Processing Interactive
Online News

How the Audience deals with Linear and
Hypertext News Items

Background

» The internet audience displays substantial and
sustainable attendance to ,Online-Newspapers’:
Daily news is key content of the internet

» Example: Spiegel Online (Germany) reported 694
million page impressions in February 2010

» With much news consumption occuring online, the
specific presentation features of online news
become relevant to news effects research

» = Interactivity in text presentation as main
difference from print news




Research Problem

» Online news texts can either occur in a,print
simulation’ fashion or in an interactive ,hypertext’
mode

» Interactive text presentation allows users to navigate
between sections and compose their individual news
item from the ,information buffet’ offered by the
author ...

» ..whereas linear text presentation (more or less)
forces readers to stay with the text structure pre-
defined by the author

Research Problem

» How does Interactivity (on versus off) affect
reading behavior, comprehension of news
content, and reading satisfaction?

» Arguments pro Interactivity

» Personalized news items should enable better/optimal fit
between news content and available reader knowledge ->
maximum comprehension and learning effect (schnotz, 1994)

» Opportunity to choose should increase reading satisfaction
(leaving out less interesting text elements, focusing on
what’s really interesting)




Research Problem

» Arguments pro Linearity

»Limited capacity: ,, Having to decide” imposes
cognitive load on users = hypertext navigation
consumes cognitive resources and may thus
undermine comprehension (e, schweiger, 2002)

»Perceived text difficulty: ,,Having to decide” may
increase perceived effort to master the text and
thus result in less reading satisfaction

Research Design

» Testing user responses to interactive versus linear online news
presentation

» Platform: Mock-up Online News Site (,to be pre-tested” by participants)

» Stimulus: 857 word news item on German health care reform, divided into
five sections (each labelled with a headline)

» Manipulation: Linear sequence of sections (,,click forward“ only) versus
option to freely navigate at the end of each section

» Control group with completely different news text

» Online implementation, N=176, mean Age ~ 30 years (recruiting via
personal networks, no invitations to communication students )

» Google Analytics used for observation of navigation behavior

» Knowledge test on healthcare reform issues measured
comprehension/information gain (true/false items plus multiple choice
items, overall number: 14, computation of two indices: fact knowledge
and structure knowledge)

» Nine self-report items on diverse facets of reading satisfaction
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Results

» Participants in the interactive condition make
only limited use of free navigation option
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» No impact of text interactivity on fact
knowlede or structure knowledge — both
groups display very similar knowledge gains
compared to control group




Results

» Time spent on section sites and reading satisfaction measures
suggest impact of interactivity on processing mode
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Discussion

» No general impact of text interactivity on online news
comprehension and reading satisfaction

» ...partially because users seem to be reluctant to exploit text
interactivity (= continuation of print reading habits?)

» Reading time and satisfaction measures suggest more thorough
reading in linear mode and rather a ,browsing’ style in interactivity
mode

» Towards a dual process model of interactive text consumption:
Linearity = more effort on in-depth content processing; interactivity
= information skimming with less inclination to get all the details

» Motivation/Interest in topic of news item may moderate preferred
type of text presentation: User profiles can serve to determine
,optimal‘ presentation mode
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