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Abstract

The immense popularity of Facebook with more than | billion active users continues to
spark the attention of communication scholars. While much is known about Facebook
members’ motivations, usage patterns, and gratifications obtained from this social
networking site (SNS), minimal attention has been given to examine the perceived
consumption and impact of Facebook on users themselves versus others. Applying
the third-person effect (TPE) hypothesis to the context of social media, this research
uniquely investigates the (a) difference in estimated Facebook effects on self versus
others, (b) relationship between perceptions of Facebook use and estimated Facebook
effects on self versus others, and (c) association between perceived desirability of
Facebook as a social medium and estimated Facebook effects on self versus others. The
aforementioned relationships are also moderated by gender and age. Implications for
the relevance of TPE on users of SNSs are discussed.

Keywords
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Introduction

Since the establishment of Facebook in 2004, this social networking site (SNS) has been
adopted by more than 1billion users, more than 80% of whom access Facebook through
their mobile devices (Facebook, 2015). It is no surprise that this popular social networking
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platform has generated the interest of scholars to investigate topics such as users’ motiva-
tions for engagement (Waters and Ackerman, 2011), information exchange (Acquisti and
Gross, 2006), attitude toward privacy (Debatin et al., 2009), social gratifications (Zhang
etal., 2011), and impression formation (Van Der Heide et al., 2012), to name a few. In light
of studies generally pointing to the influence of Facebook on relational maintenance
(Ellison et al., 2007), self-disclosure (Barnes, 2006), social connectedness (Grieve et al.,
2013), and distribution of information through comments, photos, videos, and music (Boyd
and Ellison, 2007), an area that has received minimal attention is the perceived effects of
SNSs on users themselves versus others.

Research examining the perceived influence of media has been principally applied to
advertising (Henriksen and Flora, 1999), health (Wei et al., 2008), politics (Salwen, 1998),
music (McLeod et al., 1997), violence (Hoffner et al., 2001), pornography (Lo and Wei,
2002), and so on. However, exploring perceptions of media influence in light of newer
media (e.g. social media) has been relegated to the periphery. Due to continual advance-
ments in emerging technologies and services that allow users greater control over infor-
mation exchange, customization and personalization of content, and interactivity, it is
imperative to explore how individuals view the impact of SNSs. To do so, the current
investigation draws from the theoretical framework of Davison’s (1983) third-person
effect (TPE) hypothesis which suggests that people tend to perceive themselves to be less
influenced by media than others. Such a proposition is predicated on a number of psycho-
logical mechanisms, including self-enhancement motivations, attribution biases, and
schemas about media in general (Perloff, 1999). Whereas TPE has been widely supported
in the context of traditional modes of communication (e.g. print, auditory, and visual)
prior to the proliferation of social media platforms, it is unclear whether TPE still remains
considering the evolving media climate which fosters the creation and exchange of infor-
mation and ideas in virtual communities and networks. In particular, if individuals tend to
underestimate the impact of media on themselves as compared to that on others, can we
expect that TPE also occurs among users of SNSs, specifically Facebook?

TPE

The perception that others are more vulnerable to media influence than oneself best char-
acterizes TPE (Davison, 1983). In other words, an individual believes that mediated
messages do not have their greatest impact “on me or you, but on them” (Davison, 1983:
3). TPE has received considerable empirical support over the past decades (Cohen et al.,
1988; Gunther, 1991, 1992, 1995; Gunther and Mundy, 1993; Gunther and Thorson,
1992; Paul et al., 2000; Perloff, 1989; Salwen and Driscoll, 1997). A key assumption of
TPE is that estimates of media effects are distinct entities (i.e. people can differentiate
communication effects on others and those on themselves) (Perloff, 1999). Some schol-
ars have even referred to this estimated discrepancy in media effects as a “perceptual
distortion” and suggest that most individuals are willing to accept this logical inconsist-
ency (Tiedge et al., 1991).

The cognitive processes underlying TPE have generally pertained to how and why
social comparisons and contrasts are made. Informed by attribution theory (Heider,
1958; Nisbett and Ross, 1980), TPE is fundamentally based on the desire to preserve a
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positive self-concept, also referred to as the self-serving bias. Individuals are motivated
to make downward comparisons (i.e. comparing themselves to those worse off) in order
to maintain or enhance self-esteem (Arkin et al., 1980; Gunther, 1991). In fact, people
will even make social comparisons to the point of upholding unrealistic positive images
of themselves compared to others (Weinstein, 1980), producing an outcome that has
often been termed as the “better-than-average” effect (Alicke et al., 1995). Hoorens and
Ruiter (1996) suggest that for those who perceive media influence as indicative of unde-
sirable traits, the notion that being able to resist media influence would indeed reflect
being better off than others. However, if media influence is deemed desirable, the reverse
would be true in that individuals would likely admit to being affected, resulting in a first-
person effect (FPE) because such an influence is viewed as positive and highly valued.

Another explanation of TPE rests in the actor-observer attributional error (Gunther,
1991) which assumes that individuals have a tendency to underestimate the degree to
which others take into consideration situational factors such as source intention. In addi-
tion, Perloff (1993) and Price et al. (1997) have suggested the partial influence of media
schemas, or mental structures of preconceived ideas about the media, as producing these
differential estimated media effects. For example, individuals tend to believe that media
are powerful agents of change and adhere to stereotypes of the audience as being passive
and normally susceptible to media influence. In turn, people are likely to logically infer
that others are more vulnerable to media than themselves.

