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Abstract: Looking at the growing usage of social media in the world, it is necessary to notice
its influence on public perception of different issues and problems. Social media is not only employed
asaplace for discussions and content sharing but also as a tool for social activism in 1_hc oflline world
which may be illustrated by recent events in Egyptor Tunisia known as the Arab Spring, or ﬁm]tnlrm
July 2011 in the USA, the Occupy Wall Street movement. This study ﬁw".w.‘ on the impact of _u.n;ml
media on agenda building and agenda setting in traditional media by examining the case study of Oc-
cupy Wall Street movement where social media was used as the most important !tllll for communica:
tion, It also discusses the implication of social media coverage on the theory of issue-salience cycle.
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Introduction

Ever since the emergence of social media in lh§ 193?;' ‘-;:;":'I:":)'?‘:::S::;
scholars and professionals alike have sought to L L , l-‘L nltl:"mm 'hc;:n the
media on traditional mass media communications. Ofl""'mll:J ‘{r I: lant ﬁ;uliliunnl
concern that social media (and user-generated content) i]otlwl::: E;r audiences in
mass media as the leading information source and agenda
the digital age. - s uently elect-

St'vcralbpapcrs have been written investigating thz i:i:ltl‘cgfglngs.yTwillcr
Ing to focus on individual components of the SOF"“ Tiam;ng have yiclded some
foeds, YouTube videos, et cetera. Although - Im'wil-i:l mcdia in public issuc sa-
esults, many larger questions regarding the it Ofsofx'::n the still evolving nature
hence have gone largely unanswered. Furthermorc, g
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e lives of its users, questions are frequently answereq
escarchers hedge their bets against impending anq

and role of social media in
with yet more questions, as t

= X B . 1N the [ll,‘l(l
often unforeseen cvolutions ‘ PN . ’
As mentioned, however despite the relatively small number of Previous
s mc . . :

studies on the subject, social media continues 1o pln‘y an ever increasing role iy,
s g attentions of its audiences. A rccrlcnl survey conducted by Pew ge.
rs of Americans arc turning to the Internet both for socia)
y ever increasing frequency (Figure 1),
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and informational rcasons witl
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Fig. 1. Social networking site use by online adults, 2005-2011

Source: www.pewinternet.org.

Given these trends, this article secks to delve into the troubled waters of the
role of social media in modern agenda and to add to the growing body of literature
investigating the state and the future of social media as a key component of public
discourse. To examine this topic, the authors elected to delve into a case study of
the roles of these competing media avenues surrounding a contemporary news
topic: the Occupy Wall Street movement.

Occupy Wall Street — overview of the case

Occupy Wall Street is a “leaderless resistance movement with people of
many colors genders and political persuasions”™ (www.occupywallst.org). The
protesters define themselves as

ll:: 99% cut('I lower wage camers who do not agree with greed and corruption of the 1% top Wage
camers and an open, participatory and horizontally organized process through which we 3¢
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\ ) . asa
st the constant eeses of our times, (Www.ny Uonomoys ¢

W lect
; ¢ s
Cga.net) Ctive forces within

amd

[he overent was first started on July 13,201 I when m
1 5 ¥ ¥ . - ' c
.\dlnhlt'ﬁ' wsued acall to action: Occupy Wall Stree m

