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ABSTRACT

 

 In the age of big data and the personalized web, news too has become personalized. 

Headlines seem to magically align with our unique tastes, stories echo previously searched items, 

and recommender systems tease our eyes with topics we “might like to read.” A new age of 

“editorialism,” methods of news personalization are part computer science, and part art. Today, 

not only do journalists determine what news we read, but also software developers and 

computational algorithms that monitor our behavior. Because news gives people information to 

act in society, the power of this new editorial system and its unlimited variations should cause 

for pause. For example, only computer algorithms aggregate some mobile application newsfeeds, 

whereas a balance of humans and computers drive others. This thesis seeks to unpack why 

differences in mobile news application outputs matter and how these platform variations affect 

users. Important questions that will be answered include: (1) Do mobile news app users feel like 

news personalization gives them news they would like to read? and (2) Do people generally 

understand how personalization algorithms work? Currently, news personalization is lauded as a 

seamless phenomenon where people get the information they want. But what people want, is not 

always what they need.  
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We were summer babes 
Drenched in chlorine water— 

Quick we learned to swim. 
She taught us to be Independent women; 

Fighters. Survivors. 
Gave more love than most moms 

Who live long. 
Dedicated her life to ensuring 

We’d tread water 
On our own terms. 

 
For Sandy Lou 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION  

 
News shapes our sense of the world, of what’s important, of the scale and color and character of 
our problems. More important, it provides the foundation of shared experience and shared 
knowledge on which democracy is built. Unless we understand the big problems our societies 
face, we can’t act together to fix them. 
 
     Eli Pariser, author of the “The Filter Bubble,” pg. 50 
 
 For those in the technology sector, “personalization” is a unique feature and business 

model that dictates what information we receive across a variety of online platforms. Since 2009, 

Google’s search engine has used complex personalization filters to give individual users more 

“relevant” information online (Pariser 1). Called the "personalized web,” each person’s search 

results are unique to the user. For example, if you and I both Google “Paris Hilton,” one of us 

may see the celebrity and the other, a hotel in France. Google’s search results are contingent 

upon our previous searches and location, among other things.  

 Personalization influences more than what we search, but also the news we read. For 

journalists, “News Personalization” is the process by which news content is tailored for a user 

based on: (1) their behavior within an application, and (2) personal data extracted from their user 

profile, email, location, and other demographic information (Crain). Advantageous for websites 

and mobile applications fashioned by major news corporations like the BBC, CNN, NPR, 

Washington Post, New York Times, and even Google, “news personalization” gives users an 

around the clock editor that knows what they want to read, when they want. Or so it seems.   

 News personalization has been perceived as the future of news since 1994, when 

Nicholas Negroponte wrote about “The Daily Me” in his book Being Digital. “Imagine a future 
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in which your interface agent can read every newswire and newspaper and catch every TV and 

radio broadcast on the planet, and then construct a personalized summary. This kind of 

newspaper is printed in an edition of one….Call it the Daily Me” (151). This “interface agent” 

that Negroponte mentions is today’s modern computer algorithm that can manufacture 

personalized information for users around the clock. But some are wary of letting this interface 

agent take over completely—especially when it comes to providing information as pertinent as 

news.  

 Communication scholars Mike Ananny and Kate Crawford are some of the few who have 

been outspoken about the ethical questions computer-mediated editorial systems create. In their 

co-authored piece for NeimanLabs.org—Harvard’s collaborate effort to predict the future of 

journalism—titled, “Designer or journalist: Who shapes the news you read in your favorite 

apps?” Ananny and Crawford write that “press ethics are intertwined with platform design, and 

press freedom is shared with platform designers.” And they’re right. As journalism has made 

leaps to evolve in a data-driven society by moving from websites to mobile applications, news 

organizations have fallen victim to “the digital gatekeeper.” Who or what is the digital 

gatekeeper? In the information age, the digital gatekeeper adds another layer of complexity to 

how information is transferred from journalists to the reader. For example, not only does news 

go through an editorial board (if at all), content is then piecemealed to be listed on mobile phone 

applications and then made available to users. Whether a human or computer accomplishes those 

divisions is unique to the news organization and their platform. 
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Main Research Question 

 The concept of gatekeeping has been around since the 1950’s, when Dr. Manning White 

conducted his first case study on an editor who led a midwestern newspaper with a circulation of 

30,000 (White). White examined the processes his newspaper editor—who he called Mr. Gate—

used to determine what was “fit to print” for the next edition. White found that Mr. Gate’s 

editorial bias was influenced by his personal experience and learned journalistic norms. So what 

does the editorial process for journalism look like today, when new technological layers have 

been added? This leads to the main research question of this thesis project, which is:  

 

How have personalization algorithms and platform design changed journalism’s editorial 

processes, and how has this affected society?  

 

 One of the greater fears about this new era of “editorialism” is that writers, editors, and 

product developers aren’t really thinking critically about the chain of information dissemination; 

they just pass information along. While writers develop the story, editors accept, reject, and 

move stories around, and product developers manufacture the vehicles that drive information to 

users with no concern as to how the information will affect them. Because of worries associated 

with lack of communication within this editorial chain, my project concentrates on three major 

ideas: (1) platform variation that dictates news output, (2) what the information output looks like 

in terms of personalization, and (3) how the public reacts to news personalization. Are most 

people aware of what personalization algorithms are? And do they even care? In 1922, journalist 
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Walter Lippmann argued that people should care where information originates, because news 

shapes our ideas of reality that influence our actions. 

We shall assume that what each man does is based not on direct or certain knowledge, but on 
pictures made by himself or given to him. If his atlas tells him that the world is flat he will not 
sail near what he believes to be the edge of our planet for fear of falling off. If his maps include a 
fountain of eternal youth, a Ponce de Leon will go in quest of it. If someone digs up a yellow dirt 
that looks like gold, he will for a time act exactly as if he had found gold. The way in which the 
world is imagined determines at any particular moment what men will do.  
 
         (Lippmann 16) 

Media Shapes Identity 

Eli Pariser’s book, The Filter Bubble: How the New Personalized Web is Changing What 

We Read and How We Think, is a foundational work for this project and inspiration for my title. 

Author, activist, and board president of the civically minded MoveOn.org petition site, Eli 

Pariser delves into how the personalized web is the next stage of media influence that is currently 

overlooked. “In the fast-approaching age of search without search, identity drives media. But the 

personalizers haven’t fully grappled with a parallel fact: Media also shapes identity” (Pariser 

124). Pariser supports his “media shapes identity” argument with short anecdotes of how 

exposure to information alters how we respond to stimuli. For example, if we are exposed to a 

steady stream of news about defense or pollution, we are more likely to care about those issues. 

Likewise, personalized applications assume the same about us based on our search patterns, no 

matter if they’re representative of our thoughts and opinions or not.  

If you’re a Facebook user, you’ve probably run into this problem. You look up your old college 
girlfriend Sally, mildly curious to see what she’s up to after all of these years. Facebook 
interprets this as a sign that you’re interested in Sally, and all a sudden her life is all over your 
newsfeed...From Facebook’s perspective, it looks as though you have a relationship with this 
person, even if you haven’t communicated in years. 
 
         (Pariser 125,126)   
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Called the “local-maximum problem,” situations like this can occur whenever you’re trying to 

optimize something, ultimately propelling you into the reverberations of what Pariser calls, “The 

You Loop.” In this loop, just as your identity can be highly accurate based on your online 

practices, it can also misrepresent you and your reality entirely. Applicable both in the 

personalized social network and in the realm of personalized news, platforms are now designed 

to provide users with what they “think” users want to read.  

CCT Perspective 

 As a graduate student of Georgetown University’s Communication, Culture, and 

Technology Program, I have learned to examine how technology affects society and apply that 

knowledge to most things I do in life. Last fall I was touring NPR’s facilities with fellow CCT 

students when Tejas Mistry, product developer for NPR’s personalized news app NPR One, 

came to talk to our group. An inspiration for this project, Mistry discussed their “hand in hand” 

news making process that involves effective communication between journalists, data analysts, 

and mobile developers. As a government funded non-profit, NPR cares about educating the 

public by providing users with a healthy serving of daily news. These wholesome ethics are 

easily visible in the NPR One mobile news app. In my mind, NPR One seemed to be the most 

ethical mobile news application around because of its dedication to team collaboration and 

providing the public with prime educational outputs. While using NPR One, if users skip stories 

on taxes, the development team will try to find another way to weave that “need to know” 

information into newsfeeds. 
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Hypotheses 

 Because of my journalism experience, CCT perspective, and visit to NPR, I was able to 

design this project and devise these hypotheses: 

(1) News personalization, from search engines to mobile applications, doesn’t always work 

well or correctly. 

(2) Platform design alters what stories are prioritized and are published on the application. 

(3) Personalization algorithms are the present and future business model of news making and 

must be understood. While conversations about their formation and potential 

functionality may have good intentions, the may also have unintended negative 

consequences such as: information gatekeeping, incorrect user identification, reduction of 

content diversity, and perpetuation of echo chambers. 

(4) While the average person may enjoy personalization, it is likely that minorities or more 

unique persons may not find it congruent to their identities.  

Terms and Concepts 

Concerns that news personalization raises revolve on around the following terms that will 

be used throughout this research project: gatekeeping, personalization algorithms, data mining, 

mobile applications, content diversity, the filter bubble, personalized web, and echo-chambers. 

Discussion of these terms in depth provides a solid foundation for this thesis to build upon. 

Professor of Communication and gatekeeping theorist Pamela Shoemaker asserts that 

gatekeeping is “the process of culling and crafting countless bits of information into the limited 

number of messages that reach people each day, and it is the center of the media’s role in modern 

public life...This process determines not only what information is selected, but also what the 
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content and nature of messages, such as news, will be” (Shoemaker and Vos 1). The history and 

development of journalism’s editorial process has gone through many stages and mediums: from 

print, to radio, to television, and now digital. But with each iteration it all comes down to what 

gets published, by whom, for whom, and how. In the past, we’ve always known the executioner 

of determining what is newsworthy to be the editor-in-chief, or head producer, depending on the 

medium of the message. But in the realm of the personalized web, the gatekeeper has been 

delegated partially to human-created algorithms. 

For a person not accustomed to concepts of computer science, the term “algorithm” 

comes across as restricted code. Professor of Computer Science Thomas Cormen describes 

algorithms as “a set of steps to accomplish a task that is described precisely enough that a 

computer can run it” (Cormen 1). Cormen explains that algorithms take human intelligence to 

develop and require specific instructions that a computer can understand and read. Cormen adds 

that we want two things from a computer algorithm: “given an input to a problem, it should 

always produce a correct solution to the problem, and it should use computational resources 

efficiently while doing so” (2). Algorithms are only a set of directions with no cognitive abilities 

or thought processes. They exist to perform a task. Algorithms support the skeleton of the 

personalized web. Without them, data mining—or the “process of discovering meaningful new 

correlations, patterns and trends by sifting through large amounts of data stored in repositories, 

using pattern recognition technologies as well as statistical mathematical techniques,”—would 

not be possible (Larose and Larose). Data mining is how platforms online can offer 

personalization services that cater to users wants and needs. For example, if you click a story 
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about Democratic presidential candidate Bernie Sanders, an algorithm supports a function to 

suggest another political story that is left leaning.  

Mobile news applications are unique to this project because they have only existed for the 

past six years and rely on personalization algorithms to operate. These applications are often 

piecemealed versions of news websites and appear as mini publications supported by iPhone or 

Android operating systems. For example, while NPR.com is an online platform as a website, 

NPR’s mobile application, NPR One is an entirely separate entity with different functions than 

the website version. Most, if not all major news corporations have a mobile application version 

of their news service that a user can access via their smartphone. Features of mobile news apps 

that can separate them from their website parent include: a username and password prompt so 

behavior can be monitored, more limited screen space, shorter stories, more photos, etc. While 

there is an editorial team that works to support the news website with content, there is also a 

team that further breaks down information for mobile. 

As news information becomes more condensed for mobile platforms, the worry is that 

this comes at the expense of content diversity. Smartphone real estate, or screen size, is limited—

some more than others (depending on your smartphone version). Within an open mobile news 

app, only a certain number of stories can be on the screen at any given time. Similar to what is 

decided to be “fit to print” an editorial process ensues, but on a smaller scale. For mobile news 

platforms, the variety of content is trimmed down. But we must also consider the end goal of the 

user if they’re viewing the news on their smartphone; they want news quick and easy. According 

to a 2015 Pew Research Center study, 55 percent of Americans use their smartphones to get 

caught up with the news at least once during a one week time period (Anderson). While catching 
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up on news, mobile users are likely to be multitasking too. Therefore, we can assume that mobile 

applications wouldn’t be as successful if they tried to transfer all of their published content 

online to the mobile version. Something has to give. In this process of reduction, who is making 

these editorial decisions, what gets cut, and what do users get fed instead? 

Eli Pariser argues that the “the filter bubble has dramatically changed the informational 

physics that determines which ideas we come in contact with. And the new, personalized web 

may no longer be as well suited for creative discovery as it once was” (103). But what is the 

personalized web, exactly? Brought to users most famously in 1997 by Google’s patented search 

engine algorithm called PageRank, this mechanism made searching the web more efficient by 

“ranking” webpages in order of their popularity so users could more easily find what they were 

looking for (Pariser, 30). Years later, PageRank evolved to collect personal data and provide 

better search results for individuals. Hence the name, personalized web. On one hand, 

PageRank—among other patented search engine algorithms—have made significant 

contributions to the online world by helping users find information more easily. On the other, 

users sacrifice personal data gathered about their Googling behavior to receive tailored 

information.  

In addition, filtration systems that support the personalized web place users in another 

precarious situation known as the echo-chamber, or entrapments of ideological isolation that 

expose people to conforming opinions (Flaxman, Goel and Rao 23). Directly related to Pariser’s 

“The You Loop,” Google and other applications can reinforce opinions by providing search 

results that are based on a users data-aggregated identity, which may be loaded with 



10 
 

computational stereotypes. In addition, news stories that have gained popularity in a user's 

geographic vicinity are also likely to surface repetitively because of the PageRank algorithm.  

Methodologies 

  This project will take an interdisciplinary lens to news personalization to unpack how 

personalization algorithms and mobile applications have changed news and affected users. 

