
Recommended Citation: 

Tenenboim, Ori, Chen, Gina 
Masullo, & Lu, Shuning.
(2019, January). Attacks 
in the comment sections: 
what it means for news 
sites. Center for Media En-
gagement.
https://mediaengagement.
org/research/attacks-in-
the-comment-sections

ATTACKS IN THE COMMENT SECTIONS: 
WHAT IT MEANS FOR NEWS SITES

Key Findings:

• Incivility in comment sections can taint 
perception of a news brand.

• Setting a positive tone with the first few 
comments might not be enough.

• News organizations would benefit from 
improving comment sections. 

SUMMARY
In a new study, the Center for Media Engagement looked at how uncivil comments 
affect perception of a news site and ways journalists can address the problem. This 

project examined two main questions:

• Do uncivil comments on news stories make people perceive a news site
and other site users more negatively? 

• Do people make this evaluation based on the first few comments they see 
 or based on the predominant tone of all the comments visible in the stream?



ATTACKS IN THE COMMENT SECTIONS  

  
 

 1 

 

Online comment sections provide a space for people to give an opinion, learn where others 
stand, and weigh in on stories that affect their communities. Yet, these sections can also 
be filled with disrespectful speech marked by profanity, name-calling, and yelling in all 
caps.1 Previous research has found that uncivil comments made people rate a blog post or 
a news story more negatively.2 For this project, we looked at whether uncivil comments 
make people perceive other site users and the entire news site, not just the individual 
story, more negatively. 

Some news organizations urge journalists to post the first comment to set a positive tone 
for the whole thread.3 This project tested whether this premise actually works to improve 
audience perceptions of other site users and the news site as a whole.  

We examined two main questions: 

 Do uncivil comments on news stories make people perceive other site users and the 
news site more negatively?  

 Do people make this evaluation about the news site based on the first few 
comments they see or based on the predominant tone of all the visible comments in 
the stream? 

To answer these questions, we conducted two online experiments with 520 people in the 
first experiment and 1,056 in the second. 

  

 

Uncivil comments taint perceptions of a news site  

 People who viewed news stories with only uncivil comments had less positive 
attitudes toward the site and saw it as less valuable, compared to those who saw 
stories with only civil comments. Those who saw uncivil comments also felt less 
loyal to the site and less similar to the commenters.  

Seeing civil comments first doesn’t matter  

 We expected people to view the news site more favorably if the first comments 
they saw on a story were civil. But we did not find that. In fact, people’s perception 
of the site was almost the same whether they saw civil comments or uncivil 
comments first.  

WHAT WE  FOUND
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Mostly uncivil comment streams lead to negative perceptions  

 People had a more positive view of the news site and other site users if the 
comment stream they saw contained mainly civil comments. But the order of the 
comments (civil first or uncivil first) didn’t make much of a difference.  

This research suggests people make judgments about a news site based on the 
predominant tone of the comments, not on whether the first comments are civil or uncivil. 
These findings demonstrate that news organizations should focus on the tone of 
comments posted on their news stories. Merely starting a comment stream with civil 
comments is not enough.   

 

 

In the first experiment, we showed people news stories with only uncivil comments, only 
civil comments, or a mix of civil and uncivil comments. We found that news stories with 
uncivil comments lead 
people to view a news site 
and other site users 
negatively. Specifically, 
people who saw only uncivil 
comments on news stories: 

 Had less positive 
attitudes toward the 
site,4 

 Were less likely to 
perceive the site as 
valuable,5  

 Were less likely to 
report a sense of 
loyalty to the news 
site,6 

 Were less likely to feel 
similar to other 
commenters on the site.7 

UNCIVIL COMMENTS LEAD TO NEGATIVE 
PERCEPTIONS OF A NEWS SITE
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Data from the Center for Media Engagement 
Notes: Average scores. Responses for all uncivil comments are significantly 

lower than responses for all civil comments in all four categories at the p < .05 
level. Responses for all uncivil comments are significantly lower than responses 

for the mixed category at the p < .05 only for attitudes toward the site and 
perceived value. 
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The goal of the second experiment was to figure out whether people made their 
assessment about the news site and other site users based on the tone of the first few 

comments they read or 
based on the predominant 
tone of the entire thread 
they viewed. Some people 
saw news stories that had 
an even mix of civil and 
uncivil comments. Others 
viewed news stories with 
an uneven mix. There 
were two types of uneven 
mix: 75% uncivil and 25% 
civil, and 75% civil and 
25% uncivil. 

Our findings show that 
whether the first few 

comments were civil or 
uncivil didn’t matter much. 