a Nl-m'rut‘.\""“““t'”‘-”J supported by Facebook ang Twi
by I,\‘llmatvrsﬁ\\'u.\‘. (o gfllll?l. 20,000 S
City on Ht‘l‘“"”l'_":' 1 ?'r‘"lf” t“hc’%"“'”“‘.g a4 popular occupation of that space for we
and more (www.occupywallst.org). The idea was inspired b
aered in Arab World, particularly in Egypt d Tunici p ¢d by the events
et “AmbSnring® (Kb, 2071
,ch‘m‘tl (o ;.lh the -I .3 ‘~ II1 . L?l = llll. I1). The pro
e spint 0! the I-“n.\.unf". 8 lm u.l .m‘) World as they considered it “a revolution-
qy tactic 0 .;u'hu:\-‘ul |.1I1L' Ll'l(. 8 dl?( FL’I]L(.HII‘EIgC the use of nonviolence o maximize
th;' alety ol all P l.'“"‘l"””-" ”(':"‘“ "':-f‘Lf{“I’}’“'ﬂllls‘-OTB). What was crucial for pro-
esters was the SIR“‘!‘U‘S" Uhdgtiﬂl h_lfl',lﬂl media as a tool of a grass root revolu-
gon that took |11‘Il'~‘}‘ in Egypt or lunisia, T'hc protesters in Arabic countries used
Facchook and 'lwll!cr to organize flﬂd ;!ctwatc themselves to pursue their goals
of changing the Suj.‘liﬂ rca.llny ithy lived in (K.“h.n‘ 2011).. Thc'Occqu Wall Street
participants wish for social media to plny‘ a similar role in their movement.
On September 17, 2011, hundreds of dcmons'tralors gathered in the streets on
Manhattan's financial district, Sonw*.y@al contcn}musly, the car-Iy days of the pro-
ests went largely uncovered by traditional mcdm‘outlcts', leading many to claim
hat the demonstrations were being “blﬂl.:k(:d out,” ar being l{;ft dchbcr:ftcly un-
covered, by the mainstream media. This “blackout was widely Flccrlcq both
drourh social media channels as well as through allcmaln::. yet still traditional
mcdi:‘l ources such as Comedy Central’s The Duaily Show ( Parlf? & Dcmonstz"a-
105201 1). Although statistics show that the term “blackogt does not neces-
wrily represent the exact level of coverage (scveral news agcnc;)lcs ;zg;lb;’rczfos]lcln;u‘:ii
n the opening days of the movement, on and around Scpt;m tl:r uicll‘ covcr'cd
is nevertheless clear that agencics were slow to respond and only quictly
the carly days of the OWS movement. s ook roobil
Despite this meager coverage, ll}c OWS movcmf’.i it g,
the public consciousness during their first week ulr::tl . (l:fﬁccr e New Yotk
Dibe: footagerof anactivist LEING PP spra’y c?l Yme that moment the move-
Sles S ppmApwen e (C‘urcn&Gﬂb}"~ H{'}f );1t resence in the traditional
ment began to accumulate an ever more signi !CEir lh}; arrest of over 700 people
news eyele, including traditional media coverage o

bers of foundation
tand started 5 website
ler channel, The goal
Il Street in New York

(on

rofit, an(i-consumcfist at}d
couver, Bnt-

. .an-based not-for-p )
' The Adbusters Media Foundation is a Cam,d';:n an and Bill Schmalz in Yan
Moemironment organization founded in 1989 by Kalle

1sts, 3

- : twork of artists, 3€HH™ .

" Columbua Adbusters describes itself as .a global n¢ ce the new social activist mo
"t cducators and entreprencurs who want 10 acva

-.""..I.""Pﬂ.“ll"‘ aFC."
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on the Brooklyn Bridge on October 1 (Reuters, 10/2/2011) and riots during
protests in Oakland at the end of October (Fox Ncws,'10f26/201 1). :

Although originally the movement was focused in New York City as the fi
nancial center of the United States, it spread all over the country, Orgaﬂization-
such as Occupy Together (www.occupytogether.org) and Occupy Colleges (WW\!:
occupycolleges.org) werc formed to popularize the movement nationally, Aa:.
Caren and Gaby point out, with the idca being framed to everybody outside of the
top 1% of wealth holders in the United States, it makes it flexible to apply to dif.
ferent communities and social groups (Caren & Gaby, 2011).

Occupy Wall Street is above all an offline activity. Protesters gather in central
city locations for hours or days. Collective decisions for activities and cvents are
made during live, in-person, scheduled assemblies. That said, one of the most actj-
vating channels for protesters is social media. Occupy Wall Street maintains a pres.
ence on all major social media platforms such as Faccbook, Twitter, YouTube,
Meectup, Livestrcam and individual websites made by particular chapters such as
Occupy Colleges. These are where everybody can find information about the next
gathering, sign in for newsletters or discuss with other activists. Kalle Lasn, the
editor-in-chief and co-founder of Adbusters says in the interview for Aljazeera that
the movement aims to be international and does not have a planned end:

I'll be happy if this movement is one of the biggest blasts of revolutionary fervor [sic] that
we've seen since 1968. If that happens, then we will have ignited a spark that will then spread
into all kinds of different factions. (Aljazeera.com, 10/7/2011)

Social media agenda building theory

Lasn’s quotation is a profound example of one component of agenda sct-
ting theory: agenda building. Agenda building has been defined as “the process
through which the media chose which cvents, issues, or sources to featurc over
others™ (McCombs, 2004). Its concept has been outlined by Scheufele to Cobb and
Elder’s 1971 study of politics and news (Scheufele, 2000). According to authors,
agenda building is prior to agenda sctting. The main difference between thesc
two is that agenda sctting refers to how traditional media agenda influences the
public perception of issue salience whereas the main point of agenda building 15
how some topics become a part of media agenda when others do not (Scheufele
& Tewksbury, 2007). Zach and Molleda observed that the influence in agenda
building process is allocated by who started the narrative or who is rcsponsiblc for
the nature of the story (Zach & Molleda, 2006). .

As defined by Scheufele (2000), agenda building represents the initial stagc
in any sort of larger media or public agenda. In short, agenda building is, in Lasn $
terms, the “spark.” Many different factors can drive agenda building, however
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cveral key variables have ]?ar_ticular power at this stage in the process. [ntr:
in}!l)" it isak e agcmla_bulld!ng stage that the relationships between t‘razt':l'gu-
ol media uut]‘fls and their audiences are most pronounced in terms of aud" o
interests shaping agenda. At the opening of this issue salience process S}’L‘n;:c
and Weimann (2005) propose that agenda building is a result of mcclia,t::hf:r‘:a Tr
esponding 10 cmcn:'“,‘ cvents they suspect their audiences would be in!crelsl:::j
i wreal-world conditions and events, and the activitjes of political actors.” Thi
sefinition, however, still externalizes the motivating agents of agenda bf:y-t;nd ":2
mainstrcam audience. Agendas are attributed to either “real-world conditions and
events” (non-human/non-individual actors) or “political actors” (opinion leaders
within their respective communities). Intriguingly, though, this definition neglects
o consider some of the ways in which power for opinion lcadership may have
shifted in the social media age. Are “political actors” the sole “opinion leaders”
fora given community? Do social media channels enable average citizens to serve
as “opinion leaders™ in a given context? These questions led the authors to the first
research question,

RQI: Can social media “build the agenda” for the traditional media?

Social media and agenda setting theory

Level one agenda setting theory

The theory of agenda setting deals with the influence of news media on the
salience of events in the public mind (McCombs, 2004). The concept was fully in-
troduced in 1972 by Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw in the study of the role
of the media in 1968 presidential campaign in Chapel Hill, North Carolina (Mc-
Combs & Shaw, 1972), but it was debated by different scholars carlier on without
using the name “agenda setting.” In 1922 the intellectual father of agenda setting
theory, Walter Lippman, stated in his classic Public Opinion that news media is the
window to the vast world beyond our direct experience and for that matter defines
how we perceive this world. According to Lipmann public opinion responds to the
PSeudo-environment created by news media (McCombs & Reynolds, 2009). In
1963 another scholar, Bernard Cohen made the case that the media does not tell |
Pople what to think but points out which issues are important (Cohen 1963).

The main focus of the rescarch cxamining the issue of agenda scting 13 50(;
“led “salienge-transfer™; how the media serves to establish 1SSUe importance an |
“sideration (j.c. “salience™). |

ay of the news, editors and news directors !

f what are the most important issucs of tl:;
the public agenda has come to be call |

2004: 1)

Through their day-by-day selection and disp!

U our attention and influence our perceptions ©
i ¥ This ability to influence the salience of topics on
¢ agenda setting role of the news media. (McCombs.
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\

In their pioneering rescarch from 1972, McCombs and Shaw Proposeq
the mass media set the agenda of issues for a political campaign by influenc; G
salience of issues among voters. To test their hypothests, the authorg c':’ndnug the
a survey among a sample of undecided voters in Chapel Hill, North Camflcd
Respondents were asked to name the key 1ssues of the day regard|ess of w Ina,
politicians were saying. Their answers were measured against the acyy,
content (five local and national newspapers, two television networks, two new
magazines). The findings supported their hypothesis that the media plays a role is
setting the agenda for public opinion by accentuating specific topics (McComps
& Reynolds, 2009).