Methodologies for this project include (1) case studies and (2) survey analysis. The case studies 

chapter juxtaposes two mobile applications, NPR One and Google News, and critiques them for 

their differences in ideology, description, data mining and privacy, as well as their 

personalization features. Altogether these cases serve as technological ethnographies that reflect 

both Google and NPR’s worldviews and how they perceive their users. Second, the survey 

“Knowledge and Perspectives of News Personalization”—part of the larger PIENPS survey— 

measured participants’ news source use, demographics of mobile news app users and non-users, 

and how users and non-users responded to questions of news personalization (Crain, Owen, and 

Riddle). Responses to these questions paint a current picture of the successes and failures of 

news personalization. Major questions this survey unpacks are: (1) how helpful and necessary 

people find news personalization to actually be, (2) and whether or not people understand digital 

editorial practices. Knowledge of these processes are important because news seekers need to 

know how to vet sources and determine what news is worth trusting, and also, worth reading.  

Future Chapters 

 Chapters ahead will appear in this order: Literature Review, Methodology(s), Case 

Studies, Survey Analysis, and Conclusions. Up next, the Literature Review examines: (1) news 

personalization throughout history, (2) how personalization algorithms work, (3) how media 
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shapes identity, and (3) incorporates former scholarly work on design rhetoric and news 

aggregate platforms. This chapter also gives definitions for foundational terms such as 

“technological determinism” and “socio-technical system,” which are conceptual pillars of the 

CCT program curriculum and key to analyzing how technology affects society. This thesis is the 

first of its kind for analyzing how technological adoptions have influenced editorial processes in 

journalism. Using multiple methodologies and theories from various disciplines of 

communication, rhetoric, social science, as well as science and technology studies, we are able to 

get a multidimensional scope of the network affects of news personalization. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
News-Making History 
 

News personalization is not an entirely new concept. Throughout history—pre and post 

electronic forms of communication—information has been tailored for a specific person or 

audience. In Georgetown’s Communication, Culture & Technology Program we are encouraged 

to perceive language as a persuasive and strategic technology. Ancient Greek and Roman 

scholars called this Rhetoric, or the art of written and oral communication. Centuries later—circa 

1439—Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing press that sparked the European print 

revolution of the 1500s. Citizens were then able to tailor information on mass scale (Briggs and 

Burke 15). In Renaissance Europe, personalized news was coined “propaganda,” as a result of 

the missionary activities of the Catholic Church set in motion by Pope Gregory XV in 1622 

(“The Story of Propaganda”). An “ancient and honorable word” at first, propaganda later took on 

a negative meaning. While the history of news making and persuasion is lengthy, each new stage 

of civil influence has been paired with the development of communication technologies. 

In colonial America, the founding fathers made efforts to educate and persuade the public 

using new publication strategies. Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay among 

others, “believed public opinion must be actively engaged in the affairs of the state” (Shudson 

69). Promoters of The Federalist Papers—a set of 85 documents that encouraged the official 

recognition of the U.S. Constitution—these men fashioned information for the public to catalyze 

the birth of a nation. “Between 1763 and 1775 the number of master printers in the colonies 

increased from 47 to 82, and the number of newspapers doubled from 21 to 42” (Shudson 66). 
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Proliferation of the press led to more pamphlets with varying political perspectives that 

incentivized engagement in public affairs. Then and now, news was personalized with objectives 

of influence and impression making in mind. For each generation too, news has been driven by 

the medium in which it was created. As media theorist Marshall McLuhan once said, “the 

medium is the message,” the vehicle that information arrives in shapes the message itself and 

how it is received (Briggs and Burke 12). From advent of the telegraph, radio, television, to the 

Internet, these forms of electronic communication have shaped modern culture and vice versa. 

Networks & Media-Making in the Digital Era 

 Communication technologies form unique interpersonal networks that grow from the 

source of information. In the case of the Federalist Papers, independence rhetoric was spread by 

colonial leaders that trickled down to other members of society. Today, information still spreads 

in this fashion via platforms like Facebook. On Facebook you’re able to view news your friends 

share or “trending” information. Trending information is information that is “interesting enough 

to become general,” instead of specific to a user (Pasquale 76). But how does news travel in the 

era of the “personalized web?” Today, news travels via networks that are both human and 

computer mediated.  

 By December 2009, Google had introduced the personalized web (Pariser 2). Driven by 

algorithms that monitor user behavior, the personalized web incorporated people’s previous 

search queries and clicks into their Google search results. Known as “recommender systems,” 

this technology added a new chapter in media sharing history where a computer can know just as 

much about your reading preferences as a friend. But what is so different about, for example, 

Amazon.com—a service that mines user data—recommending a book to you rather than a 
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friend? A few things: (1) Amazon.com as a business has the motive to make a profit. Your 

friend—based on the authenticity of this relationship—may only have the motive of being your 

friend. (2) Both Amazon.com and your friend know your reading preferences based on 

experience with you. Amazon.com has surmised this based on your purchasing behavior, while 

your friend has either spoken to you about the book or read it herself. Even though Amazon.com 

and your friend may come to the same book recommendation, the method that each took to come 

to this conclusion resemble different conceptual identities of you. The argument of which entity, 

human or computer, knows the “real you” is up for debate. Between the two, one is a 

recommendation system detached from human-developed networks, and the other is a living, 

breathing, mindful organism associated with family, friends, and a local community that you 

both interact with and share. 

Technological Determinism 

 Organizations like Amazon.com imbue the ideology of “technological determinism” for 

relying so heavily on algorithms and user monitoring software to provide customer service. 

Technological determinism, according to socio-technical scientist Langdon Winner, is “the idea 

that technology develops as the sole result of an internal dynamic and then, unmediated by any 

other influence, molds society to fit its patterns” (Winner 2). The concept of technological 

determinism can be investigated within what’s known as the “socio-technical system,” or the 

world where humans and technology interact. Many companies in the Silicon Valley uphold the 

ideology that technology drives society. And why wouldn’t they? Technological determinism 

asserts Silicon Valley’s dominance in the world. But technology does not steer human life. 

Instead, technology is a bi-product of our social system and culture. We as humans still have 
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control. For example, personalization algorithms are made by humans and can regulate business 

practices and social interactions that occur in real life. This thesis examines technology from the 

social determinism perspective that Winner says is “essentially no different from the social 

determination of say, welfare policy or taxation” (2).   

However, even though humans are in control of technology, consequences of its creation 

aren’t always foreseen. Algorithms are written to perform certain tasks and achieve optimal 

results; meaning, they may not be programmed to know when to stop. Frank Pasquale, author of 

The Black Box Society: The Secret Algorithms that Control Money and Information wrote that 

today’s stock market trading, largely run by computer algorithms, “can create extraordinary 

instability and frozen markets when split-second trading strategies interact in unexpected ways” 

(Pasquale, 131). May 6, 2010 the stock market experienced a flash crash and lost “hundreds of 

points in a matter of minutes” because of competitive algorithms that were buying and selling at 

irrational prices from a penny to $100,000. Even though the issue was resolved the next day, 

traders were unable to control the technology they had developed. 

How Algorithms Work 

 In order to fully understand the phenomenon of the personalized web, a thorough 

description of an algorithm is necessary. Thomas Cormen—Dartmouth computer scientist and 

author of Algorithms Unlocked—says that a broad definition of an algorithm is, “a set of steps to 

accomplish a task” (Cormen 1). We all have algorithms that we run in our everyday lives. 

Cormen gives a great example, “You have an algorithm to brush your teeth: open the toothpaste 

tube, pick up your toothbrush, squeeze toothpaste onto the brush until you have applied enough 

to the brush, close the tube, put the brush into one quadrant of your mouth, move the brush up 
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and down for N seconds, etc. If you have to commute to a job, you have an algorithm for your 

commute”(1). Real-world examples are helpful for the non-computer person to conceptualize 

what happens inside the computer. An algorithm, therefore, is a set of steps to accomplish a task 

that is written in a language specific enough that a computer can understand, and run. As 

humans, we expect two things from algorithms: to accomplish tasks correctly and in a timely 

manner. While an algorithm may offer a correct solution, it may take too long to find the answer, 

rendering it useless. If your GPS takes an hour to tell you how to reach a destination, you 

probably won’t use the device at all.  

There are a plethora of algorithms designed to do specific tasks. A GPS may have a 

“shortest path” algorithm, “least traffic route” algorithm, and maybe even an algorithm that 

illustrates the scenic route (if that exists). Keep in mind that as you perceive a route to have “less 

traffic,” the computer does not. Information to a computer is mathematical—bits and bytes 

rendered as “1’s” and “0’s”—and programmed to respond to a human in a digestible format. For 

example, the “Turn Left” suggestion voiced by your GPS. 

Algorithms that run the personalized web are called search and sort algorithms that work 

within an array, or an arranged entity of data (Cormen 11). A search engine does just that—

arranges and finds. Whenever you enter a query, algorithms group information within an array in 

order to find the information you seek quickly. Figure 2.1 is a basic Linear-Search procedure 

written by Cormen (13). Cormen’s real-world analogy he uses to explain this example involves 

the task of finding a book by Jonathan Swift along a single bookshelf, fully stocked. See that the 

inputs are the variables needed to solve the problem, and the output is the answer of book 

“found,” or book “not found.” 
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Figure 2.1 Linear Search 

 What is problematic about this algorithm in Figure 2.1, according to Cormen, is that this 

algorithm won’t stop searching even after the book is “found.” It’s as if the computer would say, 

“Found the book!...Now I’ll find it again!” even as it moves away from the found book. 

Remember a computer doesn’t know when to stop, so not providing a halt instruction may cause 

the program to crash. The following instruction, or step two, must be implemented. Cormen calls 

it: “Better Linear Search.” 

 

 

Procedure LINEAR-SEARCH (A, n, x)

Inputs: 

● A: an array 

● n: the number of elements in A to search through. 

● x: the value being searched for 

Output: Either an index i for which A(i) = x, or the special value NOT-FOUND, which 

could be any invalid index into the array, such as 0 or any negative integer. 

1. Set answer to NOT-FOUND. 

2. For each index i, going from 1 to n, in order: 

a. If A(i) = x, then set answer to the value of i. 

3. Return the value of answer as the output. 

 

x = Jonathan Swift book 
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Figure 2.2 Better Linear Search 

I am no computer scientist, nor do I wholly understand the above variables, but I do find it 

important to discuss how algorithms in their most basic form can be written, and how they need 

to be extremely explicit for a computer to read and complete a procedure. Most social science 

literature that discusses the affects of algorithms on society, like author Eli Pariser, do not write 

out or explain in-depth how algorithms work. But by looking at Cormen’s examples and 

comparing them to his analogies, we get a much clearer picture as to what an algorithm truly 

means—“a set of steps to accomplish a task”(1). 

PageRank 

 Advent of the personalized web began with simple search algorithms like Cormen’s. Not 

until later would they become much complex, coveted, and bolstered by extreme amounts of 

data. In 1997, while Jeff Bezos’s Amazon.com gained success by tailoring advertisements for 

users, the founders of Google, Larry Page and Sergey Brin, were tampering with better methods 

of search at Stanford. Frustrated that current search engines were terribly inefficient, Brin and 

Page began working on a system that would not only organize information, but also find 

Procedure BETTER-LINEAR-SEARCH (A, n, x) 

Inputs and Output: Same as LINEAR-SEARCH. 

1. For i = 1 to n.  

a. If A(i) = x, then return the value of i as the output.  

2. Return NOT-FOUND as the output. 
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documents of higher relevance (Pariser 30). Soon enough the two students patented the algorithm 

“PageRank,” a search and sort procedure that not only found items by words submitted, but also 

pointed to documents of higher rank and popularity. “When they released the beta site into the 

wild, the traffic chart went vertical. Google worked—out of the box, it was the best search site 

on the Internet” (31). PageRank was originally meant to be an ad-free non-profit, but the 

application’s success changed the destiny of the company, its founders, and the architecture of 

the World Wide Web.  

 Brin and Page found that the key to relevance rested in accumulating more data about 

users and networks of information. Like today, words queried were given a list of results on 

Google. If the user happened to click the second result rather than the first given, this would 

serve as a “data signal” for the PageRank algorithm to adjust its settings of document relevance 

(32). In 2001—while Google rose to prominence—inventor of the web Sir Tim Berners-Lee 

wrote in The Scientific American that the age of “The Semantic Web” had arrived. “For the 

Semantic Web to function, computers must have access to structured collections of information 

and sets of inference rules that they can use to conduct automated reasoning” (Berners-Lee, 

Lassila and Hendler 37). These “structured collections of information” are also known as 

ontological networks, or terms and their relations to other terms. Berners-Lee et al. illustrated 

what it would be like to search, for example, a city code using Web 3.0. “An ontology may 

express the rule ‘If a city code is associated with a state code, and an address uses that city code, 

then that address has the associated state code’...The computer doesn’t truly ‘understand’ any of 

this information, but it can now manipulate the terms much more effectively in ways that are 
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useful and meaningful to the human user” (40). This is how we now know the web to function; 

but before Web 3.0 search engines weren’t capable of making these informational connections. 

 Fast-forward to today, search and sort algorithms for platforms like Yahoo!, Bing, and 

Google have gained enough data that their precision is unmatched, especially Google. For 

another search engine to come close to Google’s efficiency, it would also have to collect as much 

data as they have accumulated about user behavior. Google’s “index dwarfs anyone else’s. But 

that is precisely why it can no longer be relied upon as the ‘indexer of last resort.’ Virtually any 

needle can be ‘disappeared’ into a haystack of that size; it is just too easy for the company to 

hide content it would rather we didn’t see” (Pasquale 66). With no system of checks and 

balances for the “Googlearchy,” how can users place so much faith into their services? 

Googlearchy 

 George Washington University’s Matt Hindman coined the term Googlearchy in 2009 

with his book, The Myth of Digital Democracy. Hindman explains that Googlearchy is “the rule 

of the most heavily linked” (55). Further, Googlearchy dominates the politics of search in three 

ways by suggesting that: (1) the number of links pointing to a site is the most important 

determinant of site visibility, (2) niche dominance should be a general rule of online life, and (3) 

this dependence on links should make niche dominance self-perpetuating. Based on Hindman’s 

observations, this explains why major news corporation websites get more traffic, links, 

resources, visitors, and funds to generate content while other sites remain ignored and 

underfunded; altogether they’re less connected. Chances of a smaller news organization 

penetrating this system, going up in rank, and achieving visibility get smaller every day. 
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In 2007, Hindman conducted a study concerning online traffic to news websites using 

search engines as filters. Out of the top 50 news sites, Yahoo! News, The Weather Channel, 

MSNBC, CNN, BBC, and Google News received the most market share visits. Hindman’s 

analysis used a program called “Hitwise” that monitors web navigation behaviors. With this 

program, social scientists were able to map traffic flow via social network analysis and identify 

sites most visited (See Figure 2.3 News Traffic Network). 
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Figure 2.3 News Traffic Network 
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News sites are more of a destination than a gateway to the rest of the Web; many of these 
sites get a substantial portion of their traffic from the top sites. In general, citizens do 
seem to get their online and offline political messages from the same sources; even Web-
only outlets, such as Yahoo! News, Google News, or the Drudge Report, rely almost 
exclusively on wire services and other traditional news organizations. Still, the online 
news market is not a perfect mirror of traditional media. 
 

