of elaboration than those who are exposed to fewer tweets, controlling for news 

use, Twitter use, and gender. 

H12: Participants who are exposed to tweets from a female journalist will 

experience significantly higher levels of elaboration than those who are exposed to tweets 

from male journalists, controlling for news use, Twitter use, and gender. 

H13: Participants who use lower levels of elaboration will perceive journalists 

with significantly greater TAM than those who use higher levels of elaboration, 

controlling for news use, Twitter use, and gender. 

H14: Participants who use lower levels of elaboration will perceive journalists 

with significantly greater credibility than those who use higher levels of elaboration, 

controlling for news use, Twitter use, and gender. 
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Chapter Seven: Experiment 2 Methods 

DESIGN  

Study 2 used much of the same methodology as found in Study 1 with a few 

exceptions. This experiment was a 2 (journalist gender: male v. female) X 3 (number of 

exposures to each journalists: 1, 5, and 10) between-subjects factorial design focused on 

discovering the presence of mediation effects through elaboration. The selection of the 

exposure levels 1, 5, and 10 was done in order to simplify data collection while 

maximizing comparisons through the inclusion of the threshold of tolerance. Participants 

saw 2 journalists of the same gender, tweeting either once, five times, or 10 times. That 

is, they were in one of the following 6 conditions: male journalists/1 tweet; male 

journalists/5 tweets; male journalists/10 tweets; female journalists/1 tweet; female 

journalists/5 tweets; female journalists 10 tweets. Participants were randomly assigned to 

conditions. 

The primary difference found in the stimuli of this study, as compared to Study 1, 

was the use of 20 tweets but only two journalists. The four journalists’ profiles (Robert 

Johnson, Richard Smith, Susan Moore, and Linda Miller) and 20 tweets were randomly 

selected from the data collected for the first study. The second difference found in the 

stimuli of Study 2 was in the presentation. Because of the between-subjects design of this 

experiment, creating a heterogeneous sequence was unnecessary. Each participant, based 

on random assignment, saw a Twitter feed of either 1, 5, or 10 tweets from either Richard 

Smith and Robert Johnson or tweets from Linda Miller and Susan Moore. 

SAMPLE   

The sampling procedures required for Study 2 were the same as Study 1. 

However, because this study was a between-subjects design it required additional 
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participants for the experiment. Subjects were recruited via MTurk and paid 50 cents. 

After removing 27 for failure to comply with time or attention checks, an N or 264 

remained. 

PROCEDURE 

After having agreed to the terms of the consent form provided by the University 

of Texas at Austin IRB office, just as with experiment one, each participant was 

randomly assigned to one of six conditions – male journalists/1 tweet, male journalists/5 

tweets, male journalists/10 tweets, female journalists/1 tweet, female journalists/5 tweets, 

female journalists/10 tweets. Participants were once again asked to read each of the 

tweets out loud, including the journalists’ names.   

Once again, a longer delay between exposure and evaluation of DV’s was adopted 

(Bornstein, 1989a) by presenting the questions regarding news and Twitter use directly 

following the stimuli. Next each participant answered a series of questions regarding the 

level of elaboration used to process the tweets they viewed, before providing information 

about the usefulness, ease of use, attitude, follow intent, and credibility of each of the 

journalists seen. The last thing each participant saw was a set of four demographic 

questions regarding their gender, ethnicity, education, and annual income. 

MEASURES 

The measures of news use (M= 16.32, SD= 1.09, Cronbach’s α = .774), Twitter 

use (M= 7.56, SD= 1.14, Cronbach’s α = .731), usefulness (M= 3.05, SD= 1.40, 

Cronbach’s α = .950), ease of use (M= 4.79, SD= 1.23, Cronbach’s α = .885), attitude 

(M= 3.87, SD= 1.48, Cronbach’s α = .931), intent to follow (M= 3.20, SD= 1.54, 

Cronbach’s α = .942), TAM (M= 3.73, SD= 1.22, Cronbach’s α = .886), and credibility 

(M= 4.27, SD= 1.29, Cronbach’s α = .941) were duplicated from Study 1. All of the 
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measures from Study 1 are included in Study 2 with the exception of threshold of 

tolerance, and are operationalized above under Study 1 methods. The one measure unique 

to Study 2 was elaboration; which, based on multiple studies (Beerli, Martin, & Quintana, 

2004; Osman et al., 2015; Wu & Wang, 2012; Zaichkowsky, 1985), was operationalized 

through involvement.  

