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Audience as Medium:
Motivations and Emotions in News Sharing
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University of Vigo, Spain

Although social media is still not the mainstream option to disseminate news for the
population as a whole, social media usage for this purpose increases every year. In
particular, it has become widespread among young people, and it is expected to be of
paramount importance in the future. This practice alters the way news is distributed and
consumed, and it directly affects the media’s business model. Understanding this
phenomenon is crucial to ensure the media’s financial feasibility. This article uses the
uses and gratifications theory to present what we know so far about the motivations
behind why users share news on social media, with special reference to the role of
emotion in the process.
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The way users interact in the digital environment has forced the media to transform and adapt its
practices in recent years. Online content and, more recently, the boom of social media have led the press
to rethink the way in which it creates and disseminates content to maintain a business model that largely
depends on generating audiences to subsequently sell those audiences to advertisers.

The new scenario is mainly characterized by its frenetic and constant evolution, which forces the
media to keep track of multiple sources to detect and monitor user behavioral trends. According to the
Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2016 (Newman, Fletcher, Levy, & Nielsen, 2016), three trends are
currently changing the business model for press editors in the digital environment and affecting the way
that news is presented and distributed: the increase in access to news on mobile devices, “the growth of
distributed news consumption” (p. 8) (not on the source’s site), and the widespread use of ad blockers. All
of them are important enough to analyze separately, but the real research scenario arises from their
interaction.

Users’ rejection of intrusive online advertising and their increased consumption of content on
mobile devices are two challenges whose solutions are in the hands of the media and do not depend much
on external factors. The keys are finding new ways of presenting content and new models for making
money and less intrusive advertising formats. However, the trend for users to access news through
pathways outside media outlets—such as through social networks and instant messaging apps—means
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that the press loses control of content distribution in exchange for a multiplication of the possibilities to
provide access to its news. In the old model, the media were the only senders in the news ecosystem, and
they distributed content through their own outlets in a monodirectional way to mass audiences. This
model is now falling apart in an environment in which “the reach of information is not simply the sum of
those exposed but must take into account the probability that the recipient retransmits the information
through some platform to others” (Cappella, Kim, & Albarracin, 2015, p. 4). The current news distribution
model responds to a hybrid model of circulation (Jenkins, Ford, & Green, 2013) in which top-down and
bottom-up approaches dynamically interact to determine what content is shared and disseminated in
society. Although the vertical dissemination scheme in which media broadcast content to their audiences
still exists, the horizontality of social media offsets this trend (Chadwick, 2011; Masip, Guallar, Suau,
Ruiz-Caballero, & Peralta, 2015).

Audiences were always considered mere recipients of "news and information created, packaged
and distributed by professional media organizations” (Hermida, Fletcher, Korell, & Logan, 2012, p. 816).
However, they now have the tools to filter, select, relay, comment on, respond to, and modify content
produced by the media and to create and distribute their own content.

According to Kimpel, Karnowski, and Keyling (2015), three main areas of research into the way
news is shared are research on the features and motivations of users and organizations sharing news,
research on the typology of content of the most widely shared items, and research on the features of the
platforms through which those items are shared. These three fields are not mutually exclusive, and many
studies address a combination of them.

This article shall focus on why users share news-based content on social media, with special
attention to aspects related to users’ psychological and emotional needs.