Application of TPE to Facebook

In light of extensive literature surrounding TPE, the contexts through which perceptual
effects of media have been under scrutiny have occurred across different modes of tradi-
tional media such as print (e.g. newspapers) (Johnson et al., 2014), auditory (e.g. music)
(McLeod et al., 1997), and visual (e.g. televised commercials) (Henriksen and Flora,
1999) forms of communication. However, to date, TPE has not been applied to newer
forms of media that extend outside traditional media settings and environments (e.g.
social media). Therefore, such an investigation warrants attention as studying variations
in perceived media influence on self versus others in contemporary media climates may
provide deeper insight into a more modern perspective of TPE.

Taking into account the popularity of SNSs due to the heavy usage patterns and tech-
nological capacities inherent in the Facebook environment (Ellison et al., 2007),
Facebook serves as a relevant and suitable context for this study. Considering the psy-
chological mechanisms (e.g. self-enhancement motivations, attribution biases, and sche-
mas about media as having socially undesirable effects) that explain discrepancies in the
perceived impact of media on self versus others, it is reasonable to expect similar TPE
patterns among Facebook users. As increased information accessibility and control are
even more prevalent in social media environments (Mangold and Faulds, 2009), users of
Facebook are perhaps likely to overestimate the effects of Facebook on others more so
than on themselves. This prediction is based on the notion that people are generally
inclined to perceive themselves in the best light possible and to not admit to being suc-
cumbed by media influence as posited by Davison’s (1983) TPE hypothesis. With these
theoretical considerations in mind, the following hypothesis is drawn:
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HI. Facebook users will estimate greater Facebook effect on others than on
themselves.

It is also important to consider demographic differences in information exchange and
the use of SNSs as these individual differences may impact perceptions of the effect of
social media. In terms of general information exchange, women have traditionally had a
greater tendency to reveal more intimate content in face-to-face conversations than men
(Jourard and Lasakow, 1958; Jourard and Richman, 1963). Such findings have been
explained by sex roles, societal expectations, and the nature of socialization. Specifically,
the stereotypical male is perceived as more independent, competitive, and unsympathetic
as compared to females who are attributed as more dependent, emotional, and interperson-
ally oriented (Bardwick and Douvan, 1971; Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974). However, in the
context of social media, evidence reveals more complex patterns in usage and motivations.
In particular, females are more likely to use social networking for friendship, whereas
males are more likely to use it for dating (Thelwall, 2008). Furthermore, Magnuson and
Dundes (2008) found that females, to a greater extent, turn to social networking for valida-
tion, generally depending on others to help manage their sense of self. With regard to
disclosures, males more readily reveal information about their sexual orientations, personal
addresses, and mobile phone numbers and maintain a less private profile than do females
(Acquisti and Gross, 2006; Taraszow et al., 2010; Thelwall, 2008).

In addition to gender differences, age differences in the use and perceptions of
social networking have also emerged. Users aged between 18 and 22 years seem to be
less aware of the potential risks of revealing personal information in their profiles than
older users (Taraszow et al., 2010). Barnes (2006) indicated that teenagers and young
adults disclose personal information more freely on SNSs and with less concerns about
the invasion of privacy as compared to older adults. These patterns may not be surpris-
ing since Facebook originally included users who were exclusively college students in
particular universities, gradually expanding its access to all college students, and now
granting universal and global access. However, although the number of adults using
SNSs has rapidly increased over the years, teens (13—17 years) and young adults
(1829 years) are the predominant users of social media (73% of teens online vs 47%
of adults online use SNSs) (Lenhart et al., 2010). Due to potentially greater attraction
to SNSs and digital resources among younger users and heightened privacy concerns
about the public disclosure of identifying information among older users, age is an
important variable to consider.

Therefore, predicting that individuals will report differences in Facebook effects on
others and those on themselves, this research inquires whether gender and age moderate
these estimated effects:

RQI. Does estimated Facebook effect on users themselves differ across gender and age?
RQ?2. Does estimated Facebook effect on others differ across gender and age?

Link between perceptions of Facebook use and effects

This study also suggests a link between estimated media use and effects. Traditional
media effects theories have generally proposed and empirically supported that media
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have an influence on audience’s attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors (Bandura, 1982;
McCombs and Shaw, 1993; Morgan et al., 2009). However, active audience theories
suggest that media consumption is guided by the psychological and social needs of
individuals and their motivation to actively select media for mood regulation purposes
(Blumler and Katz, 1974; Zillmann, 2000). Marrying both perspectives, researchers have
found that media use is a contributing factor to TPE (Eveland et al., 1999; McLeod et al.,
1999), particularly as media effects require exposure to the media or content in question.
For example, individuals may hold the belief that they are less influenced by media than
others due to the perception that others are consuming more media in general. Thus,
bearing in mind the theoretical link between perceived usage of a medium and perceived
effects of the medium, it is reasonable to expect that users of Facebook will report greater
use of Facebook by others as compared to themselves. In a similar vein, individuals who
report greater Facebook use should also report greater effects of Facebook on them-
selves, and this pattern should also be true for the assessment of others. Therefore, the
following hypotheses are drawn:

H2. Facebook users will estimate greater Facebook use by others than by
themselves.

H3. Estimated Facebook use by users themselves is positively related to estimated
Facebook effect on themselves.

H4. Estimated Facebook use by others is positively related to estimated Facebook
effect on others.

