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SUMMARY 

Creating digital discussion spaces that yield quality commentary has proven elusive for many 
newsrooms. Trolls, spam, incivility, misinformation – the list of problematic content appearing in news 
comment sections could go on. Politics, in particular, seems to bring out some of the worst in 
discussions.1  

How could online political discussion be improved? It’s a question we asked in six different focus groups. 
The participants’ responses, discussed in a report released earlier this year, led us to create the 
experiment we describe in this report. Several focus group participants said that they wanted more facts 
and a better understanding of pro and con arguments about an issue before engaging in online political 
discussion.  

The experiment described below tested whether having (a) facts (verified information about an issue), 
(b) background information (a brief description of an issue and pro and con arguments), or (c) both 
affected people’s thoughts and behaviors. The issue chosen for this report is illegal immigration, a topic 
that is timely and for which factual information is available. We asked participants to look at an online 
discussion site we created for the purposes of this study and then to provide us with their reactions.  

The results, described in detail in this report, show the following: 

 60% of study participants were willing to leave a comment when background information 
containing pro and con arguments was provided. By comparison, 51% did so when facts were 
included and 44% when both the background and factual information were presented. 

 Background information containing pro and con arguments made participants feel 7% calmer 
and more satisfied than factual information. 

 When participants thought that discussion would be civil, they expressed more interest in 
returning to the site. 

 When participants thought that the information was accurate and the site was balanced, they 
expressed more interest in returning to the site. 

 Participants learned from both the factual and the background information provided.  

 Among participants with a college degree, background information yielded 18% less polarized 
arguments than the factual information. There were no differences among those with less 
education. 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION YIELDS MORE COMMENTS 

When background information preceded the 
comments, study participants were more 
willing to leave a comment compared to when 
the background information was accompanied 
by facts.2  

Sixty percent of those seeing background 
information left a relevant comment, or a 
comment that referenced the information, 
compared to only 44 percent of those seeing 
both the background and factual information.  
Fifty-one percent of those seeing the facts by 
themselves left a comment, but the difference 
was not statistically significant from the other 
conditions. 

FACTUAL INFORMATION MADE PARTICIPANTS LESS CALM, LESS SATISFIED 

Across the three information types, participants were most calm and satisfied when the background 
information appeared by itself.3  When a list of facts preceded the comment section, whether alone or 
in combination with the background information, respondents reported feeling less calm and less 
satisfied compared to those seeing only the background information.  

In terms of negative emotions, participants rated their anger and frustration similarly regardless of the 
information that they saw. 
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CIVILITY, BALANCE LINKED TO INTEREST IN RETURNING TO THE SITE 

Participants were asked to rate how much they: would be interested in returning to the site, thought 
that the discussion would be civil, thought that the website took a balanced approach, and believed that 
the information provided was accurate.  

We found significant relationships among these measures. The more respondents thought that the 
discussion would be civil, the more they wanted to return.4 Further, the more that respondents thought 
that the website took a balanced approach to the topic, or provided accurate information, the more 
they wanted to return.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants rated the sites similarly on their interest in returning, impressions of the civility of the 
discussion, beliefs that the site took a balanced approach, and belief that the information was accurate.5 
It didn’t matter whether participants saw the site with background information, facts, or both. 

PARTICIPANTS LEARNED FROM THE INFORMATION PROVIDED 

Study participants completed a five-question quiz about the information provided. Participants did 
learn, but what they learned varied depending on the information that appeared prior to the comment 
section. 

More participants viewing the background information – whether by itself or in combination with the 
factual information – correctly identified the estimated number of undocumented immigrants in the 
United States than those viewing only the factual information.6 Although the estimated number of illegal 
immigrants was mentioned in both the background and factual information, it was more prominently 
displayed in the background information. 
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Those viewing the factual information – whether by itself or in combination with the background 
information – correctly identified that undocumented workers pay billions of dollars in taxes and that 
undocumented workers received approximately $1 billion in Social Security benefits each year more 
frequently than those viewing only the background information. These results are in keeping with the 
information provided – only the factual information included these details. 

There were no statistical differences in how likely participants were to answer the remaining two 
knowledge questions correctly depending on the information provided. Both of the questions (the 
amount that immigrants contributed to the U.S. in state and local taxes in 2010 and gap between 
federal reimbursements and state costs for undocumented immigrants) were based on information 
contained within the factual information and not the background information.  

BACKGROUND INFORMATION YIELDS LOWER POLARIZATION AMONG EDUCATED 

 

We asked study participants about their immigration attitudes– whether they thought that illegal 
immigration helps or hurts the economy and whether immigrants strengthen or burden the country.  
Participants’ attitudes were similar, regardless of whether they saw the background, factual 
information, or combination of the two.7 
 
We also asked respondents to list up to three reasons that someone would support, and up to three 
reasons that someone would oppose, giving immigrants living the U.S. illegally access to the same 
benefits and services available to U.S. citizens. We coded the responses to identify those that were 
sincere (a response with which someone holding that position would agree) and those that were 
insincere (a response that a person holding that opinion would find offensive). Neither the number of 
sincere reasons nor the number of insincere reasons varied depending on the information to which the 
participant was exposed.8   
 

We next computed how many more sincere comments people made about one perspective compared 
to the other. For example, did a person list three sincere reasons in favor of one view on illegal 
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immigration and only one reason in favor of the other perspective? If so, we gave them a 2 on our 
measure of polarization. The measure ranges from a maximum of 3, for a participant who listed three 
arguments for one view and no arguments for the other perspective, to a minimum of 0, where the 
participant would have listed an equal number of arguments for both sides.  
 
