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Delegating Importance Judgements to the Press: An Experimental

Test of the Agenda Cueing Hypothesis in an Online News Aggregator

Agenda cueing is a theorized mechanism whereby news consumers form
judgements of relative social issue importance as a result of exposure to media
coverage. The process is driven by users who mistakenly believe that gatekeepers
prioritize problems mainly based on importance to society, and entails taking
issue importance cues from the news. Relying on an experimental stimulus
simulating an interface of a major news platform, this study puts this hypothesis
to test in the context of aggregated digital newsfeed, and tests whether cues
coming from different gatekeepers produce varying agenda-setting effects. The
analysis reveals that various types of interface agenda cues can influence users’
perceptions of issue importance differently. Furthermore, it advances theory by
providing empirical evidence for the mediating role of gatekeepers’ perceived
agendas, with users high in gatekeeping trust proving to be especially susceptible

to media agenda cues.
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Introduction

Agenda cues, understood as surface features of news presentation that media consumers
can use to form judgements of relative issue importance, have been shown to exert
powerful agenda-setting effects in previous experimental studies (Pingree & Stoycheff,
2013; Stoycheff et al., 2018). Importantly, such cues can affect individuals’ perceptions
of social issues’ significance even without exposure to actual news content. These
findings can have significant implications not just for the agenda-setting scholarship,
but for democratic public discourse writ large. In theory, the agenda-setting function of
mass media is central for a system that relies on citizens’ shared understanding of the
most pressing problems facing society. It is believed that the news is at least capable of

directing public attention to the issues of utmost importance, mustering public support



for specific courses of policy action (e. g. Baumgartner & Jones, 2010). However, the
reality of agenda-setting is far from an ideal rational process of prioritizing problems.
On the supply side, a host of factors underlying formation of news agendas — economic
incentives, news values such as timeliness and conflict, interests of political elites, and
diverging news preferences of journalists and the public, to name a few — result in mass
media prioritizing issues on grounds other than societal importance (Bennett, 1990;
Boczkowski & Mitchelstein, 2015; Cook, 1998; Price & Tewksbury, 1997). On the
consumer side, news users often misinterpret signals coming from the media —
particularly, by taking agenda cues such as the mere frequency of coverage as indication
of problem importance — and thus form agendas that are reactive and unstable (Pingree
etal., 2013).

Put forth by Pingree and Stoycheff (2013), the agenda cueing hypothesis
contributes to the broader agenda-setting theory by specifying one of the mechanisms
that underlies formation of the public’s issue priorities. The hypothesis postulates that
some news consumers tend to delegate judgements of social issues’ importance to the
press based on superficially perceived news agendas (agenda cueing) rather than engage
in a thoughtful consideration of the issues and why they are important (agenda
reasoning). This model describes a two-step process whereby agenda cues that
individuals encounter first influence their perceptions of what issues are prioritized in
news coverage. On the second step, this perceived news agenda informs users’ own
importance judgements such that individuals become more likely to name the more
frequently covered problems as the most important to society. Crucially, the second step
of the hypothesized process is moderated by users’ belief that journalists systematically

prioritize problems based on their importance more than any other criteria — an overly



simplified view of newsmaking practices that Pingree and Stoycheft labelled
gatekeeping trust.

Building on this theoretical framework, this study seeks to advance agenda-
setting theory in several ways. Firstly, I put the agenda cueing hypothesis to test in a
context of an online news aggregator, which is different from previous studies that
either explored the influence of generic mainstream media coverage (Pingree &
Stoycheft, 2013), or frequency of Twitter posts (Stoycheff et al., 2018), delivered to
respondents as experimentally manipulated news/Twitter summary reports. In contrast, |
use a novel, newsfeed screenshot-based stimulus that allows users to take up agenda
cues from the coverage itself. Secondly, informed by the idea that in today’s digital
media environments there exist other gatekeepers than just media professionals, |
manipulate the source of agenda cues (news media vs. other users) to test whether the
agenda-setting effects differ between these two conditions. Finally, whereas previous
studies only hypothesized the two-step mechanism where agenda cues initially shape
perceived media agenda that in turn influences individuals’ own issue importance
judgements, the present experiment incorporates tools that allow me to first validate this
mediated process empirically.

The results demonstrate that users pick up agenda cues from news aggregator
feeds, and that the source of perceived problem prioritizations does make a difference:
users high in gatekeeping trust are more susceptible to agenda cues that come from the
feed representing news agenda rather than the one labelled as user-curated. With regard
to one of the two experimental issues, moderated mediation analysis supports the
expectation that agenda cues first shape the impression of media agenda, which then

affects perceptions of issue importance in respondents high in gatekeeping trust.



Agenda cueing and dual-process agenda setting

Early stages of agenda-setting research were marked by little attention to psychological
mechanisms underlying formation of issue importance judgements. A dominant
presumption, grounded in psychological theories of knowledge activation (e.g. Higgins,
1996), has long been that agenda-setting effects are driven by cognitive accessibility,
1.e. exposure to problems’ media coverage makes them more easily retrievable from the
top of one’s mind (Iyengar, 1990; Price & Tewksbury, 1997). As some scholars called
for increasing the explanatory capacity of agenda-setting theory (Kosicki, 1993), the
more recent wave of investigations addressed the question of psychological mechanisms
directly. The role of accessibility as a key causal ingredient of agenda setting effects
came into question when evidence emerged that such effects are moderated by media
trust (Tsfati, 2003), suggesting that at least some individuals do not just blurt out the
problems that are the easiest to recall in response to the survey question, but choose to
accept the influence of information sources in a conscious cognitive process (Pingree &
Stoycheft, 2013). Furthermore, the findings of a study where cognitive accessibility of
relevant objects was actually measured did not support the expectation that it mediates
agenda-setting effects (Miller, 2007).