Previously noted patterns of gender and age differences with regard to information
exchange and social media use should also be taken into consideration. Thus, it is impor-
tant to determine whether self-reported Facebook use and estimated use by others are
different for males and females and younger and older users. Hence, the following
research questions are raised:

RQ3. Does estimated Facebook use by users themselves differ across gender and age?
RQA4. Does estimated Facebook use by others differ across gender and age?

Nature of perceived Facebook effect and magnitude of TPE

An extension of TPE further considers that the nature of the message being evaluated
influences the magnitude of TPE. Specifically, studies have supported the notion that
perceived message desirability is negatively associated with the strength of TPE.
Empirical support has shown that message topics such as seatbelt use (Gunther and
Mundy, 1993), traffic safety (Hoorens and Ruiter, 1996), and the demonstration of proso-
cial behaviors, resistance to antisocial temptations, and concern for others (Duck and
Mullin, 1995) lead to FPE. In such cases, people would report media messages as having
greater impact on themselves as compared to others (Cohen and Davis, 1991; Price et al.,
1998). In contrast, antisocial messages consequently result in more pronounced TPE
such that individuals are more likely to report that other people are more impacted by a
message when evaluating the effects of negatively valenced content. For example,
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messages promoting diet pills (Gunther and Mundy, 1993), extreme right wing political
affiliations (Hoorens and Ruiter, 1996), and violence, sexism, and racism (Duck and
Mullin, 1995; Innes and Zeitz, 1988) manifest greater TPE. In light of the moderating
effect of perceived message desirability on TPE, it is possible that the perceived desira-
bility of a medium could have a comparable influence. Therefore, it is expected that if
individuals perceive Facebook as a social medium that produces negative and harmful
effects on users, a greater discrepancy in perceived Facebook effect on themselves ver-
sus others should result. In particular, the more that users of Facebook view its effects to
be negative, the less they will report Facebook as influencing themselves and the more
they will report Facebook as influencing others. The reverse should be true if users
conceive Facebook as a positive influence on society, therefore leading to FPE. These
proposed relationships are fundamentally grounded on self-enhancement motivations,
particularly to protect and preserve one’s sense of self and sharp judgment. Thus, the
following hypotheses are drawn:

H5. The more negative the perceived Facebook effect, the greater the difference in
estimated Facebook effect on users themselves versus others.

H6. The more negative the perceived Facebook effect, the less the estimated Facebook
effect on users themselves.

H7. The more negative the perceived Facebook effect, the greater the estimated
Facebook effect on others.

Likewise, it is critical to examine the degree to which gender and age have an impact
on the aforementioned relationships. With regard to how the valence of the perceptions
of Facebook’s influence plays a role in users’ estimated impact of Facebook on them-
selves and others, the following research question is addressed:

RQ5. Do gender and age moderate the relationships between the nature of perceived
Facebook effect and the (a) difference in estimated Facebook effect on users them-
selves versus others, (b) estimated Facebook effect on users themselves, and (c) esti-
mated Facebook effect on others?

Method

Participants and procedure

A total of 403 undergraduate students in communication courses at two large universi-
ties in the Northeastern and Central regions of the United States were recruited to
participate in an online questionnaire approved by the Institutional Review Board. In
the sample, 93.1% reported having an active Facebook account which served as the
inclusion criterion for the study. Therefore, the analysis presented in this research is
based on responses from 375 Facebook users due to the need for obtaining measures
of Facebook use and perceived effects. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 55 years
(M=19.64 years, standard deviation [SD]=4.34 years), with 21.8% males and 78.2%
females.
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Measures

Estimated Facebook effect. Traditional TPE studies measure the estimated effect of media
on the self versus others by asking questions such as “What impact do media have on
yourself/others?” (e.g. Gunther, 1991, 1992, 1995; Gunther and Mundy, 1993; Perloff,
1989; Salwen and Driscoll, 1997). Informed by these question formats, four Likert-scale
items anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree) were developed and
applied to the context of Facebook to assess individuals’ perceived impact of using Face-
book on themselves. Items include the following: My engagement with Facebook has an
influence on me, My involvement with Facebook has an impact on me, I am influenced
by Facebook content, and I am influenced by my use of Facebook (Cronbach’s a=.95).
The same items were adjusted to measure the perceived impact of Facebook on others
(Cronbach’s a=.96). For instance, terms such as “me/my”” were substituted with “them/
other people’s.” An example item would be Other people’s engagement with Facebook
has an influence on them. To eliminate order effects, all items measuring estimated Face-
book effect on self versus others were randomly ordered.

Estimated Facebook use. Participants’ use of Facebook and their perceptions of how much
others use Facebook were measured along two separate domains—duration and inten-
sity. With regard to duration, individuals reported the average number of hours per day
they use Facebook, along with an estimate of the average number of hours per day they
think other people use Facebook. While studies have traditionally assessed media use in
terms of duration, the richness of Facebook users’ experiences should also be considered.
To assess intensity of use, measures were adopted from the intensity of Facebook use
scale by Ellison et al. (2007). One item asked participants to report the number of
total Facebook friends they have on an ordinal scale (0-10, 11-50, 51-100, 101-150,
151-200, 201-250, 251-300, 301-400, more than 400) and a series of six Likert-scale
attitudinal items assessed users’ emotional connection with Facebook and extent to
which they integrate Facebook into their daily lives, anchored by 1 (strongly disagree)
and 7 (strongly agree). Sample items include the following: Facebook has become part
of my daily routine, Facebook is part of my everyday activity, I feel out of touch when 1
have not logged onto Facebook for a day, and I feel I am part of the Facebook community
on campus. Following the procedures of Ellison et al. (2007), individual items were first
standardized and recoded to range from 0 to 1 before creating a mean index due to
differing item scale ranges. The same items were used and adjusted to measure the per-
ceived intensity of Facebook use by others. For instance, the term “my” was substituted
with “other people’s.” An example statement would be Facebook has become part of
other people'’s daily routine. Items for the scales for self-reported intensity of Facebook
use and perceived intensity of Facebook use by others were randomly ordered to elimi-
nate order effects and had high internal consistency (Cronbach’s a=.86 and .84,
respectively).