         (Matt Hindman 63) 

Despite the fact that the Internet seems like a vast pool of information, traditional media forms 

like newspaper, television, and radio actually yield more content diversity than what can be 

effectively found online. As Hindman argued, search engines paint a selective picture of the most 

heavily linked sites. Also called “narrowcasting,” the search engines of Google, Microsoft, and 

Yahoo! are digital gatekeepers; they only show a portion of online content to users (Hindman 

58).  

Echo Chambers 

Political scientists question whether or not the lack of media diversity created by digital 

gatekeepers lead to “echo chambers.” According to Jamieson and Cappella, “the metaphor of an 

echo chamber capture the way messages are amplified and reverberate through the conservative 

opinion media (76).” Jamieson and Cappella refer to echo chambers in regards to conservative 

media because of their study conducted on political commentator Rush Limbaugh. However, 

echo chambers can also occur on the opposite side of the political spectrum, or in any ideological 

system. Continued, an echo chamber is a closed media space that magnifies polarized messages 

and protects them from refutation; they “create a common frame of reference and positive 

feedback loops for those who listen to, read, and watch these media outlets” (76). Now that the 

Internet is personalized and organized by rankings, I argue that echo chambers are very likely. 

As a search engine learns more about users, it can feed them previously sought information. 
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Initiators of vicious feedback loops, personalized systems driven by machine-learning algorithms 

are doomed to repeat themselves. As users of them, so are we. 

Platform Design and Consequences  

Mobile news applications are built in a variety of ways, produce different types of 

information feeds, and therefore impact society differently. In George Dyson’s book, Turing’s 

Cathedral: Origins of the Digital Universe, he wrote how personalization had become a 

widespread hegemony across various platforms. “Facebook defines who we are, Amazon defines 

what we want, and Google defines what we think” (Dyson 308). A powerful statement, Dyson’s 

words stress that not all personalized platforms are designed equally. Even as personalized 

platforms all contribute to our decision-making processes, they have different “affordances” for 

users. Affordances, according to Don Norman in The Design of Everyday Things, refer “to the 

perceived and actual properties of the thing, primarily those fundamental properties that 

determine just how the thing could be possibly used” (Norman 9). Essentially, affordances are 

what a technology allows us to do with it intuitively. In juxtaposition to Dyson’s statement, 

Facebook affords us to see what our friends are up to, Amazon affords us to purchase books we 

may be interested in, and Google affords us the ability to search and find things more easily. 

Each of these platforms affords diverse actions; however, platform affordances can also yield 

unintended consequences. From an optimistic perspective we think, “Look at all the things I can 

do with Thing X!” But this doesn’t take into consideration how technology can truly affect our 

lives and others. 

Reddit.com once wrought unintended consequences because of its design. A crowd-

sourced news platform, Reddit calls itself “the front page of the internet” ("Reddit: The Front 



25 
 

Page Of The Internet" 2016). Topics created by users, called “subreddits,” appear on the front 

page if they receive enough “likes.” Reddit allows a user to follow topics of “news, funny, pics, 

videos” etc. Even though Reddit is an informal news platform, its open crowdsourcing features 

are very powerful. After the 2013 Boston Bombing, Reddit users had claimed that Brown 

University’s missing student Sunil Tripathi looked a lot like a suspected bomber. Photographs 

were posted on subreddits and Tripathi “was named suspect in mainstream media,” thanks to 

Redditors. However, “Sunil had nothing to do with the bombings, and his body was found in the 

Providence River a week later” (Crawford 84). Reddit published this apology: 

We hoped that the crowdsourced search for new information would not spark exactly this 
type of witch hunt. We were wrong…. One of the greatest strengths of a decentralized, 
self-organizing groups is the ability to quickly incorporate feedback and adapt. Reddit 
was born in the Boston area (Medford, MA, to be precise). After this week, which 
showed the best and worst of Reddit’s potential, we hope that Boston will also be where 
Reddit learns to be sensitive of its own power. 
 
       (quoted in Crawford, Erik Martin 84,85) 

 
 Reddit is a unique platform because it allows news to surface based on buzz and word of 

mouth. But what if there’s more to it? Researcher Kate Crawford, who used this Reddit example 

in her essay Can An Algorithm be Agonistic? asked how can the design of an application like 

Reddit and the algorithms that allow it to operate exacerbate conflict. 

What might happen if we brought a model of agonism to understand algorithms? We 
would have to begin with the premise of ongoing struggle between different groups and 
structures—recognizing that complex, shifting negotiations are occurring between 
people, algorithms, and institutions, always acting in relation to each other. We would go 
further than simply analyzing the design of the algorithm and pay close attention to shifts 
in power, from programmers to the algorithms themselves to the wider network of social 
and material relations. 
 
         (Crawford 83)  
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Hindman would agree with Crawford that the Internet is not democratic. Even though platforms 

like Reddit seem to give power back to the people via conversation, these platforms also can, by 

design, produce tragic Dionysian scenarios of destruction because of their affordances. 

Algorithms that are ungoverned don’t know when to stop—unless they’re told. 

Reddit’s Boston bombing tragedy fits well with the phrase, “where there’s smoke there’s 

fire.” Applicable to exponential power laws, the more commotion or “likes” are given to a topic, 

the bigger it becomes until it reaches critical mass. Other topics, intermittently, are ignored. “As 

such diverse scholarship demonstrates,” writes Hindman, “power law structures can be generated 

by different underlying processes. But in every case, a power law distribution leads to starkly 

inegalitarian outcomes” (41). Similar to the concept of the distribution of wealth, where the rich 

get richer while the poor get poorer, other natural and social phenomena apply to power laws 

too: from the size of firms to the size of cities, from the severity of wars to the number of sexual 

contacts, from earthquakes to intracell protein networks (41). Recall the May 2009 stock market 

crash example; algorithms do not have the cognitive ability to halt. Their “optimize or die” 

functions can affect real people, in real time. 

Need for Diversity 

Technologies are created with a specific user-base in mind and have also been known to 

promote exclusivity and reveal designer prejudices. In Do Artifacts Have Politics? Langdon 

Winner gives a familiar example known to scientists of socio-technical systems. “Anyone who 

has traveled the highways of America and has gotten used to the normal height of overpasses 

may well find something a little odd about some of the bridges over the parkways on Long 

Island, New York,” writes Winner (2). “Robert Moses, the master builder of roads, parks, 
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bridges, and other public works of the 1920s to the 1970s in New York, built his overpasses 

according to specifications that would discourage the presence of buses on his parkways.” Robert 

Moses’s biographer, Robert A. Caro elaborated that Moses’s “social class bias and racial 

prejudice” contributed to his design choices (3). Poor working class people—a majority of whom 

were black—used the bus system to navigate the city. Because the 12-feet tall overpasses 

weren’t built tall enough for buses to go underneath, many black people were unable to visit 

Jones beach. Technologies that seem innocuous, like transportation infrastructure, are very 

telling of the opinions and worldview of the makers themselves.  

Other technologies may be biased simply because a homogenous group of people—like 

the majority white-male Silicon Valley—invent a tool without assessing the wants or needs of 

diverse peoples. In 2014, Google released their diversity statistics. Only 30 percent of workers 

were women, 17 percent held technical positions (Miller). That next year, two female 

developers, Lauren Mosenthal and Eileen Carey co-founded the mobile application 

“Glassbreakers,” to aid women in the tech world, network. “Based on a ‘software as a service’ 

business model, it (Glassbreakers) relies on an algorithm Mosenthal continues to refine to 

produce a product that’s a bit like a dating website, matching people by location, career goals, 

background and needed skills” (Burleigh). As a mobile social networking app for women, 

Glassbreakers attempts to fulfill the need of “rhetorical closure” in society. Pinch and Bijker in 

Social Construction of Facts and Artifacts explain that, “closure in technology involves the 

stabilization of an artifact and the ‘disappearance’ of problems. To close a technological 

‘controversy,’ one needs to solve the problems in the common sense of that word. The key point 

is whether the relevant social groups see the problem as being solved” (Biker, Hughes and Pinch 
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44). While Mosenthal and Carey’s app may not solve the issue of diversity in the Silicon Valley 

completely, Glassbreakers is a step in the right direction. Psychology research claims that 

diversity aids in the innovative process and produces more dynamic outcomes (Phillips). With 

the tech sector as homogenous as it is, who knows what products, applications, services, or 

features have yet to be realized. In the world of journalism, I argue that platform development 

has the potential to “narrowcast” information by design, because of the biases of their engineers. 

Ethics and Algorithmic Assemblage 

Journalism and algorithms sit at a unique intersection concerning ethics in the American 

public sphere. Journalism operates as a system of checks and balances within our democracy, 

whereas algorithms and their power structures have been questioned for being less than 

democratic and agonistic (Crawford). When journalistic platforms use personalization 

algorithms, one may wonder if America’s ideal journalism is compromised. “Ethically, a 

newspaper is judged as if it were a church or a school,” writes Walter Lippmann in Public 

Opinion (136). “But if you try to compare it with these you fail; the taxpayer pays for the public 

school, the private school is endowed or supported by tuition fees, there are subsidies and 

collections for the church....A free press, if you judge by the attitude of the readers, means 

newspapers that are virtually given away.” Supporting the argument of Lippmann’s that truth is 

not earned, “but inspired, revealed...We expect the newspaper to service us with truth however 

unprofitable the truth may be.” Of course newspapers, just like online news platforms, use 

advertisements for profit. But algorithms exacerbate the fact that we are both the consumer and 

product because of data mining. “We pay no money for Google’s services. But someone pays for 

its thousands of engineers, and that someone is advertisers...We pay with our attention and with 



29 
 

our data, the raw material of marketing” (Pasquale 66). Langdon Winner calls this relationship 

“technological somnambulism” (i.e. sleepwalking) where we have given the search sector much 

power to determine what we see, where we spend, and how we perceive. Pasquale builds on this 

by stating that power relationships in virtual worlds resemble medieval feudalism. 

“Technological advancement goes hand-in-hand with politico-economic regression” (98). 

Communication PhD Mike Ananny argues we should be more concerned with the ethics 

of Networked Information Algorithms, which he also calls assemblage, rather than the ethics of 

individual algorithms. Professor at the USC Annenberg School of Communication and 

Journalism, Ananny studies how the design and sociotechnical dynamics of networked systems 

encode normative theories of the press (Ananny 117). Networked Information Algorithms, writes 

Ananny, are “assemblages of institutionally situated code, practices, and norms with the power to 

create, sustain, and signify relationships among people and data through minimally observable, 

semi autonomous action.” Ananny supports his arguments by drawing from famous science and 

technology studies philosopher Bruno Latour, who would agree that the ethics of algorithms are 

representative of power structures and problem-solving efforts in our sociotechnical system of 

human actors and non-human actors (Latour). Throughout my research, Ananny is one of the few 

scholars examining how networked information algorithms, and therefore the assembled mobile 

news apps, resemble ideologies of the developers. “For example,” writes Ananny “Google 

News’s results differ as the Pagerank algorithm changes, as it is personalized for different 

individual user profiles, and as Google judges some different news as more worth of indexing 

than others. It makes more sense to talk about the ethics of a particular Google News assemblage 

than the ethics of its algorithm” (Ananny 99). Examination of the final product gives researchers 
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a greater sense of maker intentionality and meaning, rather than looking at algorithms with 

disjointed pieces of digital information. 

My thesis takes Ananny’s theories and juxtaposes them alongside two personalized 

mobile news applications, Google News and NPR One, as a means to compare the intentionality 

of the makers of the apps themselves and examine the output of their procedures. The two 

applications are extremely different from one another. Google News is created by a private 

company and aggregates news solely by a computer. Google continues to “maintain that it 

doesn’t want human judgment blurring the autonomy of its algorithms” (Pasquale 75). Whereas 

NPR One—supported by partial non-profit and private funds—feeds the user general news and 

personalized podcasts that are balanced by both human and computer input (“Privacy Policy”). 

NPR’s product developer for NPR One, Tejas Mistry, mentioned their app gives users 

personalized news as well as what NPR members think users should know about for educational 

purposes (Mistry).  

Central to Ananny’s research is Merrill’s theories found in the essay Controversies in 

Media Ethics (Gordon et al.). Ethics, Merrill describes, can be defined as “what we ought to do” 

(Ananny 93). When comparing ethics to media, this concept focuses on the medium of the 

message, how it was created, and how its design directs people to act. Synonymous with 

influence, Merrill asserts that media is a vehicle for our thoughts that can also lead us to action. 

Journalism especially is viewed in this particular lens. In a dual written essay by Ananny and 

Crawford on NeimanLab.org, a site for researchers of the future of journalism, they state, “The 

press’s freedom—it’s rights and freedoms as a distinct institution—rests, in part, upon bearing 

responsibility to focus our attention, influence who we learn from, and affect change” (Ananny 
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and Crawford). Journalism by nature is an institution built on ethical standards and appreciation 

of them. Whether or not NIA’s of mobile platforms seem to follow suit is what Ananny and 

Crawford seek to question. Important subject areas that the scholars used to scrutinize mobile 

applications in the context of journalism include: organization of information, how user demands 

are met, transparency of the news source’s intentions, curation versus aggregation platforms, and 

app designers as gatekeepers.  

One of the greater worries of Crawford and Ananny’s (and also mine) is the distanced 

relationship between product developers and journalists. Who are the intermediaries that bring 

these two groups together? How are journalists’ wants and needs of a news platform iterated, or 

are they even iterated at all? Perhaps news stories from journalists are just harvested these days 

to continue building profit-driven news organizations. “When designers create a news app, they 

aren’t just designing software,” write Crawford and Ananny. “They are creating a platform that 

participates in constructing and idea of news.” Related to the age-old Plato’s Allegory of the 

Cave, media and its conduits are responsible for constructing the pictures inside our heads that 

help us interpret and participate in our world (Lippmann 7). Such innocuous features, like the 

way information is organized on a mobile app, appear harmless. We typically don’t notice 

anything wrong when a platform gives users us what we want. Crawford and Ananny’s 

interviewed AOL software developers on the kind of virtuous journalistic ideals that motivate 

their products. AOLs developers said: 
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I don’t think that the people in this space who are doing this are familiar with these ideas of 
journalism that you’re talking about, except in the most cursory way. And even there, I don’t 
think that they believe they’re important. I think essentially, zero. I think there are no ideals 
being pursued.” His colleague agreed saying “You know, I’m building an entertainment product. 
I don’t even consider all the things that you guys are talking about. 
 