Eventually the agenda-setting scholarship largely departed from viewing
cognitive accessibility as the main driving force behind the formation of citizens’ issue
priority judgements. Most of recent theoretical developments in the field are grounded
in the notion that the nature of the process is dual, following the distinction initially laid
out by Petty and Cacioppo in their Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) of persuasion
(Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Dual-process models that adopt this logic presume that
internalization of information from outside sources may occur through one of the two

distinct routes: the more cognitively taxing central route, which is associated with



thoughtful processing and deliberation, and the peripheral route, which is geared toward
making quick and efficient decisions using minimal cognitive resources. Peripheral
processing often invokes various heuristics that help individuals sort information
according to simple, pre-stored rules of thumb.

In the field of agenda-setting research, Takeshita (2006) was among the first to
argue that people’s responses to the most important issue question can be driven by
distinct processes: either cognitive accessibility or systematically reasoned opinion that
a certain issue is socially important. Takeshita’s model makes a distinction between the
automatic, low-effort process that he calls “pseudo” agenda setting, and the “genuine”
agenda setting, construed as an effortful process that involves central processing of
considerations related to problem importance. Still, Takeshita retains cognitive
accessibility as the mechanism driving the “pseudo” agenda setting process. A dual-
process model of agenda setting developed by Bulkow and colleagues (2012) abandons
the cognitive accessibility mechanism altogether and instead centers on individuals’
personal involvement with the issue. They find that greater involvement predicts
reading an increased number of articles on the issue and processing the information
centrally, while lower involvement is associated with diminished attention to the articles
on the topic and higher susceptibility to presentation cues such as frequency of
coverage.

Based on these theoretical advancements, Raymond Pingree and Elizabeth
Stoycheff have developed a dual-process agenda-setting model where the systematic
process is labelled agenda reasoning and heuristic process, agenda cueing (Pingree &
Stoycheff, 2013). Agenda reasoning represents a cognitively effortful, central-route
process whereby individuals get exposed to the actual content of media coverage and

discover substantive reasons for why a certain issue is societally important. On the



peripheral side, agenda cueing, similar to the models that feature accessibility heuristic,
is grounded in the notion that the answer to the most important problem survey question
is constructed at the moment of giving a response. The crucial difference from the
accessibility-based processes here is that, rather than simply resorting to whatever issue
comes to mind first, respondents use what they recall to be on the news agenda as a
substitute for their own issue importance judgements. This route does not presume
active engagement with news content: individuals can pick up agenda cues from
superficial characteristics of news coverage such as frequency of headlines referencing
certain topics, which can be inferred from simply scrolling through the newsfeed.

Stoycheff, Pingree, Peifer, and Sui (2018) extended this line of research into the
realm of social media. They tested the effects of perceived social media agenda, cued
using a Twitter summary report, alongside the effects of the news media agenda. The
researchers found evidence that telling respondents that an issue is frequently discussed
on Twitter increases their likelihood to name it as important, even though the effect is
smaller compared to a similar cue attributed to news media. The existence of these
effects and the difference in their magnitude suggests that news users’ issue importance
judgements are malleable to agenda cues coming from a variety of gatekeepers, and that
the perceived agency behind the cues does matter. This warrants further experimental
exploration of agenda cueing effects in digital multi-source media environments, where
news platforms’ interface features allow for cueing diverse logics of content

prioritization and presentation.

The role of gatekeeping trust in agenda cueing
The agenda cueing hypothesis has roots in previous work that found evidence for the
moderating role of media trust in agenda-setting processes (Tsfati, 2003; Miller &

Krosnick, 2000). This line of reasoning maintains that the more individuals trust the



media, the more likely they are to accept their agenda as a reflection of the issues
important to the nation. Pingree and Stoycheff (2013) put to test an intuition that it is
not the generic media trust that underlies this relationship, but a more specialized set of
beliefs, which they labelled gatekeeping trust. This construct captures the extent to
which media consumers believe that news organizations tend to prioritize the issues that
are important to the society in their coverage, and that these prioritizations reflect news
professionals’ importance-based judgements rather than more pragmatic considerations.
Individuals with higher levels of this belief were found to be influenced more by agenda
cues from news media than their low-gatekeeping trust peers. This construct, however,
is different from general media trust: it is possible to view mass media positively while
being skeptical of their ability to always prioritize the most important issues of the day.
In Pingree and Stoycheff’s experiment, the measure of gatekeeping trust was validated

as distinct, as it moderated agenda cueing effects and general media trust did not.

Social gatekeeping trust

In today’s digital news environments, news media professionals are not the only actors
to exercise gatekeeping power. Aggregated newsfeeds where a significant portion of the
digital audience encounters media content are also curated by members of their social
networks, users who comment and “like” articles on news websites, and
recommendation algorithms (Thorson & Wells, 2016). The amount of attention and
salience that these gatekeepers afford to certain topics could also indicate a coherent
agenda and serve as a perceived manifestation of collective judgements of issue
importance. If users of online news are susceptible to these bandwagon agenda cues,
their effects should be moderated by the belief that the source of the cue has done the
requisite cognitive work. Following this logic, Stoycheff and colleagues (2018)

introduced the concept of social media gatekeeping trust in a study that examined the



effects of both media agenda and user agenda (inferred from Twitter) on respondents’
perceptions of relative issue importance. Similarly to gatekeeping trust, this new
construct was intended to capture the extent to which individuals believe that social
media users prioritize issues based on their importance.

Stoycheff et al.’s experiment failed to produce evidence for the moderating role
of social media gatekeeping trust for any of the six issues examined. Yet, the authors
admitted that this result should be considered as highly tentative, since the way they
operationalized the concept was just one of many possible options. The lack of the
moderating effect could also be specific to the social network they used and the format
of the stimulus: a Twitter coverage summary report. In this study, I use a modified
version of social gatekeeping trust that taps into the respondents’ perception of the
“wisdom of the crowd” as the source of the cue. It is also not confined to a single
platform or social media at large, but instead relates to all users of online news as a

gatekeeping authority.

