
63
V
ol

.1
7
 (

2
0
1
0
),

 N
o.

 2
, 

pp
. 

6
3

 -
 8

2
 

POLITICAL DISCUSSION 
AND NEWS USE IN 

THE CONTEMPORARY 
PUBLIC SPHERE: 

THE “ACCESSIBILITY” AND 
“TRAVERSABILITY” OF THE 

INTERNET

Abstract
This article is directed toward understanding the impact 

of Internet use on the accessibility of politically relevant 

online discourse (news and political discussion) and about 

the extent to which these forms of discourse are meaning-

fully and intimately connected. Through the use of nationally 

representative survey data, fi ndings suggest: 

(1) when compared to offl  ine counterparts, SES and politi-

cal knowledge are equally, if not more relevant to frequent 

use of online news and engagement in online political 

discussion, suggesting that Internet use has contributed to 

a slightly less accessible public sphere; (2) when compared 

to offl  ine counterparts, the relationship between online 

news and online discussion is the strongest, suggesting an 

especially intimate and important connection between the 

two forms of discourse.
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In the last decade or so, the Internet has revolutionised the structures of the 
public sphere by creating a virtually unlimited number of news sites and forums 
of political discussion available on demand to citizens with Internet access, and 
by blurring and making more porous the boundaries between “news use” and 
“political discussion.” Questions about what these changes portend for the state 
of democracy yield numerous and oft en complex answers. Yet by having the struc-
tural aspects of the public sphere brought so visibly into the forefront, the Internet 
may in fact help us to be more concrete about what the public sphere is, and how 
people engage with it. 

In this regard, Dahlgren (2001, 2005) points us in an interesting direction:
Interaction [in the context of the public sphere] actually consists of two 
aspects. First, it has to do with the citizens’ encounters with the media – the 
communicative processes of making sense, interpreting, and using the output. 
The second aspect of interaction is that between citizens themselves, which 
can include anything from two-person conversations to large meetings. To 
point to the interaction among citizens – whether or not it is formalised as 
deliberation – is to take a step into the social contexts of everyday life. In-
teraction has its sites and spaces, its discursive practices, its psychocultural 
aspects; in this sense, the public sphere has a very fl uid, sprawling quality 
…. With the advent of the Net, civic interaction takes a major historical step 
by going online, and the sprawling character of the public sphere becomes all 
the more accentuated (Dahlgren 2005, 14).

In this context, blurred and porous boundaries between “news” and “political 
discussion” help to create this fl uid quality and an impressive “interspatiality,” 
(Dahlgren 2001), which allow individuals to traverse seamlessly and with relative 
ease from one discursive space to the next.

Indeed, the structural transformation of social boundaries – the increasing 
blurred and porous form they seem to be taking – is perhaps one of the most quint-
essential aspects of the contemporary public sphere, evoked frequently in Internet 
related scholarship (e.g. Bimber, Stohl and Flanagin 2005; Cammaerts and Van 
Audenhove 2005). Yet for the most part, vivid and compelling accounts of a struc-
turally “fl uid and sprawling” online public sphere with impressive “interspatiality” 
and weakened social boundaries have remained at an abstract theoretical level.

Empirical research on online news and political discussion has instead tended 
to focus on particular outcomes of these processes, such as increased or decreased 
social capital and political participation (e.g. Bimber and Davis 2003; Shah et al. 
2005), political learning (e.g. Eveland, Martin and Seo) or altered framing (e.g. 
Zhou and Moy 2007) and selective exposure processes (e.g. Tewksbury and Althaus 
2000). These studies do lend substantial credence to the importance of the mecha-
nisms involved with online news and political discussion, but tell us litt le about 
individual-level interaction with the structural characteristics of online news and 
political discussion in and of itself, irrespective its more instrumental, pro-politi-
cal-participation-purposes. In what was perhaps a rush by researchers to search 
for more instrumental “eff ects,” some relatively basic questions about forums for 
online news and political discussion, as the essential “institutions” of the public 
sphere have been somewhat overlooked at the empirical level. 
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This may in part stem from the notion that critical and interpretive approaches 
are far bett er at capturing the more nuanced aspects of human experience. Quan-
titative measures seem ill equipped to capture the abstract experiences of human 
interactions within the “boundaries” of the public sphere. This notion is not un-
founded. Yet an empirical, even quantitative approach could provide support for, 
if not perhaps a thorough test of the validity of critical theoretical claims.

In this article, I therefore take an initial step toward empirically addressing the 
subject of individual-level interaction within the changing structural context of the 
“online” public sphere. I do this by fi rst explicating two key concepts: accessibility 
and traversability. I argue that the structural boundaries of the Internet – the in-
creasingly blurred and porous form they seem to be taking – are not increasing the 
accessibility of the public sphere, but are increasing its traversability. To examine 
this proposition, I generate several hypotheses related to accessibility and travers-
ability and test these using nationally representative survey data.

Conceptualising Accessibility and Traversability
Before more explicitly relating the concepts of accessibility and traversability to 

the online public sphere, they may usefully be traced back to public sphere theory. 
Indeed, in many ways, the issues raised by the institutions of the online public 
sphere are old ones because the role of news media and forums of political discus-
sion in the operation of democracy are classic concerns of public sphere theory. 
Most fundamentally, news media and forums of political discussion are theorised 
to work in tandem toward the proper formation of deliberative public opinion, 
with one activity solidifying the other. Indeed, “publics,” according to Habermas 
(1991) and also Dewey (1954), exist as discursive processes: 

By “public sphere” we mean fi rst of all a domain of our social life in which 
such a thing as public opinion can be formed. Access to the public sphere 
is open to all citizens. A portion of the public sphere is constituted in every 
conversation in which private persons come together to form a public. When 
the public is large, this kind of communication requires certain means of 
dissemination and infl uence; today, newspapers and periodicals, radio 
and television are the media of the public sphere (Habermas 1991, 398; 
emphasis added).