Involvement 

A group of 20-questions, on a 7-point scale, adapted from Zaichkowsky’s (1985) 

involvement construct was used to measure participants’ involvement with the 

journalists’ tweets. After having both seen and read, aloud, the tweets, participants were 

shown the Twitter handle of one of the journalists they saw, then asked the involvement 

questions listed below. This process was repeated for each of the journalists seen, and all 

of the responses collected were combined into a single highly reliable index (M= 4.09, 

SD= 1.19, Cronbach’s α = .983). Questions are: Important/unimportant, of no concern/of 

concern to me, irrelevant/relevant, means a lot to me/means nothing to me, useless/useful, 

valuable/worthless, trivial/fundamental, beneficial/not beneficial, matters to me/doesn’t 

matter, uninterested/interested, significant/insignificant, vital/superfluous, 

boring/interesting, unexciting/exciting, appealing/unappealing, mundane/fascinating, 

essential/nonessential, undesirable/desirable, wanted/unwanted, not needed/needed. 

To test these hypotheses, MANCOVA was used with the three primary DVs – 

elaboration, credibility, and TAM, controlling for the covariates of gender, news use, 

Twitter use, and elaboration where appropriate. In order to determine if elaboration is a 

mediator of mere exposure and gender on TAM and credibility, PROCESS (Hayes, 2013) 

was again used to test the direct and indirect effects (see Figures 16 and 17). 
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Figure 16: Direct and indirect effects relationships of gender through elaboration. This 

figure shows the direct effect relationships between (1) gender and 

elaboration (a), (2) elaboration, TAM, and credibility (b), as well as the 

indirect effects relationship between exposure, gender, TAM, and credibility 

(c). 

 

Figure 17: Direct and indirect effects relationships of exposure through elaboration. This 

figure shows the direct effect relationships between (1) exposure levels and 

elaboration (a), (2) elaboration, TAM, and credibility (b), as well as the 

indirect effects relationship between exposure, TAM, and credibility (c). 
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Chapter Eight: Experiment 2 Results 

DEMOGRAPHICS  

With 264 participants in Study 2, 58% of them were male, with 82% being White, 

5% African American, 4% Hispanic, 8% Asian, and 1% self-identifying as other. The 

average age was 31, but with a range from 18 to 65 years. Of the participants, 133 saw 

male journalists while the other 131 saw female journalists.  The breakdown of 

participants at each exposure level were 96 (one tweet), 86 (five tweets) and 82 (10 

tweets). The average amount of time taken to complete the questionnaire was 8 minutes 

and 24 seconds. 

ELABORATION 

In order to analyze hypotheses 11 and 12, a multiple analysis of covariance was 

used to determine whether significant differences exist between the different levels of 

exposure and journalists’ gender on audience elaboration. For hypotheses 13 and 14, the 

independent variable of elaboration was entered together with the dependent variables 

(usefulness, ease of use, attitude, follow intent, and credibility) and three covariates into a 

single MANCOVA in order to correct for chance findings of significance when multiple 

tests are performed. Using Wilk’s Lambda, the analysis showed a significant effect for 

elaboration (F = 136.17, df = 2, 158, p < .001) when all dependent variables were 

considered together. The covariates statistically controlled for in both tests, like in Study 

1, were audience gender, news use, and Twitter use. Below are the results of the 

univariate and other tests for the individual hypotheses and research questions.     

Results showed that exposure does significantly influence the amount of 

elaboration used with respect to tweets (F = 3.16, df = 2, 163, p < .05). Participants who 

saw one tweet experienced the lowest elaboration, but even those participants who saw 
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10 tweets had lower elaboration levels than those who saw five (see Table 10). Therefore 

H11, participants who are exposed to more tweets will use significantly lower levels of 

elaboration than  those who are exposed to fewer tweets, was only partially supported. Of 

the covariates, both news use (F = 6.46, df = 2, 163, p < .01) and Twitter use (F = 3.25, df 

= 2, 163, p < .05) were significant. When it comes to elaboration of the tweets presented, 

it was female participants (female mean = 1.53, SD = .50; male mean = 1.49 SD = .50) as 

well as high news users (high news mean = 1.77, SD = .43; low news mean = 1.43, SD = 

.50) and Twitter users (high Twitter means = 1.67, SD = .47; low Twitter means = 1.37, 

SD = .49) who used more elaboration while consuming the tweets presented. That is to 

say, their elaboration followed a more central route of processing as opposed to the 

limited elaboration associated with peripheral route processing. 

