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ABSTRACT 

 

 
 This research investigated South Korean citizens’ political information behaviors on 

Twitter during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election.  By using the mixed methods design of network 

analysis, tweet content analysis, and interviews, this research examined how citizens 

collaboratively engaged in the political communication and deliberation via Twitter during an 

election campaign.  Intensive interviews with 13 citizen opinion leaders on Twitter provided the 

insights into understanding how their perceived societal types, norms, and perception of 

information value led to certain information sharing behaviors.  Also explored was the dynamics 

of interactions within the virtual public sphere of Twitter as reflected in the conflicts and 

synergies of multiple information worlds.  The Theory of Information Worlds (Jaeger & Burnett, 

2010) was used to better understand the current phenomenon of citizens’ virtual political 

communication and deliberation via social media.  This research was the first to apply the 

Theory of Information Worlds into an empirical study examining social worlds of Twitter.  

 This mixed methods research reported both quantitative and qualitative findings 

identified through the lens of Theory of Information Worlds.  Findings from the perspective of 

network and tweet content analysis demonstrated what information citizens discussed and shared 

and how they engaged in the collaborative information sharing behaviors (e.g., selective 

information exposure and/or avoidance) driven by perceived social types, norms, and the 

perception of information values—opposing political orientations.  The separated information 

worlds were clearly observed through the boundaries between two groups of citizens sharing 

respective political orientation.  

 The qualitative findings from semi-structured interviews particularly featured how 

individuals considered as the same social type (e.g., media representatives) interpreted the shared 

social and/or occupational norms and differently applied them into particular information 

behaviors.  The alteration in interpreting social and/or occupational norms resulted in the 

creation of conflicts as well as synergies within, between, and across the information worlds.  

 In particular, use of a variety of interview modes in this research (i.e., emails, voice over 

Internet protocol (VoIP) programs, and face-to-face interviews) offered practical strategies, 

implications, benefits, and drawbacks of interviewing social media users.  This research 

demonstrated the increasing importance of conducting qualitative interviews with social media 
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users in the era of Internet research as well as it suggested a number of practical strategies for 

how to design, conduct, and analyze intensive interviews.  The strategies included the process of 

identifying purposive set of subjects, recruiting participants, interview scheduling, participant 

retention, recording, transcribing, translation of the responses, and presentation of the results.  

 Overall, this research attempted to achieve three goals: 1) to provide a holistic and 

comprehensive view of South Korean citizens’ collaborative political information behaviors via 

Twitter during the election campaign; 2) to investigate the possibility of application of the theory 

of Information Worlds; and 3) to highlight the importance of using mixed methods design for 

researching individuals’ political information behaviors via social media platforms.  Given the 

lack of research from non-Western politically less stable countries, this case study from South 

Korean election provided richer empirical findings to the growing body of knowledge.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 
1.1 Problem Statement 

As more and more citizens rapidly adopt the Internet and its surrounding “sociable 

technologies,” they engage in increasing social communication and interaction with others for 

political communication and participation online (Boulos & Wheelert, 2007, p. 2; Shirky, 2011).  

The Internet and its related technologies promise to transform democracy, allowing political 

actors of all kinds, citizens/voters, politicians, and elected officials, to become more proactively 

involved with production and consumption of political information online (Grant, Moon & 

Busby Grant, 2010; Chadwick, 2006; Sampedro, 2011).  Social media tools, such as Twitter, 

Facebook and YouTube, are considered emerging virtual public spheres—the spaces where 

individuals gather to freely discuss, criticize public affairs, and form public opinion 

independently of state control and corporate influence—equipped with politically transformative 

communication technologies (Habermas, 1991; Papacharissi, 2002; Dahlgren, 2005; Shirky, 

2011).  

Since the early 1970s, political communication researchers have investigated how 

citizens get involved with political deliberation—“the procedures of open discussion aimed at 

achieving rationally motivated consensus”—in their daily lives, particularly regarding opinion 

formation and voting in elections (Dahlgren, 2005, p. 156; Ryfe, 2001).  However, the rapid 

advancement of information and communication technologies (ICTs), including mobile devices, 

broadband affordability, and a plethora of social applications, greatly influences how citizens 

engage in political communication and deliberation while they communicate and interact with 

others by using these technologies (Sampedro, 2011; Garrett et al., 2012).  

As the number of individuals turning to the Internet and other social media platforms for 

their political activities with others (e.g., political communication, interaction, and deliberation) 

increases across the world, the research on social media as virtual public spheres has increasingly 

gained significance (Papacharissi, 2002; Shirky, 2011).  Twitter, the most popular microblogging 

service allowing users to post 140-character text updates along with images and links to other 

sources, was officially launched in July 2006, currently has over 241 million monthly users, and 
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handles over 500 million tweets per day (User Growth for Twitter, 2014; Twitter, 2014).  In the 

United States, having the most Twitter users with 51% of the total, more than half of the entire 

voting age population used the Internet and various social media tools including Twitter to 

engage in various political information behaviors: searching political information, sharing them 

with others, participating in political or social actions, networking with others and so on (Smith, 

2009; Rainie et al., 2012).    

Regarding the growing importance of citizens’ political use of Twitter during elections, 

researchers have focused on studying three particular topics: Twitter’s predictive power for 

public opinion and elections, political sentiment as representation of political opinions, and 

structures of political communication networks and group information behaviors.  For the last 

decade, these studies have cumulated body of knowledge on the area of citizens’ use of Twitter 

for political communication and deliberation.  However, a few limitations have been observed as 

well.      

First, the research examining Twitter’s predictive power for the offline political 

landscape is significant in that Twitter may serve as a critical communication venue for more 

citizens engaging in open political discussion, information exchange, and public opinion 

formation with others online at less cost (Tumasjan et al., 2010; O’Connor et al., 2010; Vergeer 

et al., 2011; Soler et al., 2012; Skoric et al., 2012; Lee et al., 2013).  However, the results from 

many empirical case studies are hardly generalizable given that the predictive power varies 

according to each data set with various contextual conditions (e.g., Twitter adoption level, media 

freedom, competitiveness of the elections, specifics of each country’s electoral system, etc.) 

(Skoric et al., 2012; Jungherr et al., 2012).  In addition, most of the previous studies were 

conducted in Western developed countries such as the United States and some European 

countries.  Research of South Korean citizens’ Twitter use for political activities during elections 

will contribute to the growing body of knowledge in terms of adding a case study from non-

Western countries.  

Second, political sentiment analysis studies provide important findings of how Twitter, as 

a new communication medium, shapes and changes individual users’ communication patterns by 

using its specific communication features (e.g., use of the @ sign and hashtags (#), retweeting, 

following, unfollowing, etc.).  Analyses of political sentiments are also important in that they 

offer insights into how individuals subjectively represent their political opinion or preference 
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through social interactions with others and express them in cultural forms (e.g., jokes, sarcasm, 

pun, code language, etc.) (Ryfe, 2001; Barnhurst, 2011).  While this subjective nature of political 

sentiment as an indicator of political opinion requires a high level of qualitative analysis, most 

political sentiment studies were conducted by automatic text analysis tools with predefined 

dictionaries (Yu et al., 2008; Tumasjan et al., 2010; Stieglitz & Dan-Xuan, 2012).  Many studies 

claim that analyzing political sentiment in tweets requires human intervention and qualitative 

analysis to increase validity and accuracy at a message level (Branthwaite & Patterson, 2011; Yu 

et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2013).     

Third, research on Twitter investigates how the network structure and users’ group 

information behaviors demonstrate homogenous and polarized communication patterns 

(Himelboim et al., 2013; Conover et al., 2011; Metaxas & Mustafajaj, 2010).  Even though this 

research strand addresses the traditional characteristics of political homogeneity within groups 

and polarization between groups at the group level (Berelson et al., 1954; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; 

Sunstein, 2007), it cannot illuminate how individuals engage in political information behaviors 

with others at the individual level.  Further studies need to examine the structural characteristics 

of communication networks at the macro level as well as individual information behaviors and 

meanings at the micro level.  

In addition, most relevant studies did not employ theoretical frameworks to explain the 

chosen research problem.  Therefore, this research attempts to respond to the aforementioned 

needs of research from the library and information (LIS) perspective focusing on information 

behaviors: 1) it investigates how South Korean citizens use Twitter to engage in political 

information behaviors with others during election campaigns, 2) it employs the theoretical 

framework of Information Worlds to explain opinion leaders’ information worlds on Twitter; and 

3) it uses mixed methods design by employing both quantitative (social network analyses) and 

qualitative (content analyses of tweets and interviews) data collection and analysis in order to 

expand the scope of the inquiry and to improve the analytical power in answering research 

questions.      

1.2 Significance of the Study 

This research provides important insights into citizens’ political information behaviors 

with others via Twitter during election campaigns.  It particularly studies the case of the South 
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Korean election for Mayor of Seoul, the capital city in South Korea, on June 4, 2014—which is 

considered as the third biggest election in South Korea after the presidential and general 

elections.  Since the National Election Commission in South Korea lifted a ban on citizens’ 

social media use during the election campaign in 2012, it is expected that more individual 

citizens use Twitter to engage in political communication and interaction with others during the 

election campaigns (National Election Commission, 2013).  Regarding South Korean citizens’ 

use of Twitter during elections, Lee et al. (2013) studied the correlation between types of tweets 

and public opinion polling results; and types of sentiments and public opinion polling results 

over the general election campaign in April 2012.  They found an association between political 

sentiments—especially negative sentiments—and public opinion polling results and that South 

Korean citizens represented political opinions or preferences by using high levels of irony, 

sarcasm, joke, pun, and humor in their tweets.  Along with this previous study (Lee et al., 2013), 

the findings from this research further illuminate South Korean citizens’ political information 

behaviors via Twitter during the election campaign.  

This research is significant in that it first tests the possibilities of applying the theory of 

Information Worlds (Burnett & Jaeger 2008; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010) to an empirical study 

examining social worlds on Twitter.  Twitter as a virtual public sphere is explained through the 

five core concepts of the theory of Information Worlds—social norms, social types, information 

value, information behaviors, and boundaries (full definitions of the concepts will be introduced 

in literature review section of 2.2).  By using this theoretical framework, this research 

particularly examines the information worlds of opinion leaders—defined as ones to whom 

others turn for advice on the political or public issue (Lazasfeld et al., 1948) and serving as a 

social type of opinion leader in the network from both macro and micro social levels and 

contexts.  The theory of Information Worlds will also be useful in understanding the place of 

information and the complexity of individuals’ information behaviors in rapidly changing 

information-rich virtual communities of Twitter.   