Other prominent theorists make similar claims (e.g. Tocqueville 1840; Bryce 
1888; Tarde 1899). Bryce (1888, 4) illustrates, albeit in a highly gendered fashion, 
how the deliberative process takes shape: “A business man reads in his newspaper 
at break-fast on the events of the preceding day. He goes down to his offi  ce in the 
train, talks there to two or three acquaintances, and perceives that they agree or 
do not agree with his own still faint impressions. ... Then debate and controversy 
begin.” More recently, Page (1996) makes the claim that “public deliberation” can 
take place only with the assistance of “professional communicators,” while Ander-
son and his colleagues suggest that, “News is what people talk about, and news 
makes people talk” (Anderson, Dardenne and Killenberg 1994, 37).

Implicit (and in some cases explicit) in the normative arguments of these and 
other theorists are at least two basic claims: (1) Spaces of news and political discus-
sion can and should be accessible to all citizens, so that “debate and controversy” 
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can in fact begin in any meaningful or widespread way. (2) People can and should 
be able to traverse with relative ease from news use to political discussion – from 
reading the newspaper, for instance, to discussing what was read in the newspaper 
on a train. In short, the accessibility and what might be referred to as the traversability 
of the news media and forums of political discussion are normatively desirable 
characteristics of the public sphere. 

Accessibility, in this sense, involves the degree to which the structure of the pub-
lic sphere may be easily penetrated. Assuming the essential existence of the news 
media and forums of political discussion, constructs related to accessibility would 
seem to be primarily governed by the porousness of the boundaries between the 
private and the public sphere. Traversability, on the other hand, becomes relevant 
only aft er people have accessed the public sphere and is governed by the nature of 
the boundaries between the news media and forums of political discussion. In this 
case, blurred and porous boundaries between the categories of news and discussion 
make travel between these discursive spaces respectively seamless and easy. This 
is because these boundary characteristics translate into news media and forums of 
political discussion that are tightly connected in time and space, allowing citizens 
to discuss news with others near or at the same time that they receive it.

The classic public sphere seems to have been, in its way, relatively traversable, 
grounded as public deliberation was in world of Arts and Lett ers. The salons and 
coff ee houses at this time were, according to Habermas (1989, 32-33), “centers of 
criticism – literary at fi rst, then also political” and were places where “literature had 
to legitimate itself.” In this sense, the boundaries between the discursive spaces of 
the classic public sphere were both blurred and porous. They were blurred because 
literary works were at least metaphorically speaking, both “writt en” and “dis-
cussed” in the coff ee houses and salons – literature was discussion and discussion 
was literature. The boundaries between literature and discussion were porous to the 
extent that the very purpose of the salons and coff ee houses was the discussion of 
literature. It was obviously then quite easy and indeed expected to broach topics 
political and otherwise that were related in someway to literature. Collectively the 
structural boundaries of the classic public sphere seem to have provided direct 
mechanisms for connecting literature (including news) and discussion in time and 
space, allowing participants to traverse seamlessly and with ease from one form 
of discourse to the other. This in fact, is at the very core of the idea of the classic 
public sphere.

On the other hand, the classic public sphere was not nearly as accessible as it 
was traversable, at least by contemporary standards. Though there was an active 
emphasis placed on the idea of accessibility, grounded in Enlightenment ideals 
of equality, questions remain as to how that idea bore out in reality, even among 
white propertied men. And, as acknowledged by Habermas himself, women and 
people of lower socio-economic status, were not admitt ed.

One of the chief features of the “industrial age public sphere,” however, was to 
democratise information thereby increasing accessibility (at least to information). 
The mass production and distribution of newspapers made politically relevant 
information widely available to the public and made large-scale democracies pos-
sible (e.g. de Tocqueville 1840/1945). Even the much-maligned television, seems 
to have had, at least initially, a democratising eff ect on information. As witnessed 
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by Blumler (1970): “[television] conveys impressions of the world of politics to 
individuals whose access to serious coverage of current aff airs is otherwise quite 
limited” and could “promote the development of more eff ective patt erns of citi-
zenship.” In fact, early research fi ndings indicated that voters, not excluding less 
informed ones, became more informed through their television use (Trenamanand 
and McQuail 1961; Blumler and McQuail 1968).

 At the same time, a classic line of thought in the social sciences has been in eff ect 
that the traversability of the public sphere in the western world was problematised 
during the industrial age through increased urbanisation and suburbanisation, 
which generally resulted in anomie, the erosion of community infrastructure and 
available forums for civic association (Durkheim 1952; Putnam 2000). Up to a point, 
Marx (1844) can be placed with this group, for his concern with the structural forces 
of capitalism and industrialisation in separating humans from labour, nature, and 
political community. The Internet provides a departure from the hampered tra-
versability associated with the late 19th and the 20th century – a transition from 
an industrial to an information age. 

The concepts of accessibility and traversability help generate empirical questions 
about individual characteristics that might make the boundaries between people 
and online news and forums of political discussion more or less permeable or po-
rous (accessibility), how intimately online news and political discussion are related 
(traversability), and how these relationships compare with traditional news media 
use and “face-to-face” forums of political discussion. From a theoretical perspective, 
we can further look to the knowledge gap hypothesis, rational choice theory, and 
theories of the public sphere, for clues about answers to these questions. 

Accessibility: How “Public” is the Online Public Sphere?