Accessing and Participating in News on Social Media

Online networked platforms—ecosystems including blogs, social networks, microblogs, and news
aggregators—have introduced a series of social practices (sharing, liking, commenting, general
conversations around news items, etc.) that have mainly a phatic function and that condition the way in
which news is broadcasted and received by the social environment (Papacharissi, 2014). Audiences do not
just listen to the media, but they relate to them in a much more direct way; they have adopted the—not
necessarily new, of course—habit of disseminating the information that is relevant to them to their
contacts. Thus, their capacity to influence those around them and to participate in the news narrative is
also increased (Chadwick, 2011; Choi & Lee, 2015; Hermida, 2010). Adapting to these new usage models
through distribution and promotion—main business operations of any media enterprise (Wirtz, 2014)—
means making the media accessible to recipients through an optimization of content for the channels in
which there is already an audience, the various social networks (Mitchell & Holcomb, 2016; Rushkoff,
2014). The economics of attention forces the media to develop strategies to make the best of these ways
of generating and disseminating information (Chadwick, 2011; Diaz-Nosty, 2013) and requires academia
to study them. The report Journalism, Media and Technology Trends and Predictions (Newman, 2017)
indicates that “the vast majority of publishers plan to continue to invest heavily in Facebook and to a
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lesser extent other platforms this year,” (p. 10) although they are also trying to build a more direct
relationship with their audiences (Anderson, 2017) and to develop plans to promote their own sites or
apps (Newman, 2017).

The role of social media—and, therefore, of individuals—in the dissemination of news has been
widely studied by the most relevant media institutions and research centers in recent years.

The Digital News Report 2016 (Newman et al., 2016) reported that 51% of individuals use social
media as their main news source every week and that 12% claimed that social media was their most
important information source, thus confirming the continued growth of social media as information source
compared to other media. In the 2017 version of the report (Newman, Fletcher, Kalegeropoulos, Levy, &
Nielsen, 2017), the growth of social media to access information is noted as becoming generally stagnant
compared to instant messaging applications. According to the authors, “the growth of messaging comes as
an extra layer on top of social networking rather than as a replacement” (Newman et al., 2017, p. 13).
However, the trend does not equally impact all markets or age groups: The report The Modern News
Consumer from the Pew Research Center (Mitchell, Gottfried, Barthel, & Shearer, 2016) claimed that
digital media, apps, and social networks are already the second information source for U.S. citizens after
television, and before radio and the printed press. For younger users, online media are already the first
source of information, even above television (Mitchell et al., 2016; Newman et al., 2017, 2016).

Another relevant aspect of the relationship between news users and online information is the type
of activity generated by the news item. Newman et al. (2016) indicate that “those with the highest levels
of interest in the news, and those who access news the most frequently . . . are considerably more likely
to comment or share on social media than either daily briefers or casual users” (pp. 100-101). The report
defines three user profiles according to their level of interaction with the news: Proactive participators
(31% of the sample) are those who have made an original or public contribution to news coverage,
reactive participators (21%) are those who have contributed by disseminating existing news coverage or
leaving feedback, and passive consumers (48%) are those who do not actively participate in news
coverage at all. The details from the Digital News Report 2016 and those from The Modern News
Consumer (Mitchell et al., 2016) on the U.S. market both show that users tend to perform activities that
require less reflection and personal engagement.

A further element in this scenario is introduced by the data from News Use Across Social Media
Platforms 2016 from the Pew Research Center (Gottfried & Shearer, 2016): 62% of U.S. users access
news through social media; in particular, 70% of Reddit users, 66% of Facebook users, and 59% of
Twitter users access news through these networks. Various news-related activities happen on social
media: “Social networks are not just important for discovery, they also encourage discussing and sharing
the news. Around a quarter of news internet users (24%) share news via social media during the average
week” (Newman et al., 2016, p. 10).

News consumption and participation in the information cycle (Chadwick, 2011) through social
media cannot be seen as a predominant trend for the audience as a whole; however, it is a consolidated
behavior, especially among certain audiences, such as younger groups, and with immediate future
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growth: “If searching for news was the most important development of the last decade, sharing news may
be among the most important of the next” (Olmstead, Mitchell, & Rosenstiel, 2011, p. 10). This increasing
trend has already introduced remarkable changes in the news production and distribution practices for
online media to generate traffic (Fernandez, Arrillaga, & Gonzalez, 2016). In this way, a key element of
the digital media business is knowing the motivation of audiences not only to consume an item but also to
comment on, share, or otherwise interact with it (Newman et al., 2016).