 Lastly, this research highlights the importance of using mixed methods designs for 

Twitter research, having both quantitative (structure of the communication networks) and 

qualitative (content of text, images, URLs, etc. in tweets) characteristics.  By employing social 

network analysis, content analysis, and interviews, this research attempts to provide a holistic 
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comprehensive view of South Korean citizens’ political information behaviors with others via 

Twitter during election campaigns.      

1.3 Purposes of the Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this research is to gain a better understanding of how South Korean 

citizen users engage in political information behaviors with others via Twitter during election 

campaigns and to understand influential opinion leaders’ motivations, purposes, reasons, and 

perceptions of political information sharing on Twitter.  Previous studies regarding citizens’ 

political use of Twitter during elections have had the goal of either examining the predictive 

power of Twitter for offline election or public opinion polling results, analyzing political 

sentiments, or network structures.  These studies have usually employed either one solid 

quantitative or qualitative method in terms of data collection and analysis; few studies have used 

mixed methods for capturing both quantitative (structure of the communication networks) and 

qualitative (content of text, images, URLs, etc. in tweets) characteristics of the Twitter data.  

Also, prior studies analyzed users’ activities at group behaviors level and rarely used theoretical 

frameworks.  By using mixed methods design—social network analysis, content analysis, and 

interview—and the theory of Information Worlds, this research will attempt to respond to the 

need of using more comprehensive and diverse methods to study citizens’ political information 

behaviors at individual activities level through using the theoretical framework. 

The goal of this research is: 1) to enhance our understanding of citizens’ political 

information behaviors on Twitter during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election campaign in South 

Korea; 2) to investigate the possibility of application of the theory of Information Worlds into 

this research by explaining information worlds of opinion leaders; and 3) to highlight the 

importance of using mixed methods design for the research area of individuals’ political 

information behaviors with others via social media of Twitter.  To accomplish this goal, the 

following research questions have been developed: 

RQ1: How do opinion leaders engage in political information sharing behavior with 

others on Twitter during the election campaign in South Korea? 

 RQ2: How can the theory of Information Worlds be applied to opinion leaders’ political 

information behaviors on Twitter during election campaigns in South Korea? 
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RQ2-1: What social types exist in their information worlds?  How do their tweets and 

interviews show their roles as opinion leader?  

RQ2-2: What social norms exist in their information worlds?  How do their tweets and 

interviews show these social norms?  

RQ2-3: What information values exist in their information worlds?  How do their tweets 

and interviews include information values? 

RQ2-4: What information behaviors exist in their information worlds?  How do their 

tweets and interviews show information behaviors? 

RQ2-5: What boundaries exist within, between, and or across their information worlds?  

How do their tweets and interviews show the boundaries? 

To answer the first research question, the structural characteristics include the initial 

descriptive analysis based on social network analysis.  Analysis from network properties 

provides initial findings regarding the traditional characteristics of political communication 

networks—homogeneity and polarization (Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Berelson et al., 1954).  It helps 

the researcher to identify the size and structure of subgroups (or clusters in which actors are 

substantially more connected to one another than to actors outside that subgroup, Wasserman & 

Faust, 1999) and networks as well as positions, roles, behaviors, social relations, and boundaries 

of, between, and across actors or subgroups of actors (Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Ward et al., 

2011).  The researcher identifies the group of opinion leaders—defined as ones to whom others 

turn for advice on the political or public issue (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948)—within the networks to 

be studied in the second qualitative data collection and analyses.  

The second overarching question examines the possibility of application of the theory of 

Information Worlds (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010) by analyzing those opinion leaders’ tweets and the 

interviews with them.  Analyzing opinion leaders’ tweets and their interviews by using five core 

concepts from the theory of Information Worlds illustrates opinion leaders’ information worlds 

within broader information worlds of political communication on Twitter from multi-layered 

social levels and contexts.  The full description of the theory of Information Worlds and its 

applicability into this research is stated in literature review section of 2.2 and method section of 

3.3.  

To address these research questions, this research employs a mixed methods design 

combining quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis (i.e., social network analysis, 



7 
 

content analysis, and interview).  The comprehensive description of research design and 

procedure with details will be found in method section of 3.3.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter provides an overview of the phenomenon of citizens’ political information 

behaviors in political communication networks on Twitter during the election campaigns.  It also 

offers a review of the theoretical framework, Burnett and Jaeger’s Theory of Information Worlds 

(2008; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010), to be applied to this research.  

Section 2.1 focuses on providing comprehensive background information and previous 

scholarship regarding the current phenomenon of citizens’ political information behaviors via 

Twitter during the election campaigns.  It includes definitions of the terms, main concepts, key 

claims from the research of citizens’ political information behavior via Twitter as well as the 

potential implication for the research of citizens’ political information behaviors via other social 

media tools.  This review consists of several sub-sections:  

 elections, Twitter, and citizens’ political information behaviors;  

 communicative features of Twitter;  

 profiles of online political users;  

 Twitter users’ political information behaviors during election campaigns;  

 major previous scholarship on citizens’ political information behaviors via 

Twitter;  

 and its implication into the research of citizens’ political information behaviors 

via other social media. 

Section 2.2 reviews the theoretical frameworks that will be used for explaining the 

phenomenon of citizens’ political information behaviors on Twitter during election campaigns.  

The origin and development of the theory of Information Worlds (Burnett & Jaeger, 2008; Jaeger 

& Burnett, 2010), its core concepts, other related theories, its previous use and application in the 

LIS field, potential application to this research, and the critique of the theory will be stated.  

2.1 Elections, Twitter, and Citizens’ Political Information Behaviors 

This section provides an overview of how citizens engage in political communication and 

deliberation with others during the election campaigns and how they engage in various political 
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information behaviors via Twitter from the library and information science (LIS) perspective of 

focusing on information behaviors.  

2.1.1 Elections as Collective Deliberation Process 

One of the major topics regarding voter behaviors is public opinion on the elections 

(Ryfe, 2001; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Barnhurst, 2011).  Early sociologists at Columbia University 

in the 1940s investigated the political communication and influences among citizens during 

election campaigns (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948; Berelson et al., 1954).  They demonstrated that the 

intensity and frequency of political communication among citizens reached a peak during the 

election campaigns, and became less between the election campaigns. Facing the common task 

of voting on Election Day, individual citizens simultaneously engage in a high level of political 

communication within their closely tied networks.  Citizens’ political concerns and interests, 

however, shifted away after elections, and so did political communication.   

Elections are important political events, generating citizens’ political communications as 

a collective deliberation process—in which “interdependent individuals collectively reach a 

summary political judgment” toward the voting day—that would not happen on a regular basis 

(Huckfeldt et al., 2004, p. 68).  As the election campaigns accelerate, the citizens increasingly 

confront the issues and controversies regarding the elections, become attentive to political issues, 

share their opinions and information, and form their opinions and choices with others.  The 

interdependent communication and interaction among citizens lead them to form homogeneous 

political choices and opinions for elections as social experiences (Huckfeldt et al., 2004; 

Berelson et al., 1954).   

Even though agreement is the condition that drives political communication and allows 

for homogeneity (Huckfeldt et al., 2004), political disagreement is also able to survive and 

reinforce its own homogeneity.  It consequently leads to polarization of agreement and 

disagreement in the political communication.  Berelson and colleagues (1954) state, 

“homogeneity is enhanced within groups as polarization increases between groups” (p. 149).  

Individuals’ communication regarding political issues, as a socially constructed and consumed 

activity within a communication network, has two distinct characteristics: homogeneity and 

polarization (Berelson et al., 1954; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Sunstein, 2007).  The Internet and its 

surrounding technologies allow individual citizens to easily engage in various political 

information behaviors with others during the elections.  
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2.1.2 Twitter in the Political Arena   

Twitter is a web-based microblogging service, a form of blogging in which entries consist 

of short content such as quick comments, images, videos, or links to other sources (Suh et al., 

2010).  Popular microblogging services have included Twitter, Tumblr, Jaiku and Google Buzz.  

Twitter is the most popular microblogging service, as well as the third largest of social 

networking sites—defined as web-based services that allow individuals to construct a public or 

semi-public profile, and share their lists of connections with others (boyd & Ellison, 2008)—

behind Facebook, and YouTube (Parmelee & Bichard, 2012).  Twitter allows registered users to 

communicate by posting 140-character text updates known as ‘tweets’ and send them to a 

network of others (Marwick & boyd, 2010).  Twitter was created in March 2006 and officially 

launched in July 2006, defining its service as “a real-time information network that connects you 

to the latest stories, idea, opinions and news” (Twitter, 2012).  Tweets can be posted and read on 

the web, through short message systems, or via third party software written for desktop 

computers, smartphones, and other mobile devices (Marwick & boyd, 2010).   

By December 2013, Twitter had over 241 million monthly active users and handled over 

500 million tweets per day (User Growth for Twitter, 2014; Twitter, 2014).  As microblogging 

services have recently gained wide popularity, users have adopted them for sharing news, 

promoting and sharing political views, and marketing and tracking real-time events (Kwak et al., 

2010; boyd et al., 2010; Honeycutt & Herring, 2009; Java et al., 2007; Zhao & Rosson, 2009; 

Tumasjan et al., 2010; O’Connor et al., 2010).  

As individuals increased use of Twitter in the political arena, the role and function of 

Twitter as a public sphere has become critical.  Habermas (1991) saw the public sphere, as a 

domain of our social life, which encourages individuals to form public opinion and agreement by 

open rational public discourse away from the control of state and corporate power.  Twitter, as a 

virtual public sphere, allows citizen users to gain greater access to exchange of information and 

more opportunities for open discussion and communication when deliberating on democracy 

(Shirky, 2011; Papacharissi, 2002).  Further discussions articulate how citizens engage in various 

political information behaviors via Twitter while they communicate and interact with others 

during election campaigns.   

However, Twitter is not a globally dominating new medium for political communication 

considering the large inequality of Twitter adoption and use.  While the majority of users and 
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tweets come from the Western countries including United States (i.e., 50.8% of users and 56.6% 

of tweets) and some European countries, non-Western, politically and or economically less stable 

countries in Asia and Africa show a very limited number of users and tweets (Sysomos, 2010).  

In addition, China has blocked Twitter since mid-2009, yet only a small number of dedicated 

users get access through the virtual private network (VPN) (Sullivan, 2012). South Korean 

National Intelligence Service (NIS) has been accused of engaging in a misconduct of swaying 

public opinion on Twitter during 2012 presidential election campaign (Prosecutors detail attempt 

to sway election, 2013).  This demonstrates that Twitter has transformative potential for rapid 

information diffusion and free communication as well as vulnerability in terms of censorship and 

or manipulations. 