At fi rst glance, the contemporary public sphere would seem more accessible 
than ever before. There are now more available news sources and forums of political 
discussion than ever before, most of which are immediately accessible online, which 
is to say they are available at any time of day, to anyone with access to the Internet, 
from any location where the Internet is available, and for the most part without 
cost (Madden 2006). The contrast on each of these counts with print newspapers, 
television news, and radio can hardly be overstated. 

Moreover, the number of these resources and the number of people taking ad-
vantage of them are on the rise. Since the creation of the World Wide Web in the 
early 1990s, news sites and the users of them have rapidly multiplied. By the end 
of 2005, nearly 50 million people in the US obtained some of their news through 
the Internet on an average day (Horrigan 2006). A recent 2008 Pew report fi nds that 
the proportion of Americans who report regularly learning about the presidential 
campaign online has doubled since 2000 (9 percent) to 2008 (24 percent). Online 
political discussion has also been steadily growing in prevalence. Surveys report 
that almost a third of Internet users regularly engage with groups online, with 
nearly 10 percent reporting that they engaged in online discussions about the 2004 
presidential election (Rainie, Horrigan and Cornfi eld 2005). 

Yet there are structural level and individual level mechanisms that may make 
access to these resources more or less likely. At the structural level, there are a 
number of economic and technological barriers that may make access to the online 
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public sphere less likely. First and foremost, people may not have simple physical 
access to the Internet, let alone access to the more politically relevant aspects of it. 
Assuming suffi  cient physical access at the structural level, which is to say that there 
is a viable Internet connection and regular access to a computer to connect to it, the 
remaining relevant structural conditions lie at the level of the online public sphere 
itself. The structural level of the online public sphere obviously encompasses an 
array of phenomena, including media ownership, political economics, and legal 
frameworks, a thorough discussion of which is beyond the scope of this article. 
But perhaps most relevant to the changing structure of the news and political 
discussion are structural transformation of the boundaries around and between 
these discursive spaces – the increasing blurred and porous form they seem to be 
taking. In this way, the structural realm creates a kind of “political ecology,” sett ing 
the boundaries that infl uence the navigation of information and discussion online 
(Dahlgren 2005). At this level then, the increasing online options for convenient news 
use and political discussion, would seem to have the eff ect of making somewhat 
more porous the boundaries between the private and the public spheres, at least 
for those with high quality Internet access, which would then facilitate increased 
access to the public sphere, especially for those who might not otherwise engage 
in news use and political discussion. If this were the case, we would expect to fi nd 
that at the individual level, standard predictors of political behaviour, including 
education, income, political knowledge, and self-effi  cacy, are less strong infl uences 
or regulators of who is engaged with the public sphere. The “public” aspect of the 
public sphere would be then be accentuated by the Net.

Classic explanations of political behaviour, rooted in rational choice theory, 
would seem to point us in this direction (e.g. Downs 1957). A “rational choice” 
involves a form of cost benefi t analysis, which may in this case, be applied to strate-
gies involved in information/news seeking and decisions to participate in politi-
cal discussion. In the case of news use, for example, if the potential costs of news 
(e.g. time, money, mental exertion) for certain individuals outweigh its potential 
benefi ts (e.g. uncertainty reduction), these individuals are unlikely to seek news or 
engage in political discussion. Of course, the exact opposite is true, if the situation 
is reversed and the benefi ts outweigh the costs. This line of reasoning suggests 
that if technological developments, such as the Internet, structurally reduce the 
cost of news acquisition, provide more convenient and less demanding forums for 
political discussion, people will be more likely to engage in such activities. Most 
importantly, those individuals with the most to gain will be the most likely benefi t 
from these developments (for discussion see Bimber 2003).

Yet human beings are not necessarily rational creatures (Katz and Rice 2002; 
Neuman 1991). Any technology, and especially the Internet, is shaped not only by 
its rational uses, but also by human psychology, which suggests that as the cost 
of entry to the public sphere decreases and sources of news and forums of politi-
cal discussion increase, the “public sphere rich” will actually get richer, while the 
“public sphere poor” will remain relatively poorer (Bimber 2003). This is the fun-
damental proposition of the knowledge gap hypothesis (Donohue, Tichenor and 
Olien 1975). The psychological basis of this proposition draws on schema theory and 
related research, suggesting that individuals with more complex cognitive schema 
are bett er able to process and incorporate new information. Tichenor, Donohue 
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and Olien (1970), for example, contend that education creates more sophisticated 
communication skills and abilities that assist individuals in processing information 
more easily and eff ectively.

Overall, it appears that those people who used the news before the Internet 
are quite similar to the people who use the news on the Internet. As with users of 
traditional political information sources, users of online information sources tend 
to be white males, high in socio economic status, political effi  cacy, and political 
knowledge (Bimber 2001; 2003; Scheufele and Nisbet 2002), who have an interest 
in politics and who are more likely to be sceptical of information (Bimber 2003; 
also see Shah et al. 2005). A recent Pew report furthermore fi nds that people who 
used the Internet for news and information about the 2006 U.S. midterms elections 
were predominantly: white (77 percent) males (53 percent) under the age of 50 (71 
percent) with a high income (over 75,000 – 44 percent), and a college degree (49 
percent) (Rainie and Horrigan 2007).

Political discussion, highly related to news use, should also conform to the 
knowledge gap hypothesis. While studies att empting to predict online discussion 
have been somewhat limited, fi ndings thus far seem to be refl ective of the fi nd-
ings on face-to-face political discussion, and generally support the knowledge 
gap hypothesis – that is, in terms of political discussion, the online forums do not 
appear to be markedly more accessible than their “face-to-face” counterparts. In a 
fi eld experiment using a nationally representative panel, Price, Cappella and Nir 
(2002) fi nd that individuals who participated in scheduled online discussions con-
formed to a hierarchical model of participation – they were older, highly educated, 
predominantly white, more politically knowledgeable, more politically interested 
and active, and had higher levels of social trust.