Why We Share: Social Behavior, Personality, and Emotion

Motives are the general disposition influencing the actions of an individual to fulfill a need
(Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000). To understand why a user shares news content produced by a media
enterprise on social media, we need to understand the basics of the most primitive forms of human social
behavior, aspects that predate the boom of social media. Homans (1958) understands social behavior as
an exchange of (tangible or intangible) goods, such as approval or prestige, in a community. At the heart
of social habits lies the exchange of intangible elements as basic social practice, the dissemination of
information, stories, or knowledge created or learned from others so that “telling, sharing, and
commenting on news stories has its own place within this socializing infrastructure, and new(er)
technologies expand our storytelling repertoire” (Papacharissi, 2014, p. 28).

The most remarkable translation of these trends in communication theory is found in the uses
and gratifications theory. This approach focuses mainly on the use of mass media but sees human need as
its departure point. The idea of human need is already present in the study of interpersonal
communication, but here it is seen as the underlying reason leading to motive and consequently to specific
uses (Rosengren, 1974).

Although information and communications technology (ICT) progresses at a very fast pace, thus
changing the media ecosystem and forms of interpersonal communication, human needs and their
motives to trigger communication processes have remained, in essence, the same throughout the
centuries. Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) claim that the uses and gratifications approach may help us
understand, in the digital environment, “how people use technologies to negotiate their identities, social
positions, and emotional lives” (p. 176).

The motives leading individuals to select and relay content can be clustered into two groups: on
the one hand, those that have to do with psychological factors, and on the other, those that refer to the
features of the content itself (Cappella et al., 2015).

The Objectives and Needs of Individuals in the Communication Process
We should remember that the motives of individuals are not homogeneous. Even if they can be

grouped around common reference frameworks, the intensity with which they are pursued or the ways in
which they are fulfilled are ultimately determined by the personality traits of each individual.
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Research on online communication has yielded a plethora of studies linking the Internet as a
communication tool with different personality traits (Correa, Hinsley, & Gil de Zuiiiga, 2010; Orchard &
Fullwood, 2010). Most of these studies use either the Eysenck Personality Inventory (Eysenck & Eysenck,
1975), which defines an individual’s personality according to the dimensions extraversion/introversion and
neuroticism/stability, plus the dimension psychoticism/socialization, added later, or the widely accepted
Big Five, or five-factor model of personality, described by Costa and McCrae (1992) on the Revised NEO
Personality Inventory, or NEO-PI-R, which uses five main personality dimensions: openness,
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003;
McCrae & Costa, 1997). The studies developed so far tend to conclude that three of the five dimensions
are involved in the use of Internet services and apps, such as social media or instant messaging. The
three dimensions are openness, extraversion, and neuroticism (Amichai-Hamburger, 2002; Amichai-
Hamburger & Ben-Artzi, 2000; Correa et al., 2010; Ehrenberg, Juckes, White, & Walsh, 2008; Ross et al.,
2009; Zywica & Danowski, 2008).

The preexisting psychological context of individuals helps us to understand their objectives in
communication. In the current context of ICT development, digital media tend to replace traditional
media; however, communication motives may be the same regardless of the platform used. According to
R. A. Clark and Delia (1979), three basic goals are pursued in every communication transaction: (a)
instrumental objectives, or those that solve a problem or situation that generates the communication
exchange; (b) interpersonal objectives, or those directed toward establishing or maintaining a relationship
between the sender and recipient; and (c) identity objectives, those that relate to the sender’s aim of
projecting or maintaining a specific self-image. The goals presented by R. A. Clark and Delia can be easily
linked to the (prior or subsequent) classification proposals around the needs that communication fulfills for
individuals. One of the most widely used models in this regard is the FIRO-B (Fundamental Interpersonal
Relations Orientation Behavior), suggested by Schutz (1958) and based on three dimensions that explain
interpersonal behavior: inclusion, control, and affection. Generally speaking, inclusion is about the need to
belong to a group, control is about the need to have influence and power over others, and affection is the
need to be loved and understood.