 

Table 10:  Means and standard deviations of 

exposure on elaboration  

Exposure Mean Std. Error 

1.00 1.416 .059 

5.00 1.637 .065 

10.00 1.477 .072 

 

Journalists gender was not found to be a significant factor on the elaboration of 

tweets (F=3.16 df = 2, 163 p = .374). H12, participants who are exposed to tweets from a 

female journalist will experience significantly higher levels of elaboration than those who 

are exposed to tweets from male journalists, was not supported (see Table 11). 
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Table 11:  Means and standard deviations of gender on 

elaboration 

Journalists Mean Std. Error 

Male 1.544 .055 

Female 1.476 .051 

 

It was discovered that elaboration does have a significant influence on TAM 

(F=8.75 df= 1 p < .01). The lower the elaboration, the lower the TAM (see Table 12). 

Therefore H13, participants who use lower levels of elaboration will perceive journalists 

with significantly greater TAM than those who use higher levels of elaboration, was not 

supported. News use (F = 7.66, df = 2, 255, p < .001) and Twitter use (F = 7.71, df = 2, 

255, p < .01) were both found to be significant (see Table 13).  

 

Table 12: Means and standard deviations of 

elaboration on TAM 

Elaboration Mean Std. Error 

Low 2.672 .085 

High 4.659 .083 

 

Similar to TAM, elaboration was found to be a significant indicator of credibility 

(F=52.85 df= 4, 510 p < .001) with low elaboration being connected to low credibility 

(see Table 14). H14, participants who use lower levels of elaboration will perceive 

journalists with significantly greater credibility than those who use higher levels of 

elaboration, was not supported. With credibility the only significant covariate was news 

use (F = 7.66, df = 2, 255, p < .05) (see Table 13).  



 

 82 

 

Table 13: Means and standard deviations of covariates for each dependent variable 

 Gender News Use Twitter Use 

 Male (N=154) Female (N=109) Low (N=122) High (N=64) Low (N=95) High (N=104) 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

TAM 3.71 1.28 3.74 1.14 3.43** 1.10 4.47** 1.29 3.37* 1.17 4.17* 1.23 

Credibility 4.17 1.30 4.39 1.27 4.04* 1.26 4.73* 1.17 4.04 1.31 4.50 1.27 

Note: *p < .05, **p < .01 
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Table 14: Means and standard deviations for 

elaboration on credibility 

Elaboration Mean Std. Error 

Low 3.446 .118 

High 5.152 .115 

 

In order to test the mediation of elaboration on TAM and credibility, PROCESS 

(Hayes, 2013) model 4 was utilized a third time to find the direct and indirect effects 

through elaboration. 5,000 bootstrap samples were used in the testing of the effects.  

For Study 2 the journalists’ gender was already coded as 0 for male and 1 for 

female journalists, but because the three different levels of exposure all had different 

values, it had to be recoded twice; once with each participant who saw 5 tweets as 1 and 

0 for the other two groups, and the second time each person who saw 10 tweets coded as 

1 and the other two groups as 0. This way all three groups were covered in some aspect 

of the comparison. As is seen in Figures 18 and 19 and Tables 15 and 16, there is partial 

support for both models. The manipulation of the journalists’ gender wasn’t found to 

have a direct effect on the level of elaboration used [coeff. = -.04, p = .70], and neither 

was the condition of 10 exposures [coeff. = -.02, p = .88]. But, 5 exposures did have a 

direct effect on elaboration [coeff. = .21, p = .05]. All three manipulations, Journalists’ 

gender, 5 tweets, and 10 tweets had a direct effect on TAM, [coeff. = .24, p < .05] [coeff. 