Studying agenda cueing in multi-source media environments

In both agenda cueing experimental studies to date, researchers relied on a highly
specific treatment: made-up reports summarizing previous week’s news coverage and
presenting either the percentage of stories dedicated to each issue (Pingree & Stoycheft,
2013) or rank-ordered list of the most covered topics, with the issues purported to have
dominated the media agenda coming first (Stoycheff et al., 2018). Had the actual news
been available to participants, they could have engaged in systematic processing of
agenda reasons, thus diluting the effect of agenda cueing manipulation. Such stimuli
provide a robust operationalization of the concept of agenda cue, and for the purposes of
experimentally testing agenda cueing hypotheses it is irrelevant whether perceptions of

media agenda are derived from exposure to media or a summary report.



Advancement of agenda cueing theory requires more externally valid tests of the
actual forms that real-life cues can take. We have to demonstrate that agenda cue uptake
occurs in a situation of users’ exposure to a realistic news environment, while
minimizing exposure to agenda reasons. The word “minimizing” here is no coincidence:
in real-life news setting, users’ complete isolation from substantive agenda reasons is
impossible because their bits are always present in news headlines and blurbs. The
present study seeks to complement the existing theory with empirical evidence
generated from a test that combines a realistic experimental stimulus with users’

minimal exposure to substantive coverage of issues.

The role of interface cues
Scholars of computer-mediated communication have long pointed out that certain
features of website interfaces that accompany online messages can affect users’
expectations and perceptions of the content of these messages (Sundar et al., 2015). The
MAIN model, short for Modality, Agency, Interactivity, and Navigability, outlines four
major categories of interface features (also described as interface cues) that can
influence information processing in online media environments (Sundar, 2008). The
MAIN model conceptualizes interface cues as website features that activate certain
heuristics that individuals rely on when processing information (Bellur & Sundar,
2014). One example is the interface cues that convey other people’s collective behaviors
toward or perceptions of media content: comments, views, likes, upvotes and
downvotes that refer to certain headlines or posts. Sundar and Nass (2001) labelled this
type of interface features, arguably the most dominant in online news environments,
bandwagon cues.

Past research suggests that bandwagon cues present in digital interfaces exert

powerful effects on both attitudinal and behavioral outcomes, such as message
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persuasiveness, purchase intention, click likelihood, and selective exposure to the
endorsed content (Yang 2016; Messing & Westwood, 2014; Sundar, 2008; Sundar et
al., 2008; Xu, 2013; Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2005). I argue that, by a similar logic,
interface cues can contribute to creating a perception that online gatekeepers — either
news professionals or other users — regard certain problems as more important than
others. For example, if articles on the topic are consistently featured on top of the Most
viewed sidebar, it is reasonable to expect that individuals can take it as an indicator of
other users thinking of the problem as urgent. In this study, I refer to interface cues that
can convey such issue importance prioritizations as agenda cues.

In the context of agenda cueing model, it does matter whose exactly is the
perceived agenda that respondents rely on as they think of their own issue prioritization.
The evidence of the moderating role of gatekeeping trust indirectly suggests that
individuals who are prone to take agenda cues are aware of where the cues come from.
Based on the theoretical advancements in computer-mediated communication literature,
one can reasonably expect that respective website interface features will allow users to
differentiate between various entities behind the newsfeed’s curation, and update their
issue importance judgements according to the level of gatekeeping trust attributed to
each of these actors. In order to test this expectation, in this study agenda cues presented

in a news portal feed were attributed to either news media or peer users.

Logics of recommendation

Given almost limitless opportunities for website designers to create features that convey
any kind of additional information about the content present in the feed, it is possible to
envision an interface element explicitly indicating that certain news stories were
selected on the grounds of their perceived importance. Indeed, news portals often

include areas designated for featured stories, marked as “trending” or “most popular.” A
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feasible version of this affordance could be the one presenting some stories as
specifically recommended as important, i.e. highlighting that the selection of news items
is the result of someone’s conscious prioritization. If such a feature proves to be more
effective in influencing individuals’ problem importance perceptions than a non-specific
agenda cue, there might be room for strategically designing news website interfaces so
as to facilitate news consumers forming more robust and reasoned issue agendas. This
effect would be achieved by members of the public following explicit agenda cues
originating from other news media consumers who are willing to make and share
circumspect issue importance judgements. The present study tests the effect of an
interface cue that explicitly points to the fact that the articles are prioritized based on
importance.

The following hypotheses summarize expectations generated from the review
above:

HI1: Agenda cues emphasizing a social issue and attributed to a) news media; b)
other users, in the form of a popularity indicator; c) other users, in a form of
importance-based recommendation, increase perceived importance of the cued issue
compared to the absence of this problem from the coverage;

H2: Agenda cues attributed to news media produce a greater increase in
perceived importance of the cued issue among individuals with high gatekeeping trust
compared to those with low gatekeeping trust;

H3: Agenda cues attributed to other users produce a greater increase in
perceived importance of the cued issue among individuals with high social gatekeeping
trust compared to those with low social gatekeeping trust;

RQ1: Do gatekeepers’ perceived agendas mediate the effect of agenda cues on

perceived importance of the cued issue?
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Methods

The study was designed as a fully factorial, between-subjects experiment with a pre-test
and post-test. Its design was preregistered with the Center for Open Science (Bryanov,
2019). In the pretest, participants responded to a battery of demographic questions and
series of items measuring the two versions of gatekeeping trust (general and social, see
appendix for details) and general media trust. In addition, they were presented with a
closed-ended list of twenty national problems and prompted to indicate on a 1-7 scale
how important they thought each problem was. Respondents were then randomly
assigned to one of six experimental conditions enacted by the following design: 2
(Social issue cued: Abortion / Drugs) X 3 (Source of agenda cue: Top stories / Most
viewed / Recommended).