Nature of perceived Facebook effect. A scale was created to measure the estimated valence
of Facebook’s effect on users. The perceived nature of this effect was assessed by six
Likert-scale items anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree) with three
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items stating positive effects and three items stating negative effects. Example state-
ments include the following: I believe that the effect of Facebook on users is positive
(reverse-coded), I believe that Facebook is a poor communication outlet, and I believe
that the impact of Facebook on society is positive (reverse-coded) (Cronbach’s a.=.83).
Note that higher mean scores for this variable indicate a stronger negative perception of
Facebook with regard to its effects on users.

Results

A one-way repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was employed to examine
the difference between estimated Facebook effect on others (Facebook effect,,.,,) and
estimated Facebook effect on themselves (Facebook effect). Findings indicated that
Facebook effect ., (M=5.59, standard error [SE]=.05) was significantly greater than
Facebook effect,. . (M=4.87, SE=.07), Wilks A=.71, F(1, 372)=151.95, p<.001, partial
n?=.29, showing support for HI.

A set of factorial ANOVAs were performed to determine whether Facebook effect,,;
and Facebook effect ., differ across gender and age, addressing RQ1 and RQ2, respec-
tively. A median split was performed to dichotomize age into younger (<19.64 years;
n=287) and older (19.64+ years; n=116) Facebook users. The analyses showed that
females (M=4.97, SE=.08) reported significantly greater Facebook effecty, than did
males (M=4.51, SE=.15), F(1, 373)=7.20, p<.01, partial n?=.02, and younger users
(M=4.99, SE=.08) estimated significantly greater Facebook effecty than did older
users (M=4.54, SE=.14), F(1, 373)=7.83, p<.01, partial n>=.02. While there was no
difference in Facebook effect,,.,, between males and females, younger users (M=5.73,
SD=.91) estimated significantly greater Facebook effect,.. than did older users
(M=5.22,8D=1.01), F(1, 371)=21.48, p<.001, partial n>=.06.

A series of one-way repeated measures ANOVAs were performed to test for differ-
ences between self-reported use of Facebook and estimated use of Facebook by others
with regard to both duration and intensity of Facebook use. The analysis revealed that
perceived duration of Facebook use by others (M=3.43, SE=.14) was significantly
longer than self-reported duration of Facebook use (M=2.32, SE=.12), Wilks A=.84,
F(1,374)=71.79, p<.001, partial n?=.16. In addition, perceived intensity of Facebook
use by others (M=.86, SE=.01) was significantly stronger than self-reported intensity of
Facebook use (M=.74, SE=.01), Wilks A=.70, F(1, 373)=162.90, p<.001, partial
n?=.30. Therefore, findings show support for H2.

Correlation analyses showed that self-reported Facebook use in terms of duration of
use (r=.32, p<.001) and intensity of use (r=.59, p<.001) was positively related to
Facebook effect,,;,, showing support for H3. In addition, estimated Facebook use by oth-
ers in terms of duration of use (r=.20, p<.001) and intensity of use (r=.45, p<.001) was
positively related to Facebook effect .., showing support for H4.

A set of factorial ANOVAs were performed to determine whether self-reported
Facebook use (duration and intensity) and estimated Facebook use by others (duration
and intensity) differ across gender and age, addressing RQ3 and RQ4, respectively. The
analyses showed no difference between males and females for duration of Facebook use;
however, younger users (M=2.54, SE=.17) reported significantly longer duration of
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Facebook use than did older users (M=1.72, SE=.26), F(1, 371)=7.13, p<.01, partial
1n%>=.02. For self-reported intensity of Facebook use, results indicated that females
(M=.75, SE=.01) reported significantly stronger intensity of Facebook use than did
males (M=.64, SE=.02), F(1,370)=17.33, p<.001, partial n>=.05. In addition, younger
users (M=.73, SE=.02) reported significantly stronger intensity of Facebook use than
did older users (M=.66, SE=.02), F(1, 370)=8.95, p<.01, partial n>=.02. With regard
to estimated duration of Facebook use by others, although there was no difference
between males and females, younger users (M=3.46, SE=.16) reported significantly
longer duration of Facebook use by others than did older users (M=2.50, SE=.25),
F(1, 371)=10.31, p<.01, partial n>=.03. For estimated intensity of Facebook use by
others, females (M=.87, SE=.01) reported significantly stronger intensity of Facebook
use by others as compared to males (M=.83, SE=.01), F(1, 371)=4.41, p<.05, partial
1n?>=.01. Moreover, younger users (M=.88, SE=.01) reported significantly stronger
intensity of Facebook use by others as compared to older users (M=.81, SE=.01),
F(1,371)=9.07, p<.01, partial n2=.02.