= .24, p < .05] [coeff. = .24, p < .05] respectively, but only gender had a direct effect on 

credibility [coeff. = .35, p <.01]. Elaboration did show a direct effect on both credibility 

(.95, p < .01) and TAM (1.10, p < .01). In addition, the exposure of 5 tweets showed an 

indirect effect on credibility through elaboration (.36) with the bias-corrected bootstrap 

confidence interval being completely above zero (.01 to .06). 
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Figure 18: Support for journalists’ exposure direct effects relationship model. Each of the 

values is an unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. *p < .05 **p < .01 

 

 

Figure 19: Support for journalists’ exposure direct effects relationship model. Each of the 

values is an unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. *p < .05 **p < .01 
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Table 15: OLS Path analysis showing effects of gender and elaboration on credibility and TAM. N = 264 

  

Mediators 

 

Outcome Variables 

   Variables  Elaboration 

 

Credibility  

 

TAM 

 

  

Coeff. SE 

 

Coeff. SE 

 

Coeff. SE 

Gender 

 

-.04 .10 

 

.35** .13 

 

.24* .10 

          Elaboration 

   

.95** .08 

 

1.11 ** .07 

         

          

  

R
2 
= .00 

  

R
2 
= .36 

  

R
2 
= .52 

 

  

F(1, 262) = .15 

 

F(2,261) = 72.07 

 

F(2,261) = 141.83 

Coeff. = unstandardized OLS path analysis coefficients 

SE = standard error  

*    p < .05 

**  p < .01 
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Table 16: OLS Path analysis showing effects of 5 tweets,10 tweets, and elaboration on credibility and TAM. N = 264 

  

Mediators 

 

Outcome Variables 

   Variables  Elaboration 

 

Credibility  

 

TAM 

 

  

Coeff. SE 

 

Coeff. SE 

 

Coeff. SE 

5 tweets 

 

.21* .10 

 

-.21 .14 

 

-.27* .11 

          Elaboration 

    

.96** .08 

 

1.12** .07 

          

  

R
2 
= .02 

 

R
2 
= .34 

 

R
2 
= .52 

  

F(1, 262) = 4.02 

 

F(2,261) = 68.05 

 

F(2,261) = 142.25 

          10 tweets 

 

-.02 .11 

 

.02 .14 

 

.23* .11 

          Elaboration 

   

.95** .08 

 

1.10** .07 

         

  

R
2 
= .00 

  

R
2 
= .34 

  

R
2 
= .52 

 

  

F(1, 262) = .02 

 

F(2,261) = 66.35 

 

F(2,261) = 140.71 

Coeff. = unstandardized OLS path analysis coefficients 

SE = standard error  

*    p < .05 

**  p < .01 
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Chapter Nine: Experiment 2 Discussion  

With the main focus of Study 2 being on the causal mechanism of elaboration, it 

is interesting to note that once again we have evidence to show that less is not always 

more. In fact, more isn’t always more either. Exposure did have a significant impact on 

elaboration, but once again at the exposure level of 5 tweets, the audience began paying 

less attention to what is in front of them than they had before. It was only in the treatment 

of 5 tweets that exposure was found to have a direct effect on the amount of elaboration 

used. This partial support for H11 shows that, once again at the level of 5 tweets a day, 

audiences pass the threshold of tolerance. Perhaps this is due to what scholars call “news 

overload” (Bawden, Holtham, & Courtney, 1999; Holton & Chyi, 2012; Kovach & 

Rosenstiel, 2011), but if journalists want to take advantage of the focus and attention they 

are given, based on this research, they should be strategic in the amount of content they 

publish on a daily basis. Not only does exposure lead to credibility, but, up to a point, it 

also leads to increased elaboration which mediates that credibility. 

 Although Study 1 provided evidence that the gender of the journalist does in fact 

have a direct effect on TAM and credibility, H12 shows that it doesn’t affect the amount 

of elaboration that audiences use in processing tweets. This could be due to the fact that 

the processing of tweets, at this level, is simply too restricted to show the overarching 

differences in elaboration between men and woman. Or it might be that tweets present 

such little information that the approach is basically equal. Regardless both male and 

female journalists are faced with the same challenges in their attempts to motivate their 

audiences to pay special attention to their content. Female journalists do have the upper 

hand when it comes to tweeting producing greater credibility, usefulness, and other TAM 

features, but the mechanism by which this occurs is something other than elaboration. 
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The amount of effort a person uses to process a message is shown to make a 

significant difference in both TAM and credibility. In fact, it’s a direct effect relationship. 