In order to address the questions at the center of this study, I employed a
convenience sample (initial N=1026) of US-based respondents, recruited through
Amazon Mechanical Turk crowdsourcing platform. Participants were paid $1 for
participating in the study. After dismissing cases with excessively patterned responses
and those who didn’t provide a meaningful answer to the open-ended question
measuring the focal outcome, I arrived at my final N=785. Treating the MIP non-
respondents as dropouts, I conducted attrition analyses by estimating a logistic
regression model to test whether any of the key demographic characteristics,
experimental treatments, or interactions between these two types of predictors were
associated with a greater chance of failure to provide a meaningful MIP response. The
analysis revealed that none of these factors or their interactions predicted dropout.
Stimuli
This study was designed to improve on external validity of past agenda cueing

investigations by using a novel experimental stimulus that consisted of a series of static
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screenshots simulating an aggregated newsfeed. Because it resembled a snapshot of a
real-life newsfeed with story headlines, source titles, and attendant presentation cues,
such stimulus could convey the frequency of problems’ coverage, the agency behind the
feed’s curation, as well as the logic of headlines’ selection. At the same time, the
headlines were not clickable and they did not allow respondents to proceed to reading
the actual articles and learn agenda reasons that they likely contained.

To render the experimental treatment as realistic as possible, I used screenshots
that closely resembled the newsfeed of Google News, one of the most trafficked news
aggregators globally. The logo on top of every page, as well as the general interface
layout, major interface elements and fonts were identical to those used by Google News
at the time of the experiment. Each participant saw three consecutive screenshots from
three different days that each delivered the same social issue presence manipulation. On
top of each newsfeed screenshot, respondents saw a prompt reading: “Screenshot of
Google News from [date]. Please click on headlines to mark which stories you would
have chosen to read. You can choose up to 5 headlines.” The task was designed both to
obscure the main goal of estimating agenda-setting effects, and as a means of focusing
users’ attention on the newsfeed content.

A label on top of each screenshot read either “Top Stories,” “Most viewed” or
“Recommended,” consistent between three consecutive screenshots in each cue source
condition. The annotation in smaller print under the Recommended label read,
“Recommended by portal users as important.” In the Top Stories label condition, the
gatekeeping authority is ascribed to Google News’ ranking algorithm, which also
reflects aggregated decisions of mainstream media professionals. Because Google is a

dominant player in online information search market, the Top Stories section of its news
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service can be considered a reliable representation of what the news media are talking
about generally.

Every screenshot contained eight news items, each represented by a headline,
thumbnail illustration, and source label. The articles were real recent news items drawn
from Google News’ Top Stories section, and covered a variety of topics. In all three
screenshots, stories about the experimental problem were featured in prominent
positions multiple times: In screenshot 1 of every experimental condition, stories on
either abortion or drugs were seen as #1 and #4; in screenshot 2, treatment stories
occupied spots #2, #5, and #6; in screenshot 3, a treatment news item was in spot #3.
Between the two emphasized problem conditions, the stories about the experimental
issue were featured in the exact same spots in the newsfeed, and the filler stories (those
not related to the experimental problem) remained identical. In each social problem
condition, there were no stories on the other experimental issue featured anywhere in

the feed. A sample stimulus screenshot can be found in appendix.

Measures

Dependent variable: perceived issue importance

The main outcome of interest — perceived importance of focal issues — was measured
using an open-ended question borrowed from Stoycheff and colleagues (2018): “What
do you think are the most important problems facing the nation? Please list them in
order of importance, starting with the most important problem.”

Each participant’s problem importance scores for abortion and drugs were
calculated by dividing the problem’s inverse position on the respondent’s MIP list by
the total number of issues that they mentioned. As a result, regardless of the total
number of issues named, the problem listed first would always receive the importance

score of 1; if a respondent did not mention the issue at all, its importance score is 0; if a
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problem was mentioned halfway through the list of several problems, it is coded as
0.50. For instance, if drugs was last in a list of three problems, its importance score
would be 0.33; if “opioid crisis” was listed last in a list of five problems, drugs would
receive a score of 0.20. Two trained coders first produced the counts of problems
mentioned in each MIP response, then generated rankings for each of the focal issues.
Reliability was acceptable on all four items, with Krippendorf’s alpha ranging from
0.72 to 0.91.

Gatekeeping trust (Cronbach’s 0=0.89, M=4.45, SD=1.38) was adapted from
Pingree and Stoycheff (2013) and included items like, “News outlets choose which
stories to cover by carefully deciding which issues or problems are the most important
in society,” measured on a 1-7 Likert-type scale. Social gatekeeping trust (Cronbach’s
a=0.84, M=4.76, SD=1.24) followed a similar logic that Stoycheff et al. (2018) used in
adapting the original gatekeeping trust measure to the context of social media. However,
in contrast to their social media gatekeeping trust construct, social gatekeeping trust
measured in this study is not limited to users of platforms such as Twitter or Facebook,
but rather is intended to tap into the perceptions of the gatekeeping capacity of online
news users at large (e. g. “You can trust that when there is a problem in society that is
really urgent and important, people will pay a great deal of attention to it online™). As in
previous agenda cueing studies, I also included a measure of general media trust
(Cronbach’s 0=0.95, M=4.11, SD=1.62) to test whether the effects of gatekeeping trust
are distinct from those of the general construct capturing individuals’ trust in
mainstream media. Items included in gatekeeping, social gatekeeping, and general
media trust scales can be found in appendix.