Overall, however, in terms of accessibility, human behaviour dramatically com-
plicates the potentially rosy picture painted by some structural aspects of the public 
sphere. Increased ease of entry into the public sphere is an insuffi  cient criterion 
for participation in it. In spite of initial hopes, we should therefore not expect the 
Internet to revolutionise news use and political discussion by bringing in entirely 
new participants. Instead, the “public sphere rich,” those high in SES and political 
knowledge, for example, will likely get richer. This leads to a general expectation 
that in terms of accessibility, data on participation in the public sphere via news 
consumption and political discussion will provide similar portraits of both online 
and offl  ine media and forums of discussion, or more specifi cally: 

H1: Online political discussion and online news use are positively related to 
standard predictors of political engagement (e.g., education, income, politi-
cal knowledge).

However, we should expect some variance in terms of individual characteristics, 
including socio-demographics and political att itudes, that may help us to under-
stand what sort of “public” has access to and is engaging in the online news use 
and political discussion and how that public compares to the “offl  ine” public. This 
is not well understood. There is at least some evidence to suggest, for example, 
that online political discussion is att racting a new kind of political discussant with 
only some of the individual characteristics of offl  ine discussants. Stromer-Galley 
(2002) fi nds that a need for privacy and social anxiety predicts online talk but not 
face-to-face talk.
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Two sets of fi ndings stand out as particularly characteristic of online news use 
and political discussion: those on age and gender. Unlike traditional news, young 
people are especially inclined to use the Internet for news and information (e.g. 
Madden 2003; Madden and Fox 2006). In particular, fi ndings suggest: While most 
citizens use the Internet to supplement other media sources, there is some evidence 
that suggests that there is a growing segment of the population, in particular 
young people (e.g. “generation X” as suggested in a early study by Shah, Kwak 
and Holbert 2001), for whom political engagement is most intensely connected to 
Internet use. Young people may then fi nd the online public sphere more accessible 
than the offl  ine public sphere.

Findings suggest that women, on the other hand, are somewhat less likely to 
use the Internet for news and political discussion (e.g. Katz and Rice 2002), fi nd-
ing it less accessible than other media and forums of discussion. The usage gap 
between men and women has been substantially reduced as Internet technology 
has continued to diff use into mainstream use. Nevertheless, a small gap remains. 
A recent national level survey by the Pew Research Center fi nds, for example, that 
during the 2006 midterm election, more males (34 percent of all male Internet users) 
got their campaign related news from online sources than did female (29 percent 
of all female Internet users) (Ranie and Horrigan 2007). Stromer-Galley (2002), also 
fi nds that women are somewhat less likely to access the available spaces for online 
political discussion.

Overall, however, it is not entirely clear how relevant these demographic 
variables are relative to other standard predictors of political behaviour and in 
comparison with offl  ine news use and discussion in various “face-to-face” forums. 
I therefore ask:

RQ1: Do the variables predicting online news use vary from those predicting 
traditional news use (i.e., newspapers and television news)? 

RQ2: Do the variables predicting the frequency of online political discussion 
vary from those predicting frequency of discussion in various “face-to-face” 
forums?

Traversability: Characterising the Relationship between News and 
Political Discussion 

In contrast to accessibility, however, traversability (the ability to move easily or 
seamlessly from news to political discussion) seems an especially defi ning aspect 
of the online public sphere. Once people have crossed the individual-level and 
structural-level hurdles to accessing the online public sphere, important questions 
arise as to how the boundaries of this “new world” infl uence their experience of 
it. That is, once people have accessed online news and online political discussion, 
they are likely to already possess the individual characteristics (e.g. SES, political 
knowledge, political self-effi  cacy) that empower them to take advantage of whatever 
structural advantages the Internet holds in the way of traversability. 

I have argued that the more intimate the relationship between news and political 
discussion, the greater the traversability of the public sphere. This dynamic stems 
from a more general relationship between news media use and political discussion 
that varies in intimacy but is relatively consistent in terms of its mere existence. 
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Indeed, an empirical relationship between news media use and political discussion 
has been relatively well established in research. Koch (1994), for example, fi nds 
that reading The New York Times on a daily basis causes a signifi cant increase in 
political discussion. Similarly, research by McLeod and his colleagues, indicates 
that newspaper reading and local news viewing predict civic participation at the 
community level, where individuals refl ect and deliberate about issues (McLeod 
et al. 1999). Kim, Wyatt  and Katz (1999) furthermore fi nd a relationship between 
newspaper reading and political conversation. Interestingly, however, they do not 
fi nd a signifi cant relationship between television news use and political conversa-
tion. This fi nding is in line with the notion that television is not particularly useful 
to the public sphere (Habermas 1989). It is not clear from these studies, however, 
how certain types of news media connect up to diff erent forums of political dis-
cussion. The newspaper, for example, may lead to discussion in certain forums, 
whereas television news may conceivably lead to discussion at other forums not 
explored by these studies. 