         (Ananny and Crawford) 
 

Will these disciplinary gaps in software engineering and journalism ever be bridged? 

Certainly, we have entered an age where journalism has been forced into another animal for 

survival; an animal made up of compartmentalized modular systems that do little talking to each 

other and are manufactured separately. Denoted by Bruno Latour as the abstract concept of the 

“black box,” the inner scientific and technical work of a news application is made invisible by its 

own success. “When a machine runs efficiently, when a matter of fact is settled, one need only 

focus on its inputs and outputs and not its internal complexity. Thus, paradoxically, the more 

science and technology succeed, the more opaque and obscure they become (Latour). 

Foundational for why news personalization should be understood, the illusion of its success and 

lack of operational understanding of data mining may be barring users from seeing its pitfalls. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 
 In order to address my main research questions of how personalization algorithms and 

platform design have drastically changed journalism’s editorial processes and affected the public, 

I employed a two-pronged methodological approach of case studies and survey research. A dual 

approach of qualitative and quantitative reasoning was necessary to represent how great of a 

paradigm shift personalization technologies have been for journalism and why they’ve been 

overlooked. First, case studies are used to explain how news personalization occurs and how 

varied newsfeed outputs are across platforms with opposing news-making ideologies. Second, 

survey research was conducted to gauge the public’s awareness and knowledge of news 

personalization processes. In addition, people’s preferences of news conduits were measured, 

from traditional to digital sources.  

 Both methods combined identify the stark changes computational technologies have 

made in journalism. By analyzing user experience and public opinion, these methods can help 

communication scholars and journalists understand what the future of news may look like and 

why, given what features of news personalization have been successful. The case studies and 

survey research, mirror each other, and produce a more holistic picture of this phenomenon 

rather than a single discipline.  

Methodology I – Case Studies 
 
 Case studies are helpful for communication and journalism scholars seeking to critique 

the phenomenon of information gatekeeping and editorial processes. In 1950, Dr. David 

Manning White, a journalism professor at Boston University was the first to use case studies to 
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analyze how editorial gatekeeping occurred and what factors contributed to the formation of an 

editor’s “gate.” In his study, Dr. White contacted an editor—whom he called Mr. Gate—from a 

Midwestern city of 100,000 that had a circulation of 30,000, and asked Mr. Gate a series of 

questions on how he decided what news made the paper and what did not (White). Dr. White 

concluded his case study with this insightful statement, “Through studying his overt reasons for 

rejecting news stories from the press associations we see how highly subjective, how based on 

the ‘gate keeper’s’ own set of experiences, attitudes and expectations the communication of 

“news” really is” (White 390). Bound by our societal constraints and cultural upbringing, the 

editorial process has its biases.  

 White addresses that some objectivity is lost while engaging in case study analyses. 

However, case studies reveal information that may not have occurred to the researcher otherwise. 

Supplementary analyses such as interviews, focus groups, and the researchers interpretation of an 

artifact can shed light on concept because of the researchers area of expertise. Dr. White’s 

methods show that editorial gatekeeping in journalism was effectively tested via case study as far 

back as 1950.  

Case Selection 

 For my case studies I chose to analyze the personalized platforms of NPR One and 

Google News. Both products were juxtaposed to show how variations of personalization 

algorithms and platform design produce different newsfeed outcomes. Using the term 

“technological ethnography,” I was able to describe what the design of these apps say about the 

organizations that made them, their ideologies, how they perceive their users.  
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 NPR One is the newest platform, born summer of 2014, and the next generation of 

mobile news personalization. Google News, on the other hand, is the precursor to news 

personalization, having launched in 2006 online and in 2010 made plans to go mobile (Pariser). 

Neimanlabs.org—a Harvard blog that reports on the future of journalism—has raved about NPR 

One since the application’s release. As far as Google News goes, there is a significant amount of 

scholarship written about it already, especially in Eli Pariser’s book The Filter Bubble, which is a 

seminal text for this project.  

 While touring NPR’s facilities, learning about NPR One, and reading Pariser’s book 

about the personalized web simultaneously, it only made sense to compare the two platforms to 

each other. Tejas Mistry, who is a product developer for NPR One, spoke to my graduate 

program on the application’s editorial processes. I became fascinated immediately with how 

NPR One is designed to provide listeners with a healthy serving of news that is educational, 

local, and personalized. Using a balance of both human input and computer algorithms to 

personalize news for users, NPR One’s editorial process is a unique and intricate blend of classic 

story weaving and technology.  

 Google News, in comparison, is ideologically different. Bound by technological 

determinism, Google News relies solely on algorithms to personalize news for users. As a news 

aggregate, Google News pioneered how to grab headlines from the best online news sources into 

one single platform. Due to its 6-year age, there have been many iterations of the product and a 

track record of what has worked for users and what has not. NPR One is much more streamlined 

and easy to use because developers were fortunate enough to learn from the apps that came 

before NPR One. In order to balance out the amount of scholarship and interviews already 
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accumulated about Google News, I interviewed Tejas Mistry officially, later in the study. 

Mistry’s knowledge is an ethos for this project, and if not for him, this project may not have 

taken the direction on information gatekeeping that it did. Similar to Dr. White 1950’s case 

study, Tejas Mistry as a product developer is one of many “Mr. Gate’s” unique to this generation 

of newsmakers.  

Data 

 NPR One and Google News were downloaded to my iPhone to accomplish each case 

study. As the primary researcher, I took screenshots within each application of pages that had 

distinctive features and affordances unique to each platform. My personal email and data were 

used to construct both NPR One and Google News profiles. Therefore, certain personalization 

features that I documented reflect what news the application “thinks” I–Molly Crain—want to 

read. Using my own personal profile enabled me to describe what features of personalization 

were accurate, successful, and discordant with my newsfeed preferences. These case studies 

were conducted throughout March 2016. As mentioned earlier, to balance the amount of 

scholarship written about Google News, I also conducted an interview with NPR One’s mobile 

developer, Tejas Mistry on March 2nd, 2016, to get a better understanding of how the application 

works. These case studies were inspired by a short report I conducted Fall 2015 of NPR One and 

how it participated as a civic engagement platform (Crain).  

Concepts 

 Concepts that are important to the case studies analyses include: news personalization, 

algorithm, technological ethnography, gatekeeping, technological determinism, and affordances. 
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Most of these terms appear in other areas of this project, but are more strongly used in the case 

studies chapter. Here they are listed: 

News Personalization – the process by which news content is tailored for a user based on: their 

behavior within an application, and personal data accumulated about them from their user 

profile, email, location, and other demographic information (Crain). 

Algorithm – Professor of Computer Science Thomas Cormen describes algorithms as a set of 

steps to accomplish a task that is described precisely enough that a computer can run it” (Cormen 

1). Algorithms are what enable news personalization processes to occur. Individually, they are 

building blocks to “recommendation systems” (i.e. “Suggested for you” features).   

Technological Ethnography – the examination of a technological artifact as a means to discuss 

what the artifact says about the customs of a group of people who made the artifact, their culture, 

and what that group thinks about those who use their technology (Crain). 

Gatekeeping – Professor of Communication and gatekeeping theorist Pamela Shoemaker asserts 

that gatekeeping is “the process of culling and crafting countless bits of information into the 

limited number of messages that reach people each day, and it is the center of the media’s role in 

modern public life...This process determines not only what information is selected, but also what 

the content and nature of messages, such as news, will be” (Shoemaker and Vos 1). 

Technological Determinism – “the idea that technology develops as the sole result of an 

internal dynamic and then, unmediated by any other influence, molds society to fit its patterns” 

(Winner 2). This definition is found within Winner’s article, Do Artifacts Have Politics and 

explains the ideology that technology is the driving force of society and culture; but it is in fact 

the other way around.  
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Affordances – Don Norman described what an affordance was in The Design of Everyday 

Things. “The term affordance refers to the perceived and actual properties of the thing, primarily 

those fundamental properties that determine just how the thing could be possibly used. A chair 

affords (“is for”) support and, therefore, affords sitting. A chair can also be carried. Glass is for 

seeing through, and for breaking….Affordances provide strong clues to the operations of things. 

Plates are for pushing. Knobs are for turning. Slots are for inserting things into. Balls are for 

throwing or bouncing. When affordances are taken advantage of, the user knows what to do just 

by looking: no picture, label, or instruction is required (9).” When these case studies examine at 

the affordances of mobile news platforms, I mean to say: What does this news app allow a user 

to do? 

Operations 

 As the primary researcher, I was able to conduct research from my personal user 

experience within NPR One and Google News. Before I began the case studies I discussed 

reasons behind their selection. Then, I examined each app separately based on these criteria: 

news organization ideology, what is the platform?, data mining and privacy, and platform design. 

Juxtaposition of the two platforms for their differences and similarities followed.  

 Analysis of each news organization’s ideology was important to the case studies because 

it established a basis for understanding both Google and NPR’s worldview. In rhetorical 

criticism, an ideological critique enables the researcher to understand the “mental framework—

the language, ‘concepts, categories, imagery of thought, and systems of representation’ that a 

group deploys to make sense of and define the world or some aspect of it (Foss 209).” When an 

ideological critique is employed for an organization, we are able to piece together the 
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organizations “dominant way of seeing the world or development of a hegemonic ideology” in 

their particular domain (210). Therefore, if we piece together how a news organization expects to 

deliver information to their users, we get a better sense of why their mobile platforms are built 

the way they are. 

 Discussion of “what is the platform?” summarized explicitly what the platform’s major 

functions were as a news publication. Data mining and privacy describes how news 

personalization occurs and is communicated to the user in each. Different methods of 

information gathering and explanation of these processes contribute to different user experiences 

within both applications. Lastly, platform design is discussed via a walkthrough of how each 

platform works to personalize news for my own account. Even though this section has my 

personal bias, as the primary researcher I can communicate how news appears personalized for 

me specifically and why it occurred in each application. By employing a self-structured 

technological ethnography of my NPR One and Google news user experiences, I explained how 

each application varies in their editorial processes and information delivery. As a whole, these 

criteria show how computational technologies have drastically transformed the journalism 

industry and the ethical implications behind these changes. 

Methodology II – Survey Research 

 Survey research addresses part two of my main research question: how has news 

personalization affected the general public. Titled, “Knowledge and Perspectives of News 

Personalization,” the survey examined participants’ news source use, demographics of mobile 

news app users and non-users, and how those users responded to questions concerning news 

personalization (Crain, Owen, and Riddle). These questions address five aspects of news 
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personalization: (1) whether people have used news apps that monitor their usage, (2) mobile app 

affect on news, (3) awareness of data mining, (4) comfort levels associated with personalization, 

and (5) ethical perceptions of the phenomenon. Participant responses serve as a cultural 

barometer for how well digital journalism is serving news seekers.   

Dataset Description 

 The survey, “Knowledge and Perspectives of News Personalization” was extracted from 

a much larger survey titled, “The Political Interest, Engagement, and News Personalization 

Survey” or PIENPS (Crain, Owen, and Riddle). Conducted by the Georgetown University 

research team of Diana Owen, Molly Crain, and G. Isaac W. Riddle, PIENPS is a national study 

of eligible U.S. voters. Subjects were recruited using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, an online 

workplace platform, and received a stipend for their participation (“Amazon Mechanical Turk”). 

Survey takers were screened to fit the profile of adult Americans online based on their gender, 

age, and education. Female respondents are slightly underrepresented in the study, but the age 

and education demographics correspond closely to the online population. The survey was in the 

field from March 31 to April 5, 2016. A total of 808 respondents completed the entire survey—

an additional 50 respondents completed the political interest section of the study.  

Concepts 

Data Mining - is the “process of discovering meaningful new correlations, patterns and trends 

by sifting through large amounts of data stored in repositories, using pattern recognition 

technologies as well as statistical mathematical techniques” (Larose and Larose). For this study, 

data mining platforms use behavior-monitoring systems that aggregate a mosaic of new 

information about a user to personalize their app experience. Like a gestalt, a user’s holistic 
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“mosaic” supported by data mining is greater than the individual parts of data. In a TechRepublic 

article, Communication researchers Victor Pickard and Tim Libert from the University of 

Pennsylvania warn that news organizations are excessive in their online tracking. “While the 

ethics of readers unknowingly ‘paying’ for content with their privacy are certainly questionable, 

the practice is also indicative of the precarious situation in which the news industry finds itself 

(Kassner). This “precarious situation” is the news industry struggling to survive after the Internet 

destroyed their former business model. Today, many news organizations rely on user tracking to 

send personalized ads and click-bait articles that keep readers coming back (e.g. A Buzzfeed 

article titled: “5 Things You Didn’t Know About Justin Bieber”).  

Media Literacy - Media literacy is a factor that greatly affected how survey participants 

responded to questions on news personalization. Most commonly associated with the media 

education movement, media literacy is “the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and produce both 

print and electronic media” (Mihailidis 31). When juxtaposed with news personalization, media 

literate respondents know what personalization algorithms are, how they affect what news they 

receive, and how algorithms participate as information gatekeepers in society. Undoubtedly, this 

is a lot of technical information to expect participants to know. But even if participants fail the 

knowledge test of the survey, this is very telling information. How many people in the U.S. 

actually know how they receive information online? How important is this knowledge, should it 

be taught in public schools, and do people care about the consequences? 
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Operational Definitions 

The following terms are variables tested in the survey. 

Mobile News App Users - Mobile News App Users signify those who responded 

“sometimes/frequently” to mobile app use to receive their news. Non-Users are those who 

responded “never/rarely.”  

News Source Use - Participants responded how often they used particular news sources 

categorized as Traditional (newspaper, TV, radio) and Digital (mobile news apps, news websites, 

blogs, and social media) to get their news. Again, responses were dichotomized by 

“sometimes/frequently” and “never/rarely.” 

Age - Age was recoded into four age groups. (1) lo-24, (2) 25-30, (3) 31-45, and (4) 46-hi. The 

recoding of age made it easier to collapse people into categories for comparison. 