In order to enable within-subject comparisons between before and after exposure

to the treatment, as well as to have a covariate in models estimating agenda-setting
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effects, in the pre-test I presented respondents with a closed-ended list of 20 problems
drawn from the Gallup December 2019 Most Important Problem Survey, shown in a
randomized order, and asked them to rate the importance of each issue on a 1 to 7 scale
ranging from “Not very important” to “Extremely important.” (Gallup, Inc. n.d.).
Abortion and drugs, the problems used in the experimental treatment, were included
among other issues.

Theorized mediators: Perceived agendas

Since the agenda cueing hypothesis predicts that some news consumers will base their
problem importance judgements on what they think the media prioritized in their
coverage, it is critical to establish that the experimental manipulation of various issues’
prominence in portal newsfeed resulted in perceptions of gatekeepers’ heightened
attention to these issues. I measured perceptions related to news media agenda and user
agenda separately. In the post-test, respondents were asked to answer a battery of four
questions about the two focal problems. For each issue, participants were asked to
indicate their level of agreement with the following statements: “News media covered
[experimental issue] a lot recently;” “Journalists think that [experimental issue] is an
important issue in society;” “People on the internet have been paying a lot of attention
to [experimental issue] lately;” “People on the internet think that [experimental issue] is

an important issue in society.”

Results

I begin with describing the data on the main outcome of interest: perception of the
importance of the focal issues. Mean values and standard deviations are summarized in
Table 1. Respondents perceived abortion as a somewhat more important problem than
drugs, when averaging across all experimental conditions. More importantly, when the

scores were recoded as the importance of the issue emphasized or deemphasized by the
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treatment for a particular respondent, the difference between mean importance score of
the emphasized issues and deemphasized issues was in the expected direction and
significant using a paired-samples t-test, t (784) = 3.95, p <0.001.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of outcome variables and sample demographics.

Variables

Importance of abortion 0.052 (0.191)
Importance of drugs 0.039 (0.162)
Importance of the emphasized issue 0.065 (0.212)
Importance of the deemphasized issue 0.025 (0.132)
Demographics

Age (median) 33

Male 57%
Democrats 48%
College degree 56%
Caucasian 76%

Note: All variables are means with standard deviations in parentheses.

This preliminary analysis suggests that the experimental treatment succeeded in
eliciting higher perceived importance of the problems emphasized in the main portal
newsfeed. It has to be noted that this is not yet a hypothesis test, since it does not
differentiate between different cue sources and merely captures the averaged effect of
exposure to the portal across all cue source conditions.

Testing differential effects of cues

In order to address H1, H2, and H3, I estimated an ANCOV A model with all
experimental factors (Social issue presence; Source of agenda cue) entered as main
effects, cue source factor’s interactions with hypothesized moderators (dichotomized
gatekeeping trust and dichotomized social gatekeeping trust), general media trust as a
covariate, and the agenda-setting effect (difference between importance scores of the
emphasized and deemphasized issues) as an outcome variable. The initial model yielded
a one-way significant main effect for source of agenda cue, F (2, 773) = 2.97, one-tailed
p = 0.026, partial n* = 0.008, such that participants in the Top stories condition reported

higher agenda-setting effect scores (M = 0.072, SE = 0.015) than their peers in both
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user-sourced conditions: Most viewed (M = 0.028, SE = 0.016) and Recommended (M
=0.026; SE = 0.016). Because the mean outcomes for both user cue conditions were
nearly identical, and there was no difference between these two cue types across levels
of gatekeeping trust and social gatekeeping trust, I collapsed them together to produce a
two-level cue source factor (Top stories/User-sourced), which I used in all subsequent
statistical analyses.

A similar ANCOVA model specified to include a two-level cue source variable
yielded a significant main effect for that factor, F (1, 776) = 5.92, p = 0.015, partial n*=
0.008, such that respondents in the news agenda (Top stories) cue condition reported
significantly higher importance scores (M = 0.072, SE = 0.015) than did respondents in
the combined user-sourced cue condition (M = 0.027, SE = 0.011). Controlling for
general media trust, an interaction between the cue source factor and dichotomized
measure of gatekeeping trust was significant, F (1, 776) = 2.76, one-tailed p = 0.048,
partial n* = 0.004. Post-hoc Bonferroni comparisons revealed that inside this interaction
one group was significantly different from all others: users in the news cue condition
who are high in gatekeeping trust. While agenda-setting scores reported by participants
in the user-sourced cue condition who were both low (M =0.019, SE = 0.016) and high
in gatekeeping trust (M = 0.034, SE = 0.020), as well as by participants in the news cue
condition who were low in gatekeeping trust (M = 0.030, SE = 0.021) were statistically
indistinguishable from each other, users who were exposed to the Top news feed and
scored high in gatekeeping trust were significantly more likely than any other group to
name the emphasized issue as important (M = 0.114, SE = 0.024). These differences are

visualized in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Interaction between Cue source and Gatekeeping trust on agenda setting

effect.
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The data did not support my expectation that social gatekeeping trust moderates
the agenda cueing effects for users in user-sourced cue condition, as the interaction
between cue source and dichotomized social gatekeeping trust was not significant, F (1,
776) = 0.332, p = 0.56, partial n* = 0.000.

Mediation analyses

The agenda cueing hypothesis posits that some news consumers consciously accept
what they perceive to be prominently covered by the news media as an indicator of what
journalists and editors deem to be important, and, by extension, what is actually
important to society. This study incorporated post-test survey items that allow me to test
this mechanism empirically. As a first step in this analysis, I used responses to questions
designed to gauge participants’ perceptions of how much attention either news media or
people online have recently paid to the experimental issues, and how important these

gatekeepers think these problems are. First, I investigated whether the main treatment —
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emphasizing a problem in the portal newsfeed — had an effect on these four potential
mediators in the agenda cueing process. My analyses revealed that the experimental
treatment significantly increased the means of all four outcomes: perceptions of the
amount of attention allocated to the problem by news media and social gatekeepers, as
well as perceived importance ascribed to the problem by these gatekeepers.