The more elaboration, the more TAM or credibility a journalist will receive. This might 

be, because of the confidence that is gained through the careful examination and 

processing of a message. As audiences have more of a chance to take in the content of a 

message they are more secure in their evaluation of it, and therefore more self-assured of 

the judgment they have made. This is just one more reason why journalists need to do 

whatever they can to achieve not just exposure to their potential audience, but interaction 

and focused attention from them.  

LIMITATIONS 

A limitation in this study is the use of an involvement index to measure 

elaboration of the participants with regards to the stimuli. While there are numerous 

studies that have used Zaichowsky’s (1989) involvement construct, there are more 

focused methods (e.g. thought listing, think aloud protocol, etc.) that provide more 

comprehensive data collection. The reason for using the involvement index was in order 

to take advantage of the use of the MTurk online sampling tool. This tradeoff between a 

more detailed measurement tool and a more representative sample was deemed 

acceptable for this study.  

Another limitation to Study 2 was the omitting of a true control group. Because of 

the results found in Study 1 it was concluded that a control group of seeing no tweets was 

unnecessary to test the causal mechanism of elaboration.  
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Chapter Ten: Conclusion 

Within the current media environment journalists are no longer “faceless” 

(Magder, 1997, p. 346), they are being made to find their own audience and to have more 

contact with that audience via social media in order to improve perceptions (Hanusch & 

Bruns, 2016; J. Lee, 2015; Molyneux & Holton, 2015). Ultimately the way journalists 

gain and retain an audience is by garnering their attention. The results of these two 

studies point to a need for smarter communications strategies and a wider consideration 

of research that can inform them. Journalists can’t simply publish information to SNSs 

and other platforms without considering what, how much, and the way they post. Only 

then can they truly have an idea about whether their efforts work in their favor. In this 

way, journalists need to come out from behind the wall separating marketing and editorial 

work and begin to consider fields like consumer behavior, advertising, and marketing as 

they strive to find and keep their much-needed audience.   

The purpose of this study was four-fold. First it was to discover whether mere 

exposure has a significant impact on the credibility of journalists and the follow intent of 

their audiences toward them and secondly, whether or not there was a limit to that 

impact. We can now say that it does, and there is. It was found that perceptions of 

credibility do increase with added exposure but that after five exposures that impact is 

significantly reduced. These findings help journalists in a very practical way, re-

enforcing the importance of their activity on SNSs, but also providing perspective on a 

potential hazard they might encounter if deliberate and strategic in their approach. 

Beyond the practicality of these findings this study establishes a strong foundation for 

future consideration of the theory of mere exposure effect in communications research. 

With this examination of mere exposure’s application to individuals and their personal 
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branding efforts, an entirely new area of research is opened and prime for further 

consideration.  

The third purpose of these experiments was to determine if gender matters in 

those initial evaluations of credibility and an audiences intent to follow a journalist as an 

information source at different levels of exposure. The answer once again is yes. 

However, the outcome goes against  much of the existing research (Brann & Himes, 

2010; Weibel et al., 2008) (Brownell, 1993) (White & Andsager, 1991)(Brownlow & 

Zebrowitz, 1990; Lee, Hallberg, Jones, & Haase, 1980) (Bernstein & Figiolo, 

1983)(Antilla, 2012; ASNE, 2014; Barnes, 2005; Campbell, 2012; Irvin, 2013; Nitz, 

Reichert, Aune, & Velde, 2007; Women’s Media Center, 2014) and tells us that it is the 

female journalist that has the upper hand in this instance. It may be that this initial 

evaluation is based on a simply a first impression and that over time these opinions more 

closely reflect the existing research that that says that men are more credible and likely to 

be followed, but it does provide yet another avenue for extensive study. 

The final purpose of this study was to establish whether elaboration mediates the 

effect reported above, and it does, at least in part. Elaboration serves as a mediator of 

exposure on credibility and follow intent, but only at the exposure level of 5 tweets. Yet 

again this finding re-emphasizes the existence of a threshold of tolerance. An explanation 

of this could be that what scholars call “news overload” (Bawden, Holtham, & Courtney, 

1999; Holton & Chyi, 2012; Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2011). As audiences become 

overloaded with news information they begin to tune out in order to prevent themselves 

from becoming overwhelmed. These finding beg for additional study and evaluation. 