Gender - Gender was used in this study to see if there were noticeable differences in gender 

responses to both news source use and news personalization knowledge. 

Education - Education was scaled by (1) high school diploma (2) some college, (3) college 

degree, and (4) graduate degree.  

Questions of News Personalization - Altogether there are 14 questions concerning news 

personalization that examined participants’ awareness, comfort levels, knowledge, and concern 

about news personalization and data mining. These questions underwent crosstab analyses with 

the independent variable of mobile use.   

Methods of Statistical Analysis  

 Descriptive frequency statistics and cross-tabulation analyses were used to compare and 

understand the relationships between the aforementioned variables. When testing my hypotheses 
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I ran descriptive frequency statistics and then analyzed the crosstabs. Descriptive statistics are 

simplistic and represent the frequency of occurrence for individual variables. Descriptive 

statistics are necessary to know before running crosstabs or any other test because they signal if 

there are discrepancies in the data that would affect results (e.g. high male population vs. 

female). Crosstabs are frequency tables that summarize the relationship between two variables. 

Also called a contingency table, crosstabs “depict the number of times each possible category 

combinations occurred in the sample data” ("Crosstabs - SPSS Tutorials - Libguides At Kent 

State University"). Pearson’s Chi Square test was used in this analysis to measure statistical 

significance, which represents the confidence that the data relationship in the crosstab did not 

occur by chance. Statistical significance occurs at a p-value less than .05, and approaches 

significance at .10. For this project, almost every question reached statistical significance at the 

.01 level. 

The Case for Interdisciplinary Study 

 A two-pronged methodological approach was necessary to get a wider scope of the issues 

at hand: How have computational technologies and platform design affected news? What do 

users think about the processes? And, how does it affect society? A combination of qualitative 

and quantitative research presents a more holistic analysis of a socio-technical phenomenon. As 

Steven R. Cormen writes in his essay on interdisciplinary research called, The Need for Common 

Ground, “Rather than spending energy defending our metaphorical fortifications, we should 

construct some common system of reference that could allow explanations from different points 

of view to be compared or integrated (Cormen and Poole 8).” Analysis of this complex 

sociotechnical system demands an interdisciplinary approach; one must think like a 
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communications scholar, media theorist, anthropologist, and social scientist together. For this 

thesis project, I used both case studies and survey methodologies to create the most critical lens 

possible for examining how news personalization has truly affected society. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CASE STUDIES OF MOBILE APPS 

 
 Mobile platforms have forever changed the editorial process of journalism. This chapter 

uses two very different case studies of mobile apps—NPR One and Google News—to open up 

the discussion of how mobile applications have changed news and in what ways. Both 

applications were created with different goals in mind and disseminate information to users in 

ideologically opposing ways. This chapter unpacks why this is so, and the implications that these 

ideological differences have when they manifest as digital news products with global reach. 

First, I address why I chose to study these two platforms. Then, I branch off into the consecutive 

case studies. NPR One is first, Google News second. The method of analysis I use includes the 

following categories of scrutiny: news organization ideology, general platform description, data 

mining and privacy, and a discussion of platform design and its affordances based on my 

personal user experience within each app.  

 Each of these components of analysis were used to compile what I call a technological 

ethnography. In this project, technological ethnography means to examine an artifact in order to 

discuss what that artifact says about the customs of a group of people and their culture. For 

example, when an object is made, what does the object say about the designers’ worldview? 

What ethical intentions can we gather by examining the artifact itself? As PhD and professor of 

design Richard Buchanan said in his article Design and the New Rhetoric: Productive Arts in the 

Philosophy of Culture, “For the designer, ethos is often characterized as the ‘voice’ of a product, 

which means the implied character or personality of the manufacturer as it is represented in a 

product and as it creates a relationship of ‘identification’ with those who use the product (196).” 
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Today’s mobile platforms are technological modern art. What is created did not exist before, and 

now that it does, what comments does this new entity say about our culture? What does the 

product say to the world? 

Why Study these Platforms? 

 As mobile news applications, NPR One and Google News disseminate and tailor user 

content in ways that are drastically different from the days of traditional print journalism. In the 

past, an editorial board would sit together to discuss what would be in Sunday’s paper. With 

mobile news applications, the editorial process has changed drastically and it varies per news 

organization. The steps to creating and displaying content now involve an extra set of hands: 

product developers and the data-filled computer. Why do understanding methods of the new era 

of journalism matter? Because “news shapes our sense of the world, what’s important, and the 

scale and color and character of our problems. More important, it provides the foundation of 

shared experience and shared knowledge on which democracy is built” (Pariser 50). If we don’t 

understand how news provides people of the world with various perspectives, nor question how 

that information was created and came to us, we are blindly accepting a widely disseminated 

truth to act upon. 

 NPR One and Google News execute news curation in very different ways. In these case 

studies, NPR One takes the ethical journalism white hat, while Google News employs a “ devil 

may care” lassie faire business model. A comparison of these technologies and their editorial 

process allows me to address my concerns about news personalization, which are: user 

misidentification, lack of information diversity, and repetition of information. As mentioned, a 

technological ethnography of an artifact is used to understand the designers’ worldview. In 
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personalization mode, a news app also communicates what that organization thinks about us, the 

user.  

NPR One 

 NPR One is a unique application because of how thoughtful the editorial process is. 

Supported by an ethos to provide the best educational listening experience possible to the public, 

content is curated by a super team of mobile developers and an editorial staff with 30-40 years of 

collective experience (Mistry). I chose NPR One to analyze because of its holistic method of 

digital and analog content production, mediated by both human and computer. While 

interviewing NPR One’s product developer, Tejas Mistry, I asked what the conversation between 

developers and the editorial staff was like, he replied:  

It’s very much hand in hand. There’s definitely no silos. I think one of the unique things 
about the project is that there isn’t a different language that we speak. Editors sit on our 
team and with developers, and we help inform development decisions, and just 
considerations to what it sounds like but also what the experience is holistically. So 
there’s not pseudo-kinda wall where ideas are thrown over. And they’re then taken as is 
and interpreted into decisions, into development work. It’s very collaborative work. Now 
we have three editorial folks on our team and they're very much direct to developers and 
how, what the strategy of the implementation of the products are. 
 
      (Tejas Mistry, NPR One Product Developer) 
  
Aware of the hazards of information echo chambers, Mistry added that echo chambers 

are something NPR One seeks to avoid. Eli Pariser would be satisfied with this news production 

model. To use Pariser’s TED Talk analogy of a balanced diet of information—where the 

personalized web may give users more junk food than healthy servings of information based on 

their search queries—NPR One is conscious of how their newsfeed affects the intellectual fitness 
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of the public and works accordingly to create the most thoughtful, educational newsfeed possible 

(Eli Pariser: Beware Online “Filter Bubbles”). 

Google News 

 Google News is a hot topic for communication scholars and social scientists interested in 

the way technology is affecting journalism, and therefore our interactions in the real world. 

Google News, unlike NPR One, is under no social contract to provide news from virtuous 

sources or educate the public. Google is a private company whose interests lie in serving their 

customers. While there is nothing wrong with that model—any newspaper ever has always been 

some sort of business—Google’s ideology contradicts what the press originally designed to do in 

early America; to inform for political action. With a motive only to provide users with what they 

think they want, this muddles question of, who is the editorial board here? Behind the curtain of 

Google News, there is no conversation between news editors and mobile developers. That would 

be an impossible feat given their vast array of sources. Coagulated based on algorithms with 

multiple variables that measure if stories trend, news for Google News is not critiqued or 

analyzed—it surfaces from the soup of the web. But Google and the architecture of the web 

aren’t built for just any news source to just surface. There is in fact, a Googlearchy dictating 

what becomes news and what doesn’t. Google News only further aggregates and organizes the 

information within Google. 
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NPR One Case Study 

NPR Ideology 

National Public Radio will serve the individual; it will promote personal growth; it will 
regard the individual differences among men with respect and joy rather than derision 
and hate; it will celebrate the human experience as infinitely varied rather than vacuous 
and banal; it will encourage a sense of active constructive participation, rather than 
apathetic helplessness. 
 

    (Bill Siemering quoted in “Our Mission and Vision,” NPR.org) 

Bill Siermering was NPR’s first Director of Programming and inventor of All Things 

Considered. Siermering’s words support NPR’s overall mission today, “to work in partnership 

with Member Stations to create a more informed public—one challenged and invigorated by a 

deeper understanding and appreciation of events, ideas and cultures (“Our Mission and Vision”). 

Emphasis on educating and improving the lives of the American public through information is 

NPR’s main goal. A non-profit government organization, NPR is funded both publicly and 

privately with the intent of driving civic engagement and concern among listeners. With over 34 

million listeners a week and 925 outgoing member stations signals, NPR is at the precipice of 

civic engagement promotion in American society today (“NPR Fact Sheet”). In 1927, 

philosopher and political optimist John Dewey asserted in The Public and Its Problems that 

journalism lies at the center of our democratic system. Journalism not only holds the government 

accountable, but citizens, experts, and other actors as well (Dewey). NPR shares this idealist 

vision and is motivated by the need for a system of checks and balances in American society 

fueled by public education.  
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What is NPR One?  

 January 2016, Shan Wang of Harvard’s Nieman Lab claimed that NPR One was the 

“Netflix of listening” (Wang).  A term that the NPR One development team aspired that their 

latest mobile app would mean for users, NPR One brings the user handcrafted radio stories 

curated for the individual (“NPR One”). According to Nieman Labs, NPR One entered the scene 

about a year and a half ago, or roughly mid-year 2014. NPR One doesn’t disclose the amount of 

listeners the app has, but it continues to rise at the rate of 9 percent a month—that’s a 280 

percent growth rate per year. One may wonder if Matt Hindman knew about NPR One when it 

was in beta stage. In his article “The Future of News” published in the 2015 book New 

Technologies and Civic Engagement, he wrote about “recommender systems” and “what digital 

news makers can learn from Netflix” (Gil de Zúñiga 202). Of course, such a great idea was 

bound to come to fruition. NPR was just the right organization with the unique resource of radio 

to do it.  

NPR One “is the audio app that connects you to a stream of public radio news, stories and 

podcasts curated just for you” (“NPR One”). In order for this personal curation to work a user 

must create a login, then choose a local radio station as a default. For example, the station I have 

chosen on the app is American University’s WAMU station, which brings me a summary of 

local, national, and international news from Washington. NPR One knows the key to gaining 

listeners is to make it more local. “If you hear a local newscast, you come back more often,” says 

Sara Sarasohn, editorial lead for NPR One (Wang). In the future, NPR hopes to integrate 

multiple local stations into the feed of a single user and improve the user experience. Following 

the initial local newscast, NPR One uses a machine-learning “recommender system” (i.e. “if not 
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this, then this” algorithms) to determine over time what a specific listener likes to listen to. How 

a user navigates the app also gauges listener interest. Did the listener toggle the stories as 

“Interesting?” Did they skip a story on education policy? What types of stories did the user 

search for? All of these behaviors factor into the NPR One experience, just like Netflix, to 

provide users with a newsfeed more personal than ever before. Compared to other news apps, 

NPR One is one of a kind because of its smooth aural storytelling and thoughtful editorial 

processes, both human and computer mediated.         

Data Mining & Privacy 

NPR One wouldn’t have been coined the “Netflix of News” if it didn’t acquire copious 

amounts of data first. Data is what makes the personalization process possible. According to 

Tejas Mistry, one of the reasons why NPR One is so successful is that they have granular data on 

listening habits (Mistry). Before NPR One was publically launched they had “early adopters” or 

a data community that NPR consulted for feedback. Considered one of the ethos of NPR One, 

these early adopters have undergone tests on the app for two years. This data is not used to 

inform content as a whole, “but we try to pick out key characteristics of how the data reflects the 

content and what patterns there are,” says Mistry. These patterns can point to why a story 

succeeded or failed in terms of engagement. For example, how long or short users listen to a 

podcast determines its success, in data points. 

 The NPR One experience is very personal. After an initial download users are asked to 

create a profile, choose their local station, and given a tutorial of how the app works by a friendly 

voice recording. This omniscient mobile application guide explains that your behavior is 

monitored to provide you with the best listening experience. How upfront the app guide is about 
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data mining is refreshing. Users are told what they’re getting into, for their benefit. The 

aforementioned “early adopters” were helpful in recommending this process, according to 

Mistry. “We definitely want to be open with our listeners,” said Mistry. “It’s a new concept 

overall...the best way we can tell users what NPR One is, is to tell them what is happening.” 

NPR continues their openness about “Gathering Information” for their affiliated products on 

their website. Because they are a government-funded non-profit, NPR’s privacy policy is clear 

and straightforward. 

In order to personalize the listening experience for visitors to personalized digital 
listening services offered through the NPR Services, such as the "NPR One" service 
(collectively, "NPR Personalized Services"), when visitors use NPR Personalized 
Services, NPR collects information about the listening activity of each visitor, including 
audio segments that a visitor listens to, audio segments that a visitor skips and shares, 
audio segments that a visitor marks as interesting, and listening times and frequency. 
NPR also collects information regarding whether a visitor has donated to Member 
stations through the NPR Services, or has requested information about or expressed 
interest in donating to Member stations. Within NPR's mobile sites and applications and 
any features of these sites and applications ("NPR Mobile Services"), NPR collects a 
device's unique identifier, operating system, device model, app version, automobile make 
(for certain connected car platforms), and/or content preferences. 
 
     (Privacy Policy, under “Gathering Information”) 
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Platform Design 

 NPR One’s mobile interface is simple—which is a good thing. There are four main pages 

that I will call: Listen, Explore, Search, and Profile. I will go through them chronologically and 

describe their affordances. At the end of this section I will critique the application as a whole.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Figure 4.1 Listen         Figure 4.2 Explore 
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      Figure 4.3 Search               Figure 4.4 Profile 

 

Figure 4.1, or the “Listen” page, is the first page that surfaces when a user opens the application. 

When a user presses “play” they are given a mix of national news and news from their local 

station of choice. NPR One’s local news element makes this app unique. Member stations from 

across the U.S. enable local content to be packaged according an individual’s preferences. 

Product developers are currently working on how to improve the “localization” of news by 
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enabling users to pick more than one local station to hone in on (Wang). On this main page 

listeners can also toggle stories as “Interesting.” Users are told within the tutorial by a vocal app 

guide to toggle this feature and make their listening experience more personalized. If for any 

reason a story is skipped, these details are mined by NPR One data services. 