As shown in the chart below, participants with a college degree gave less polarized arguments about 
illegal immigration when viewing the background information than when viewing the factual 
information. There were no differences among those who had not obtained a college degree.9 
 

A similar pattern appears when looking at insincere arguments.  Again, those who had obtained a 
college degree gave fewer insincere comments when they saw the background information than when 
they saw the factual information.10 
 

CONCLUSION 

 

The results provide some support for including background information containing pro and con 
arguments prior to online discussions. Study participants seeing the background information made more 
comments, felt more calm and satisfied, learned about the number of immigrants living in the U.S. 
illegally, and, at least among educated respondents, offered less polarized arguments compared to 
either those seeing factual information or those seeing background and factual information together. 
Study participants learned additional details from the factual information, but the factual information 
did not yield the same emotional or attitudinal outcomes. The results also show that perceptions of 
civility, accuracy, and balance are related to wanting to return to an online discussion forum. Just as 
organizations bemoan incivility in the comment section, these results show that audiences do too. 
 
These results provide a starting point for additional research. Given that we only looked at one issue, it 
isn’t possible to know whether the findings will hold for others. Further, we know about the number of 
comments, not about their substance. Our next step will be to examine the substance of the comments 
to understand whether they varied depending on the presence of factual or background information.  
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The results suggest that background information describing various political perspectives can enhance 
online discussion.  
 

BACKGROUND 

Central to the health of democracy is people sharing their thoughts with one another about politics and 
public affairs.11 Engaging in political discussion helps people gain knowledge, allows them to teach or 
spread information to others, leads people to more considered opinions, and can be just as important 
for their understanding of the news as news exposure itself.12 Political discussion also informs people 
about ways to participate and influences their vote choices.13 Discussing politics and current affairs and 
the inherent disagreements that accompany this exchange are essential parts of American democracy.14 

The Internet presents a unique opportunity for people to engage in political discourse. Online forums, 
blogs, news organizations’ comment sections, and social networking sites are just a few of the places 
that the American public can participate in discussions about public affairs. Like face‐to‐face 
communication, research has found that online deliberation can increase knowledge about important 
issues, efficacy, and willingness to participate in politics.15 Yet much online conversation falls short of 
the deliberative ideals of civil, well‐reasoned conversations among respected discussants. 

Of particular concern, the nature of online spaces and the discourse they afford open the door for 
incivility. Incivility is often perceived when people are impolite or behave rudely, but it can involve 
actions other than disobeying the rules and practices of proper etiquette. Communication scholar Zizi 
Papacharissi argues that civility involves enriching democracy and its opposite, incivility, occurs when 
people engage in “behaviors that threaten democracy, deny people their personal freedoms, and 
stereotype social groups.”16 In examining the civility of discussion threads in an online political news 
group, Papacharissi found that although mediated communication encouraged heated discussion, most 
messages were in fact civil. When incivility does take place, research indicates that it does not just come 
from a few trolls or flamers but rather, incivility is distributed widely across commenters and higher 
rates of incivility in comments exist around stories that center on divisive topics and/or cite partisan 
sources.17 Identifying ways to improve the deliberative and civil nature of online spaces thus becomes a 
high priority. 

Teams at the Engaging News Project and the National Institute for Civil Discourse conducted six focus 
groups across the country with the goal of a) better understanding how and why people currently use 
online spaces to access and interact with politics, news, and one another, and b) uncovering ideas for 
how to create more effective online spaces for political involvement and discussion. A total of 39 
college-aged individuals from across the political spectrum with diverse interest in politics and political 
engagement participated in the focus groups. Among other things, participants shared that they: usually 
only talk about politics with friends and family, are reluctant to talk politics with people who disagree 
with them, view online spaces as somewhat treacherous for interacting politically, and use online 
platforms mostly to gather information when it comes to politics.  

Participants voiced many reasons for bypassing opportunities to engage in online discussions with 
others, some of which included: lack of information, time, and/or interest; the time and effort required 
to work through large amounts of commentary, much of which is repetitive; a concern that online 
content tends to be biased and/or untrustworthy; and the absence of clear information or facts about 
the topic. Participants discussed the potential utility of clear and easily accessible information as a 
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possible solution to some of these obstacles. Because multiple participants discussed the cumbersome 
task of sifting through articles and comment sections in order to distill and categorize the information 
and opinions, we conducted an experiment to investigate whether displaying bullet-point-style and/or 
background information would promote discussion engagement, civility, and consideration of opposing 
views. 
 