Attention to of these areas has been unequal and sometimes overlapping in identifying concrete
factors related to the needs of social interaction and those of identity building and projection (Cappella et
al., 2015).

Sharing Is Caring

Historically, human beings have tended to help others who are close to them (Kurzban, Burton-
Chellew, & West, 2015). From a psychological perspective, altruistic motives are those that seek an
increase in the well-being of others, regardless of whether there is any cost or sacrifice associated
(Batson, 2011). However, altruistic individuals may also benefit from their actions, albeit subjectively.
Altruistic motives are mainly seen in the act of sharing information that is deemed useful for the user’s
social network (Feinberg, Willer, Stellar, & Keltner, 2012; Kimpel et al., 2015). This can also include a
prosocial component in that a user tries to build trust-based relationships with other individuals (Feinberg
et al., 2012) and, at the same time, contribute to the reputation of the person sharing useful or
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entertaining information to generate reciprocity (Fehr & Fischbacher, 2003). The report The Psychology of
Sharing describes six types of “sharing personalities,” including “altruists,” those “primarily motivated by a
desire to bring valuable content to those they care about and to let them know that they are thinking
about them and that they care” (The New York Times Customer Insight Group, 2011, p. 5). This report
also underlines that the most important motive for users to share content is “to improve the lives of those
who consumers care about” (p. 6).

Altruism seems to be a relevant factor in sharing information online, according to research by Ho
and Dempsey (2010), Oh (2012), Phelps, Lewis, Mobilio, Perry, and Raman (2004), and Sundaram, Mitra,
and Webster (1998).

Entertainment is another of the most frequent motives for users to share content, and one of the
most difficult aspects to analyze from an academic perspective. According to Zillmann and Bryant (1994),
we could broadly define entertainment as any situation or activity that generates pleasure. This definition
is clearly linked to digital media content, even if there are other gratifications attached to it too. Likewise,
what Postman (1986) expressed for TV seems to be applicable to entertainment as “the natural format for
the representation of all experience” (p. 87) on social media.

According to McQuail, entertainment fulfills the “users’ needs for escapism, enjoyment, emotional
release, and anxiety relief” (as cited in Lee & Ma, 2012, p. 333); however, there is a difference between
enjoying or browsing for entertainment on digital media (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000) and the motives to
share it (Baek, Holton, Harp, & Yaschur, 2011; Holton, Baek, Coddington, & Yaschur, 2014). This last idea
is revisited by Berger (2014) when he claims that “interesting, surprising, funny, or extreme” content that
“makes the sharer seem interesting, funny, and in-the-know” is the content that is finally shared (p. 590).
Entertainment thus becomes a bridge between these motives and those of socialization and personal
image. Nevertheless, the motivation to entertain associated to the concept of emotional contagion
(Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993) is explained by Guadagno, Rempala, Murphy, and Okdie (2013) as
follows: “When people watch Internet video clips, they may experience the same emotions as the people
in the clips, and by forwarding that clip, they anticipate that the receiver will experience similar emotions”
(p. 2312). Thus, this behavior can be associated with altruistic or socializing motives.

Motives related to socialization, the needs for affection and inclusion, have to do with approval
and integration (Kimpel et al., 2015). Belonging is one of the most relevant psychological influences on
human behavior. A wide range of evidence shows how it affects cognitive processes, emotional patterns,
and behavioral responses (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This dimension includes maintaining existing social
bonds, getting social validation for our own actions (Guadagno et al., 2013), and establishing new
relationships with people close to us through the content that we share. Such motives have an impact on
the way content is searched for and processed (Lundgren & Prislin, 1998) and also on the decision to
share it (Cappella et al., 2015), as individuals try to impact on their environment too. There are two key
aspects in this decision-making process: perceived usefulness and audience design.