Next, I tested whether cues meant to represent the agenda of either mainstream
news or portal users succeeded in influencing respondents’ perceptions of these
gatekeepers’ respective agendas. The data suggested that interface cues meant to convey
different agencies behind the newsfeed’s curation were only partly successful in
producing differential effects on perceived agendas: while the news agenda cue
heightened perceived importance that journalists ascribe to the emphasized issue, user-
sourced cues did not have an expected effect on perceived user agenda (for details, see
appendix).

Having established that emphasizing the problem in the portal newsfeed results
in a significant increase in both the issue importance perceived by users and their
perceptions of the importance ascribed to the issue by media professionals, I can
empirically test the central tenet of the agenda cueing hypothesis: the two-step process
whereby the effect of exposure to news on users’ issue importance is mediated by
perceived gatekeepers’ agendas and importance judgements. More specifically, the
agenda cueing model predicts that the second step of the process, whereby perceptions
of gatekeepers’ agenda inform users’ own responses to the most important problem
question, is moderated by gatekeeping trust.

To conduct moderated mediation analysis, I relied on the PROCESS macro
developed by Hayes, which uses OLS regression-based path analysis to estimate a range

of conditional process models. This tool performs bootstrapping, whereby it runs
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sampling with replacement on the original dataset, creating a large sample from which it
calculates confidence intervals for indirect effects of interest (Hayes, 2013).

I estimated two identical moderated mediation models, separately for the issues
of abortion and drugs. In each model, I used the change in perceptions of the target
problem’s importance from pre-test to post-test, calculated as a difference in the
standardized values of these two measures, as the outcome variable. The dichotomous
experimental issue factor (the presence of abortion/drugs agenda cue) was entered as the
independent variable, while two potential mediators were tested simultaneously:
perceived intensity of the problem’s coverage by news media and perceived importance
that news professionals ascribe to the problem. Finally, I included two potential
moderators, gatekeeping trust and general media trust, to assess their effect on the path
between each potential mediator and the outcome variable, as well as the possibility that
they could moderate the direct path from treatment to the outcome. The models did not
differentiate between different sources of agenda cues, rather focusing on the general
process whereby exposure to the portal resulted in the change of the participants’ issue
importance judgements.

The model with the change in perceived importance of abortion as the outcome
was significant, F (11, 771) = 3.246, p < 0.001, and explained 4.4 percent of the overall
variance in the dependent variable. Individual effects are visualized in Figure 2.
Controlling for mediated effects, a significant direct effect of the treatment on the
outcome variable was revealed, B = -0.382, t = -4.064, p < 0.001, along with significant
effects of the treatment on both potential mediators. In the second step of the mediation
process, although perceived media coverage and perceived media importance did not

have a direct effect on the outcome variable, the analysis revealed a significant
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interaction effect between perceived media coverage and gatekeeping trust, 95%

confidence interval (CI) =-0.1212 to -0.0029, p = 0.04.

Figure 2. Moderated mediation model, outcome variable: Change in perceived

importance of abortion.

Gatekeeping
trust
Perceived éf
media & General
coverage & media
trust
B=0.382"* Increase in perceived
Abortion agenda cue o importance of
abortion
General
Perceived media
media trust
importance

Gatekeeping
frust

Note: p <.05 *, p < .01 ** p <.001***, Model constructed following a bootstrapping
procedure with 10000 iterations. Overall model: F (11, 771) = 3.246, p < 0.001, R* =
0.044.

Such effect was not observed in the case of the interaction between perceived
media importance and gatekeeping trust, as its 95% confidence interval included zero:
CI=-0.0089 to 0.1075. Thus, only perceived media coverage was revealed to be a
significant mediator in this process, with gatekeeping trust moderating its effect on the
outcome variable. Gatekeeping trust also moderated the direct effect of the experimental
treatment on the dependent variable, CI = -0.3698 to -0.0036. Of note, general media
trust did not significantly moderate any of the direct or indirect effects in the model,
supporting the notion that gatekeeping trust operates separately from the more general

construct.
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Figure 3. Moderated mediation model, outcome variable: Change in perceived

importance of drugs.
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Note: p <.05 *, p <.01 **, p <.001*** Model constructed following a bootstrapping
procedure with 10000 iterations. Overall model: F (11, 769) = 3.898, p < 0.001, R*=
0.053.

The model with the change in perceived importance of drugs as the outcome is
visualized in Figure 3. Overall, the model was significant, F (11, 769) = 3.898, and
explained 5.3 percent of variance in the dependent variable. The analysis yielded no
significant direct effect of the treatment on the outcome variable, B =0.104, t=1.088, p
=0.2770. Although the treatment succeeded in significantly affecting both potential
mediators, the expectation that in the second step of the mediation process these
variables would predict the change in perceived importance of drugs was not supported
by the data. No significant interactions of these potential mediators with either
gatekeeping trust or general media trust that theory would lead me to expect were

revealed.
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Discussion

This study set out to test the agenda cueing hypothesis in the context of a news
aggregating portal, while using a realistic experimental treatment enhancing the external
validity of the test. The data supported my expectation that, when the agenda cue is
present in the portal newsfeed, users’ perceived importance of the cued problem
increases. Consistent with theory, the treatment also successfully influenced
respondents’ perceptions of how often news media cover the problem of interest, as well
as of how important news professionals think the problem is to society for both of the
cued issues. While previous research only theorized that agenda cueing is mediated by
gatekeepers’ perceived agendas, the present study is the first to generate empirical
evidence supporting this presumption. Consistent with existing agenda cueing
scholarship, gatekeeping trust moderated this mediation effect.