Figure 4.2, the “Explore” page is part of the latest January 2016 update of the app that 

includes content browsing features. The Explore page allows a user to: browse featured shows, 

catch up on unfinished podcasts, click on NPR One recommendations from the Washington 

station, choose podcasts based on listening behavior, view what they recently heard, and see 

what’s up next in the podcast shuffle. This page is multidimensional in the sense that it can take 

a user to other pages based on what items are toggled. Similar to music listening applications like 

Spotify, “Explore” resembles entering a record store with endless material that’s successfully 

personalized according to a person’s listening habits. The “Search” page, Figure 4.3, is a simpler 

version of “Explore” with a search query box. The query affords a user to get straight to the point 

about what they want to hear, whether it be a particular podcast or topic, like the U.S. 2016 

election. Last is Figure 4.4 “Profile,” which has many layers. As one can see, I—Molly Crain—

am currently signed into the application with WAMU chosen as my local station in Washington. 

The following toggles of Donate Now, Send Us Feedback, and Sleep Timer each lead the user to 

separate interactive pages. Self-explanatory, Donate Now takes the user to a webpage similar to a 

campaign fundraising website. Send Us Feedback jettisons to a Google+ group of NPR One 

testers that one can join. The NPR One development team takes the feedback seriously and 

applies the information to future iterations. “It shows...our commitment to building the best 

experience that we can,” says Mistry (Mistry). Sleep Timer affords the user to listen to the app 
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without worrying about turning it off. Select “set sleep timer for 30 minutes” and off it will go 

after that amount of time. Each of these features were not created on a whim, but instead were 

considered and tested by early adopters of the application. As a whole, the NPR One team has 

went to great lengths to create a personalized news experience that appears seamless and caters 

to the user. From a technological ethnography perspective, NPR seems to think very highly of 

their listeners.  

Google News Case Study 

Google Ideology 

 In contrast, Google has much more of a hands-off model where data and algorithms drive 

content alone, unmediated by human intervention. Google’s mission “is to organize the world’s 

information and make it universally accessible and useful” (“About Google”). Experts of search, 

Google attributes the success and accuracy of its various products like it’s search query, Gmail, 

and Google Maps to PageRank-like algorithms and an ever-growing pool of user data. The 

company’s initial philosophy reads laissez-faire: “Focus on the user and all else will follow” 

("Ten Things We Know To Be True – Company – Google"). As a business Google works to 

serve “you” rather than their own bottom-line. Subjective and open-ended, the tech conglomerate 

is under no particular ethos except to provide optimal results their consumers seeking 

information. Because of their reliance on PageRank and similar algorithms, Google’s business 

model upholds the ideology of “technological determinism,” where technology drives our 

choices and decisions as opposed to society and culture. Google relishes the idea that their 

services operate magically; not many know what’s going on behind the curtain, or as Bruno 

Latour says, the “black box.”  
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James Grimmelmann, University of Maryland Law professor and technologist, discussed 

Google’s ideology in a scholarly outtake and 2012 entry in his blog The Laboratorium. 

Grimmelmann claimed that Google’s ideology revolved around five things: automation, 

scalability, data, information maximalism, and arrogance (Grimmelmann). There are many 

scholars and commentators in the technology community like Hindman and Pariser, who 

condemn Google for its power and dominance over the information market because they’re 

worried. Worried about what our world will look like if we insist upon technology to determine 

what we should read and how we should think. On the contrary, Google does well to help people 

navigate the world more easily because of their technology. We can’t, however, ignore what is 

sacrificed for accessibility.  

What is Google News? 

 Google News is an aggregator of top stories on the web. Tens of millions of users visit 

Google News each month, more than visit the BBC (Pariser 62). A fascination among social 

scientists (e.g. Ananny, Crawford, Hindman, Pariser, Stroud, etc.), Google News is critiqued for 

its unorthodox way of accumulating one’s newsfeed by selecting trending articles and using an 

individual’s search behaviors to personalize. “Aggregators,” writes news and civic engagement 

researcher Natalie Jomini Stroud, “offer only limited details about each news story on a single 

page, giving the user only a few details to use when deciding whether or not to click on a story 

and read more” (Stroud 73). Supported by PageRank, Google News has both a website and 

mobile application version that list the most popular—or most visited—news stories of particular 

time of day. Those news sources are typically online heavy hitters, to no surprise; sources like 

The Washington Post, Fox News, CNN, MSNBC, and the New York Times. However, there are 
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some anomalies. Many other factors contribute to an individual’s aggregated feed such as one’s 

geographical location, political leanings observed from previous news searches, and topic 

preferences.  

 Developer Krishna Bharat first launched the beta version of Google News in 2002 to 

monitor worldwide news coverage of 9/11. When Google News became a “personalized” 

website in 2010, Bharat expressed his vision of Google News at Stanford’s IJ-7 Innovation 

Journalism conference. “Journalists should worry about creating content and other people in 

technology should worry about bringing content to the right group—given the article, what’s the 

best set of eyeballs for it, and that can be solved by personalization” (Pariser 62). But Bharat’s 

statement is problematic. What if the person who Google’s developers think we are, isn’t really 

us? And why should Google’s personalization system dictate our daily serving of civic 

education? Further in the interview Bharat remained contradictory. He uplifted personalization 

while expressing that “overpersonalization” would be a disaster, but with no way to resolve this 

phenomenon. Bharat also iterated that news distributors still had significant control over content 

(62). As Google imagined their mobile news aggregator, CEO Eric Schmidt forecasted in July 

2010 how news distribution was about to change forever: 

Most people will have personalized news-reading experiences on mobile-type devices 
that will largely replace their traditional reading of newspapers. And that kind of news 
consumption will be very personal, very targeted. It will remember what you know. It 
will suggest things you might want to know. It will have advertising. Right? And it will 
be as convenient and fun as reading a traditional newspaper or magazine. 

    
   (Eric Schmidt, Former Google CEO, quoted in “The Filter Bubble”) 
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Google knew they were about to captivate the world with their transition to mobile. They created 

the model, undercut the main distributor, usurped content, forecasted the future of news to the 

people, and said, let the Internet decide. 

Data Mining & Privacy 

 Google News gives users what it thinks—or is programmed to think—users want to know 

first: the local weather and information that everyone else online is currently feeding on. 

Weather is enabled by location services that a user agrees to by signing into the app with their 

Gmail, and top stories are aggregated based on the highest trending stories online. According to 

an article in The Atlantic, Google News “algorithmically harvests articles from more than 50,000 

news sources across 72 editions and 30 languages,” and their results are viewed by more than a 

billion users a week (Garber).  

 The “top stories” algorithm is Google News’s multilayered secret sauce. For example, a 

top story may have been published very quickly after a specific event at 6am and also has few 

duplicate stories online. Called “the breaking news score,” this is one way top stories are 

calculated and selected for Google News’s feed, which further perpetuates the trending cycle by 

posting them. Multiple algorithms also dictate the authenticity and trustworthiness of a source. 

Tech journalist for The Gaurdian Frederic Filloux discovered that Google’s algorithms consider 

13 factors to filter top stories on Google News. These algorithms compute relevance and reflect 

information feeding online in real time. Extensive and complex, the 13 factors measure:  (1) 

production level of a news source, (2) length of articles (longer articles get more street credit), 

(3) importance of coverage by a news source, (4) a “breaking news score,” (5) news site usage 

patterns, (6) human opinion of news sources, (7) audience and traffic, (8) newsroom staff size, 
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(9) number of news bureaus of a source, (10) number of “original named entities” in a story, (11) 

news story breadth, (12) global reach of a news story, (13) and even writing style and correctness 

(Filloux). With such a complex and multidimensional score, how could Google be wrong about 

what’s newsworthy? Should we be okay with this measure? Given Google’s techno-determinism 

ideology and the hazards that come from optimization, we cannot be absolutely sure that what is 

newsworthy is merely a talked-up hot topic, or actually something people should pay attention 

to. 

 Personalization works in tandem with news aggregates. Initially, users are asked to input 

their email account so former search queries can be factored into the “Suggested for You” 

section. While using any Google service—search, Gmail, Google News, Google Maps, etc.—all 

behavior of a user is monitored and this collective information contributes to personalization 

features within the Google News app. Google’s Privacy Policy, which can be located in the app 

by toggling “About” under “Information we collect,” reads: 

We collect information to provide better services to all of our users – from figuring out 
basic stuff like which language you speak, to more complex like which ads you’ll find 
most useful, the people who matter most to you online, or which YouTube videos you 
might like. We collect information in the following ways (categories listed): information 
you give us, information we get from you use of our services, log information, location 
information, unique application numbers, local storage, cookies and similar technologies. 
      
     ("Privacy Policy – Privacy & Terms – Google") 
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Platform Design 

 Google News relies on a list format of various categories to deliver news to its users. The 

app is very similar to NPR One in function, but also has major differences. Categories that I will 

analyze include: Main Page, Personalized News, Profile, Manage Sections, Suggested Why?, and 

Search. Since Google News’s interface is more complicated than NPR One, I will discuss the 

screenshots per page. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 Figure 4.5 Main Page            Figure 4.6 Personalized News 
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As mentioned previously, Google News starts off by giving users the weather and top stories on 

Figure 4.5, the “Main Page.” In Figure 4.6 “Personalized News,” local news can be viewed—see 

Washington D.C.— and location changed. The “local” feature has been mimicked by many news 

applications, like NPR One, since Google News’s 2010 release. Localization adds news 

relevance for the user. Also notice the “Suggested for You” section for my personal account. A 

few weeks ago I Googled the supreme court justice Sotomayor; seeing a news story titled, “Why 

politicians should strive to be like Sonia Sotomayor” is no coincidence. If a user were to scroll 

further, they could “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” this story on Sotomayor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Figure 4.7 Profile     Figure 4.8 Manage Sections 
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 Figure 4.7 the “Profile” page can be accessed by toggling the column symbol on the 

upper left hand corner of the Main Page. The Profile page lets the user take ownership of Google 

News via further personalization. Users sign into the app with their Gmail so data and search 

behaviors can contribute to their personalization experience. Geographical location can be 

edited, story suggestions viewed, and additional categories skimmed with the “show more” 

toggle. “Show more” lists the categories shown in Figure 4.8 “Manage Sections,” that are 

available for the user to keep or remove. As one can see, “NCAA Basketball Tournament” is an 

option for news, because this screen shot was taken during March Madness. Essentially, any 

news topic can be added—like “Badminton,” just as another city, like “Baton Rouge, 

Louisiana”—to harvest news from. Google News’s biggest affordance, users can collect as much 

or as little information on almost anything they want. 
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           Figure 4.9 Suggested Why?           Figure 4.10 Search 

 

Google News offers transparency as to why users are suggested stories, but you have to dig for 

this feature a bit. Within Figure 4.9 “Suggested Why?” users are provided an explanation as to 

why Google knows how to suggest you topics of your interest. Clear and concise, this is at least 

available for users who may be disturbed that Google News forwarded them news about Justin 

Bieber’s recent tour because they Google his YouTube videos twice a day. Tips on how to deter 

past activity from affecting a user’s news is also explained for those who are turned off by the 
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personalization feature altogether. Finally, I thought it was important to show that Google News, 

like NPR One, also has a simple search function (Figure 4.10 “Search”). Search function affords 

a user to insert any key word into the query and immediately get the most recent and relevant 

news on that topic. 

Case Studies Juxtaposition 

 In comparison, NPR One and Google News present information to users very differently. 

As we have seen, a news platform’s architecture and affordances are gatekeepers to different 

types of information. Similar to newspaper design, mobile developers now are involved in the 

conversation of determining the classic New York Times saying, “all the news that’s fit to print” 

("Our History | The New York Times Company"). Based on Google’s ideology, journalists 

should make the content while technologists find the eyeballs to read it. Whereas NPR One’s 

relationship between mobile developers and editorial staff goes hand in hand, said Mistry, and 

there is no disjointedness within this process. Ananny and Crawford consider the levels of 

hierarchy involved in news making as it has moved to mobile. “Today, press ethics are 

intertwined with platform design ethics, and press freedom is shared with software designers” 

(Ananny and Crawford). Technology can advance quickly, and often too fast for us to stop and 

question how new technologies affect society. In addition to mobile developers being 

gatekeepers of information, so are Apple and Google for deciding what applications to approve 

for wholesale on their smartphone operating systems. One may argue that there has always been 

a “middleman” distributor in journalism. But in this day and age we’re facing a time where the 

middleman is undercut completely by taking content straight to mobile. Undoubtedly, the 
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hierarchical chain of news distribution has shifted significantly. How computer mediated news 

affects users in the real world has yet to appropriately quantified. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SURVEY ANALYSIS 

 This chapter examines the survey “Knowledge and Perspectives of News 

Personalization,” which recorded participants’ news source use, demographics of mobile news 

app users and non-users, and how those users responded to questions concerning news 

personalization (Crain, Owen, and Riddle). Part of the larger PIENPS survey, questions 

addressed five aspects of news personalization: (1) whether people have used news apps that 

monitor their usage, (2) mobile app affect on news, (3) awareness of data mining, (4) comfort 

levels associated with personalization, and (5) ethical perceptions of the phenomenon. This 

survey found that there are many different “User Types” that contribute to the way in which 

people respond to questions of news personalization. Despite the positivity that is preached about 

personalized news platforms and the access to information they give, many people actually claim 

that this is not the case. This survey is one of the first of its kind to address tough questions 

concerning the effectiveness of news personalization: Is it really working? And are people 

satisfied with the information major news organizations are feeding them?   

Context 

 “News Source Use” examines respondents’ use of digital and traditional news sources 

(Table 5.1). Participants were given the option to respond never, rarely, sometimes, and 

frequently to these questions. Responses were recoded and dichotomized as: never/rarely and 

sometimes/frequently for easier statistical analyses. Percentages represent the valid percent of 

those responses. The actual number of participants who responded in each category appears in 

parentheses. 
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Table 5.1 News Source Use 

 
Sometimes/Frequently 

News Source 
 Mobile Apps 41% (348) 

  Digital 
 News Websites 87% (731) 

Blogs 34% (284) 
Social Media 67% (566) 

  Traditional 
 Newspaper 24% (201) 

TV 70% (587) 
Radio 42% (348) 

 

 News sources were categorized by “Digital” and “Traditional” in order to signify two 

different editorial eras in journalism. Mobile app use is displayed separately because of its 

importance to this study. Respondents claimed to use mobile apps “sometimes/frequently” at 

41%. A very high number in comparison to my former research in 2015 that employed a 

convenience sample, this percentage shows how pervasive mobile applications have become in 

the news market for this surveyed group (Crain). Because this survey was released on Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk website, participants are assumed to be technologically savvy. News website 

usage percentages further support that assumption by showing that 87% of respondents used 

news websites to get news information. Blogs are more unique places to find news information 

and are considered niche publications that often have an ideological bent. It is not surprising that 

they are sought for news “sometimes/frequently” 34% of the time. Social media use is a high 

source for news information at 67%. An interesting side note, social media has a significant 



69 
 

gender gap, with 71% of women and 63% of men using social media “sometimes/frequently” as 

a news source (see Table A1 “News Source Demographics” in Appendix for more info).  