Perceived usefulness is a concept stemming from the technology acceptance model developed by
Davis in 1986 (Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 1989) that refers to the degree to which a person believes that
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using a particular system would enhance his or her job performance or, in general terms, any aspect of his
or her life. This idea of usefulness for the user as motive to use and recommend content can be found in
the concept of information value—a development of the news value theory—that is defined as “a property
that makes news meaningful for a large audience and that has the potential to impact others’ minds or
behavior” (Rudat, Buder, & Hesse, 2014, p. 133). Nowadays, news value is not only seen from a classical
or journalistic perspective but also considers the fact that the user can become a broadcaster of content,
and therefore usefulness is also understood in the context of sharing news (The New York Times Customer
Insight Group, 2011).

Once users have assessed the value of news for themselves, they then judge the value or
usefulness of the item for their environment according to their knowledge of their audience. The concepts
of audience design and expected response become relevant in this second stage. Audience design
describes how senders fits the message to the knowledge, values, and interests of their audience (H. H.
Clark & Murphy, 1982; Rudat et al., 2014). Expected response is the assessment of how the content is
going to be received by the audience in relation to the hopes for inclusion, control, or affection that
senders have toward their environment (Huang, Chen, & Wang, 2012). Scholz et al. (2017) introduced the
concept of value-based virality to stress the need for self-expression and the creation of a self-image as
motive to share information: “To express ourselves in positive ways and to strengthen our social bonds
are the core functions of sharing” (p. 1).

Sharing Is Self-Caring

The need to belong and socialize is closely linked to the need for personal promotion through the
expectations generated as anticipated reward or punishment for a particular social behavior (Kurzban et
al., 2015; Lang & Bradley, 2010).

Rewards for the prosocial behaviors of individuals by the group are understood as part of social
evolution and social organization to set common values (Scholz et al., 2017), but there is also evidence of
intrinsic rewards: Hepach, Vaish, and Tomasello (2017), for example, describe similar positive emotional
responses in two-year-old children who have achieved something and those in situations in which they
help others accomplish objectives.

According to Barasch and Berger (2014), self-presentation is one of the most widely studied
motives in the literature on word-of-mouth. Altruistic motives have to do with the need to get a reputation
and followers and to increase the user’s status within the community (Kidmpel et al., 2015). This is why
people tend to share information that presents them in a positive light in front of others (Lee & Ma, 2012);
more precisely, Berger (2014) considered that impression management should motivate people to share
“(a) entertaining, (b) useful, (c) self-concept relevant, (d) status related, (e) unique, (f) common ground,
and (g) accessible things while also (h) leading incidental arousal to boost sharing and (i) affecting the
valence of the content shared” (p. 590).

Status seeking through sharing can simply respond to the user’s need for emotional gratification
through the recognition of the community (Ho & Dempsey, 2010) and the expectation of a social reward



2140 Alberto Dafonte-Gémez International Journal of Communication 12(2018)

(Scholz et al., 2017). It may also respond to a material need to promote his or her work or professional
image to foster his or her professional career (Baek et al., 2011; Holton et al., 2014).

Despite scientific evidence for these motives, studies such as the one by Tamir, Zaki, and Mitchell
(2015) indicate that the brain generates reward stimuli when sharing information, even if it is irrelevant
for the sender and there is no perceived usefulness for the recipients—delinking the behavior from
pragmatic motives—and that the act of sharing information has an intrinsic value (Tamir & Mitchell, 2012).

Advocating for one’s own beliefs can also be a motivation to share content online. This is linked
to the concepts of cognitive dissonance and selective exposure; selective exposure (Klapper, 1960)
happens when an individual’s beliefs guide his or her selection and use of media (Stroud, 2008). According
to this theory, users look for information that is consistent with their prior beliefs and convictions and
avoid those that trigger cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1962; Young & Anderson, 2017). In the current
ecosystem of social media, echo chamber and filter bubble (Newman et al., 2017) are concepts that
describe a situation in which users relate only to people with their same ideologies and values. Likewise,
they only receive information that has been tailored to these values and preferences, both through their
contacts and in their selection algorithms for their SNS content, so that their views of events are limited
by filters of cognitive dissonance and selective exposure.