A linear regression analysis showed that the more negative the perceived Facebook
effect, the greater the difference between Facebook effect,., and Facebook effect,,,
(B=.19, t=3.80, p<.001), showing support for HS. When regressing perceived negative
Facebook effect on Facebook effect,,; and Facebook effect,,.,, separately, results indi-
cated that the more negative the perceived effect of Facebook, the less Facebook effect,
(B=—.24, t=4.67, p<.001) and the less Facebook effect .. (B=—11, 1=2.18, p<.05).
While findings support H6, but not H7, it is important to note that whereas Facebook
effect, s decreased with more negative perceptions of Facebook effect (contrary to the
prediction), comparing the B coefficients for perceived negative Facebook effect shows
that this variable is weaker at predicting the reduction in Facebook effect, ., as com-
pared to Facebook effect,,. Figure 1 displays the overall pattern for the relationship of
the nature of estimated Facebook effect to Facebook effect,,.,, and Facebook effect.

To address RQ5, a series of 2 (Gender: male, female) x 2 (Age: young, old) x 2 (Nature
of Perceived Facebook effect: positive, negative) factorial ANOVAs were employed on

(a) difference in estimated Facebook effect ., and Facebook effect, (b) Facebook



Tsay-Vogel 1965

L

Male

eeeee Female

<
~

Difference between Facebook effecty,.
and Facebook effect,;
=) =3
— ~

Younger Older

Figure 2. Gender % Age interaction on difference between Facebook effect,,.,. and Facebook

effect

effect,,, and (c) Facebook effect .. A median split was performed to dichotomize
nature of perceived Facebook effect into positive (<3.16) and negative (3.16+) percep-
tions of Facebook influence. For the difference in estimated Facebook effect,,,, and
Facebook effect,;, the analysis yielded a significant Gender x Age interaction, showing
that the difference in Facebook effect .., and Facebook effect,,; between males and
females is significant among older Facebook users, F(1, 365)=5.29, p<.05, partial
n?=.01 (see Figure 2). For mean scores on the difference between Facebook effect .
and Facebook effect,, see Table 1. In addition, there was a main effect of gender such
that there was a greater difference between Facebook effect ... and Facebook effect,
for males (M=1.12, SE=.13) than for females (M=.56, SE=.08), F(1, 365)=13.49,
p<.001, partial n2=.04. For Facebook effect, the analysis revealed a gender effect
such that females reported greater Facebook effect,; (M=4.88, SE=.09) than did males
(M=4.40, SE=.16), F(1, 367)=6.83, p<.01, partial n?=.02. Moreover, younger users
reported greater Facebook effect,,; (M=4.92, SE=.10) than did older users (M=4.36,
SE=.15), F(1, 367)=9.59, p<.01, partial n?=.03. Finally, for Facebook effect ..
although no gender effect emerged, an age effect indicated that younger users reported
greater Facebook effect .., (M=5.74, SE=.07) than did older users (M=5.25, SE=.11),
F(1,365)=14.68, p<.001, partial n>=.04.

Discussion

The goals of this research were to examine the difference in estimated Facebook effects
on self versus others, the relationship between perceptions of Facebook use and esti-
mated Facebook effects on self versus others, and the association between perceived
desirability of Facebook as a social medium and estimated Facebook effects on self
versus others. The data provide significant support for TPE in the context of social media.
Consistent with Davison’s (1983) TPE hypothesis which was applied to users of
Facebook, the patterns of results indicate that Facebook users have a greater tendency to
report this SNS as exerting a stronger effect on others than on themselves. Analogous to
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Table |I. Difference between Facebook Effect,,... and Facebook Effect,,; Gender x Age
interaction.

Facebook users

Younger Older
Male
M 90,, 1.35g,
SE 16 22
Female
M 69, A3,
SE .07 13

SE: standard error.
Using Holm’s sequential Bonferroni post hoc comparisons, within rows, means with no lower case subscript
in common differ at p <.05; within columns, means with no upper case subscript in common differ at p <.05.

the estimated impact of Facebook, individuals also reported less usage of the site in both
duration and intensity compared to their perceived Facebook usage by others.
Additionally, consumption of Facebook was positively associated with the magnitude of
its estimated effects for assessments of self and others.

The current investigation further supports the theoretical link between media use and
effects consistent with Eveland et al. (1999) and McLeod et al. (1999). Specifically, the
findings buttress the insightful relationship between one’s “perceived use” and “esti-
mated effect” of media (i.e. social media). This positive association suggests that
Facebook users who are reporting higher use of the SNS are also consciously estimating
greater effects of it on themselves (e.g. the impact of Facebook content, use, engage-
ment, and involvement). The same is true when assessing the use of Facebook by others
and the effect of Facebook on others. Therefore, while most media studies apply a theo-
retical framework of assuming audiences are either passive or active, it is critical to not
isolate these perspectives and hold them as mutually exclusive. Rather, scholars should
marry these theoretical viewpoints due to both individuals’ conscious awareness of their
use of media and their estimated reports of the magnitude of media’s effect on people
(both on themselves and on others). In addition, while TPE has been examined predomi-
nantly in the form of traditional media, this research sheds light on the discrepancy that
lies in the estimated use and effects of Facebook between self and others. It remains that
people will report stronger effects of Facebook on other users and less on themselves.
Therefore, Davison’s (1983) original propositions of the more demanding and pro-
nounced effect of media on “them” (the third persons) as compared to “me” (the first
person) holds true, even when applying the hypothesis to newer media environments.