Importantly, it is diffi  cult to predict where the political discussion might take 
place because traditional news media seem to present no clear connection to 
particular forums of political discussion. It is diffi  cult to see, for example, how a 
newspaper is directly connected to political discussion at the workplace (commonly 
invoked as an important forum for face-to-face political discussion, e.g. Scheufele 
et al. 2004; 2006). While it is easy to see how reading the newspaper could lead to 
discussion in any number of forums, a newspaper presents no obvious link to any 
contemporary forum of political discussion. The boundaries between newspapers 
and political discussion at the workplace, for example, are not blurred but easily 
delineated. One knows when one is reading the newspaper and when one is dis-
cussing politics at the workplace. The boundaries between these two spaces may 
also be less porous than those found online for at least 2 reasons: (1) Newspapers 
and the workplace are not aligned closely together in time and space, allowing 
information garnered from newspapers to be forgott en or made less meaningful 
in the transition; (2) The workplace is usually not a specifi cally designated space 
for political discussion, and indeed has other, more explicit purposes, which may 
make the transition from news to discussion a bit more challenging. 

This kind of lower-level of traversability may in fact be a general feature of 
the industrial age. Online news, as we shall see, seems to have its most obvious 
expression in online forums of discussion. In this sense, the online public sphere 
may be more akin to the classic public sphere where salons and coff ee houses were 
ostensibly intimately linked with the world of Arts and Lett ers (Habermas 1989). 
For an understanding of just how this might operate we turn to the structure of 
the online public sphere. 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, coff ee houses, salons, and news-
papers were the institutions comprising the structural realm of the classic public 
sphere. With the intensifi cation of the industrial age in the late 19th and 20th cen-
tury, newspapers, radio, television, and perhaps volunteer associations, church, 
and the workplace may perhaps, be identifi ed as institutions of the public sphere. 
With the advent of the Internet, the institutions of the public sphere have taken 
a new structural form – they may include formal news sites, video sharing sites, 
blogs, wikis, social networking sites, chat rooms, website bulletin boards, email, 
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instant messaging, and so on. Within this form, the categories of news and political 
discussion are tightly connected in time and space and indeed, oft en blur into each 
other. Prior to the Internet, for example, mass communication and interpersonal 
communication could be rather clearly delineated from one another. This delinea-
tion is substantially blurred online, where communication can occur on various 
levels at the same time (Dahlgren 2005). 

Within these online discursive domains, blurred and porous boundaries between 
one communicative space and the next allows for increased traversibility between 
online news and spaces of political discussion. This may happen in a number of 
diff erent ways. For example: Most news sites now enable readers to comment on 
certain articles, allowing people to discuss (or at least comment on) what they read 
in the same space that they read it. Social networking sites allow users to post links 
to news articles and their opinions or thoughts on political information via status 
updates on Twitt er and Facebook, which may then be discussed among social 
networks through “comments” and “tweets.” Oft en news sites even provide links 
to social networking sites, which allow for easier transitions from one to the other. 
Indeed, most transitions between news and discussion are either seamless or just 
a click or two away. People may therefore read about or watch the news online 
and in the very next moment blog about it or post a video on a video sharing site, 
such as YouTube, where it may in turn be discussed, or simply email someone 
about what they read.

Occasionally, it is altogether unclear when one is using the news and when 
one is discussing it (e.g. blogs, tweets). Some scholars see this form of ambiguity 
as fundamentally postmodern due the unprecedented amount of agency given 
to audiences (e.g. Landow 1997; Murray 1997; Wall 2005). As Murray (1997, 128) 
suggests (while clearly not referring to blogs or social-networking sites, which did 
not yet exist), “When things are going right on the computer, we can be both the 
dancer and the caller of the dance. This is the feeling of agency.”

All in all, in the structural realm of the contemporary public sphere, online 
“news” and political “discussion” appear to be intimately linked and indeed, some-
times indistinguishable from one another, facilitating high levels of traversability. 
We should therefore expect to fi nd a similar relationship between online news and 
online discussion to that which exists between traditional news media and offl  ine 
discussion, but perhaps an even more intimate one given the virtually unlimited 
number of politically-relevant online spaces and the rather porous and blurred 
boundaries between them. That is, there should be a stronger relationship between 
online news and online discussion to that which exists between traditional news 
and various “face-to-face” forums of discussion, such as volunteer associations, 
commonly mentioned as an important space of political discussion. The Internet 
provides direct links between news and discussion, compressing them in terms 
of time and space, drawing them closer together. In this regard, the online public 
sphere may be somewhat more like the classic public sphere and less like the public 
sphere of the industrial age.

Empirical research supports the possibility of a particularly close connection 
between online news and online discussion, though there has yet to be a thorough 
model comparison between online and offl  ine news use and political discussion. 
According to the survey fi ndings of Shah and his colleagues, for example, online 
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information seeking is positively associated with interactive civic messaging, while 
newspaper use and television news use are non-signifi cant (Shah et al. 2005). A 
Pew Research Center survey furthermore fi nds that of the people who report get-
ting their 2006 midterm election campaign related news online, 8 percent of them 
report posting their own campaign related blog, 13 percent report forwarding 
someone else’s political commentary, 1 percent report creating their own audio or 
video recordings, and 8 percent report forwarding some else’s political audio or 
video recordings. All in all then, 23 percent of people who report gett ing their 2006 
midterm election campaign related news online also report engaging in some sort 
of subsequent communication about it (Fallows 2007).Therefore:

H2: The relationship between online news use and online discussion is 
stronger than the relationships between offl  ine news use and offl  ine forums 
of discussion.

Online news may also provide a direct link to at least one “face-to-face” forum 
discussion: the workplace. This is because of the intimate connection between the 
Internet and many places of work. A Pew Internet Project report, for example, sug-
gests that 57 million organisational members (62 percent of all employed workers) 
in the United States have Internet access (Fallows 2002). Given the central role 
of the Internet at many places of work, people may be reading online news and 
then be speaking to someone in the next cubicle or around the “water-cooler” in 
the very next moment. This seems less likely to be the case with a newspaper, for 
example. While “extra-curricular activities” such as reading the news online may 
be to some extent be frowned upon at some places of work, this activity is far less 
conspicuous than reading the newspaper at work, which would be quite awkward 
in almost any work sett ing.