Later revisions of the concept of cognitive dissonance (Greenwald & Ronis, 1978) reflect upon the
conflict generated in individuals when facing opinions or beliefs that contradict their own and how this
relates to their need to preserve their self-esteem rather than with a disruption of the flow of thought.
Although the option to fight the information instead of avoiding it to reduce dissonance is an attitude that
is well documented and has been discussed (Adams, 1961), the current communication ecosystem allows
users to actively combat dissonant content by creating and disseminating news (truthful or otherwise) that
supports their principles and convictions with a wider reach than ever before.

Within the logic of advocacy or lobbying, the reports Why Do People Share on Social Media?
(OgilvyRED, 2014) and The Psychology Of Sharing: Why Do People Share Online? (The New York Times
Customer Insight Group, 2011) both highlight promoting or supporting causes (brands) as one of the most
important motives to share content on social media.

According to Berger (2014), one of the goals of word-of-mouth is persuasion, and although he is
mainly referring to commercial contexts, his ideas on motives are applicable to situations of advocacy in
which the user is trying to convince others of the goodness or evil of a cause, behavior, or person; this
favors the sharing of extreme content with which the user may or may not agree.

Sharing Is Reading?
According to a study by Gabielkov, Ramachandran, Chaintreau, and Legout (2016) that compared

the number of times tweets had been shared and data of content accessed through the links included in
those tweets, 59% of the shared URLs are never clicked.
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Motives related to altruism, social relationships, and self-image are based on sharing content of
value for the user’'s community, and one would therefore expect the user to know well what he or she
shares (Huang et al., 2012) before sharing it, as the content relates to his or her own image (Dafonte-
Gomez, 2014). However, there are other ways to use content that may imply only superficial contact with
summarized versions of information with just an image, a heading, a teaser, and social endorsement cues
(Schéfer, Silflow, & Mdller, 2017). They are designed for users who engage in snacking, defined by
Costera Meijer and Groot Kormelink (2015) as a practice that “is not about pursuing in-depth knowledge
or developed opinions, but about diversion: users consume bits and pieces of information in a relaxed,
easy-going fashion to gain a sense of what is going on” (p. 670). This practice does not involve clicking on
a link to access the content, but users can share and comment nonetheless.

One of the reasons for this behavior may have to do with signaling theory (Alhabash et al.,
2013). This theory explains that the cost of acquiring more complete knowledge on the information
(veracity of the source, vested interest, etc.) may outweigh the benefits of getting the information,
something that can be applied to the costs and benefits of sharing content. When assessing such content,
the most relevant aspects include the user’s past experiences with the source (Lee & Ma, 2012) or the
credibility of the sender. Likewise, whenever content supports their beliefs or causes, users can take
cognitive shortcuts to share and thus link their reputations to something they know only superficially.

Superficial knowledge of what is shared because of ideological reasons is the perfect breeding
ground for fake news, whose senders need users as a distribution network for the content (Gu, Kropotov,
& Yarochkin, 2017). Whereas the motives of fake news producers are mainly economic or political, the
motives of users sharing them must be related, among other things, to cognitive dissonance and selective
exposure. A 2017 study by Buzzfeed determined that “top fake election news stories generated more total
engagement on Facebook than top election stories from 19 major news outlets combined” (Silverman,
2017, para. 1). The consequences of this are a loss of trust of the average reader: U.S. citizens’ trust in
the media was at a historical low in 2016 since Gallup started measuring it in 1972, and the decline was
more dramatic for those between 18 and 49 years of age (from 50% in 2001 to 26% in 2016) (Swift,
2017). Not surprisingly, one of the most important trends in the report Journalism, Media and Technology
Trends and Predictions 2017 (Newman, 2017) is, precisely, the booming of fact-checking initiatives in the
media, supported both by digital media and by Facebook and Google, to control the quality of the
information offered to their users.