This study also demonstrates the important role of medium desirability in impacting
the magnitude of TPE. Specifically, this research assessed perceptions of Facebook
effects (e.g. impact of Facebook on users and society and as a social medium and com-
munication outlet). While scholars have found that prosocial messages decrease TPE and
in fact produce FPE such that people report being more influenced by these messages
than others (Cohen and Davis, 1991; Duck and Mullin, 1995; Gunther and Mundy, 1993;
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Hoorens and Ruiter, 1996; Price et al., 1998), antisocial messages show even more pro-
nounced TPE (Duck and Mullin, 1995; Gunther and Mundy, 1993; Hoorens and Ruiter,
1996; Innes and Zeitz, 1988). Taking into consideration perceptions of Facebook and its
estimated effects, this study revealed that the more Facebook members perceived its
influence to be negative, the more noticeable the difference in estimated Facebook effect
between self and others. Specific patterns also emerged indicating that the more users
deemed the impact of Facebook as unfavorable, the more their estimates of its effects on
themselves and on others diminished. However, the decrease in the perceived effect of
Facebook was slightly more magnified on the self than on others as unfavorable percep-
tions of Facebook increased. These results support the notion that desirability of the
medium has a bearing on the strength of TPE and that TPE is situation-specific. In par-
ticular, self-serving bias and self-enhancement motivations may have led to a greater
decrease in reporting Facebook’s influence on users themselves than when the context
was in reference to “others.” However, users did not report greater Facebook impact on
themselves as compared to others when they perceived the medium as desirable. Thus,
FPE was not supported in this research.

The findings noted above may also be explained by the social distance corollary which
suggests that the nature of TPE depends on the identity of the comparison others (Davison,
1983). Specifically, scholars have found that TPE diminishes when the social distance
between self and others decreases, and TPE amplifies when others increase in generality
(Cohen et al., 1988; David and Johnson, 1998; Duck and Mullin, 1995; Gunther, 1991;
McLeod et al., 1997). Applying the social distance corollary to Facebook, it is possible
that when asked to evaluate “other” users of Facebook, individuals may perceive others as
those in their respective social networks (e.g. close friends). Therefore, the psychological
distance between self and others is perhaps conceived as highly intimate and not distant.
If users are assessing the impact of Facebook on their own friends, the motivation to
preserve one’s self-esteem and positive self-concept may be particularly high, and thus,
users would be less likely to report their own friends as being susceptible to social media
influence. Furthermore, evaluation of oneself may be congruent to that of close friends
due to the process of projection. In addition, if individuals conceive of other Facebook
users as their friends, these comparison others are no longer considered anonymous, but
rather possess personal identifiers and familiarized attributes. As a result, it is critical to
point out the conceptual and methodological challenges when evaluating “hypothetical
others.” While the association between self and others is theoretically significant, the
social media environment further complicates the examination of comparison others,
primarily due to the virtual boundaries and private networks afforded by SNSs. Therefore,
future studies that examine TPE in the context of social media should consider refining
the term “others” by capturing users’ assessments of those who are linked versus not
linked to their respective networks or preconceptions about other Facebook users based
on gender, age, and so on. This suggestion is important in that the psychological relation-
ship between a user and his or her friends and that between a user and strangers may
significantly impact the magnitude of TPE.

Moreover, a host of gender and age differences emerged in this study. Results point to
greater self-reported Facebook effects for females and younger users, with the latter
group reporting stronger estimated impact of Facebook on others than older users. These
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gender and age differences could be partly explained by the overall trend that female and
younger users consume Facebook more than males and older users, respectively. Such
patterns also apply to the estimated consumption of Facebook by others. Since our data
confirmed that the level of Facebook use and perceived effects of Facebook were posi-
tively associated, this may account for why female and younger users estimated the
greatest influence of the SNS on themselves. In addition, the gender and age interaction
on the difference between estimated Facebook effects on self and others surprisingly
shows a larger discrepancy in the perceived impact of Facebook between self and others
for older adults. Specifically, TPE was more pronounced for older male users than older
female users. As previously noted, frequent users of Facebook might evaluate compari-
son others differently based on their level of involvement with the SNS. It is possible that
heavier users view “others” as friends in their social networks rather than attribute them
to the universe of Facebook users. Therefore, drawing from the social distance corollary,
older users perhaps conceive of “others” as more generalized others than specialized
others (e.g. close friends) due to less exposure to Facebook than younger users. This may
theoretically explain why the difference between estimated Facebook effects on others
versus the self was greater among older users, whereas there was no difference among
younger users.

It is critical to acknowledge methodological limitations in this research. First, the
unequal gender distribution skewing toward females perhaps impacted the results.
Therefore, future studies should certainly consider equal gender subsamples to more
accurately investigate the effects of gender on TPE. Second, scholars may consider
employing more effective measures of Facebook use that consider time availability as a
dimension because perceived intensity of usage could be based on the amount of free
disposable time one has to actively engage in social networking. Third, there are meth-
odological shortcomings when measuring TPE. For the purposes of this study, the items
assessing self-reported use of Facebook, estimated use of Facebook by others, and esti-
mated perceptions of Facebook effects on self and others were counterbalanced to elimi-
nate order effects. However, the measures for perceived impact of Facebook could be
threatened by the wording of the statements. It is possible that users may be more willing
to report effects of Facebook on themselves if statements were phrased, “I let myself be
influenced by Facebook” (in the active voice), rather than “Facebook influences me” (in
the passive voice). Therefore, future research should consider the phrasing of such state-
ments which may imply varying degrees of passiveness and assertiveness (Brosius and
Engel, 1996), consequently producing different evaluations of the effects of media.