 Out of the “Traditional” news sources, newspaper comes in last at 24%. Evidence that the 

newspaper is trending out, these technologically savvy participants aren’t too interested in the 

print version, or perhaps they find it less accessible. TV continues to be a media bedrock for 

news with respondents using TV “sometimes/frequently” at 70%. TV did not come in first for 

this sample, I argue, because of how technologically savvy this group is, and the fact that their 

majority age is 31-45. If the sample had older participants, TV would probably be dominant. 

 Radio is unique because the statistics are almost identical to mobile app use. Mobile apps 

were used at 41% and radio at 42%. I argue that these numbers are evidence of what I call a 

“media blur” between the two. These statistics provoke the questions: What is radio? Where do 

people go to listen to radio these days? Like NPR One, this statistic shows that radio is often 

experienced via mobile phone, rather than in one’s car or home radio for this particular sample. 

Because reasons for mobile news application use are so complex and varied, Table 5.2 shows the 

demographics of those who use them “rarely/never” and “sometimes/frequently.” 
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Table 5.2 Mobile User Demographics 

 
 Mobile App Use Mobile App Use  

Age “Rarely/Never” “Sometimes/Frequently” 
lo-24 55% 45% 
25-30 57% 43% 
31-45 57% 43% 
46-hi 73% 27% 
Chi Square (X2) 0.00   

   Gender 
  Male 56% 44% 

Female 62% 38% 
Chi Square (X2) 0.04   

   Education 
  High School 69% 31% 

Some College 58% 42% 
College 57% 43% 
Grad School 52% 48% 
Chi Square (X2) 0.07   

 

 Figure 5.2 breaks down respondents by demographics—age, gender, and education—and 

shows how often those groups use mobile apps to get their news. We see that as Age increases, 

mobile app use decreases. Age groups 25-30 and 31-45 both use mobile apps 

“sometimes/frequently” at 43%, however this number drops much lower to 27% usage for those 

aged 46-hi. Gender shows a substantial disparity. Men surveyed use mobile apps at 44% while 

women used them at a lower rate of 38%. Education trends as one might guess. As education 

increases, so do peoples’ levels of seeking out mobile applications to get their news. This 

correlates with the fact that the higher someone’s education, the more they seek out news 

information.  



71 
 

 Now that the context of mobile app users has been addressed, we can see more clearly 

why mobile users respond in certain ways to questions of news personalization. Because the 

majority demographics of mobile app users are aged lo-24, male, and have at least some college 

education, these factors may sway question responses by substantial percentage points. Non-

mobile app users have a different majority demographic that is aged 46-hi, female, and high 

school educated. Because of the differences in majority mobile app users and non-mobile app 

users, we address the research question:  

 

Do mobile news application users respond to questions on news personalization differently than 

non-mobile users? 

 

Next, we use survey data to test the following hypothesis:  

H: Mobile news users will respond to news personalization questions differently than non-users 

regarding: 

• News apps that monitor usage 

• Affect on news 

• Awareness of data mining of personal information 

• Comfort levels 

• Ethics and Outcomes 
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Analysis 

Table 5.3 Monitors Usage 

Monitors Usage 
 

Yes No 
Have you ever used a 
personalized news 
application that 
monitors your usage? Users 52% (180) 48% (166) 
  Non-Users 24% (118) 76% (370) 
  Total Sample 36% (298) 64% (538) 
Chi Square (X2) 0.00 

   

 Table 5.3 shows that 48% of mobile news app users responded “No” to whether or not 

they have used a personalization application that monitors their usage. Non-users said “No” at 

76%. First, these findings indicate that a considerable amount of mobile app users do not know 

that many news applications monitor their usage. Conversely, the non-users who responded, 

“Yes” at 24% show that they are educated on the fact that many news applications monitor their 

usage. This is probably the reason why they are non-users. These findings are important because 

they show considerable gaps in media literacy for both parties. Because the mobile app use 

responses were dichotomized as “never/rarely” for non-users and “sometimes/frequently” for 

users, it is very unlikely that all 76% of non-users have never used a mobile news app that 

monitors their usage. Next, we’ll look at “Affect on News” questions. 

 

 

 

 

 



73 
 

Table 5.4 Affect on News 

Affect on News 1 
 

Yes No 
 Do you feel mobile 

applications provide 
people with accurate 
information? Users 85% (296) 15% (51) 

 
 

Non-Users 69% (338) 31% (151) 
 

 
Total Sample 76% (635) 24% (203) 

 Chi Square (X2) 0.00 
   

     

Affect on News 2 
 

Positively Negatively 
No Effect 
At All 

Do you think mobile 
applications have 
affected news 
positively, negatively, 
or they have no 
effect? 

Users 62% (214) 15% (51) 24% (82) 

 
Non-Users 43% (208) 20% (100) 37% (181) 

 
Total Sample 51% (424) 18% (151) 31% (263) 

Chi Square (X2) 0.00 
   

     

Affect on News 3 
 

Necessary 
Not Very 
Necessary 

Not At All 
Necessary 

Do you think content 
personalization is 
necessary in today's 
online environment? Users 41% (141) 44% (153) 15% (52) 

 
Non-Users 23% (110) 48% (232) 30% (145) 

 
Total Sample 30% (251) 46% (386) 24% (198) 

Chi Square (X2) 0.00 
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  Table 5.4 Affect on News (continued) 

Affect on News 4 
 

Content 
personalization 
provides you 
access to general 
news items 

Content 
personalization 
prevents you from 
seeing general news 
items 

Which statement 
best reflects your 
views on content 
personalization? Users 44% (154) 56% (193) 

 
Non-Users 29% (140) 71% (348) 

 
Total Sample 35% (294) 65% (543) 

Chi Square (X2) 0.00 
  

    Affect on News 5 
 

Yes No 
Do you think 
content 
personalization is 
necessary to 
provide you with 
news you would 
like to read? Users 41% (141) 59% (206) 

 
Non-Users 25% (120) 75% (368) 

 
Total Sample 31% (261) 69% (576) 

Chi Square (X2) 0.00 
  

    Affect on News 6 
 

Yes No 
Do you think it 
matters whether 
or not a computer 
algorithm or a 
human news 
editor tailors your 
news feed? Users 56% (174) 44% (137) 

 
Non-Users 51% (216) 49% (210) 

 
Total Sample 53% (391) 47% (347) 

Chi Square (X2) 0.09 
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 Table 5.4 represents the six questions that deal with respondents’ perceptions of 

personalization’s affect on news. For the first question, “Do you think mobile applications 

provide people with accurate information?” mobile users responded “No” at 15%  and non-users 

at 31%. The total sample—or all respondents within the survey—said no at 24%. These 

percentages represent dissatisfaction with mobile news apps and their inability to provide 

accurate information. For users, 15% “No” is a substantial amount of upset. For non-users, their 

31% dissatisfaction may be why they actively choose to be non-mobile news app users. Question 

2, “Do you think mobile applications have affected news positively, negatively, or they have no 

effect?” has users responding “Negatively” at 15% and non-users at 20%. Subsequent questions 

will reveal why these groups feel this way. However, we see a trend that non-users have a higher 

disdain for news personalization thus far. 

 For question 3, users find news personalization in today’s online environment “Not Very 

Necessary” at 44% and non-users at 48%. These numbers are compelling because we see both 

groups responding at a similar rate for this option even though they are users and non-users. 

These particular respondents are saying that news personalization isn’t imperative to their online 

news gathering experience. Next, participants were asked to select one statement out of two that 

best reflect their views. For the statement, “Content personalization prevents you from seeing 

general news items,” users supported this at 56% and non-users at 71%. Both parties iterated that 

news personalization prevents them from seeing pertinent news information. These statistics are 

troublesome, and pose a question of information quality in today’s news environment for mobile 

news applications.  
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 For question 5, “Do you think content personalization is necessary to provide you with 

news you would like to read?” users responded “No” at 59%, and non-users at 75%. The fact that 

even mobile news app users do not find news personalization necessary at a 59% majority is 

important. We see that dissatisfaction with news personalization transcends both parties. Lastly, 

“Do you think it matters whether or not a computer algorithm or a human news editor tailors 

your news feed?” Users responded “Yes” at 56% and non-users at 51%. Because both parties 

responded, “Yes” at over 50% percent, we can speculate that mobile app use doesn’t contribute 

as much to these opinions. Even if respondents do not know what an algorithm does, they are 

showing their discomfort with technological determinism. 

 Altogether the “Affect on News” section reveals that even though there are users that 

show overall satisfaction with news personalization—particularly within the first three 

questions—there are still a substantial amount of users and non-users that aren’t completely on 

board with it. For questions 4,5, and 6, both users and non-users held majority opinions that 

content personalization prevented one from seeing general news, that news personalization was 

not necessary, and that “Yes” it matters whether or not a human or computer created their daily 

dose of news. Perhaps this new editorial era isn’t as innovative and accurately personalized as 

journalists and product developers’ thought. 
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Table 5.5 Awareness 

Awareness 1 
 

Yes No 
Are you aware that your 
personal data is collected 
when you use a mobile 
app to provide you with 
news unique to your 
preferences? Users 81% (281) 19% (66) 
  Non-Users 73% (357) 27% (130) 
  Total Sample 77% (640) 22% (196) 
Chi Square (X2) 0.01 

  
    Awareness 2 

 
Yes No 

Do you generally 
understand how computer 
algorithms, which work to 
provide personalized news 
to a user, operate?  Users 69% (213) 31% (97) 
  Non-Users 60% (254) 41% (173) 
  Total Sample 63% (468) 37% (270) 
Chi Square (X2) 0.01 

   

 Table 5.5. represents personalization “Awareness” for mobile users. For the question, 

“Are you aware that your personal data is collected when you use a mobile app to provide you 

with news unique to your preferences?” users respond, “Yes” at 81% and non-users claim to 

know at 73%. These awareness numbers are particularly high. Next, “Do you generally 

understand how computer algorithms, which work to provide personalized news to a user, 

operate?” 69% of users said “Yes” along with 60% of non-users. Overall, majorities in both 

parties show that they are aware of and understand the concepts of data mining that result in 

personalization. Indicative of our technologically savvy sample population, these responses 

reflect the general strength of their knowledge. 
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Table 5.6 Comfort 

  

Comfort 1 
 

Comfortable Uncomfortable Neither 

Are you comfortable 
with using an 
application that uses 
computer algorithms to 
tailor news for you? 

Users 49% (171) 21% (75) 29% (100) 

 
Non-Users 31% (151) 43% (212) 26% (126) 

 
Total Sample 39% (322) 34% (288) 27% (227) 

Chi Square (X2) 0.00 
   

     Comfort 2 
 

Comfortable Uncomfortable Neither 
How comfortable are 
you with the fact that 
many online 
applications collect 
your personal data? 
(For Example: Google, 
Amazon, Netflix, 
Facebook, etc.) Users 41% (141) 32% (112) 27% (94) 

 
Non-Users 27% (130) 53% (259) 20% (100) 

 
Total Sample 32% (271) 45% (373) 23% (194) 

Chi Square (X2) 0.00 
   

 

   

 Table 5.6 displays comfort levels for news personalization for users and non-users. In the 

first question, 21% of users are “Uncomfortable” using an application that uses computer 

algorithms to tailor news for them. Non-users are “Uncomfortable” at 43%. High non-user 

discomfort reveals why many non-users do not use mobile news apps. Moving on, 

“Uncomfortable” gets higher rates in the next question: “How comfortable are you with the fact 

that many online applications collect your personal data? (For Example: Google, Amazon, 

Netflix, Facebook, etc.).” Users said they were “Uncomfortable” at 32% and non-users were at 

53%. For both parties, numbers of discomfort increase 10% from question 1 to 2. I argue that 
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uncomfortable feelings rose because social media use is more widespread than mobile news app 

use. In addition, social media platforms are filled with more intimate information than what 

mobile news apps gather. Therefore, respondents’ rise in uncomfortable feelings reveals their 

wishes to safeguard social media information or maintain privacy. These numbers may also be 

indicative of the lack of news personalization knowledge, and what information mobile news 

apps actually extract. 

Table 5.7 Ethics 

Ethics 1 
 

Data mining 
yields positive 
outcomes for 
users 

Data mining 
yields negative 
outcomes for 
users 

Which statement best 
reflects your views about 
data mining, or the process 
where news organizations 
collect consumer 
information for content 
personalization? Users 60% (187) 40% (123) 
  Non-Users 43% (185) 57% (243) 
  Total Sample 51% (373) 50% (366) 
Chi Square (X2) 0.00 

  
    Ethics 2 

 
Yes No 

Do you think its ethical for 
a computer to personalize 
people's newsfeeds instead 
of just human editors? Users 69% (215) 31% (96) 
  Non-Users 60% (258) 40% (170) 
  Total Sample 64% (474) 36% (266) 
Chi Square (X2) 0.01 
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 Table 5.7 shows perspectives on ethics and outcomes of news personalization. In the first 

ethics question, 40% of users chose “Data mining yields negative outcomes for users.” Non-

users said so at 57%. While it seems natural that more non-users would feel negatively about 

data mining, 57% is still a high number that represents much dissatisfaction with the editorial 

methods of news personalization. Even 40% of mobile users feel that data mining has negative 

outcomes for them, despite using personalization services anyway. Lastly, “Do you think its 

ethical for a computer to personalize people's newsfeeds instead of just human editors?” 31% of 

users said “No” it was not ethical, along with 40% of non-users. It is possible that many different 

types of respondents answered this way for different reasons. Some may be highly educated and 

are against technological determinism. Some may have low education levels and those numbers 

reflect their fear of technology, or how uninformed they are concerning the pitfalls of the 

personalized web. Ethical perspectives are complex, because they are moral judgments about 

what is “the right thing to do.” While the majority of respondents found that news 

personalization is ethical, some still find computational decision-making, and that alone, 

untrustworthy. 
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Discussion 

 Overall my hypothesis was supported, that mobile news app users responded differently 

to questions than non-users. Differences in “User Type” is one way to explain why certain 

people answered personalization questions the way that they did. Table 5.8 is a small sample of 

the possible user type combinations that had the most obvious impact. 