The study conducted in 1972 showed the existence of first leve] agenda set.
ting, also known as priming. First-level agenda sctting focuses on the transfer of
object salience from the media agenda to the public agenda (Chyi & McCombs
2004: 23). “When making decisions about political actors or public figures b
lyengar and Kinder argued, “audience members rely on those issues as a basis f(;r
evaluation which are most salient to them at the time they make the decisions. This
process is commonly referred to as priming.” (Kim et al., 2002: 8). Within the next
years scholars went further with the research on agenda setting and started to exam-
ine the framing role of media which is called second-level agenda setting. Second
level agenda setting deals “with attribute salience in the media and its impact on
both object salience and attribute salience among the public” (Chyi & McCombs,
2004: 23). Level two is examined by analyzing two types of attributes: cognitive
and affective ones. The first group of attributes refers to subjects/people and their
perceived characteristics that have media content, whereas the second one shows
opinions about these subjects/people (Golan & Wanta, 2001: 249).

hat the
al media

Social media — definitions

The biggest social networking site in the world, Facebook.com exceeded in
September 2011 800 million users. This is more than the population of the United
States (312 million) and Brazil (190 million) together. The phenomena of social
networking sites and the rapid development of Web 2.0 after 2004 focused the
attention of many scholars. Nonetheless, there seems to be confusion among aca-
demic rescarchers on what social media is and what exactly should be included in
this term. According to Kaplan and Haenlein, social media is *‘a group of Internet-
based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundationi
of Web 2.0. and that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Another group of scholars argues that “social media
employ mobile and web-based technologies to create highly interactive platforms
via which individuals and communities share, co-create, discuss, and modify user-
gencrated content” (Kietzmann et al., 2011). There is no certainty as well which
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i and media richness, The first category would be Cf)ll:lburati\%cm i
5 wikipedi), then blogs, content communitics (c.g. YouTube), social nz:z:];:}ts
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The research on soclal media's impact on agenda setting theory

As social media itsellis a relatively new phenomenon, research on its effects
on the agenda setting process is somewhat limited. In 2001 Chaffe and Metzger
woint out that “the key problem for agenda setting theory will change from x'»:hat
issues the media tell people to think about to what issues people tell the media they
want to think about.™ Later on this prediction will be followed by some authors
who were trying to explore the impact of social media on agenda setting (Del-
wiche, 2005). Some scholars reviewed the subject theoretically such as the authors
of Tremds in social media: Persistence and decay who claim that “when topics
originate in media outlets, the social medium acts as filter and amplifier of what the
qandard media produces and thus contributes to the agenda sctting mechanisms
that have been thoroughly studied for more than three decades™ (Asur etal., 2011).
Other work went further in order to check whether social media can influence or
even set the agenda. The most developed group of rescarch on the influence of
social media on agenda setting is the one that examines the role of blogs in prim-
ing and framing. In 2004 Drezner and Farrell examined the interactions between
significant blogs and traditional media outlets, According to them, under specific
drcumstances — when key bloggers focus on a new or neglected issue — blogs
can socially construct an agenda or give the frame that “acts as a focal point for
mainstream media, shaping and constraining the larger political debate™ (Drezner
& Farrell, 2004). The authors proved their thesis by analyzing the network of blog
Iinks, as well as with a survey of media professionals about their blog preferences

(Drezner & Farrell, 2004). Later on in 2005 A, Delwiche made a case that as tr?-
focusing on audience recall and public

ditionally the issue salicnce is explored by ll an
behavioral indicators

opinion blogs give a chance to consider hyperlinks as ;
of an issuc’s perceived importance (Delwiche, 2005). He tracked news storics
most often linked to by blog authors in 2003 comparing to results hlghhghf‘:d
by traditional media making the thesis that blog authors construct an altemative

3genda within limited blogospheres (Delwiche, 2005).