In conclusion, this research shows considerable support that Davison’s (1983) TPE
hypothesis is a reliable and persistent phenomenon that extends beyond traditional
media. In particular, findings show that TPE evidently exists among users of social media
and these effects are moderated by gender and age. Yielding discrepancies in Facebook
users’ perceptions of consumption and impact between themselves and others, this study
invaluably contributes to both TPE and social media literature. Future scholarship should
indeed consider whether and to what degree TPE influences the adoption, use, and per-
ception of newer and more enhanced social media tools as well as policymaking in terms
of censorship and privacy. These potential avenues for exploration will provide a deeper
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theoretical understanding of the importance of studying perceptions of media effects
considering the perpetually changing nature of new media technologies.

Acknowledgements

The author extends her gratitude and appreciation to Tobias W. Vogel, K. Maja Krakowiak, and
the anonymous reviewers for their helpful feedback and suggestions pertaining to the issues
addressed in this article.

Funding

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial, or
not-for-profit sectors.

References

Acquisti A and Gross R (2006) Imagined communities: awareness, information sharing, and
privacy on the Facebook. In: Proceedings of the sixth international conference on privacy
enhancing technologies, Cambridge, UK, 28-30 June. Berlin: Springer.

Alicke MD, Klotz ML, Breitenbecher DL, et al. (1995) Personal contact, individuation, and the
better-than-average effect. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 68(5): 804—825.

Arkin RM, Appelman AJ and Burger JM (1980) Social anxiety, self-presentation, and the self-
serving bias in causal attribution. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 38(1): 23-35.

Bandura A (1982) Self-efficacy mechanism in human agency. American Psychologist 37(2):
122-147.

Bardwick JM and Douvan E (1971) Ambivalence: the socialization of women. In: Gornick V and
Moran B (eds) Woman in Sexist Society. New York: Basic Books, pp. 225-241.

Barnes SB (2006) A privacy paradox: social networking in the United States. First Monday
11(9). Available at: http://firstmonday.org/issues/issuel1 9 barnes/index.html (accessed 28
October 2013).

Blumler JG and Katz E (1974) The Uses of Mass Communications: Current Perspectives on
Gratifications Research. Beverly Hills, CA: SAGE.

Boyd DM and Ellison NB (2007) Social network sites: definition, history, and scholarship. Journal
of Computer-Mediated Communication 13(1): 210-230.

Brosius HB and Engel D (1996) The causes of third-person effects: unrealistic optimism, imper-
sonal impact, or generalized negative attitudes towards media influence? International
Journal of Public Opinion Research 8(2): 142—162.

Cohen J and Davis RG (1991) Third-person effects and the differential impact in negative political
advertising. Journalism Quarterly 68(4): 680—688.

Cohen J, Mutz D, Price V, et al. (1988) Perceived impact of defamation: an experiment on third-
person effects. Public Opinion Quarterly 52(2): 161-173.

David P and Johnson MA (1998) The role of self in third-person effects about body image. Journal
of Communication 48(4): 37-58.

Davison WP (1983) The third-person effect in communication. Public Opinion Quarterly 47(1):
1-15.

Debatin B, Lovejoy JP, Horn AK, et al. (2009) Facebook and online privacy: attitudes, behav-
iors, and unintended consequences. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 15(1):
83-108.

Duck JM and Mullin B (1995) The perceived impact of the mass media: reconsidering the third-
person effect. European Journal of Social Psychology 25(1): 77-93.


http://firstmonday.org/issues/issue11_9_barnes/index.html

1970 new media & society 18(9)

Ellison NB, Steinfield C and Lampe C (2007) The benefits of Facebook “friends”: social capi-
tal and college students’ use of online social network sites. Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication 12(4): 1143-1168.

Eveland WP, Nathanson Al, Detenber BH, et al. (1999) Rethinking the social distance corollary.
Perceived likelihood of exposure and the third-person perception. Communication Research
26(3): 275-302.

Facebook (2015) Newsroom (statistics). Available at: http://newsroom.fb.com/company-info/

Grieve R, Indian M, Witteveen K, et al. (2013) Face-to-face or Facebook: can social connected-
ness be derived online? Computers in Human Behavior 29: 604—609.

Gunther AC (1991) What we think others think: cause and consequence in the third-person effect.
Communication Research 18(3): 355-372.

Gunther AC (1992) Biased press or biased public: attitudes toward media coverage of social
groups. Public Opinion Quarterly 56(2): 147-167.

Gunther AC (1995) Overrating the X-rating: the third-person perception and support for censor-
ship of pornography. Journal of Communication 45(1): 27-38.

Gunther AC and Mundy P (1993) Biased optimism and the third-person effect. Journalism
Quarterly 70(1): 58-67.

Gunther AC and Thorson E (1992) Perceived persuasive effects of product commercials and pub-
lic service announcements: third-person effects in new domains. Communication Research
19(5): 574-596.

Heider F (1958) The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations. New York: Wiley.

Henriksen L and Flora JA (1999) Third-person perception and children: perceived impact of pro-
and anti-smoking ads. Communication Research 26(6): 643—665.

Hoffner C, Plotkin RS, Buchanan M, et al. (2001) The third-person effect in perceptions of the
influence of television violence. Journal of Communication 51(2): 283-299.

Hoorens V and Ruiter S (1996) The optimal impact phenomenon: beyond the third person effect.
European Journal of Social Psychology 26(4): 599-610.

Innes JM and Zeitz H (1988) The public’s view of the impact of the mass media: a test of the “third
person” effect. European Journal of Social Psychology 18(5): 457—463.