What mattered was the predominant tone of the overall comment stream. Specifically, we 
found that when most (75%) of the comments were uncivil, compared to when most of the 
comments were civil, people:  

 Had less positive attitudes toward the news site,8 

 Perceived the news site less favorably,9 

 Felt less loyalty to the site,10 

 Felt less similar to other commenters.11 

 

 

Our results suggest that incivility in comment sections can influence how people perceive 
a news organization’s brand – which is key to attracting an audience.12 The study shows 

OVERALL TONE OF COMMENT THREAD MATTERS MORE 
THAN TONE OF FIRST COMMENTS
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that news organizations would benefit from improving comment sections. Some 
organizations have tried to deter incivility by encouraging journalists to highlight 
comments that are civil and thoughtful or to post the first comment to set a positive tone 
for a comment thread.13 These practices are worthy, but they may not be enough. News 
organizations should focus on the whole comment stream or at least the parts that are 
visible when people visit the site.  

Our research shows that audience members can handle some incivility when it does not 
dominate the comment stream. But when 75% of the comments are uncivil, people's 
perceptions of the site and the commenting space 
were less favorable.  

In addition, our findings show that setting a 
positive tone in a comment stream may not be as 
simple as ensuring that the first few comments are 
civil. People did not evaluate the news site based 
on the first few comments, but rather on the 
overall tone of the visible comment stream. When most comments were civil, they rated 
the site more highly, even if the comment stream started with incivility. 

News organizations that wish to attract and retain an audience should ensure that their 
comment streams are not overly uncivil. Some news organizations have disabled their 
comment sections, but we do not recommend this for all newsrooms. Citizen discussions 
about public affairs can play an important role in a democracy,14 and news organizations 
can help to facilitate these conversations. 

 

 
 

To create comments for the experiments, real comments were collected from news sites. 
Then comments were tailored so that uncivil comments included markers of incivility – 
profanity, name-calling, and words in all capital letters to indicate yelling.15 The civil 
comments also expressed disagreement, but did so without the markers of incivility. For 
both experiments, the comments were posted on two stories – one about immigration and 
one about climate change.16 In all cases, half the comments expressed one viewpoint on 
the topic (such as pro-immigration) and half expressed the opposite stance (such as anti-
immigration).17 Before the experiments, 1,146 people who were not involved in the 
experiments rated the comments for incivility and for whether the comment expressed a 

“… incivility in comment sections 
can influence how people perceive 
a news organization’s brand – 
which is key to attracting an 
audience.” 

METHODOLOGY
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view that supported or opposed immigration or supported or opposed the belief that 
people contribute to climate change. 

This report is based on two separate experiments conducted to analyze the effects of 
comments. They were asked to provide input on the site before it was opened to the 
general public. Different people participated in each experiment. Both experiments were 
embedded in surveys and people participated on their own computers. 

For the first experiment, we recruited participants through Amazon.com’s Mechanical 
Turk, 18 an opt-in online tool that provides an active self-selected group of participants for 
small tasks in exchange for payment. They each read two stories that included four 
comments on each story. Participants were randomly assigned to view comments that 
were all uncivil, all civil, or a mix of civil and uncivil. 

After viewing the stories and comments, participants answered questions about their 
attitudes toward the news site, how much they valued the site, how loyal they felt to the 
site, and how similar they felt to the commenters.  

For the second experiment, we recruited participants through Research Now SSI,19 an 
online survey panel, to create a sample more representative of the demographics of the 
U.S. Internet population. 

In the second experiment, the same mock news site and the same news stories were used. 
However, for this experiment, 16 comments were posted on each story. Each comment 
thread had a mix of uncivil and civil comments. Participants were randomly assigned to 
view a comment thread that was either evenly split between civil and uncivil comments or 
unevenly split (75% versus 25%). They also were randomly assigned to view comment 
threads that either started with four uncivil comments or four civil comments. As in 
experiment 1, the comments each person saw were evenly split between expressing a 
positive view toward the news topic (such as pro-immigration) or a negative view toward 
the topic (such as anti-immigration).  

After viewing the stories and comments, participants answered the same questions as in 
the first experiment. The questions were about their attitudes toward the news site, how 
much they valued the site, how loyal they felt to the site, and how similar they felt to the 
commenters.  
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 Experiment 1 Experiment 2  
 

U.S. Internet 
Population 

Age     

            18-29  2.9% 2.2% 23.0% 
            30-49  46.4% 34.7% 37.0% 
            50-64 12.9% 27.2% 26.0% 
            65 or older 37.8% 36.0% 13.0% 

Gender           

             Female 48.8% 53.5% 51.0% 
             Male 51.2% 46.5% 49.0% 

Race / Ethnicity    

              White 74.0% 71.7% 63.0% 
             Black/African American 7.7% 15.2% 9.7% 
              Hispanic/Latino 6.0% 11.8% 16.0% 
             Other 12.3% 1.3% 11.3% 

Note: U.S. Internet population is based on data from Pew Research Center when data were collected in fall 2016. 
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