~ Thismethodology was lu?cr applicd in the survey conducted by S. Mt’-;ﬂz ﬁ':":
University of 1llinois who examined the use of the hyperlink as an .exmm;‘ maranil
*fsource influence within 11 newsroom political blogs of Ihf{\’ew_!’ork imes s
The ”E'-‘v‘fu'ng.r:m Post and within 18 top U.S. independent PO"“_“I ""’3_-" i
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Mo waGOW e
(Meraz, 2009). Meraz argued that agenda setting power
being universal among citizen Fncdin t:r}lF_'L““* “”fllrl‘lmfnhlnlggf'fﬁ redistribyge this
power between traditional I]lCdI{E a’luul.ullnn mftc ia. ﬁlu‘.s r'nch.s the Iraditiong)
media agenda setting onc of the forces among many influences ‘{Mcrar. 2009),

Next to the blogosphere the seccond most rcsca‘rchcd social medium jg the
broadcasting website Yotube.com. In 2010 a group of f;FII(JI:trs from differeny uni.
versities analyzed thousands of videos posted to .\Tou l'ube and their rclatinns}]ip
to coverage of Proposition 8 1n California in traditional media, tracing the core.
lations between them using vector autoregression (VAR) 1o juxtapose the cffects
cach bore on the other (Sayre et al., 201 (). The authors found that YouTubc allows
users to drive or even lead public discourse on politically or socially relevant js.
sues, cffectively supplanting, or at the very least countering traditional “opinion
leaders™ such as religious authoritics, community leaders, or political agents (such
as in the case of Proposition 8). Further, the study provides an example of how
social media platform can create issuc salicnce when the mainstream media is
interpreted as under-covering an issuc or object (Sayre et al., 2010).

This study cmphasizes the rolc of social media as a component in this agenda
setting process, both by providing alternative content to traditional media and
by examining whether or not social media, with its relative flexibility and speed,
can “scoop” traditional media outlets, thus determining the objects they opt
to cover. This is not to say a causal relationship exists between the two media
types, merely to clucidate a potential correlative relationship between trends in
their respective coverage. This objective in turn led authors to the second rescarch
question.

RQ2: Does social media content correlate with traditional media coverage,
and if so, which occurs first?

——

political spectrum S10ppeg

The theory of the issue-attention cycle

Originally proposed by Downs (1972), the issuc-attention cycle represents the
typical trajectory for issue salience for American audiences. In his article “Up and
down with ecology — the *issuc attention cycle’™ he described the phenomenon of
public interest in crises and major problems highlighted by media within American
socicty. The author built a theory of “issue-attention cycle™ that comes from the
nature of some domestic problems and in the way traditional media outlets interact
with the public (Downs, 1972). Downs differentiated five stages of the issue cycle:
the pre-problem stage, alarmed discovery and cuphoric enthusiasm, realizing the

cost of significant progress, gradual decline of intensc public interest and the post-
problem stage (Downs, 1972: 40) (Figure 2).
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Fig. 2. The issue-attention cycle according to Downs
Source: Downs (1972).

The first or pre-problem stage occurs when the problem exists but docs not
grab much public attention. It is only discussed by selected groups that have the
best access to the news source or to the issuc itself (Downs, 1972). The second
stage — alarmed discovery and cuphoric enthusiasm — begins when carly media
reports suddenly introduce the issuc to the public consciousness, inspiring a flurry
of engagement and activation of various exposed publics. Downs observes that
this interest is usually accompanied by excitement connected with society’s in-
tention to “solve the problem™ (1972). The third stage — realizing the cost of
significant progress — occurs when, despite interest and activation, affected pub-
lics come to belicve that the cost of solving the problem is simply too high. This
loss of public agency in tumn leads to a drop in interest. This in turn leads to the
fourth stage — the gradual decline of intense public interest. Without the will or
the pereeived capability to solve the problem, public attention gradually begins
1o turn clsewhere, leading to the final stage: the posl—problcm stage. Described as
2 “prolonged limbo™ (Downs, 1972: 40), publics remain awarc of the issuc in the
Post-problem stage, but interest has tuned clsewhere.