Johnson M, Goidel K and Climek M (2014) The decline of daily newspapers and the third-person
effect. Social Science Quarterly 95(5): 1245-1258.

Jourard SM and Lasakow P (1958) Some factors in self-disclosure. Journal of Abnormal and
Social Psychology 56(1): 91-98.

Jourard SM and Richman P (1963) Factors in the self-disclosure inputs of college students. Merrill-
Palmer Quarterly of Behavior and Development 9(2): 141-148.

Lenhart A, Purcell K, Smith A, et al. (2010) Social media and young adults: teens, social network-
ing, mobile, generations, blogs, Web 2.0. Report from Pew Internet & American Life Project,
3 February. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center.

Lo VH and Wei R (2002) Third-person effect, gender, and pornography on the Internet. Journal of
Broadcasting & Electronic Media 46(1): 13-33.

Maccoby EE and Jacklin CN (1974) The Psychology of Sex Differences. Palo Alto, CA: Stanford
University Press.

McCombs ME and Shaw DL (1993) The evolution of agenda-setting research: twenty-five years
in the marketplace of ideas. Journal of Communication 43(2): 58-67.

McLeod DM, Detenber BH and Eveland WP (1999) Behind the third-person effect: how peo-
ple generate media impact assessments and link them to support for censorship. In: Annual
convention of the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, New
Orleans, LA, 4-7 August.


http://newsroom.fb.com/company-info/

Tsay-Vogel 1971

McLeod DM, Eveland WP Jr and Nathanson Al (1997) Support for censorship of violent and
misogynic rap lyrics: an analysis of the third-person effect. Communication Research 24(2):
153-174.

Magnuson MJ and Dundes L (2008) Gender differences in “social portraits” reflected in MySpace
profiles. Cyberpsychology & Behavior 11(2): 239-241.

Mangold WG and Faulds DJ (2009) Social media: the new hybrid element of the promotion mix.
Business Horizons 52(4): 357-365.

Morgan M, Shanahan J and Signorielli N (2009) Growing up with television: cultivation pro-
cesses. In: Bryant J and Oliver MB (eds) Media Effects: Advances in Theory and Research.
New York: Routledge, pp. 34—49.

Nisbett R and Ross L (1980) Human Inference: Strategies and Shortcomings of Social Judgment.
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Paul B, Salwen MB and Dupagne M (2000) The third-person effect: a meta-analysis of the percep-
tual hypothesis. Mass Communication & Society 3(1): 57-85.

Perloff RM (1989) Ego involvement and the third-person effect of televised news coverage.
Communication Research 16(2): 236-262.

Perloff RM (1993) Third-person effect research 1983—-1992: a review and synthesis. International
Journal of Public Opinion Research 5(2): 167-184.

Perloff RM (1999) The third-person effect: a critical review and synthesis. Media Psychology 1(4):
353-378.

Price V, Huang LN and Tewksbury D (1997) Third-person effects of news coverage: orientations
toward media. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 74(3): 525-540.

Price V, Tewksbury D and Huang LN (1998) Third-person effects on publication of a Holocaust-
denial advertisement. Journal of Communication 48(2): 3-26.

Salwen MB (1998) Perceptions of media influence and support for censorship: the third person
effect in the 1996 presidential election. Communication Research 25(3): 259-285.

Salwen MB and Driscoll PD (1997) Consequences of third-person perception in support of press
restrictions in the O.J. Simpson trial. Journal of Communication 47(2): 60-75.

Taraszow T, Aristodemou E, Shitta G, et al. (2010) Disclosure of personal and contact information
by young people in SNSs: an analysis using Facebook profiles as an example. International
Journal of Media and Cultural Politics 6(1): 81-98.

Thelwall M (2008) Social networks, gender, and friending: an analysis of MySpace member
profiles. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology 59(8):
1321-1330.

Tiedge JT, Silverblatt A, Havice MJ, et al. (1991) Discrepancy between perceived first-person and
perceived third-person mass media effects. Journalism Quarterly 68(1-2): 141-154.

Van Der Heide B, D’Angelo JD and Schumaker EM (2012) The effects of verbal versus photo-
graphic self-presentation on impression formation in Facebook. Journal of Communication
62(1): 98-116.

Waters S and Ackerman J (2011) Exploring privacy management on Facebook: motivations
and perceived consequences of voluntary disclosure. Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication 17(1): 101-115.

Weinstein ND (1980) Unrealistic optimism about future life events. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 39(5): 806-820.

Wei R, Lo VH and Lu HY (2008) Third person effects of health news: exploring the relationships
among media exposure, presumed media influence, and behavioral intentions. American
Behavioral Scientist 52(2): 261-277.



1972 new media & society 18(9)

Zhang Y, Tang LS and Leung L (2011) Gratifications, collective self-esteem, online emo-
tional openness, and traitlike communication apprehension as predictors of Facebook uses.
Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking 14(12): 733—739.

Zillmann D (2000) Mood management in the context of selective exposure theory. In: Roloff ME
(ed.) Communication Yearbook, vol. 23. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, pp. 103-123.

Author biography

Mina Tsay-Vogel is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Mass Communication, Advertising
& Public Relations and the Associate Director of the Communication Research Center at Boston
University. She specializes in the psychological and social effects of mass media with an emphasis
on entertainment and social media. Her work has been published in journals such as Human
Communication Research, Journal of Media Psychology, Communication Monographs, Mass
Communication and Society, and The Psychology of Popular Media Culture, among others.