2.1.3 Communicative Features of Twitter 

Twitter allows registered users to post a maximum length of 140 characters, an average 

of 11 words per message, and links to other sources of images or videos within a tweet 

(O’Connor et al., 2010).  Public tweets can be discovered and shared on the public timeline of 

Twitter.com’s home page and on the individual user’s timeline: while private tweets can be 

shown only to those who have subscribed to the user’s feed (Honeycutt & Herring, 2009).  

Twitter provides users its unique communicative features.  They include the function of 

following/unfollowing, the use of the @ sign, hashtags (#), and retweeting (RT) and they are 

considered new mass-communication patterns and user innovations (Zhao & Rossson, 2009; 

Dann, 2010).  Twitter’s one-to-many and many-to-many ability to communicate with great 

rapidity has been dubbed an electronic form of word of mouth (Jansen et al., 2009).   

Java et al. (2007) identify the four main uses of Twitter: daily chatter, sharing 

information or URLs, reporting news, and conversation.  Honeycutt and Herring (2009) find 

twelve categories of how individuals use tweets: addressee, announce/advertise, exhort, 

information for others, information for self, metacommentary, media use, opinion, other’s 

experience, self-experience, solicit information, and other.  Individual users engage in multiple 

political information behaviors while they communicate with others by using these unique 

communicative features on Twitter.     

2.1.3.1 Following/unfollowing.  Twitter allows users to build social connections with 

others by following others’ Twitter accounts in their stream, and by having their own group of 

followers (Larsson & Moe, 2011).  If user A (follower) follows another user B (followee), all of 
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the tweets created by user B are shown in the timeline of user A: following, thus, provides user A 

with an access to user B’s tweets.  Compared to similar services (i.e., Facebook or friend-centric 

networks), the act of following another Twitter user is not automatically reciprocal: there can be 

a disconnection between two parties (Larsson & Moe, 2011; Marwick & boyd, 2010).  This 

means that although a user can follow any number of other publicly-available users, the user 

being followed does not necessarily have to follow back.  Therefore, on Twitter, a user can 

extensively build social connections with anyone virtually, including family, friends, co-workers, 

and even celebrities that he can never meet in person in his real life.  In addition, users can 

eliminate the social connections anytime by unfollowing others’ Twitter accounts that he had 

previously followed.   

 This has two implications on individuals’ choices of social connections and access to 

political information sources.  First, regarding the choice of political information sources, 

individuals usually employ socially supplied information within their networks of social contacts 

by finding well-informed individuals with political biases similar to their own (Dawns, 1957; 

Huckfeldt et al., 2004).  Twitter allows citizen users to broadly expand their social connections 

with ease.  However, it also provides a risk that individuals take advantage of building social 

contacts, which may enhance their selective exposure to certain points of view and information 

sources.  Researchers state that this selective exposure develops the homogeneity—the likelihood 

of agreement within groups—and polarization—the disagreement between groups—in political 

opinions and choices (Berelson et al., 1954; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Sunstein, 2007).  Research on 

communication networks on Twitter during elections shows that citizen users engage with 

selective exposure to information sources supporting their own political leanings (Himelboim et 

al., 2013; Conover et al., 2011).   

 Second, the individuals often relied upon by others regarding political information tend to 

occupy more influential roles in the communication networks (Huckfeldt et al., 2004).  

Following these influential users may greatly influence individual citizens’ political information 

seeking and sharing behaviors.  Studies on influential users in the political communication 

networks identify the certain types of users serving specific social roles including opinion 

leaders—defined as ones to whom others turn for advice on the issue (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948)—

content importers, conversation starters (Himelboim, 2009), and networkers (Larsson & Moe, 

2011). 
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2.1.3.2 Use of the @ sign.  Twitter provides many types of communication by using the 

@ sign.  Tweets starting with @username are called Reply and tweets containing @username 

anywhere within the tweet are called Mention.  The use of the @ sign indicates that the tweets 

including @username are intended for a particular user.  This unique feature is to direct 

messages to other users in a form of “addressivity,” which allows for conversation among users 

(Honeycutt & Herring, 2009, p. 2; Java et al., 2007; Larsson & Moe, 2011).  Honeycutt and 

Herring (2009) argue that the use of the @ sign even facilitates the multi-participants’ 

interpersonal interactions, including informal collaborations.   

 In terms of citizens’ political information behaviors, this feature provides individual users 

with great opportunities to freely engage in political discussion and conversation with others.  

Shirky (2011) argues that the access to conversation itself is sometimes more important than the 

access to information, stressing the importance of citizens’ free speech and open discussion on 

public affairs with others.  Researchers investigating the tweet data created by citizen users’ 

mentioning and replying to each other have found that citizens’ online discussion and 

conversations regarding elections on Twitter correlates with public opinion or voting results 

offline (Tumasjan et al., 2010; O’Connor et al., 2010; Jungherr et al., 2012; Soler et al, 2012; Lee 

et al., 2013).  The mention networks from the tweet data allow researchers to identify the certain 

user groups and their specific information behaviors (Himelboim et al., 2013; Conover et al., 

2011).   

2.1.3.3 Retweeting (RT).  Users can also share others’ tweets by Retweeting (RT).  This 

refers to the practice of forwarding and disseminating the original tweet to other users’ followers.  

Retweeting can be understood as a key mechanism for information diffusion because the original 

tweet is widely disseminated and propagated to new sets of audiences, the followers of the 

retweeter (Suh et al., 2010).  Users can retweet a tweet by copying the message, typically adding 

a text indicator RT followed by the original author in @username, and also can add more content 

or slightly modify the original messages.  Since retweeting also includes the use of @username, 

Suh et al. (2010) see retweet as one particular case of mentioning.  While the users dominantly 

accept the use of @username when retweeting the original tweet, repetitively retweeted tweets 

often lose the reference to the original (Marwick & boyd, 2010).  

 The retweeting actions are associated with certain values of the original tweet’s 

information.  Retweeting may be to entertain a specific audience, to comment on a particular 
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user’s tweet, to publicly agree with someone, to save tweets for future personal access (boyd et 

al., 2010; Suh et al., 2010), or to share the tweets due to a shared interest in a certain community 

(Webberley et al., 2011; Metaxas & Mustafajaj, 2010).  Retweeting behaviors, therefore, need to 

be examined as a direct indicator of agreement or approval (Roosevelt, 2012) and of selective 

exposure (Himelboim, 2013).  Suh et al. (2010) find that the tweets including URLs and hashtags 

created by the users with more followers and followees are more likely to be retweeted.   

 In political arenas, both citizens and politicians can effectively use retweeting during 

election campaigns.  Tweets by influential users such as opinion leaders easily reach bigger 

groups of audience (Larsson & Moe, 2011) and tweets including political sentiments are more 

likely to retweeted and disseminated by users (Lee et al., 2013; Wong et al., 2013).  Lee et al. 

(2013) found that negative sentiment in the most frequently retweeted tweets correlated with the 

public opinion polling results in the case of the 2012 general election in South Korea.  Wong et 

al. (2013) argue that the action of retweeting can be considered an indicator of political leaning.  

Studies on retweeting networks on Twitter during election campaigns show that users are 

segregated into two homogenous groups corresponding to their political orientations: political 

left and right (Himelboim et al., 2013; Conover et al., 2011).  Citizen users employ the 

retweeting feature to share and disseminate political information and sentiment as well as 

enhance their selective exposure to politically biased viewpoints and sources.  

2.1.3.4 Use of hashtags (#).  Any tweet can be annotated with a topic or subject using 

hashtags (e.g., #Topic). Clicking on or searching for a hashtag displays a choice of top tweets or 

all current tweets on Twitter that share the same hashtag.  Murthy (2013) also states that by 

adding a hashtag into a tweet, it becomes included into a larger conversation consisting of all 

tweets with that hashtag.  Hashtags facilitate Twitter’s ability to link the conversations and 

interactions of strangers together (Murthy, 2013).  The use of hashtags allows users to search the 

Twittersphere for the specific topics or interests, and to follow certain threads of discussion and 

conversation (Larsson & Moe, 2011).  By using hashtags, citizens easily engage with access to 

political information, discussion and conversation, and various social interactions with others.   

 However, hashtags on Twitter suffer from a fragmentary and redundant nature (Chang, 

2010).  The hashtags on a specific issue may have multiple variations and not all users include 

the hashtags within their tweets.  Even though the use of hashtags allows users to easily search 

for specific topics, it may bring users the results of retrieval with biases (Larsson & Moe, 2011).  
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 Twitter serves to help citizens engage in various political information behaviors in terms 

of information access, information exchange, open discussion and conversation on the public 

issues within the networks, by using its unique communicative features.  Shirky (2011) argues 

that the social media’s real potential lies in supporting civil society and the public sphere over a 

long period of time.  Research on citizens’ Twitter use for their political communication and 

participation needs to continuously examine the ways and processes in which citizens utilize and 

interact with the media. 

2.1.4 Profiles of Online Political Users 

More citizens increasingly turn to Twitter to look for political information and 

communicate with others regarding elections in their daily lives.  However, there are few formal 

studies on the demographic makeup of Twitter users from various countries. There is a large 

inequality of Twitter adoption across the world.  The United States, having the most Twitter 

users with 51% of the total, also has the most studies conducted on profiles of online political 

users (Parmelee & Bichard, 2012; Larsson & Moe, 2011).  Therefore, I discuss how citizen users 

employ Twitter for political information behaviors during elections based on this U.S. user 

profile as a baseline.  Since there is no formal user profile exclusively on Twitter political users 

yet, I examine the profile of online political users (using Internet and other social media tools 

including Facebook and Twitter) and their political information behavior patterns during the 

2008 election and afterward.     

2.1.4.1 Online political users and political information behaviors.  According to the 

report of Pew Internet and American Life Project, 60% of Internet users went online to get news 

or information about politics or the election campaigns in 2008 (Smith, 2009).  Also, 38% of 

Internet users talked about politics using the Internet, and 59% of Internet users shared or 

received campaign information using email, instant messaging, text messages or Twitter (Smith, 

2009).  This report demonstrates 55% of the entire voting age population in the U.S. used the 

Internet and relevant technologies to connect to the political process during the elections for the 

first time since their project initiated.  These online political users engage in various political 

information behaviors.  

 Thirty-three percent of them engage with partisan information seeking by visiting the 

sites with the same political point of view as theirs.  Especially the number of young 
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users, ages 18-24, engaging with partisan information seeking was doubled to 43% 

compared to that in 2004.   

 Twenty percent of online political users posted their thoughts, comments, or questions 

about the campaign on a website, blog, social networking sites or other online forum.  

Their political content creation is tightly linked with the use of social media platforms 

such as online social networks, video sharing sites, blogs, and microblogs.  Online 

political users communicate and share their opinions with others by using a variety of 

social media tools.   