METHODOLOGY 

 

We conducted a between-subjects experiment to test the effect of the information preceding a 
comment section on commenting behavior, issue attitudes, emotions, and knowledge. Study 
participants were recruited via an online survey vendor, Survey Sampling International (SSI), which 
administered the experiment to a nationwide sample of 991 individuals in May of 2015.18  
 
Study participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions: (1) a Control condition, where they 
were not asked to look at a comment section and were not provided with any additional facts or 
background, (2) a Background condition, where study participants were provided with a paragraph 
describing the issue of illegal immigration and explicitly noting different views on the issue, (3) a Facts 
condition, where study participants were given facts about illegal immigration without any 
accompanying interpretation, and (4) a Background and Facts condition, where study participants were 
given both the background and factual information. Participants in conditions 2 thru 4 were required to 
stay on the comment section page for 30 seconds before they were allowed to advance to the next page 
in the study. 
 

Background Facts 

According to available estimates, there are about 
12 million undocumented immigrants in the United 
States. Federal, state, and local governments spend 
public funds that benefit undocumented 
immigrants, and millions of undocumented 
immigrants pay income tax in addition to sales and 
property taxes. The issue of illegal immigration 
continues to divide Americans. Some people say 
that illegal immigration benefits the US economy 
through additional tax revenue, expansion of the 
low-cost labor pool, and increased money in 
circulation. Others argue that people in the country 
illegally are social and economic burdens to law-
abiding, tax-paying Americans. 

 

 Undocumented immigrants currently living in the U.S. 
contribute significantly to state and local taxes, 
collectively paying an estimated $10.6 billion in 
2010.1  

 Federal aid programs offer resources to state and 
local governments that provide services to some of 
the 12 million undocumented immigrants currently 
living in the United States, but those funds do not 
fully cover the costs incurred.2 

 Colorado, for example, collected roughly $175 million 
in state and local taxes from undocumented 
immigrants; however, the annual costs for education, 
Medicaid, and corrections for those who are 
undocumented was about $220 million according to 
a 2007 report.2 

 Immigrants living in the U.S. illegally contribute about 
$15 billion a year to Social Security through payroll 
taxes and take out $1 billion since very few 
undocumented workers are eligible to receive 
benefits.3 

1 Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, 2013 
2 Congressional Budget Office, 2007 
3 Stephen Goss, chief actuary for the Social Security Administration, 
2013 
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Inspection of the data revealed that approximately 30 percent of respondents in the treatment 
conditions did not complete the study. The same was not true of respondents in the control condition, 
which resulted in different sample sizes per condition. A logistic regression including the measured 
demographic and political background characteristics revealed that Hispanic respondents, those who 
were older, and non-White respondents were more likely to be in the control group than they were in 
the treatment conditions (Nagelkerke R-square = .05, p < .05).  As our checking indicated that the 
control group differed from the treatment groups, in this report, we present only differences among the 
three treatment conditions. As most of the questions motivating this research were related to 
differences among the conditions, this is only a modest limitation. 
 
Participants in the treatment conditions were told “On the next page, we will ask you to look at a new 
online discussion forum. Please feel welcome to leave a comment. NOTE: The survey will allow you to 
move on to the next page after a reasonable amount of time has elapsed. Please take all the time you’d 
like to review the information.”  
 

 
Although not randomly selected, the 
sample was selected to 
demographically match the 
demographic information of Internet 
users according to the Pew Research 
Center. Participants had to be U.S. 
residents who were at least 18-years-
old. As shown in the chart, the sample 
roughly matched the Pew data, 
although respondents were less 
racially diverse, and more educated 
than the Pew sample.19 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 SSI Sample 
(n=991) 

SSI Sample 
(n=671,  

no Control) 

Pew Research 
Center 

Gender    
Male 48.0% 48.4% 48.9% 
Female 51.8% 51.4% 51.1% 
    
Race/Ethnicity    
White 81.9% 83.6% 77.6% 
Black 8.1% 6.9% 12.7% 
Other 9.7% 9.1% 9.7% 
    
Hispanic 13.7% 15.8% 13.8% 

    
Age    
18-29 23.6% 25.0% 25.6% 
30-49 32.8% 35.6% 33.2% 
50-64 29.9% 26.8% 29.5% 
65+ 13.0% 11.6% 11.7% 
    
Education    
HS Grad or less 30.5% 29.4% 36.6% 
Some College 40.6% 41.4% 32.8% 
College + 28.8% 29.1% 30.6% 
    
Income    
<$30K 28.6% 28.5% 30.4% 
$30-50K 20.9% 21.6% 19.8% 
$50-75K 19.8% 18.6% 16.7% 
>$75K 30.1% 30.7% 33.1% 

Note: Totals do not add to 100% due to missing data 
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18 Responses were collected from 1153 respondents in total. We removed data from respondents who left junk 
data in the open-ended fields, e.g. a string of letters (7%), those who said that they were not able to see the 
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