Using a combination of two experiments, this study was able to determine cause-

and-effect of tweeting on credibility. This takes the correlation research that has been 

done in the past (Gupta & Kumaraguru, 2012; Morris, Counts, Roseway, Hoff, & 
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Schwarz, 2012; Schmierbach & Oeldorf-Hirsch, 2012; Shariff, Sanderson, & Zhang, 

2016; Thomson et al., 2012), and builds upon it making a stronger argument and 

providing a more sturdy foundation upon which to build future research. If audiences 

perceive a journalist who tweets 10 times as more useful, easy to use, positive, and 

credible, and they also develop an increased intent to follow that journalist over one who 

tweets only once, we can be assured it was the frequency of tweeting that caused the 

difference because all other factors were the same.  By answering these questions this 

study helps journalists know whether posting on social media persistently helps increase 

their credibility, and in turn provides them with better knowledge of how to find and 

retain an audience.  

The two experiments in this study used theories not common to journalism 

research in order to draw conclusions and inform practicing journalists regarding some 

routine changes that might help them to accomplish their purpose. But the benefits to this 

research aren’t limited to practical application. Advertising and consumer behavior 

research have been using mere exposure effect for years (Bornstein, 1989a; Esch et al., 

2006; Janiszewski, 1993; Johar et al., 2006; A. Y. Lee, 1994; Sawyer, 1981; Shapiro et 

al., 1999; Strand, 2010; Tom, Nelson, Srzentic, & King, 2007b), but, as far as could be 

found, strictly with physical images. The idea that this same theory could apply to the 

conceptual image of a journalist through their brand has never been tested. These 

experiments provide evidence for the accuracy of the theories themselves, but also 

expand their application to include the realm of journalism. Although these studies were 

able to provide evidence for the benefits of mere exposure effect, they also identified a 

threshold of tolerance at which the benefits of continued exposure, regardless of the 

message, begin to fade. Five is the magic number. After five exposures in the period of a 

day the benefits of exposure are somewhat mitigated. This finding expands the concept of 
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threshold of tolerance beyond its current use in biology (Fox, 1933), medicine (Rowe, 

1924; van Rooij et al., 2005), law (Sachariew, 1990), acoustic science (Roberts & 

Francis, 2013), forest management, (Brunson, 1993; Stankey, 1996), and political theory 

(Habermas, 2004), to support and expand the advertising concept of wearout, 

demonstrating that it isn’t simply overexposure to a single message that results in 

negative effects, but that this threshold of tolerance holds true with information sources 

and elaboration as well. Identifying this limitation at five tweets doesn’t mean to say this 

threshold can’t be moved or influenced in any way. It simply demonstrates the existence 

and continual need journalists have to acknowledge this threshold within the 

development of their strategic plans. By recognizing this limitation and discovering 

where it lies, journalists can now develop more effective messaging strategies, and 

research can begin to take another look at the benefits and drawbacks to continued 

publishing.  

FUTURE RESEARCH 

There are numerous avenues that can be pursued in future research as a result of 

this study. One possibility is through  including additional levels of exposure. By limiting 

the number of exposures to 10 there might have been certain trends and patterns that were 

left unobserved. In addition, with the lack of data collected between the levels of 5 and10 

exposures it is uncertain whether the threshold of tolerance truly lies at 5 or if it resides at 

4, 6, 7 or some other point relatively close. By conducting further research in this area 

those things could be discovered and reinforced.  

An additional study should look at expanding this examination to include 

comparison of differing ethnicities and age groups, and doing so over a more extended 

time period. By looking at a single ethnicity of journalist and day’s consumption of 
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Twitter does not provide the most comprehensive or realistic picture of the diversity 

within the industry or the practices and routines of the news industry. Even in a 

controlled environment, race and the passage of time could play an important part in the 

evaluation of a journalist’s credibility. 

Beyond the element of controlled experiments, studies using content analyses 

might be used to verify some of the findings with real journalists by testing their 

credibility and the possibility of the threshold of tolerance being influenced by outside 

factors.  

Finally future research needs to continue to advance this adaptation of mere 

exposure effect, branding, and TAM into the realm of communications and journalism in 

order to help us better understand news audiences and how individual people are 

influenced to become loyal members of that audience.  
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