A recent report on social media and political engagement also enhances the findings on 

the trend of online political users (Rainie et al., 2012).  This report demonstrates that 69% of 

online American adults use social networking sites including Facebook, LinkedIn, or Google+, 

while 16% use Twitter at the point of the summer of 2012.  In addition, 66% of those social 

media users—or 39% of all American adults—engaged in at least one of eight civic or political 

activities with social media.  

 Thirty-eight percent of those who used social networking sites or Twitter used the tools to 

like or promote material related to politics or social issues. 

 Thirty-five percent of social media users used the tools to encourage people to vote. 

 Thirty-four percent of social media users used the tools to post their own thoughts or 

comments on political and social issues. 

 Thirty-three percent of social media users used the tools to repost content related to 

political or social issues originally posted by someone else. 

 Thirty-one percent of social media users used the tools to encourage other people to take 

action on a political or social issue. 

 Twenty-eight percent of social media users used the tools to post links to political stories 

or articles.  

 Twenty-one percent of those who use social networking sites or Twitter belong to a group 

on a social networking site involved in political or social issues. 

 Twenty percent of social media users used the tools to follow elected officials and 

candidates for office. 
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These findings show that citizens increasingly engage in various political information 

behaviors with others regarding the elections, while they use the Internet and other social media 

tools such as Facebook and Twitter.  The number of Twitter (microblogging service) users is 

smaller as compared to the other social networking sites such as Facebook.  However, the 

number of American adult Twitter users is quickly growing—from 8% of online American 

adults using Twitter during the 2010 election campaign (Smith, 2011a) to 13% (Smith, 2011b), 

and 16% of them using Twitter during presidential election (Rainie et al, 2012; Duggan & 

Brenner, 2013).  Rainie and Smith (2012) argue that campaign and policy-related information 

and sources on social media play a modest role in influencing most users’ political views and 

activities.  

Along the growth of Twitter adoption and its impact in the political arena, Twitter 

increasingly has a great potential as a tool for political communication and collective 

mobilization for political changes (Shirky, 2011).   

2.1.5 Twitter Users’ Political Information Behaviors During Election Campaigns   

Social media tools, such as Twitter and Facebook, are now considered as politically 

transformative communication technologies; politicians and citizens now effectively employ 

these social media for their communication and interaction during election campaigns.  In Barack 

Obama’s Presidential campaigns in 2008 and 2012, over 100 staff members worked on Twitter 

outreach alone (@barackobama) and the use of social media for the campaigns is considered one 

of the most effective strategies (Sweet to Tweet, 2010; Campaigns Use, 2012).  

There are two main user groups employing Twitter for their political information 

behaviors during the elections: politicians including elected officials and congressmen and 

citizen voters (also called electorates or constituencies).  Politicians and elected officials look to 

connect and interact with the citizen voters while running for the elections, and citizens look to 

discuss political issues with peers and other citizens (Larsson & Moe, 2011).  Political 

communication researchers refer to the first type of communication as vertical communication 

and the second type as horizontal communication (Moy et al., 2012).   

The scope of my research is highly focused on citizens’ Twitter use regarding their 

political information behaviors during elections.  However, the main user groups engaging with 

political information behaviors include citizens and politicians as well.  Therefore, I briefly 
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describe how politicians adopt and use Twitter in terms of political information behaviors, and 

then elaborate on citizens’ use of Twitter.  

2.1.5.1 Politicians’ use of Twitter.  Discussion of politicians’ use of Twitter needs more 

formal research from various countries.  A few studies were conducted in the U.S. with the tweet 

data collected throughout election and non-election periods.  Shogan (2010) shows that U.S. 

politicians mainly use Twitter to publicize political events and articulate policy positions, and on 

a more limited basis to communicate with citizens.  Golbeck et al. (2010) demonstrate that 

politicians use Twitter to disseminate information -- providing URLs to news articles about 

themselves or to their blog posts, and updates on their casual daily activities in a mode of one-

way communication.  They point out that the politicians mainly use Twitter as a vehicle for self-

promotion (Golbeck et al., 2010).  Lawless (2012) also finds that U.S. Congress members use 

Twitter for advertising (offering information on themselves or political events), position-taking 

(including explicit political positions), and credit-claiming (highlighting their accomplishments). 

Mayhew’s (1974) study already claimed that these were the three main activities that 

congressmen engage related to reelection.  Politicians increasingly adopt Twitter as a 

communication tool but their main usages serve to promote themselves, and articulate policy and 

position in their affiliated party.  Regarding politicians’ use of Twitter during elections, while 

Hong and Nadler (2011) demonstrate that sentiment in tweets does not correlate with public 

opinion polls, Vergeer et al. (2011) find that the number of tweets created by Dutch politicians 

show a correlation with the number of votes they get in elections. 

2.1.5.2 Citizens’ use of Twitter.  Studies on citizens’ use of Twitter for political 

information behaviors are conducted from many countries.  Parmelee and Bichard (2012) show 

that citizens’ primary motivations to follow political leaders in Twitter include social utility (to 

assist with social interactions with others), entertainment (to amuse and relax), self-expression 

(to express and communicate personal opinions), information seeking (to keep them 

knowledgeable and up-to-date on issues) and guidance (to help guide a decision), and 

convenience (to obtain information easy to access).  This study implies that citizens are more 

likely to employ Twitter for social utility and self-expression to talk or communicate with others 

than they do for information seeking and guidance. 

 Researchers find that citizens use Twitter as a public space for political discussion and 

communication during the elections.  Tumasjan et al. (2010) demonstrate that German citizens 
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use Twitter as a reflection of the offline political landscape: citizens during the German federal 

election used Twitter to express their political sentiments while they deliberated issues regarding 

elections and candidates.  This study shows that Twitter is used as a platform for political 

deliberation and reflection of political sentiment as well as a predictor of the offline election 

results.  Lee et al. (2013) focus on the most influential tweets during the 2012 general election in 

South Korea.  This study also shows that citizens’ political sentiment in tweets correlated with 

the public opinion polling results offline.  However, Larsson and Moe (2011) find that Swedish 

citizens’ Twitter use contributes to a broadening of public debate, while certain influential user 

groups employ it for mainly disseminating their opinions to others.  Studies on mention and 

retweet networks on Twitter argue that citizens gather in segregated subgroups according to their 

political orientations (Himelboim et al., 2013; Conover et al., 2011).  They also find that citizens 

engage in exclusive information sharing behavior within in the groups sharing the same political 

orientations, which enhance their selective exposure to information sources (Himelboim et al., 

2013; Conover et al., 2011).  Regarding the misuse of Twitter for election campaigns, Metaxas 

and Mustagaraj (2010) report that Twitter was used for interfering with public opinion online 

during the U.S. 2010 Senate race by automatically retweeting messages including false 

information or URLs to other users.  Even though Dahlgren (2005) argues that open discussion is 

critical to achieve rationally motivated consensus, citizens’ online discussions on Twitter do not 

always follow forms of rational discussion and conversation regarding political issues.     

Many studies on citizens’ use of Twitter during the elections from various counties show 

that citizens use Twitter as a tool for engaging with political discussion, and seeking and sharing 

information with others.  Despite the possibility of Twitter as a public sphere for open discussion 

and information exchange during the elections, many studies criticize that 1) only a small 

number of heavy or influential users occupy the major part of political discussion and 

communication, 2) Twitter as a predictor of elections yields many controversial issues regarding 

contextual factors (data collection periods, use of keywords or hashtags, other political issues) 

and 3) citizens can use Twitter as a tool of selective exposure to the information sources 

supporting their own political orientations and opinions. 

2.1.6 Previous Scholarship on Citizens’ Political Information Behaviors on Twitter  

Considering the potential of Twitter as a tool for citizens’ online political communication 

and deliberation during election campaigns, researchers have focused on studying three 
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particular topics: 1) Twitter’s predictive power of public opinion and elections, 2) political 

sentiment as representation of political opinions, and 3) structures of political communication 

networks and group information behaviors.   

2.1.6.1 Twitter as a predictor of public opinion and elections.  Previous studies on 

Twitter’s predictive power for public opinion and elections examine cases from the U.S. and 

some European countries, including Germany, Netherlands and Spain.  While O’Connor et al. 

(2010) observed that the frequency of sentiments in tweets replicated the 2008-2009 U.S. 

consumer confidence and presidential job approval polls, Bravo-Marquez et al. (2010) argue that 

opinions from tweets cannot forecast presidential job approval ratings during the 2008 U.S. 

elections.  Hong and Nadler (2010) also demonstrated that U.S. politicians’ use of Twitter did 

not correlate with public opinion polls.  However, Vergeer et al. (2011) found that the number of 

tweets by politicians correlated with their votes in Dutch elections and Soler et al. (2012) 

reported that the volume of tweets showed predictive power in Spanish elections.   

 Tumasjan et al. (2010) claimed that tweets’ content reflected the offline political 

landscape, thus potentially predicting actual election and public opinion results in Germany.  The 

tweets from August 13, to September 19, 2009, prior to the 2009 German federal election were 

analyzed.  They confirmed that the number of tweets matched the ranking by share of the vote in 

election results, and nearly approximated results of traditional election polling.  However, 

Jungherr et al. (2012) refuted the results of Tumasjan et al. (2010) by pointing out those 

contextual factors such as choices of keywords and hashtags, and data collection period might 

drastically change the results of the study by Tumasjan et al. (2010).  

 While there are many studies on this topic from the U.S. and European countries, there 

are only a few studies from Asian countries.  Skoric et al. (2012) found that the number of tweets 

during the 2011 Singapore general election correlated with the share of votes at the elections: 

however, the predictive power varies at national and constituency level.  They emphasize that 

contexts of data origin, such as media freedom, competitiveness of the elections, and specifics of 

a country’s electoral system, may lead to varied estimations of voting sentiment.  Lee et al. 

(2013) demonstrated that the volume of most frequently shared retweets and sentiments from 

tweets reflected the public opinion polling results during the 2012 general election in South 

Korea.  They point out that political sentiment analyses require qualitative manual analyses due 

to the subjectivity of the political content.     
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These studies imply that 1) tweet data implicitly have many contextual factors that may 

influence the results of the study, 2) predictive power is subject to the contexts of data origin, 

and 3) researchers need to analyze the content of tweet texts such as political sentiment rather 

than the mere volume of tweets. 