Some background thoughts about all these aspects are that, although the end behavior is the
same—sharing information—the cognitive depth associated with what leads to it differs depending on the
motivation behind it. Motives associated with entertainment, altruism, social integration, and even the
projection of one’s self-image seem to necessarily require that the content be read or viewed in its
entirety before it is shared to meet the objectives of the sharer. However, motives linked to control and
influence on the environment and those linked to advocacy leave a larger margin to share content after a
more superficial interaction (snacking) that does not imply having checked the information beyond the
headline, header, or image.
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Emotion and Virality

Apart from the personality and motivations that guide individuals in their decisions to share
content online, the emotions that such content generates on users also play a vital role.

Emotions are some of the most complex aspects of human life; they share psychic and
physiological features, and they affect all our actions, from cradle to the grave, even in the most
imperceptible ways. Despite the fact that emotions are connatural to human beings and that they have
attracted the attention of the academia since ancient times, Serrano-Puche (2016) claims that there has
been increased interest in the topic in recent decades. Emotion has been analyzed from a multidisciplinary
perspective, from anthropology to economics, linguistics, computer engineering, and neuroscience. The
field of communication has also felt the influence of emotional factors, and in recent years, particularly in
the studies on motivation to select and disseminate content by users, emotion has been researched as one
of the key elements to understand this phenomenon. According to Rimé (2009), “people are attracted to
emotional stories in the media, as well as in movies, novels, plays, drama, opera, songs, images, and so
forth. A fascination for emotional material literally permeates everyday life” (p. 71).

The transmission of emotions has been studied both as mimesis of a certain emotional state
between sender and recipient and as large-scale dissemination of information. Emotional contagion is a
phenomenon that has been widely documented in the literature (Coviello et al., 2014; Doherty, 1997;
Hatfield et al., 1993; Prochazkova & Kret, 2017), and the dissemination of information about emotionally
charged situations has given way to emotional broadcaster theory (Harber & Cohen, 2005), which is based
on the idea that people who have experienced important events feel the emotional need to share their
experiences. The “social sharing of emotion” described by Rimé (2009) is an information phenomenon that
happens “in the minutes, hours, days, even weeks and months—and sometimes years, or even an entire
life—following an emotional episode” and that “entails a description of the emotional event in a socially-
shared language by the person who experienced it to another” (p. 65). These processes, described on an
individual scale, take on a new dimension when they are applied to the context of media and the
coconstruction of news content by users. This is what Papacharissi (2014) calls “affective news streams,”
which imply a combination of “subjective experience, opinion, and emotion, all sustained by and
sustaining ambient news environments” (p. 34).

Much research developed around emotions in content sharing through e-mail, social media, or
instant messaging apps comes from the field of viral marketing. The emotional response to advertising,
for example, is one important indicator of the attitude of consumers toward a brand and a predictor of
their behavior toward it (Morris, Woo, Geason, & Kim, 2002). We know that advertisements using
emotional content generate far more connections between consumers and brands than those based on
rational argumentation (Micu & Plummer, 2010). There is also neurological evidence showing that
emotional content can also have effects on the attention paid to advertising and on memory (Nomura &
Mitsukura, 2015; Teixeira, 2012; Vecchiato et al., 2010, 2014). However, we must also understand how
emotions influence the decisions to share content that users have been exposed to.
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The main features of viral communication are the gratuity of the content or service that is being
distributed, the simplicity in redistribution, the appeal to the audience’s interests in sharing, the use of
existing distribution networks to convey content, and the use of external resources to disseminate the
message (Welker, 2002). Viral content must therefore be designed according not only to the benefit that
seeing it can bring to viewers but also to the benefit they may get from sharing it. In this regard, Dobele,
Lindgreen, Beverland, Vanhamme, and van Wijk (2007) claim that “for viral marketing to work, there
must be something uniquely powerful about the message, something that encourages would-be advocates
to pass it on” (p. 292).