The relationship between online news use and political discussion should be 
somewhat weaker than the relationship between online news and online political 
discussion, however, to the extent that there is somewhat less traversability in the 
former context. While the boundaries between online news and political discus-
sion at the workplace may be blurred, the boundaries may not be as porous as the 
online political discussion context because the workplace is not always deemed an 
appropriate place for political discussion. Therefore:

H3: Online news use is positively related to frequency of political discussion 
at work but the relationship will be somewhat weaker than the relationship 
between online news use and online political discussion.

Research Design

Variables

Socio-demographic Variables and Factual Political Knowledge. The age of 
respondents was an open-ended continuous item (M = 50.1, SD = 17.2). Sex was 
coded with female equal to 0 and male equal to 1 (54.8 percent female, 45.2 percent 
male). Education was an open-ended continuous item that asked respondents to 
report their total number of years of schooling (M = 14.6, SD = 3.0). Income was 
evaluated by asking respondents to report their total household income for the 
previous year (2002) by selecting from 10 categories ranging from $10,000 or less 
to 101,000 or more (median = $50,000 to $60,000).
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Political Att itudes. Several standard predictors of political behaviour were used 
in the analyses: Ideology (M=4.2, SD=1.4) was measured by computing the mean 
of two 7-point scale items. One item asked about the respondents’ fi scal ideology 
and the other asked about social ideology, with 1 being very liberal and 7 being very 
conservative. The measure for ideological polarity also employed these two items. The 
farther along the ideology scale in either direction indicated higher polarity (M=2.5, 
SD=1.6). Political self-effi  cacy was measured by computing the mean of three items 
(1 = strongly agree, up to 10 = strongly disagree) that assessed respondent’s beliefs 
about their ability to understand and infl uence government processes (M=5.8, 
SD=.93). Factual political knowledge (M = 2.6; SD = 1.2, α = .63) was an additive in-
dex of four items tapping correct identifi cation of public fi gures and knowledge 
of current events, such as Do you happen to know what job or political offi  ce is held by 
Dick Cheney? Finally, social trust was assessed through one item (1 = strongly agree, 
up to 10 = strongly disagree), which asked about the extent to which people can 
generally be trusted. 

News Media Use (offl  ine and online). Newspaper news use (M=6.2, SD=2.5) 
and television news use (M=6.0, SD=2.7) were each created by computing the mean 
of two items (from 0 = never to 1 = very rarely, up to 10 = all the time) that asked 
about att ention to newspaper coverage of national and of international public aff airs 
(newspaper news use) and att ention to television coverage of national and of inter-
national public aff airs (television news use). Online news use was similarly created 
by computing the mean of two items (from 0 = never to 1 = very rarely, up to 10 = all 
the time) that asked about the frequency with which respondents searched online 
for information on international and national issues (M=3.1, SD=3.1).

Political Discussion. Offl  ine political discussion was assessed through the use 
of fi ve separate items (from 0 = never to 1 = very rarely, up to 10 = all the time) 
measuring the frequency of political discussion at various face-to-face forums of 
discussion commonly referenced to in political communication literature (e.g. Mutz 
2006; Scheufele et al. 2004), including the workplace (M=3.6, SD=2.9), church (M=2.5, 
SD=2.4), non-church community/ volunteer groups (M=3.0 SD=2.5), with family (M=5.8 
SD=3.0), and with neighbors (M=2.9 SD=2.4). Online political discussion (M=.82, SD=.60) 
was assessed through computing the mean of two separate items (from 0 = never 
to 1 = very rarely, up to 10 = all the time) that asked about frequency of political 
discussion via chat/instant messaging and email (M=1.3 SD=1.6).

Data

The data used to test the hypotheses and research questions are derived from 
a national level survey conducted by The Cornell University Survey Research 
Institute in October and November of 2003, using CATI methods (N = 781). I am 
indebted to Dietram A. Scheufele, who was the principal investigator for the original 
study. The response rate was 55 percent based upon AAPOR defi nitions (Research 
defi nition Response Rate 3).

Results
I employed nine OLS regression analyses to examine the hypotheses and re-

search questions. All hypotheses are supported by the data.
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Research Question 1

Research question 1 asked whether the variables predicting online news use 
and traditional news use would vary. A series of three regression analyses were run 
examining the predictors of online news use, newspaper news use, and television 
news use. Online news use was inversely predicted by age (β =-.21, p < .001) and 
positively predicted by education (β =.15, p < .001), sex (male) (β =.07, p < .05), po-
litical knowledge (β =.20, p < .001), political self-effi  cacy (β =.11, p < .01), and while 
falling just short of signifi cance, income (β =.06, p < .10), newspaper news use was 
positively predicted by education (β =.13, p < .001), political knowledge (β =.12, p < 
.01), age (β =.24, p < .001) and social trust (β =.09, p < .05). Finally, television news use 
was positively predicted by education (β =.09, p < .05), political knowledge (β =.13, 
p < .01), age (β =.15, p < .001), and though falling short of signifi cance, ideological 
polarity (β =.09, p < .10). Out of the three models, the one predicting online news 
use is the strongest, with an adjusted R2 of .18, compared with .13 for newspapers 
and .07 for television (See Table 1).