2.1.6.2 Political Sentiment Analysis.  Sentiment analysis is another area of study in the 

relationship between Twitter use and public opinion and elections.  Sentiment is a form of an 

individual’s representation of his meaning rather than a form of behavior.  Barnhurst (2011) 

states that representation refers to “the pattern of action and language revealing what and how 

people in societies imagine and express” (p. 574).  Representation, therefore, introduces 

subjectivity for political communication and thoughts, “placing feelings and narrative alongside 

information and reasoning at the center of research” (Barnhurst, 2011, p. 574).  In this view, 

political talk, conversation, discussion, and any type of political texts are fundamentally cultural 

and social.  Ryfe (2001) claims that individuals crystallize the meanings in a given context 

through social interaction with others, and express their preferences in cultural forms.  As a 

representation of political opinion and preference, political sentiment has been examined by 

many researchers.  

 Tweets include special features such as acronyms, emoticons, hashtags, and URLs 

representing a tweet author’s subjective emotions and feelings within 140 characters (for detailed 

analysis of emotions, acronyms, and stopword dictionary, see Agarwal et al., 2011).  Due to the 

nature of the political texts, the text from the tweets normally associates with a high degree of 

sentiment as a representation of political opinion (Stieglitz & Dan-Xuan, 2012).  Studies on 

political sentiment analysis on Twitter are mainly conducted at the word level by using automatic 

text analysis tools (Yu et el., 2008; Tumasjan et al., 2010; Stieglitz & Dan-Xuan, 2012).  To 

measure the emotional meaning or degree in words and texts, researchers use pre-defined 

dictionaries such as the Dictionary of Affect in Language (DAL; Whissell, 1989), or other 

systems with embedded dictionaries such as Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC; 

Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010).  These tools classify the words according to two to three 

categories: positive and negative, or positive, negative and neutral.  This automatic text analysis 

approach enables researchers to measure sentiments at the word level.  Some studies show that 

the sentiment word frequency in tweets or retweets correlates with the public opinion polling 

results (O’Connor et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2013), while other studies demonstrate that sentiments 
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from tweets cannot forecast presidential job approval ratings or public opinion (Bravo-Marquez 

et al., 2010; Hong & Nadler, 2010). 

However, it is still difficult to analyze sentiments or opinions from tweets including 

informal language and other Twitter specific features at the message level.  Branthwaite and 

Patterson (2011) argue that “opinions are divided on the ability to code the underlying sentiments 

as positive or negative” and it is certainly difficult for machines to understand irony or sarcasm 

(p. 432).  Yu et al. (2008) show that automatic sentiment classification from political texts poses 

a challenge, stressing that affective adjectives are not the most informative political opinion 

indicators.  Lee et al. (2013) also report that South Korean Twitter users frequently use irony, 

sarcasm, and jokes within tweets in a form of an indirect representation of their political 

opinions, which requires sentiment analyses at the message level.  It is also important to recruit 

annotators with background knowledge on political history, events, and issues relevant to the 

data set (Yu et al., 2008).  Considering that users express their political opinions and 

preferences—with high levels of subjectivity—in their tweets, political sentiment analysis 

requires human intervention and qualitative analysis to increase validity and accuracy at the 

message level (Branthwaite & Patterson, 2011). 

2.1.6.3 Structures of networks and group information behaviors.  Elections, as a 

collective deliberation process, allow citizens to interdependently share political opinions and 

information, influence each other, and form their opinions and choices together.  The 

interdependent communication and interaction among citizens lead them to form homogeneous 

political choices and polarized group behaviors (Berelson et al., 1954; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; 

Sunstein, 2007). 

 Research on citizens’ political information behaviors on Twitter during election 

campaigns employs content and social network analysis in order to study individuals’ positions 

and their actual behaviors in the political communication networks (Himelboim et al., 2013; 

Conover et al., 2011; Metaxas & Mustafajaj, 2010).  Social network analysis (SNA)—a method 

studying relationships among social entities, and the patterns and implications of these 

relationships (Ward et al., 2011)—aids in understanding and analyzing the structures, magnitude, 

topology of, and the participants in certain networks (Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Ward et al., 

2011). 
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 Himelboim et al. (2013) identify that 1) a political communication network on Twitter is 

composed of highly connected users within their own subgroups while they are loosely 

connected to users outside their subgroups, and 2) their messages are predominantly labeled as 

two political orientations: liberal and conservative.  Conover et al. (2011) study citizen users’ 

public user-to-user interaction through analyzing the retweet and mention networks of tweets.  

This study demonstrates that the network of political retweets exhibits a highly segregated 

partisan structure, with extremely limited connectivity between liberal and conservative user 

groups.  But the mention network consisting of a single politically heterogeneous group of users 

shows much higher level of interaction between two ideologically opposed groups.  Both studies 

identify a user’s political orientation based on content analysis, and examined their connectivity 

and structures in the network by using social network analysis.  These studies claim that citizen 

users from different types of networks on Twitter engage in dissimilar information behaviors 

according to their political orientations and selective exposure to certain information sources.  

Metaxas and Mustafajaj (2010) also find that ideologically segregated groups engage in 

exclusively retweeting information supporting their own political leanings.  This study claims 

that Twitter can be misused during election campaigns to disseminate false information and 

opinions to others.  

 Studies on Twitter network structures and political information behaviors clearly show 

that “homogeneity is enhanced within groups as polarization increases between groups” 

(Berelson et al., 1954, p. 149; Sunstein, 2007).  The results of these studies are in line with 

previous research on homogeneity and polarization in political communication networks via 

social media as well (Adamic & Glance, 2005; Yardi & boyd, 2010). 

2.1.7 Implications for Research of Political Information Behavior via Other Social Media 

The advancement of information and communication technologies (ICTs), greatly 

influences how citizens engage in various political information behaviors with others by using 

these technologies (Sampedro, 2011; Garrett et al., 2012).  Scholarship on citizens’ political 

information behaviors on Twitter provides several important implications.  I will address these 

implications in terms of research opportunities for future information behavior research via the 

Internet and other social media. 

2.1.7.1 Data contexts.  Studies on citizens’ political information behaviors on Twitter 

show that multiple studies examining tweets during the same election can yield different results.  
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Regarding the 2009 German federal election, Tumasjan et al. (2010) and Jungherr et al. (2012) 

contradict each other.  Jungherr et al. (2012) point out that the results of Tumasjan et al. (2010) 

are contingent on arbitrary choices such as data collection period and use of keywords and 

hashtags for isolating tweets.  This shows that the contextual factors on data collection may 

provide considerable differences in findings.  Skoric et al. (2012) emphasize that the contexts of 

data origin, such as media freedom, competitiveness of the elections, and specifics of a country’s 

electoral system, may lead to varied estimations of sentiments in tweets.  Cultural and political 

contexts may offer a different interpretation of the study as well.  Since Singapore does not 

publish public opinion polling data before the elections, they expect research on Twitter use 

during election campaigns may provide a viable substitute.   

These findings imply that researchers studying the Internet and social media data need to 

be aware of the cultural, social, and political contexts of data origin.  For future information 

behavior research on the Internet and social media, researchers need to understand these various 

contexts.  Researchers also should take advantage of conducting various empirical studies at 

multiple levels and contexts, such as different groups, time frame, data collection, and analysis 

techniques.   

2.1.7.2 Computer-mediated communications and interactions.  The information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) greatly change the ways and processes in which individuals 

engage in various political discussion, conversation, communication, and participation in virtual 

spaces.  Users employ multiple types of information sources, such as text, images, videos, and 

hyperlinks, while they engage in various political information behaviors by using these 

computer-mediated communication technologies.  Garrett et al. (2012) stress that political 

communication researchers need to examine the “direct Internet data”—both the “content” (i.e., 

texts, hyperlinks, media, etc.) and the actual “behavioral data” (i.e., networks)—instead of 

traditionally relying on individuals’ report in surveys (p. 222).    

The library and information science (LIS) discipline can greatly contribute to examining 

individuals’ virtual communications from the perspective of computer-mediated communication 

(e.g., Herring, 2010) and individual’s information behaviors in the virtual communities (e.g., 

Burnett, 2000; Burnett & Buerkle, 2004).  Citizens’ political information behaviors via the 

Internet and other social media tools will provide fruitful research opportunities.   
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2.1.7.3 Individuals’ information behaviors in the network.  Researchers can 

strengthen the focus on social networks for future information behavior research.  Garrett et al. 

(2012) emphasize the aspects of organizations, social relations, situating communication, flows 

of information in various contexts, shared meaning, changing norms, and practices within the 

networks.  Social network analysis (SNA)—a method studying relationships among social 

entities, and the patterns and implications of these relationships (Ward et al., 2011)—will assist 

researchers in better understanding the meaning and pattern of specific information behaviors 

from the perspective of structures and topology within the networks (Wasserman & Faust, 1994; 

Ward et el., 2011).  Research on citizens’ political information behaviors via social media can be 

conducted at both the group and individual level, contributing to the growing body of knowledge 

on information behavior research.   

2.1.7.4 Qualitative approaches.  The research on individuals’ political communication 

and interaction strongly depends on quantifiable data and methodologies.  This is because 

researchers wanted to quantify the meaning of individuals’ preferences from their observable 

behaviors.  However, individuals’ political information behaviors are highly cultural, attitudinal, 

and social because they crystallize their meaning of preferences (i.e., political opinion and 

sentiment) in the cultural forms of symbols, ritual, and images (Ryfe, 2001).  This also means 

that individuals subjectively represent their meanings by using languages or engaging in actions 

in a society (Barnhurst, 2011).   

 Studies on citizens’ political communication during election campaigns on Twitter 

clearly demonstrate how they express their opinions and preferences in tweets in a form of 

political sentiment and how these reflect the offline political landscape (Bravo-Marquez et al., 

2010; O’Conner et al., 2010; Hong & Nadler, 2010; Lee et al., 2013).  The social and contextual 

dimensions, where individuals’ political information behaviors are situated and expressed, are 

critically important.  Studies on citizens’ polarized political information behavior patterns within 

Twitter networks show how they easily choose like-minded individuals sharing the same 

political orientation or viewpoint, and engage in selective exposure toward group polarization 

(Himelboim et al., 2013; Yardi & boyd, 2010; Conover et al., 2011).  Without qualitative content 

analyses on political orientation and leaning within tweets, network analysis research alone 

cannot explain the reason behind the particular information behaviors.   
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Combining qualitative data and analyses along with quantitative approaches will greatly 

help researchers to illuminate how individuals communicate and interact with others regarding 

political and public affairs from multi-layered social contexts and levels. 

2.2. Political and Technological Contexts of South Korea 

 This research examines how South Korean citizens, opinion leaders in particular, 

participate in the political communication and deliberation with others via Twitter during 2014 

Seoul Mayoral election.  This section attempts to provide the overall background information 

including the political and technological contexts of South Korea.   

