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Abstract:
Previous research demonstrates that controversy in the content of news articles
influences individuals’ attention, selection, and distribution of news. Our study
examines whether controversy in social media comment fields can trigger similar
effects. Using a mixed-methods approach combining eye tracking with surveys, we
run an experiment in which participants (n=96) were exposed to 40 Facebook news
posts from a Swedish newspaper. Under each post, we manipulated a pair of
comments to be in either agreement or disagreement with one another. We find that
disagreement increases users’ attention to comments and decreases their
likelihood to share the post. We also find a significant difference between the effects
of comment controversy on hard vs. soft news. Compared to soft news, controversy
in hard news comments reduced users’ attention to the comment field, as well as
their likelihood to read the Facebook post.
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