Researchers such as Berger and Milkman (2012), Dafonte-Gémez (2014), Dobele et al. (2007),
Eckler and Bolls (2011), Guadagno et al. (2013), Heath, Bell, and Sternberg (2001), and Teixeira (2012)
all agree on the importance of the emotions that content triggers in users to determine sharing. They also
concede that viralization of content is more likely to happen if said content conveys positive emotions such
as surprise or happiness. Some of these studies and others generally refer to content that generates
strong, either positive or negative, emotions and arousal in individuals, be it positive or negative (Berger,
2011; Berger & Milkman, 2012; Heath, 1996; Heath et al., 2001; Peters, Kashima, & Clark, 2009).

The term arousal is used in various contexts with various meanings to help explain the emotional
impact that a content may generate. In the behavioral context, it is used to describe the state of alertness
when a stimulus is presented to the body and there is a physiological reaction related to the excitatory
state of neurons. In this state, neurons tend to fire, thus increasing blood flow and the sympathetic
nervous system and the organs, including the heart (Heilman, 1997). According to Berger (2011),
emotions that produce higher levels of arousal tend to push individuals to share them. Berger (2011) and
Berger and Milkman (2012) recognize that not only do some emotions trigger sharing but that the
intensity of the emotion also plays a significant role. For example, Berger and Milkman (2012) analyzed
some 7,000 news items from The New York Times and realized that items that were hopeful, inspiring, or
positive were shared more often than those inducing sadness or negativity; however, items eliciting rage,
anger, or outrage also generated virality. The outcomes of the study developed by Guadagno et al. (2013)
on viral videos point toward some kind of “arousal hierarchy.” Videos eliciting positive emotions have a
higher chance of being shared, whereas videos triggering more diffuse arousal have higher chances of
being shared than those that do not generate any arousal at all. Videos triggering negative emotions also
have a higher chance of being shared than those that do not generate any emotion. Their study highlights
fun as the emotion that generates a wish to share content. Wihbey (2014) confirms this: “The early
research suggests that highly emotional content that resonates with large numbers of people has the best
chance to reach across social networks and be shared by large numbers of citizens” (p. 13). Therefore, in
general we could claim that positive news is most widely shared, but emotional intensity is an additional
variable that increases the possibilities of an item being shared regardless of the positivity or negativity of
the emotion generated.

Conclusion

The new communication ecosystem reduces the barriers to generating and distributing content
online. Social media has potentially become the largest content distribution channel ever imagined.
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Data show that social media are news access and distribution channels on the rise. Among
younger users, it has managed to outpace TV as the first news source. Therefore, we can claim that the
news consumption patterns of tomorrow are being built today with practices that may not be widespread
yet for the general population but that are already there for the audiences of the future.

Research on content sharing activities shows that emotional aspects play an important role in the
decision-making process. This affects both the emotions that the content generates in the audience and
the affect, identity, and social needs that individuals fulfill by sharing. However, most studies in this field
take for granted that what is shared was previously read and understood, neglecting the fact that
individuals may fulfill their motives by sharing links that they have not even opened. No doubt, this is an
aspect that academics need to pay more attention to, especially in a world in which fake news, echo
chambers, and filter bubbles have become buzzwords in any debate on journalism and public opinion.

The analysis of social behaviors in individuals must be the stepping stone for technological
innovation in the media. Without the support of users, any business model, any innovative format, any
new pathway for participation in the media is bound to fail. Understanding users means understanding the
motives that guide their actions and condition their activities, particularly those that have a deep impact
on the media, such as sharing content and thus offering distribution networks to the media while showing
an emotional connection to the stories produced.
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