2.2.1 Historical and Political Landscape in South Korea 

 South Korea (also referred to as the Republic of Korea, ROK) occupies in the southern 

half of the Korean Peninsula: North Korea (also referred to as the Democratic People’s Republic 

of Korea, DPRK) lies to the north, and Japan is located to southeast across the Korean Strait.  In 

1910 Japan turned Korea into its colony and occupied it for 36 years until Korea was liberated on 

August 15, 1945.  This long lasting Japanese occupation has provided many controversial issues 

including Korean collaboration1 with Japanese authority and Korean/Japanese diplomatic 

relations.  In particular, the subject of Korean collaboration remains highly controversial in 

political landscape of South Korea, since many of the important public figures who served in the 

newborn South Korea as presidents2, officials, politicians, educators, and media representatives 

were involved with the Japanese/Korean collaboration.  In 1950, North Korea invaded down 

across the thirty-eight parallel and broke out the war, Korean War (also referred to as the 6.25 

War).  The Korean War lasted until the cease-fire agreement was signed in 1953.  Since then, 

internal division and distrust between conservatism shunning North Korea and communism 

liberalism favorable toward the unification of two Koreas has been dominant in South Korea 

(Park et al., 2011; Kim, 2001). 

                                                 
1 During the last two and half decades prior to Korea’s liberation in 1945, the colonial authorities implemented 
‘cultural policy’ which partly allowed Koreans to publish newspapers, organize labor unions, and participate in 
limited freedom of expression. In 2009, the Minjok Research Institute in South Korea claimed that many Koreans 
(e.g., educators, artists, government, military, and judicial officials, policemen, and others) decided to voluntarily 
collaborate with Japanese authority. The institute published the list of 4,776 pro-Japanese collaborators based on 
several decades of research and investigation. 
2 President Jung-hee Park of militaristic authoritarian regimes (1961-1979) was included in the list of Korean 
collaborators (Minjok Research Institute, 2009) and his eldest daughter, Geun-hye Park, ran for the 2012 
presidential election, and elected a president in South Korea. 
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Post war South Korea has been challenged with politically, economically, and socially 

unstable situations for a few decades.  These hardships have resulted in administrative and 

militaristic dictatorships.  Syng-man Rhee, the first president since 1948, stepped down due to 

the major citizen protests against his malfeasance in the 1960 presidential election.  Jung-hee 

Park who took the power by a military coup in 1961 remained in office until Jae-gyu Kim, the 

chief of South Korean Central Intelligence Agency, assassinated him in 1979.  During Park’s 

regimes, South Korea achieved exceptional economic development, while democratic growth 

was considerably sacrificed.  The assessment of merits and demerits of Park’s regimes has 

resulted in a clash between conservative and liberal opinion-holders in South Korea. 

South Korea experienced another military coup and dictatorship by Doo-whan Jeon in 

1980s.  Along with the citizens’ increasing democratic aspirations and protests, Tae-woo Roh 

was elected as president in the first free election in 1987.  Young-sam Kim, finally came into 

office as the first non-military chief executive in 30 years.  However, all of the presidents were 

affiliated with the conservative political parties.  Two liberal democratic leaders, Dae-jung Kim 

and Moo-hyun Roh, held office from 1997 to 2007.  Myung-bak Lee was elected a president in 

2007 followed by Geun-hye Park, both from the conservative ruling party.   

The modern history of South Korea including the Japanese occupation, the Korean War, 

and political instability has drastically shaped its political landscape.  It is characterized by the 

rivalry system of ruling conservative versus liberal democratic parties as well as by highly 

partisan stakeholders (e.g., major news media and citizens) affiliated with these political 

orientations (Kil & Moon, 2001; Park et al., 2011).  Korean-Japan relations, Korean 

collaboration, the Korean War, and relations between North and South Korea (ROK and DPRK) 

remain highly important, controversial, and ongoing political topics among conservative and 

liberal opinion holders in South Korea.  As this brief description of modern history shows, South 

Korea has continued to struggle from politically instable circumstances while still achieving 

noteworthy modernization and industrialization within a few decades.   

Recently, South Korean government legitimized to allow the full usage of multiple social 

media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube during the official election campaigns 

early in 2012.  The overall usage of citizen and politicians’ social media for election campaigns 

considerably increased during the two major elections in 2012—the general election in April and 

the presidential election in December (National Election Commission, 2013).  However, South 
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Korean citizens experienced major social media abuse and intervention by government agencies 

and election campaign staff during the presidential election.  Right after the presidential election, 

the National Intelligence Service (NIS) of South Korea was accused of swaying the public 

opinions on Twitter in early 2013 and convicted to be guilty in 2014 (Prosecutors Detail, 2013; 

Former South Korean Spy Chief Convicted, 2014).   

2.2.2 Technology Adoption in South Korea 

Digital, Social, and Mobile Worldwide (2015) shows that South Korea is one of the most 

technologically innovative and highly networked countries with the highest technology 

penetration rates—among a total population of 50.4 million, 90% of population (45.3 million) 

are active Internet users, with an average of 1.11 devices per user (or 56 million devices) has 

mobile devices, and 30% of the population (15 million) has active social media accounts.  

Approximately 27% of the population (13.4 million users) accesses their social accounts on the 

mobile devices.  Overall, South Korean citizens tend to have easy access to the Internet and to 

social media platforms via multiple mobile devices.  An average South Korean user spends 3 

hours and 22 minutes on daily Internet use, and 1 hour and 16 minutes on social media use each 

day (Digital, Social, and Mobile Worldwide, 2015).  

Another usage report by Korea Information Security Development Institute (2015) finds 

that the 41.6% of male and 38.2% of female use social platforms, with the biggest user group 

among those in their twenties (74.4%), followed by those in their thirties (61%), teens (53.9%), 

forties (43.7%), and those in their fifties (21.5%).  The gender gap with male dominance in social 

media usage increased from a 1.5% gap in 2013 to 3.4% in 2014.  The age gap (difference 

between users in their teens and twenties and users in their fifties and over) in social media use in 

South Korea is in line with the global social media usage patterns.  Active users are younger than 

thirty in most of 20 countries surveyed worldwide (Pew Research Center, 2010).  Along with 

Germany (78% gap) and Poland (70% gap) in Europe, South Korea (75% gap) showed the 

biggest age gap among Asian countries.  However, the age difference has decreased as older 

users over fifty continued to adopt social media: users in their fifties and over who use social 

media in 2013 (11.8%) grew up to 26.6% in 2014 (Korea Information Security Development 

Institute, 2015).  In addition, from 2013 to 2014, overall use of social media increased by 8.6% 

(Korea Information Security Development Institute, 2015).  Trends currently suggest that social 



29 
 

media adoption in South Korea will continue to grow and the age gap of users will continue to 

decrease. 

2.2.3 Twitter Usage Patterns in South Korea 

 As of January 2015, Twitter (13%) is the fourth most popular social media service 

following Facebook (26%) while the biggest social platforms used by active South Korean 

Internet users are messenger applications, KakaoTalk (39%) and Facebook Messenger (17%) 

(Digital, Social, and Mobile Worldwide, 2015).  According to the Twitter Korean Index service 

by OikoLab (http://tki.oiko.cc/service/count), the number of South Korean Twitter accounts has 

continued to increase since April 2009, reaching approximately 5.5 million on December 2011, 

and surpassed 6.4 million as of May 2012.  In comparison with 45.3 million active Internet users 

(90% of the total population) in Korea, 6.4 million Twitter users may appear to be a relatively 

small number.  However, the influence of Twitter is considered to be significant since Twitter 

content can be easily retrieved, accessed, and shared through portal sites and other social media 

(e.g., Facebook, YouTube) by using keywords.  Given the South Korean’ high dependence on 

Internet on a daily basis, Twitter is regarded to have considerable influence on Korean politics 

particularly during election campaigns. 

 According to Chang and Kim (2011) who reported the result of analyzing 1,133,365 

South Korean Twitter accounts as of September 2010, one user had an average of 72 followers 

and was following 69 other users.  Notably, 68% of the user pairs turned out to be reciprocal, 

with the average path length of 3.8 between two users.  Compared to the lower reciprocity 

(22.1%) and longer path length (4.12) from the entire Twitter user network (Kwak et al., 2010), 

South Korean Twitter users are more likely to reciprocally build social contacts and to be located 

in a closer societal structure.  Lee, Cha, and Yang (2011) also reported that South Korean Twitter 

network had a high level of reciprocity (80.6%) than that of global users.  

 Change and Kim (2011) also collected 77,452,090 tweets for a period of two months 

(from August 1 to September 30 in 2010).  The average 1,269,706 tweets are created a day by 

761,177 active users who created at least one tweets during the data collection period.  The entire 

set of tweets consists of 19,523,528 tweets (25%), 10,236,239 retweets (13%), and 47,692,323 

replies (62%), meaning that three quarter of tweets contributes to sharing information and 

opinion and participating in one on one conversation.  As boyd et al. (2010) point out, retweeting 

(RT) is considered a core communication feature on Twitter.  Chang and Kim (2011) indicate 
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that tweets created by four out of ten users (296,685; 38.58%) were shared and distributed by 

others via retweeting.  Those retweets were shared by average 2.5 times and shown to 4,678 

users for 7 hours since the tweets were created.  About 50% of all retweets were sent within the 

first 8 minutes.  The retweeting feature makes the Twitter a powerful medium for information 

diffusion and sharing with networked others beyond their own offline contacts (Suh et al., 2010; 

Metaxas & Mustafajaj, 2010; Webberley et al., 2011).   

 Regarding the patterns of using URLs in Twitter messages, Chang and Kim (2011) found 

that the number of tweets including URLs was 10,609,345 (13.7%) and the unique URL counts 

to 4,634,104 meaning that each unique URL is embedded in the tweets an average 2.29 times. 

Out of active users who created at least one or more tweets, 48% engaged with using URLs in 

their tweets.  The study further demonstrated that South Korean users actively adopt Twitter-

related third party services (33%), picture uploading services (27%), news outlet services (9%), 

location-oriented services (5%), streaming service (4%), blog and community services (4%), and 

others (18%).   

 Given this highly networked technological setting and substantial daily usage of Internet 

and social media by South Korean users, communication on Twitter is regarded to have 

significant influence on the variety of daily information behaviors of South Korean users.  In 

addition, the characteristics of Twitter usage demonstrate that South Korean Twitter users are 

highly open to building reciprocal social contacts and actively engage with information seeking, 

sharing, and exchange via using mention, reply, and retweeting functions (Lee, Cha, & Yang, 

2011).  This study particularly attempts to explore and examine South Korean citizens’ utilize 

Twitter for political information sharing and exchange during the election campaign as an 

important collective political deliberation process.  