In the case of the emphasized problem of abortion, the analysis revealed both a
mediated effect of the treatment on issue importance judgements through perceived
media agenda and the direct effect of the treatment that remains there even controlling
for the mediated effects. This direct influence can be viewed as being produced by all
other agenda-setting processes resulting from news portal exposure other than agenda
cueing, including but not confined to cognitive accessibility.

The central hypothesis of the study was informed by the expectation that users’
perceptions of different gatekeepers behind the newsfeed’s curation can exert varying
agenda-setting effects. The experiment pitted the aggregated mainstream news media,
whose agenda prioritizations manifested in the portal’s Top Stories selection, against
portal users as the source of agenda cues. The results of empirical analyses supported
the hypothesized differential effects of cues coming from different curatorial actors,

lending further credence to the idea that the process of agenda cueing entails conscious
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delegation of problem importance judgements to an authoritative gatekeeper. The
finding that the increase in the agenda-setting efficiency of the news agenda cue is
primarily driven by users high in gatekeeping trust can also be viewed as evidence in
support of the agenda cueing hypothesis, which predicts that this effect is concentrated
among those who trust news media to prioritize the most important issues of the day in
their coverage.

Two contextual factors could also be at play to make the newsfeed labelled as
Top Stories significantly more efficient in influencing respondents’ problem importance
perceptions as a result of exposure to a simulated Google News interface. One is that
major news aggregating websites, and Google News in particular, are known to be
online spaces that host high-quality journalistic content. Users’ expectations of the kind
of information they can encounter on the Google News platform is likely those of the
most high-profile news stories of the day, produced by the most reputable publishers
and reliably and “objectively” selected by Google’s algorithm. The Top Stories label
provides a cue that the content presented in the feed is consistent with these
expectations. In contrast, both user-sourced cues are representative of the mode of
curation that is largely peripheral in the context that the experiment is simulating.
Secondly, while the Top Stories is a real feature of Google News that users could have
encountered previously, the affordances indicating most viewed and recommended
headlines have not been featured on this particular website before and therefore might
be perceived as unfamiliar. Both of these factors could lead to increased credibility of
the Top Stories newsfeed compared to newsfeeds with user-sourced cues, which would
in turn make it more likely that users adopt the information presented under the Top

Stories label.
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My conclusion that mainstream news media has been the most influential
gatekeeper in the context of a news portal feed rests on the assumption that users treated
Google News’ Top Stories section as a reliable representation of what the news talked
about. Google News is a news aggregating service provided by a single most dominant
player in the information search industry. As such, it is the entity whose logo is
arguably the most suitable to be put on top of an experimental newsfeed that attempts to
look like the most reliable representation of the aggregate mainstream news agenda.
Still, there remains a possibility that some of the resulting agenda-setting effect could be
explained by the attitudes that users have toward the delivery platform rather than
publishers. Future studies could further advance the theory by incorporating tests to
discern users’ the credibility and trust to either mainstream media or the news
platforms’ sponsors (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007; Westerwick, 2013).

Addressing H1b and Hlc, the effects produced by both variations of user-
sourced agenda cue were not different from one another, but were significantly smaller
than the agenda-setting effect of the media-sourced cue. This does not mean that
newsfeeds labelled as user-curated did not have any influence on individuals’ issue
importance perceptions — yet, their effect was not discernible from the overall effect of
exposure to the portal, and therefore I cannot claim that the observed process is agenda
cueing. As mediation analyses revealed, the user cue manipulation fell short of moving
participants’ perception of the portal users’ agenda and importance judgements to a
greater extent than did the news agenda cue. One possible explanation for this is, again,
contextual: users may have not perceived Google News as a platform from where
collective behaviors and attitudes of internet users at large could be gauged, even when

“bandwagon” interface cues are present. Future research should continue investigating
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the comparative effects of agenda cues coming from various gatekeepers with due
consideration of the digital platforms’ contextual features.

Gatekeeping trust emerged as a significant moderator in the agenda cueing
process, supporting Hypothesis 2. Respondents who reported higher levels of the belief
that news media prioritize the issues most important to society were more susceptible to
the news agenda cue, even controlling for general media trust. This finding further
supports the notion that media literacy interventions aimed at reducing citizens’ level of
gatekeeping trust are needed in order to mitigate some individuals’ propensity to
uncritically accept media agenda as a reliable representation of the most important
social issues (Pingree et al., 2013). As the present study illustrates, this logic remains
valid even as the bulk of news consumption migrates to multi-source, digital news
environments.

No similar effect was observed in the tests of the role of social gatekeeping trust
in the agenda-setting process driven by user-sourced cues. Yet, this is not the definitive
negative answer to RQ1. The reason why there was no moderation of agenda cueing
from portal users by social gatekeeping trust is not that the construct itself is irrelevant;
rather, it is because there was no separate socially driven agenda cueing process to
moderate. Social gatekeeping trust is still potentially relevant and should be tested in the
context of appropriate newsfeeds, such as Reddit-style news websites with explicit user
content ranking affordances or social-first information spaces like Twitter.

The fact that two moderated mediation models (with abortion and drugs as an
outcome) produced discrepant results is unsurprising in the light of a long tradition of
research that documented the contingency of agenda setting effects. Scholars observed
that the media’s ability to influence the public’s perceptions of relative problem

importance depends on a number of both recipient-specific and message-specific
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contextual factors, including the problem at hand, the surrounding news agenda, and the
baseline perceived importance (Geif3, 2019; Walgrave & Van Aelst, 2006).

Overall, the findings validate the agenda cueing hypothesis but also highlight the
multi-faceted nature of agenda setting as a process that can be driven by multiple
psychological mechanisms for different individuals even when all aspects of the
message are held constant. Agenda cueing does occur in the context of aggregated
newsfeeds, and at least some individuals are perceptive to variation in the source of
agenda cues, indicating a promising research avenue: investigation of various

gatekeepers’ relative effectiveness in setting public agenda.
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Appendix A. Sample stimulus screenshot.