Table 1: OLS Regressions Explaining News Use: TV, Newspaper, Online

Variable TV NP Online

Education

Sex (male)

Income

Age

Political Knowledge

Ideology (conservatism) 

Ideological Polarity

Political Self-effi  cacy

Social Trust

.09*

.02

.01

.15***

.13**

.03

.09+

.01

.06

.13***

-.01

.06

.24***

.12**

-.04

.05

.03

.09*

.15***

.07*

.06+

-.21***

.20***

-.03

-.003

.11**

.05

N

Adj. R2

F

692

.07

7.1***

696

.13

12.8***

696

.18

18.3***

+ p<.10; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Note: Regression entries are standardized Beta coeffi  cients.

Research Question 2 / Hypotheses

Research question 2 asked how the variables predicting offl  ine forums of political 
discussion and those predicting online political discussion would diff er. A set of 
regression analyses therefore examined the infl uence of several standard predictors 
of political engagement on frequency of political discussion online, at work, with 
family, at church, with neighbours, and at volunteer associations.

Again the strongest model overall is that predicting the online activity. Fre-
quency of online discussion is inversely predicted by age (β =-.24, p < .001), and 
positively predicted by income (β =.08, p < .05), political knowledge (β =.08, p < .05), 
and importantly, online news (β =.33, p < .001). Frequency of discussion at work 
is inversely predicted by age (β =-.28, p < .001), and positively predicted by sex 
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(male) (β =.09, p < .05), online news (β =.08, p < .05), and while falling just short of 
signifi cance, newspaper news use (β =.09, p = .06) and television news use (β =.07, 
p < .09). Frequency of discussion with family is inversely predicted by sex (male) 
(β =-.09, p < .05) and age (β =.-12, p <. 05), positively predicted by education (β =.10, 
p < .05), newspaper news use (β =.10, p < .05), and television news use (β =.22, p < 
.001). Frequency of discussion at church is positively predicted by ideology (indi-
cating greater conservatism) (β =.16, p < .001), ideological polarity (β =.14, p < .001), 
newspaper news use (β =.14, p < .01), and while falling just short of signifi cance, 
television news use (β =.06, p < .06). Frequency of discussion at volunteer associa-
tions is positively predicted by newspaper news use (β =.11, p < .05), television 
news use (β =.11, p < .05), and falling just short of signifi cance, sex (male) (β =.07, 
p < .08), and inversely, income (β =-.07, p = .09). Finally, frequency of discussion 
with neighbours is positively predicted by newspaper news use (β =.16, p < .01) and 
television news use (β =.11, p < .01), and falling just short of signifi cance, ideological 
polarity (β =.17, p < .06), and inversely by education (β =-08, p = .08).

Among these relationships, it was hypothesised that the relationship between 
online news use and online political discussion would be stronger than the re-
lationships between offl  ine news use and offl  ine forums of political discussion, 
which would suggest greater traversability. This hypothesis was confi rmed, with 
online news use being the strongest media use predictor in general, and by far, the 
strongest predictor of online political discussion (β=.33, p<.001). Hypothesis 3 was 
also confi rmed, with online news predicting discussion at work. And as further 
hypothesised, the relationship was rather small relative to the relationship between 
online news use and online political discussion (β=.08, p<.05). Notably, discussion at 
work and discussion online were the only discussion variables that were predicted 
by online news use (See Table 2).

Table 2.: OLS Regressions Explaining Frequency of Political Discussion

Variable  Online Work Family Church Volunteer Neighbor

Education

Sex (male)

Income

Age

Political Knowledge

Ideology (right) 

Ideological Polarity

Self-effi  cacy

Social Trust

Online news

Newspaper news

TV news

.06

-.01

.08*

-.24***

.08*

-.05

-.03

-.003

.05

.33***

.06

-.02

.03

.09*

.03

-.28***

.03

-.01

.04

.05

.02

 .08*

.09+

.07+ 

.10*

-.09*

.003

-.12**

.16***

.04

.07+

.05

.001

.004

.10*

.22***

 .04

-.04

-.03

-.01

.00

.16***

.14***

-.02

-.01

 .03

.14**

.08+

.05

.07+

-.07+

-.05

-.04

-.02

.06+

.03

.06

-.001

.11*

.11*

-.07+

.04

-.01

.01

.07

.02

.07+

-.05

-.004

 -.02

.16**

.12**

N

Adj. R2

F

692

.26

21.6*** 

681

.13

9.1***

685

.16

11.7***

683

.08

6.2***

680

.04

3.3***

687

.06

4.8***

+ p<.10 * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Note: Regression entries are standardized Beta coeffi  cients.
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Discussion
The purpose of this article was to examine the accessibility and traversability of 

the contemporary public sphere. In terms of accessibility, it appears the typically 
“public sphere rich” are in fact gett ing richer. As this applies to news use in particu-
lar, the overall model of online news, which includes most standard predictors of 
political behaviour, is the strongest when compared with offl  ine news counterparts. 
This means that the socio-economic and cognitive hurdles are actually greater for 
accessing the online public sphere than accessing the offl  ine public sphere.

 Why is online news less accessible than offl  ine news? One possible reason is 
that “searching” for internationally and nationally relevant news online may be a 
more cognitively engaged activity than simply att ending to such information as it 
appears in the newspaper or especially on television. Engaging in online searches 
for news requires a cognitive schema relating to the kinds of information one 
wishes to acquire. This may furthermore require a higher level of education, which 
according to Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Barry (1996), develops in citizens the cognitive 
skills required for political engagement and political knowledge creation. Political 
self-effi  cacy may furthermore endow citizens with the expectation that their online 
searches will indeed be fruitful. Conversely, people with low political self-effi  cacy 
may not have the same expectation and may therefore be less likely to engage.

Still, online news use may actually be more accessible for at least one typically 
less politically engaged group: Younger people seem to fi nd online news more ac-
cessible than traditional news, perhaps, as has been suggested, because it fi ts more 
readily into their already high levels of Internet use. Overall, however, given the 
socio-demographic and cognitive hurdles citizens must overcome when searching 
for online news, online news seems somewhat less accessible than many observers 
of the Net had previously imagined.