2.3. Theoretical Framework: The Theory of Information Worlds 

The theory of Information Worlds was designed to provide a framework through which 

to view the multiple interactions between information, information behaviors, and the various 

social contexts take place from the micro to the macro level (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  The 

theory of Information Worlds borrowed foundational concepts from LIS theorist Elfreda 

Chatman’s small worlds and philosopher Jurgen Habermas’ lifeworld.  Chatman provided the 

conceptual foundations of ‘immediate influences’–such as friends, family, co-workers, and 
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trusted information sources–which shape individuals’ information behaviors (Chatman, 1987, 

1991, 1992, 1999).  Habermas offered the ‘larger social influences and perspectives,’ such as 

lifeworld and public sphere, including institutions, media, technology, and politics (Habermas, 

1992).  By linking these two theoretical frameworks, Burnett and Jaeger’s 2008 paper “Small 

Worlds, Lifeworlds, and Information: The Ramifications of the Information Behaviors of Social 

Groups in Public Policy and the Public Sphere” fully articulated the theory of Information 

Worlds.  It consists of five interrelated concepts: social norms, social types, information value, 

information behavior, and boundaries.  

This section reviews the origin and development of the theory of Information Worlds 

(Burnett & Jaeger, 2008; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010), its five core concepts, other related theories, 

its use and application in the LIS field, the potential application to this particular research, and 

the critique of the theory.   

2.3.1 Origin and Development of Theory of Information Worlds 

Burnett and Jaeger (2008) stated that the most significant concepts and theories that 

generate the theory of Information Worlds were borrowed from Chatman and Habermas.  The 

detailed definitions and conceptualizations on each of five concepts will be stated in the next 

section of core concepts of theory of Information Worlds. 

Chatman, an information theorist, articulated her idea of small worlds by discussing how 

people deal with information in their localized small social groups.  In these small worlds, “day-

to-day activities and interests are structured and defined by a recognizable set of social norms 

and behaviors,” and thus “perceived information poverty” becomes embedded in their worlds 

(Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 21).  Chatman’s early works particularly have focused on the 

information activities of the ordinary life within small worlds with similar socio-economic 

factors and geographic specificity.  These were the worlds of university custodians (Chatman, 

1987), retired women (Chatman, 1991, 1992), and inmates of a women’s prison (Chatman, 

1999).  Chatman (1999) defined living in a small world as people engaging in routine, everyday 

events in accordance with their generally recognized and shared beliefs, social norms, social 

types, and worldviews. 

Later, when Chatman and her colleagues studied information-rich online environments 

and feminist booksellers, they extended such geographical specificity to include virtual 

communities as information-oriented social spaces (Burnett et al., 2001).  This is an important 
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development because it extends the theory’s applicability when explaining the place of 

information and the complexity of information behaviors within rapidly changing virtual 

communities.  In these, the actions of users that share interests are mediated by text, by their 

physical and sometimes temporal distance separating them, and by their use of computers for 

communication (Burnett, 2000; Burnett et al., 2001).  In this study, Chatman fully represented 

the conceptualization of the small worlds in the theory of normative behaviors (Burnett et al., 

2001).  The theory of normative behaviors is composed of four basic concepts: social norms, 

social types, worldview, and information behaviors.  Jaeger and Burnett (2010) later adopted 

social norms, social types, and information behavior from the theory of normative behavior, as 

they replaced the worldview with information value for their theory.  They point out that there is 

little consensus on the usages of the term across various disciplines, and that Chatman’s limited 

use of the term does not fit the general use of the term in other academic areas (Jaeger & Burnett, 

2010).  Jaeger and Burnett (2010) derived the basic definition of information value from that of 

worldview and renamed it.  

However, Chatman’s small worlds and theory of normative behavior both rarely consider 

the information beyond the boundaries of individual small worlds, and the interactions between 

those small worlds and the broader society.  Pointing out that small worlds are by no means 

“static” within a “broader lifeworld of information,” and that information moves though 

boundaries between the different worlds, Jaeger and Burnett (2010) devise the fifth concept of 

boundaries based on the concept of Habermas’ lifeworld (p. 9).  Habermas (1992) stated that a 

lifeworld “stands behind the back of each participant in communication and provides resources 

for the resolution of problems of understanding” (p. 108-109).  Based on Habermas’ definition, 

Jaeger and Burnett (2010) interpreted lifeworld as the “collective information and social 

environment that weaves together the diverse information resources, voices, and perspectives” 

that all the members of a society share (p. 26).  However, even if all the small worlds 

theoretically share a lifeworld, each individual small world differently perceives and realizes the 

same lifeworld within very localized contexts and from a particular community (Jaeger & 

Burnett, 2010).  The information worlds within a larger lifeworld are divided one another by 

boundaries.  

Another foundational element of Habermas’ lifeworld is the concept of public sphere.  

Public sphere is defined as “the space within a society, independent both of state power and of 
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corporate influence, within which information can freely flow and debate on matters of public, 

civic concern can openly proceed” (Corner, 1995, p. 42).  It refers to the public institutions, 

including “public press, public forums, public schools, public libraries and other means of free 

discourse about social and political information” (Burnett & Jaeger, 2008, p. 3).  For a healthy 

democracy, the public sphere must feature open communication, information access, and 

information exchange (Burnett & Jaeger, 2008).  The library and information science (LIS) field 

historically examined this public sphere concept when discussing users’ library use and staff and 

managers’ operational use.  However, Burnett and Jaeger extended the discussion of information 

behaviors that are related to information in the public sphere (Jaeger & Burnett, 2003; Jaeger & 

Burnett, 2005; Burnett & Jaeger, 2008).  The communications and deliberations essential to a 

democratic society rely on both the freedom of access to information and the free exchange of 

information between different social worlds (Jaeger & Burnett, 2005).  The concept of public 

sphere, in terms of information access and exchange of information, provides critical 

perspectives to the study of information and information behaviors from the larger societal 

contexts of lifeworld and public sphere. 

2.3.2 Core Concepts of Theory of Information Worlds 

The theory of Information Worlds was solidified as providing the framework through 

which the multiple interactions between information and information behavior occur at both the 

immediate (micro) and the broader (meso and macro) social levels and contexts (Burnett & 

Jaeger, 2008; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  An individual’s information behavior should be 

understood from the different social contexts in which the information behavior is situated; 

therefore, the theory of Information Worlds exists to provide a useful framework to 

simultaneously account for.  The use of the term, information worlds in the title of the theory, is 

derived from the Chatman’s use, signifying the source of information gathered in a very specific 

small social world (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  But building upon all five core concepts and their 

related foundations eventually completes the concept of the information worlds, created from 

small worlds and a lifeworld taken all together (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  The five core concepts 

in the theory of Information Worlds include social norms, social types, information behavior, 

information value, and boundaries.  These core concepts are further defined below. 

2.3.2.1 Social norms.  Social norms refer to the agreed upon and acceptable forms and 

codes of behaviors that allow for “standards of rightness and wrongness in social appearances” 
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(Burnett et al., 2001, p. 537).  The purpose of social norms is to give individuals a sense of 

balance to gauge what is normal and normative in a specific context at a specific time. 

2.3.2.2 Social types.  Social types are “the classification of a person or persons and the 

absolute definition given to individuals within a social world” (Chatman, 2000, p. 12; Burnett et 

al., 2001, p. 537).  Individuals of a small world share the normative values defined by social 

norms, and accept the specific social type that instruct specific ways of behaving in a small 

world.  The concept of social types is useful in library and information studies for understanding 

why some individuals are considered desirable to share and disseminate information and 

resources, and why other individuals are not.  Pendleton and Chatman (1998) extended the 

concept of social types to assign an individual a certain “signature,” which defines what role that 

individual can play in his or her social small world.  Based on this extension, one can be 

categorized a social type based on one’s common and predictable behaviors. 

2.3.2.3 Information behavior.  Information behavior can be defined as “a state in which 

one may or may not act on the information received and offered” (Chatman, 2000, p. 12; Burnett 

et al., 2001, p. 537).  The concept of information behavior is useful for explaining how 

individuals might behave with respect to the information available to them in a specific world, 

including information seeking, sharing, provision, exchange and even avoidance within certain 

contexts (Burnett, 2000; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  This concept is particularly important in that 

the full range of normative behaviors and activities regarding information, not only information 

seeking behavior, can be equally examined by scholars in the library and information science 

(LIS) field.   

2.3.2.4 Information value.  Information value means, “a world’s shared sense of a scale 

of the importance of information” (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 8).  Modified from the definition 

of Chatman’s worldview—“a collective perception held in common by members of a social 

world regarding those things that are deemed important or trivial”—the concept of information 

value clearly states that different worlds may attach the relatively different kinds of value and 

scale to the information (Burnett et al., 2001, p. 537). 

2.3.2.5 Boundaries.  Boundaries mean “the places at which information worlds come 

into contact with each other and across which communication and information exchange can—

but may or may not—take place” (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 8).  Information worlds are 

separated by boundaries, and information and individuals move between or across these worlds.  
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Chatman rarely considered the fact that unique small worlds are situated within a larger 

lifeworld, and simultaneously exchange interactions and influences one another.  Habermas 

exclusively looked at the large lifeworld as the sum total of information and communications 

resources across a society.  Burnett and Jaeger (2008) linked two sets of theoretical concepts 

from Chatman and Habermas, and built a single multi-leveled conceptualization on information 

and information behavior in a society.  No theoretical propositions were offered in either 

publication by authors (Burnett & Jaeger, 2008; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010), but potential 

propositions can be extracted from their book. 

2.3.3 Related Theories 

The theory of Information Worlds is suited to explain the information and the 

information behaviors in a society from multiple social levels and contexts varying from micro to 

macro.  The extension of the small worlds into the virtual worlds (Burnett et al., 2001) especially 

offers the broader and the wider applicability of the investigation to the multi-layered contexts of 

information and information behaviors in virtual communities in the Internet era.  Jaeger and 

Burnett (2010) state, “these contexts range from the new technological venues on the Internet 

such as blogs, wikis, and discussion forums to the activist political realm to the plentiful worlds 

where information exchange is embedded in day-to-day life and social interaction” (p. 38).  The 

theory of Information Worlds can effectively examine the social and political roles of 

information and the complexity of information behaviors from important information contexts—

such as virtual communities, libraries, media, public policy, governance, and the political process 

in the society—across the disciplines.   

Two other theories can be discussed for additional insights into the research of citizens’ 

political information behaviors on Twitter: Fisher’s Information Ground (Pettigrew, 1999; 

Fisher, Durance, & Hinton, 2004; Fisher, 2005) and Savolainen’s Everyday Life Information 

Seeking (Savolainen, 1995; Savolainen, 2005). 