Building from Downs’s work, Peterson (2009) revisits the issuc-attention
“’-‘10 as 1t has emerged surrounding the international terrorism issuc following

911 In her article, “Rev 1smm: Downs’ issue-attention cycle: [mcmatronz:l s
smand U . fiers a modification of Downs's model
public opinion,” Peterson proficrs

™ an updated context (Figure 3).
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Fig. 3. Changes in Downs's issuc-attention cycle

Source; Peterson (2000),

From the perspective of terrorism, Peterson proposes that several factors may
modity the traditional, relatively lincar cycle, The first of these factors is confusion
about the issues themselves,

Because the public lacks the will or ability to process the complex issue of international
terrenism, the wsae-attention eyele is disrupted ... the issue could become mired in a process
whereby it eveles through stages two . through four rather than progress linearly into the final
stage of a twilight realm ... (Peterson, 2009 11)

Despite these updates and revisions, Downs's original model still remains re-
markably useful, and yet it is somewhat limited by the emergence of social media
as an tegral part in the way publics receive information and communicate with
cach other: This added layer to Downs's pioncering work led to the final research
question of this study,

3 . oy s ' H ' 1 1 1
_RQ ¥ Does social media impact the way in which the issuc-salience cycle
unfolds? And if so, how?

Methodology
Content Analysis

In ander to evaluate the objec

_ tives in this s itati t analy-
SIS was conducted. It s o o 4

a rescarch technique for the “systematic, objective, and
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}IL;_\ gl i Rand & Wadsworth, 1989) wyg), 4, exteniive vication™ (He
.I.\'.;'Hll,l. setting tesearch, content tnalynin has alo cmerged ws one of the critical
‘l'}.lm-..u'ht‘\_“‘ vmtmlnn‘i{l::u' .“_"." ol the media i shaping public 1ssue .s::lu-::'u::
i & Wadsworthy TORDY. This method has Proven particularly constructive
with camples that Ilun-v i IIIII}.",l' u?mmul o ditan because o percentagpe t.,m' ceiy
for analysis und s.tl1ll provide rehable results, What is more, conten '
heelt e 1 Previous research on the impact of social
arch (Trammell, 2004),

relson,
body of literature i

be used
nt analysis has

media in communication
et

Sampling

In November 2011, the ‘mltlmrs investigated the relationships of three major,
national papers” coverage of the Occupy Wall Street events with the activities on
the two largest Facebook pages dedicated to the movement, The three newspapers
selected werer The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Loy Angreles
Times. These papers were selected for several key reasons, The first reason for
these papers is that all three have well-developed national sections dedicated to re-
porting news from around the nation, In this way their coverage may represent the
traditional print medhan’s closest approximation to the reach and the focus of social
media site such as o Facebook page. Secondly, it was considered that these three
papets also share o broader approach to news reporting, with extensive Opinion-
Fditorial (Op-1id) and human interest reporting, again providing a more direct
relationship with social media content,

Facebook was selected as the key social media site because it, similar to the
newspapets, has in many ways the broadest reach in terms of audience access.
As the site has grown in popularity and its user base has diversified, the m]urpc
and demographic diversity of active users have also grown C(mhidt‘ﬂthl?’. WI.Ih
800 million active users, Facebook is not only the largest social networking site
 the United States but it is also the second largest website in the country ('Alcxa.
com, 1172011). Pivotally, Facebook was also found in a survey (o be the 5"“’“} me-
dia site most frequently accessed by active participants in the Occupy Wall *"”:cf’:
nu;wmvul, thus making it a critical link between the protestors and the gencra
Public (www. fastcompany.com). - tanehing

Althougly Fut‘chtlmk );msts a multitude of pages with varnious rc;a,tf(mh}::f:
With llwllccupy Wall Street movement (and its various, local-level fla“}cﬁl}"kc;'
Facebook pages were identified as the largest lagscd on total m'l'ﬂ; L‘; t‘l:c ;g:;'ﬁ
W process through which Facebook users signify their approva c?innr- u?us e
L‘u.[llt'l'll]‘ "Ilt'ti\’it)"' (overall number of posts, comments, and mtﬁ}zunw" oy
With the page), and “users” (individual Facebook members who 4 is considered
0l of the page). The first page, “Occupy Wall G1." was the first, and is con! g
0 he G ST . , SlﬂﬂCd on August 8, 2011,

the “ofticial" page of the protest movement.
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