Newsfeed screenshot 1 out of 3, abortion emphasized over drugs, Top Stories agenda
cue.

= Google News Q, Search for tor ns & sour - .

TOD Stories More Top Stories

Kansas state House narrowly rejects anti-abortion measure

Bernie Sanders leads in final CNN New Hampshire tracking poll

Cruise ship coronavirus infections double, exceeding the total for any
country but China

How Abortion Warps Our Politics

Arkansas Walmart shooting wounds 2 police officers; suspect dead,
investigators say

Americans divided on Trump's acquittal, but majority wanted Senate
to call witnesses, poll finds

Some retirees get by on just Social Security. Experts disagree on how many

Trump’s budget continues to boost nuclear energy
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Appendix B. Measures and scales.
Gatekeeping trust

The following items were included: “News outlets choose which stories to cover
by carefully deciding which issues or problems are the most important in society,”
“When deciding how much time to spend covering each issue, reporters and editors are
thinking mostly about how important each issue is in society,” “When the news gives
some topic a lot of coverage, it means they’ve decided it’s a really important issue in
society,” “The top stories in a TV newscast are usually about whatever issues the editors
think are the most serious, urgent or widespread in society,” and “You can trust that
when there are problems in society that really are urgent and important, the news will
make a big deal out of them.” Responses were measured on a 7-point scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). For the purposes of statistical analysis, a
dichotomized gatekeeping trust variable was created, where 0 stood for values below
the median of 4.60 and 1 represented the values above the median.
Social gatekeeping trust

Social gatekeeping trust scale used in this study included the following items:
“You can trust that when there is a problem in society that is really urgent and
important, people will pay a great deal of attention to it online”; “Even when you don’t
follow politics and current events, you can trust that others will bring important issues
to your attention on the internet”; “When a lot of people read and talk about a political
issue online, it means people think that issue is more important than other issues”; and
“When people read news on the internet, the problem to which they pay the most
attention is usually the one that they think is really serious, urgent, or widespread in

society.” Responses were measured on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly
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disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). A dichotomized version of this scale was constructed
using its median of 4.75.
General media trust

General media trust scale included the following items: “In general, mainstream
news outlets are fair,” “In general, mainstream news outlets are accurate,” “In general,
mainstream news outlets are unbiased,” “In general, mainstream news outlets tell the
whole story,” and “In general, mainstream news outlets can be trusted.” Similarly to
gatekeeping trust and social gatekeeping trust, responses were measured on a 7-point
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). A dichotomized version

of this scale was constructed using its median of 4.20.
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Appendix C. Modelling the moderated mediation process of agenda cueing:

Supplementary analyses.

The effects of emphasizing problems in portal newsfeed on four potential mediators

of agenda cueing process.

I ran two sets of ANOVA models, separately for each emphasized issue,

abortion and drugs. Each model had one of the four outcomes of interest as a dependent

variable, with all experimental factors entered as independent variables. The results are

summarized in the table below.

Factorial Between-Subjects Models

Independent Variable: Issue emphasized in general newsfeed

Dependent Variable

Perceived recent coverage of
abortion by media

Perceived importance of
abortion among journalists

Perceived attention recently
paid to abortion by people
on the internet

Perceived importance of
abortion among people on
the internet

Perceived recent coverage of
drugs by media

Perceived importance of
drugs among journalists

Perceived attention recently
paid to drugs by people on
the internet

Perceived importance of
drugs among people on the
internet

df, residual

1,980

1,978

1,977

1,979

1,978

1,978

1, 980

1,975

Note: p <.05 *, p <.01 **, p <.001***
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Specialized effects of agency cues on users’ perceptions of attention and importance
ascribed to issues by various gatekeepers

If the experimental manipulation of agency behind agenda cues achieved the
intended specialized effects, the news media cue should be more effective in influencing
respondents’ perceptions of the emphasized issue’s heightened media coverage and
importance assigned to it by journalists, while the user-sourced cue should produce a
greater effect on participants’ perceptions of the amount of online audiences’ attention
to the issue, as well as of how important internet users think the problem is.

To estimate these effects, I conducted a series of ANOVAs with perceived
media/user agendas and perceived media/user-ascribed emphasized issue importance,
and all experimental factors as independent variables, including two-level cue source
factor. The results of these tests are summarized in the table below.

Factorial Between-Subjects Models
Independent Variable: Two-level cue source

Theorized Dependent Variable df, F p partial n*

effective cue residual

source

News Perceived recent coverage 1, 980 0.00 - .000
of emphasized issue by
media

News Perceived importance of 1,979 3.07 < .003
emphasized issue among
journalists

Users Perceived attention 1,979 0.89 _ .001
recently paid to

emphasized issue by
people on the internet

Users Perceived importance of 1,977 2.13 .002
emphasized issue among
people on the internet

Note: p <.05 *, p <.01 **, p <.001*** one-way.

The analyses suggested that the only potential agenda cueing mediator

significantly influenced by its “specialized” cue is the perceived importance that

37



journalists ascribe to the emphasized issue, which saw a significantly greater increase in
the news cue condition compared to user-sourced cue condition. Yet, a more important
finding here is the lack of the user-sourced cues’ effect on perceived user agenda.
Heightened perceptions of the news coverage intensity and journalist-assigned
importance are already baked into the experimental treatment enacted by exposure to
the news portal aggregating stories from mainstream media. However, the failure of
user-sourced cues to produce heightened perceptions of user-related agenda outcomes
suggests that the manipulation did not succeed in creating the intended effect. This also
could be the reason why the data did not present evidence for the hypothesized
moderation of agenda-setting effects by social gatekeeping trust in user-sourced

condition.
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