Online political discussion, on the other hand, does appear to be somewhat 
more accessible than online news, but not substantially more accessible than offl  ine 
forums of political discussion. Unlike online news use, education is not a signifi cant 
predictor. Furthermore, in spite of their relatively equal accessibility overall, one 
interesting diff erence between online discussion and many forums of “face-to-face” 
discussion, is that sex is not a signifi cant predictor of online discussion. This stands 
in contrast to the earlier fi ndings of Stromer-Galley (2002) and is consistent with 
the possibility that online discussion is more gender neutral than “face-to-face” 
political discussion (see Flanagin et al. 2002).

In terms of traversability, I proposed that blurred and porous boundaries between 
online news and online discussion create a more intimate relationship between the 
two than seen in traditional media domains, by connecting news and discussion 
in both time and space as citizens move seamlessly and with relative ease between 
various categories of discourse (Dahlgren 2001; 2005). The results generally support 
this proposition. Of all the news use and political discussion variables, online news 
use and online discussion do indeed have the strongest relationship, suggesting 
that they are more intimately linked, more bound in time and space. The only other 
forum of discussion to be signifi cantly predicted by online news use is discussion 
at work, though somewhat less so.

Yet, the “Industrial Age” public sphere may not be as low in traversability as 
originally theorised in this article. The strong relationship between television news 
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use and political discussion with the family was unanticipated, but clearly makes 
sense – unlike the reading of newspapers, television watching is done almost ex-
clusively in the home and is very oft en a collective activity. Unlike neighbours or 
volunteer association members, for example, families may commonly watch the 
news on television together and then discuss what they see as they see it, which has 
the eff ect of linking news and political discussion in time and space. Television news 
and discussion about politics within the family may actually be a fairly traversable 
discursive environment, though somewhat less so than the online environment. 
Certainly, with the addition of Internet to the Industrial Age options, we live in an 
increasingly traversable media environment. 

It should be noted that this study is not without important limitations. It is fi rst 
unclear that online news use directly leads to or causes online political discussion. 
Though the two are highly correlated, while controlling for a number of theoretically 
relevant variables, there are no questions in the survey that ask respondents if their 
discussion online was a direct result of their online news use. It may then be that 
the two variables are simply highly related for other reasons than those related to 
the “traversability” between them. The argument for traversability does, however, 
become more compelling when comparing the strength of the relationship between 
online news and online discussion and the relative weakness of the relationships 
between traditional news use and “face-to-face” forums of political discussion. 
Second, the data may be criticised on the grounds that they are too old and that 
the Internet has evolved greatly beyond what it was in 2003. Indeed, the number of 
people who actually report discussing politics online in this survey is quite low. Yet 
I would argue that the theoretical arguments put forth in this study have actually 
been strengthened with recent online developments, suggesting that the relation-
ships found in this study would actually be stronger today than in 2003. 

In order to more fully examine blurred and porous boundaries in the context 
of traversability, future research should provide more direct tests for the specifi c 
mechanisms that lie between news use and political discussion. Such tests might 
include experimental research aimed at examining the precise micro-level-processes 
involved in traversing the online public sphere in combination with survey research 
employing more direct questions about the ways in which individuals navigate their 
online experience. Moreover, interpretive research might examine the complexity 
likely involved with people’s experience of accessibility and traversability, helping 
to answer the question of what this really means for people and democratic life. 
The theoretical constructs and research fi ndings presented in this article provide 
a starting point for this potential line of research.

Overall, the fi ndings suggest that the online public sphere is somewhat less or 
at best, equally accessible, but also substantially more traversable for those with the 
ability, skill, and motivation to access it. In the case of accessibility, the presum-
ably more porous boundaries between the private and the public sphere created 
by the structure of the online public sphere do not seem to be enough to counter-
act strong forces embodied by the knowledge gap hypothesis. The blurred and 
porous boundaries between online news and online discussion do, on the other 
hand, appear to be enhancing the ease with which people transition from news to 
political discussion – potentially connecting news and political discussion in new 
and powerful ways, conducive to public opinion development. 
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At least in terms of the criteria discussed in this article, the online public sphere 
seems not remotely akin to the questionably accessible but highly traversable “clas-
sic” bourgeois public sphere, but somewhat further removed than the somewhat 
more accessible but less traversable “industrial age” public sphere. As noted by 
Papacharissi (2002, 21) both are relatively low in accessibility: “This virtual sphere 
is dominated by bourgeois computer holders, much like the one traced by Haber-
mas consisting of bourgeois property holders.” Both are also comparatively high 
in traversability – created by distinctly confi gured porous and blurred boundaries 
between information and discussion. Clearly, traversability and accessibility are 
not the only normative requirements for a healthy public sphere. Even when these 
requirements for the institutions of the public sphere (news and forums of political 
discussion) are met, the normative quality of the discourse that takes place within 
the structures may still be relatively low.

One might even argue that the kind of traversability experienced online, absent 
of any commitment to high quality deliberation, may in fact lead to less civil, off  
the cuff , less processed, political talk, or less of what we might traditionally call 
discussion. Posting a comment on somebody’s facebook page would seem to be a 
far cry from the high minded debate that ostensibly took place in the coff ee houses 
and salons of classic public sphere. 

Nevertheless, I would suggest that accessibility and traversability are neces-
sary while not suffi  cient criteria for a healthy public sphere. A public sphere with 
increased traversability and limited accessibility, suggests a newly dynamic com-
munication environment for a certain segment of the citizenry.
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