Table 5.8 User Types 

User Types 
Monitors 
Usage 

Affect on 
News Awareness Comfort Ethics 

 
Type 1: User 
Extreme 

 
Yes 

 
Positive 

 
Full 

 
Comfortable 

 
Ethical  

Type 2: User 
Cognitive 
Dissonant 

Yes Negative Full Uncomfortable Unethical 

Type 3: User 
Unaware 

says "No" 
but has 

Positive Not Aware Comfortable Ethical 

      
Non-User Types      
Type 4: Non-
User Extreme 

No Negative Full Uncomfortable Unethical 

Type 5: Non-
User Unaware 

says "No" 
but has 

Neutral Not Aware Neither Unethical 

Type 6: Non-
User Indifferent 

No Neutral Full Neither Ethical 

 

Type 1: User Extremes were people who claimed to have used a mobile news app that monitored 

their usage. They also saw that news personalization had a positive affect on news, had full 

awareness of news personalization, were comfortable with it, and found it ethical. User Extremes 

are the happy-go-lucky respondents. Conversely, Type 4: Non-User Extremes have the complete 

opposite profile. Therefore, “Extremes” are either overwhelmingly positive or negative. 



82 
 

 Type 2: User Cognitive Dissonant has a unique profile. They are fully aware of the 

pitfalls of personalization, but they continue to use mobile news apps anyway. Complacent users, 

they care about using the latest technologies for information gathering, but show their disturbed 

feelings about data mining. Type 3: User Unaware claimed to never have used a mobile app that 

monitors their usage, but have actually used them unknowingly. User Unaware respondents have 

positive responses even though they have a lack of personalization knowledge.  

 Type 5: Non-User Unaware, like Type 3, also say “No” to using a mobile news app that 

monitors their usage, but probably have. Their feelings are neutral, they’re unaware of 

personalization and therefore are neither comfortable nor uncomfortable. Type 5’s also find it 

unethical for a computer to tailor their newsfeed because they simply don’t understand. Lastly, 

Type 6: Non-User Indifferent are people that don’t use mobile news apps, are aware of news 

personalization, but just don’t care about how it affects society. This could be because it doesn’t 

involve them, or they aren’t interested in journalism ethics.  

 While a plethora of respondent types do exist, the aforementioned types are some of the 

most prominent in the survey. User categorization helps to point out why an overwhelming 71% 

of non-users claimed that “content personalization prevents you from seeing general news 

items.” Majority of user types who responded this way could be Non-User Extremes. For the 

question, “Are you comfortable with using an application that uses computer algorithms to tailor 

news for you?” Majority mobile news app user respondents who claimed “Uncomfortable” at 

21% could be Type 2: User Cognitive Dissonance. 

 News personalization is not well received by all. Despite the positivity that is preached 

about personalized platforms, this survey shows that a substantial number of tech savvy 
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participants find news personalization processes to be troublesome and inefficient. We wonder 

still, what are the demographics of those who were dissatisfied with news personalization. Are 

they minorities? An avenue for future research, demographics could be used to identify what 

groups within mobile news app users were outspoken about news personalization discrepancies. 

 Almost each question was statistically significant at the 0.01 level, except for “Affect on 

News 6” that was approaching statistical significance at 0.09. Responses for each personalization 

should be taken into serious consideration. This survey reveals that there are large gaps in media 

literacy when it comes to identifying how news information online reaches the public. 19% of 

mobile users said that they were not aware that their personal data is collected in mobile news 

apps. 27% of non-users said the same. Because this survey was taken online and not many 

respondents were aged 46 or older, media literacy seems to be higher for this sample population 

than in reality. So what does this data say about the future of news? Clearly, mobile news app 

use will take a few more years to have widespread adoption. If these respondents were 

questioned five years from now, technological knowledge may increase. We can only hope that 

media literacy will be made a priority and that more people will begin to question how 

information is served to them. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS 

 
 The evolution of communication technologies will always affect how information is 

disseminated. At each stage in editorial history, from the days of Gutenberg to the development 

of the first smartphone application, message conduits have been used to tailor information for a 

specific audience. But the age we find ourselves in today is different than those before. The 

Internet came into the world as a creative and financial disruption, and journalism, just like many 

other business models have been forced to change. When the personalized web arrived, so did 

the data arms race. News publications had no choice but to follow suit. At first, data mining 

helped publications produce advertisement revenue similar to a newspaper’s classified section. 

Now, data mining within online platforms helps journalism outlets give readers information they 

“might like to read.” This concept brings me to the original research question: How have 

personalization algorithms and platform design changed journalism’s editorial processes, and 

how has this affected society? As Nicholas Negroponte prophesized in the mid 1990’s with the 

“Daily Me,” data mining has afforded news seekers an “interface agent” that aggregates, 

organizes, and presents users with a buffet of news information. But as this study has revealed, 

the buffet doesn’t always seem so appetizing. 

 When we use a mobile news application our behavior is likely monitored. Variations of 

platform design, as we have seen with Google News and NPR One, determine how the so-called 

“interface agent” acts. Each platform has its own personality, just as local newspapers have their 

own style and communicative flair. But the layers of editorialism in the digital age go deeper 

than they ever have before. Not only are there human editors and mobile application developers, 
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but there are also computer algorithms bolstered by data mining that either execute, or contribute 

to, publication decisions.  

 After Negroponte shared “The Daily Me” idea with the world, one of the creators of 

virtual reality, Jaron Lanier, expressed his doubts about the concept of an interface agent. Lanier 

said, “An agent’s model of what you are interested in will be a cartoon model, and you will see a 

cartoon version of the world through the agent’s eyes” (Pariser 23). My study supports Lanier’s 

suspicions; even today there is still reason to question the strength and accuracy of the interface 

agent’s ability to personalize. The data-mined mosaic that personalized platforms piece together 

of the world and us are somewhat cartoonish. They aren’t us, exactly. Our personalized identities 

are caricatures of who we are, what we want, and need. 

Findings 

 Each method within this study “de-blackboxed,” or unpacked, the affects of this 

sociotechnical phenomenon (Latour). Case studies of Google News and NPR One revealed that 

mobile applications are like modern art; their design rhetoric expresses platform developers’ 

organizational worldviews and perceptions of end users. Google News is bound by technological 

determinism; they let their algorithms decide how top news and personalized items should 

surface. Even though humans create these algorithms to begin with, they are also analytical 

machines that produce caricatures of the world for larger programs to make decisions with. NPR 

One is an example of an ethical, personalized happy medium. With an arsenal of radio that is 

incomparable to any other news organization, NPR dominates their niche. Because NPR is a 

partially funded government non-profit they are responsible for educating the public. The NPR 
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One team, as Mistry explained, tries to strike a balance between each editorial branch of 

experienced journalists, developers, analysts, and computational technologies.  

 We also learned that no app mines data the same. Terms of Service and Privacy 

documents are found in different places within a mobile news application. What information one 

news organization pulls from their user base, another disregards. Lastly, while mobile news 

applications may have similar layouts, the way their personalization features interact with users 

are unique per application. For example, Google News personalized the story for my account 

about Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor. Evidence of the perpetuation of an echo 

chamber, the Sotomayor story echoes my previous search results within Google. NPR One will 

do the same if you listen to a story completely or toggle it as “Interesting.” Another story like it 

will soon slide your way. 

 The survey got to the heart of the question of how news personalization affects society, 

and more specifically, mobile news application users and non-users. We found that patterns of 

“User Types” helped to narrate the story of who supported news personalization and who 

criticized it, and why. There were extremes of those who opted out of the technology because of 

their awareness of data mining, as well as those who used mobile news applications anyway even 

though data mining made them uncomfortable. Discovery of these user type patterns are 

shocking, because more and more major news organizations are operating via personalized 

services. Will the frustration with data mining ever break the personalization business model? Or 

will people continue to operate under complacency, shrugging their shoulders to being monitored 

when they read their daily news? 
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 Overwhelmingly, both mobile user and non-users claimed that news personalization 

prevents them for seeing general news items. An extremely important finding, the effectiveness 

of news personalization is weak, according to the survey. We also find that the majority of both 

parties think that news personalization is “Not Very Necessary” in today’s online environment, 

nor do they think it is necessary to provide users with news they would like to read. When asked 

if it matters whether or not a human or computer algorithm creates their newsfeed, the majority 

of both parties said, “Yes.” Because both users and non-users are siding together on these issues, 

this means that news personalization isn’t as effective and magical as it is praised.  

 News personalization has only been around for about six years; the general public is still 

scrambling to adopt and understand new methods of news dispersal and gathering. The survey 

participants, however, were uniquely tech savvy. But a substantial amount of people, users and 

non-users still showed their lack of knowledge on news personalization. This calls for concern 

because citizens should be taught critical thinking skills—known as media literacy—that will 

allow them to critique the authenticity of news sources. If substantial amounts of people are 

unaware of the methods of news personalization, the general public’s ability to properly criticize 

a new source, I argue, decreases based on the fact that most news organizations use personalized 

applications as information conduits.  

 Also disconcerting is the level of discomfort associated with data mining and news 

personalization, even though the highest numbers come from non-users. In a mobile news app 

people are monitored if they open their app and click on a story. A comparable situation would 

be if someone were watching you right outside your house to see if you walked out to get the 

Sunday paper, took it out of the plastic, and calculated what stories caught your eye and for how 
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long. From a business standpoint, this level of monitoring enables publications to better know 

what the reader wants. From a privacy standpoint, this is downright absurd. No wonder many 

non-users are those who have opted out of using mobile news applications entirely. 

Moving Forward 

 If news personalization is here to stay, and I imagine it will, what should news 

organizations be cognizant of as they go forward? They should: strive for transparency, adopt a 

sense of caution for algorithmic agonism and echo chambers, and improve personalization 

accuracy. Transparency for data mining should exist so users at least know how they’re getting 

their news. NPR One made specific efforts to do that via vocal tutorials in order to educate their 

users on the personalization process. Caution for algorithmic agonism, a term that Kate Crawford 

coined, should also be at the forefront of product developers minds, especially aggregate 

platforms like Google News. In 2013, Google News was criticized for its news topic, “Google 

Flu Trends” because it predicted “more than double the proportion of doctor visits for influenza-

like illnesses” (Lazer et al.). Yet another example of algorithmic optimization and data ranking 

exacerbation, Google’s flu news wasn’t actually representative of the virus spread across 

America. Collaboration between journalists and product developers would help to prevent 

misinformation on the web like this from originating and spreading.  

 Echo chambers are embedded within personalization. “If you like this, you may like this” 

features operate on the notion of people’s preferences. These preferences can be based on 

people’s ideologies and can affect their exposure to political information. We can only hope that 

if a major news source identifies someone as a political junkie, the organization maintains an 

element of non-partisan appeal on the mobile platform. 
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 Finally, personalization profiling should try to be as accurate as possible. Algorithms can 

create discriminatory outputs and reveal cultural stereotypes that may be inaccurate of users 

identities. For example, Harvard Professor Latanya Sweeney found in her study on Google ads 

that a “black-identifying name was 25 percent more likely to get an ad suggestive of an arrest 

record” (Bosker). Sweeney executed this study after she received a discriminatory Google ad 

herself that read, “Latanya Sweeney, Arrested?” Sweeney’s study humanizes the personalization 

process and identifies its pitfalls as a service. If news is no longer going to be written for a 

general audience, we cannot let personalization interface agents draw these false caricatures of 

people and issues in the world.  

Future Research 

 Focus groups on how users feel news personalization affects them and for what news 

apps would be very helpful for this study. Accuracy of personalization would be considered, and 

for more apps than just Google News and NPR One. For the survey I would have liked to 

examine the demographics of mobile news app users and non-users and how those demographics 

contributed to the answers of personalization questions. Were older non-users most 

uncomfortable about news personalization? This would be great information to know. Even 

though our survey was robust, a larger survey with more female respondents and a balance of 

tech savvy and non-tech savvy people would have produced different results.  

 The effects of news personalization are real and affect real people. The new age of 

editorialism walks an ethical tight rope between the importance of manual drivers and 

technological determinism. In the future, we can only hope that news organizations have learned, 

especially, from the mistakes of Google and other news platforms. Until then, news 
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organizations will keep testing their mobile news apps on users to see what works and what 

doesn’t. But based on what we have discovered, a well-crafted and thoughtful input produces a 

satisfactory output for users. 
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APPENDIX 

ADDITIONAL TABLES 

 

Table A1 News Source Demographics 

 
Newspaper TV Radio Apps Websites Blogs 

Social 
Media 

lo-24 22% 60% 30% 45% 81% 30% 68% 
25-30 19% 64% 37% 43% 86% 35% 71% 
31-45 24% 75% 44% 43% 90% 35% 67% 
46-hi 35% 80% 55% 27% 91% 33% 59% 
Chi Square (X2) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.03 N/S N/S 

        Male 25% 66% 39% 44% 89% 35% 63% 
Female 23% 74% 45% 38% 87% 32% 71% 
Chi Square (X2) N/S 0.01 0.05 0.04 N/S N/S 0.01 

        High School 14% 71% 34% 31% 81% 23% 67% 
Some College 21% 66% 44% 42% 88% 34% 67% 
College 27% 72% 38% 43% 88% 37% 65% 
Grad School 26% 76% 59% 48% 91% 35% 68% 
Chi Square (X2) 0.00 N/S 0.00 0.07 N/S 0.06 N/S 
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Table A2 Age, Gender, Education Frequencies 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

lo-24 117 13.5% 14.7% 14.7% 
25-30 238 27.4% 30% 44.7% 
31-45 317 36.5% 39.9% 84.6% 
46-hi 122 14% 15.4% 100% 
Total 794 91.4% 100% 

 Missing Values 75 8.6% 
  Total Participants 869 100% 
  

     Male 428 49.3% 53% 53% 
Female 380 43.7% 47% 100% 
Total 808 93% 100% 

 Missing Values 61 7% 
  Total Participants 869 100% 
  

     High School 113 13% 14% 14% 
Some College 309 35.6% 38.4% 52.4% 
College 296 34.1% 36.8% 89.2% 
Grad School 87 10% 10.8% 100% 
Total 805 92.6% 100% 

 Missing 64 7.4% 
  Total Participants 869 100% 
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