2.3.3.1 Information Grounds.  Drawing upon the social constructionist approach, Fisher 

(formerly known as Pettigrew) defined information grounds as “environments temporarily 

created when people come together for a singular purpose but from whose behavior emerges a 

social atmosphere that fosters the spontaneous and serendipitous sharing of information” 

(Pettigrew, 1999, p. 811).  Information grounds refer to those places such as hair salons, barber 

shops, tattoo parlors, metro buses, restaurants and coffee shops, food banks, and story time hours 
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at public libraries—where identifiable social types, people or actors, played expected social roles 

and employed information flow in that setting (Fisher, 2005).  In these temporal yet repetitive 

gatherings, people’s information needs emerge through casual social interactions, even though 

they focus on a primary, instrumental purpose, separate from information sharing or provision.  

In addition, a variety of information behaviors of serendipitous information sharing, provision, 

and use are simultaneously created as a by-product (Fisher, 2005).  Because people use 

information obtained at information grounds in alternative ways, by using their physical, social, 

affective, and cognitive dimensions, these information grounds are highly context-rich 

environments and form a single grand context that has many sub-contexts and perspectives at 

play at the same time (Pettigrew, 1995; Fisher, Durance, & Hinton, 2004).   

 Later, Counts and Fisher (2010) extended the theory’s applicability into the setting of 

online environments forming mobile social networking as information grounds.  They used the 

mobile messaging and social networking system, Slam, for the study and tested the seven 

propositions of Information Grounds theory.  This research focuses on how people share 

everyday information in informal social settings, and the results highlights “the types and 

usefulness of information shared, the role of information shared in everyday life, and how the 

system fits into participants’ communication and social ecosystem” (Counts & Fisher, 2010, p. 

98).  Most notably, this study obtained novel findings as further developments of the information 

grounds theory: an addition of emergent concept of information capital.  This refers to an 

individual’s capacity to access information based on his information grounds extent, and his 

degrees of social capital and information literacy.   

The Information Grounds theory stresses the impact of social interaction among 

participants and the multiple contexts and perspectives, as does the Information Worlds theory.  

This novel research on the online social networking system as information grounds can 

particularly serve as a strong framework to study how the social networking service, Twitter, 

fosters social interactions and information exchanges among citizen users in terms of political 

communication.   

2.3.3.2 Everyday Life Information Seeking.  Based on the social constructionist 

viewpoint, Savolainen (1995, 2005) developed the Everyday Life Information Seeking (ELIS) 

model to elaborate the role of social, psychological, and cultural factors that affect an 

individual’s way of preferring and using information sources in his everyday life.  Way of life 
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refers to the way that an individual prioritizes things, as drawn from Bourdieu’s 

conceptualization of habitus (Yu, 2011).  Habitus can be defined as “a socially and culturally 

determined system of thinking, perception, and evaluation, internalized by the individual” 

(Savolainen, 2005, p. 143).  This system of dispositions and lifestyles structures an individual’s 

experiences and evaluations of importance and preference of things.  An individual’s everyday 

life information seeking from non-work contexts is highly influenced by his own way of life, as 

the “order of things,” which an individual perceives as normal (Savolainen, 1995, p. 259; 

Savolainen, 2005).  The main factors used to operationalize the concepts of way of life include 

the structure of time budget, models of consumption of goods and services, and the nature of 

hobbies. 

An individual needs to be conscious of keeping his cognitive order meaningful.  

Savolainen (1995) defined this pragmatic problem solving related skill as mastery of life 

meaning “keeping things in order” (p. 259).  The four major types of the mastery of life were 

defined as optimistic-cognitive mastery of life, pessimistic-cognitive mastery of life, defensive-

affective mastery of life, and pessimistic-affective mastery of life (Savolainen, 1995, 2005).  

Way of life and mastery of life are two complementary concepts serving the model of everyday 

life information seeking, which is impacted by “values, conceptions, the current phase of life” as 

well as “material, social and cultural and cognitive capital owned by the individual” (Savolainen, 

2005, p. 146). 

Regarding the phenomenon of citizens’ political information behaviors on Twitter, the 

Everyday Life Information Seeking model can provide useful analytical foundations.  When an 

individual interacts with others in the political communication networks on Twitter, he engages 

in information seeking behaviors from the non-work contexts.  According to his way and 

mastery of life, he makes unique choices about information sources and patterns (i.e., using 

hashtags, keywords, emoticons, and/or URLs, following or unfollowing certain users, retweeting 

particular tweet messages, public mentioning and direct mentioning, etc.).  It is important 

because an individual’s preferences continuously shape his selective exposure to political 

information sources, which illustrates information behaviors from that particular individual’s 

material, social and cultural and cognitive contexts.   
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2.3.4 Use and Application in the LIS Field 

The theory of Information Worlds (Burnett & Jaeger, 2008; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010) is a 

relatively young theoretical framework in terms of its own full articulation.  Even though the 

foundational concepts of small worlds and the theory of normative behavior have been 

extensively used in the library and information science (LIS) field, the concepts of lifeworld and 

public sphere were used only in library uses and library operations (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  So 

far, several fellow researchers and doctoral students at Florida State University conducted some 

research using this theory of information worlds (Burnett et al., 2009; Burnett et al., 2010; 

Skinner, 2011; Worrall et al., 2012; Burnett et al., 2013).   

Burnett, Subramanian, and Gibson (2009) used the theory of Information Worlds to study 

Latina IT professionals’ gender conception as a boundary object before, during, and after contact 

with the information world of the IT industry.  They used the concepts of the theory of 

Information Worlds to analyze the phone interviews on how Latina IT professionals’ perception 

on gender was structured, shaped, and evolved through their education, career, and life 

experiences.  This study can be a good source in terms of creating the list of questions for 

interviewing influential political Twitter users, such as opinion leaders.  The critical incident 

technique (CIT)—that allows the researchers to ask respondents to recall the most critical 

incidents (Flanagan, 1954)—will assist opinion leaders in recalling their own critical incidents 

(e.g., episodes and anecdotes) and sharing them with the researcher (Butterfield et al., 2005).  

The interviews guided by the critical incident technique will provide rich findings on the 

perception of their social type, social norms, information value, and behaviors as opinion leaders 

across the boundaries on the Twitter networks.     

Burnett and his colleagues (2010, 2012) applied the theory to the research of multiple, 

overlapping, and nested lifecycles and the information worlds of collaborative team tasks at a 

national science lab.  Burnett et al. (2010) conducted a mixed methods research for modeling the 

lifecycles of virtual multidisciplinary scientific teams.  This study, employing content analysis, 

social network analysis, interviews, and documentary artifacts, can be a good reference in 

designing a mixed methods research for citizens’ political information behaviors on Twitter.  

Burnett et al. (2012) particularly analyzed the observation data on how multiple scientific teams 

engage in scientific collaboration.  This study can provide insight into understanding how 

multiple teams from different information worlds eventually cooperate and consolidate for 
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collaboration, the goal of the project itself.  Regarding political discussion and conversation on 

Twitter, the goal of the activity is to exchange information, communicate different ideas—both 

of agreement and disagreement—and form open communication with others.  Burnett et al.’s 

study (2012) can provide an implication for how the goal of the social activity may influence 

collisions and or consolidations of different values from different worlds.  

Burnett, Whetstone, and Jaeger (2013) analyzed the three interfaces of Personal Health 

Records (PHRs) projects by using cultural hermeneutics with the focus of the concept of 

information value.  This study emphasizes that each PHR interface is a specific information 

world where both system designers and users may come into contact with different information 

values.  In this system evaluation study, information value is critical because it both enables and 

constrains users’ activities on the interfaces as well as their conceptualization of health itself.  

Twitter is also one or more information worlds where individuals with different information 

values come into contact and may or may not engage in various political information behaviors.  

Individuals’ decisions on the specific information behaviors on Twitter are guided by 

information values they attach to the specific information in tweets. 

Skinner (2011) provided the potential that the theory of Information Worlds can assist the 

social informatics paradigm in terms of studying social media and revolution.  This study is 

useful to implement the theory of Information Worlds to a study of citizens’ political information 

behaviors on Twitter at a broader level: citizens’ political communication, interaction, and 

participation through technologies as a process of collective actions over a longer period of time.    

As Burnett & Erdelez (2009) addressed, the importance of the contexts in information 

behavior research will become more critical for the next ten years, especially “the cognitive and 

social dimensions of interaction between context and information behaviors” (p. 45).  The theory 

of Information Worlds will provide researchers in the library and information science (LIS) and 

neighboring disciplines, with a strong theoretical framework for investigating the multi-layered 

contexts and the complexity of information behaviors in a society.  The phenomenon of citizens’ 

political information behaviors via social media tools is a good interdisciplinary research area 

that the theory of Information Worlds can provide a strong theoretical framework.    

2.3.5 Application into Citizens’ Political Information Behaviors on Twitter 

The theory of Information Worlds is useful for studying the place of information and the 

complexity of information behaviors from different social levels and contexts varying from 
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micro to macro (Jaeger & Burnett, 2008).  The research area of citizens’ political information 

behaviors on Twitter can greatly benefit from using the theory of Information Worlds.  

Research on virtual social spaces for political communication examine how citizen users 

process political information through channels of social communication and interaction, and 

consider the implications of politically relevant social interaction for the functioning of 

democratic politics (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 2006).  The advantages of applying the theory of 

Information Worlds into the given research area are stated in terms of five core and one relevant 

concepts—social norms, social types, information behaviors, information value, boundaries, and 

public sphere.  

2.3.5.1 Twitter as information worlds.  Chatman’s early works define small worlds as a 

place where “day-to-day activities and interests are structured and defined by a recognizable set 

of social norms and behaviors,” and thus “perceived information poverty” becomes embedded in 

those small worlds (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 21).  In 2001, Chatman and her colleagues 

extended the geographical specificity into virtual communities as information-oriented social 

spaces (Burnett et al., 2001).  Based on this study, the concept of small worlds could be largely 

applicable to the research on information-rich online environments.  The issue of perceived 

information poverty was also consolidated by extended information related activities within and 

across the multiple virtual small worlds.  In 2010, Jaeger and Burnett state that online social 

networks, including Twitter, are “strict small world networks,” particularly computer-mediated 

small world networks (p. 35; Jaeger & Burnett, 2008).  Based on this, Twitter can be considered 

information worlds consisting of different small worlds networks within a larger lifeworld of 

information. 

2.3.5.2 Information behaviors.  Information behavior is defined as “a state in which one 

may or may not act on the information received and offered” (Chatman, 2000, p. 12; Burnett et 

al., 2001, p. 537).  The concept of information behavior is useful for explaining how individuals 

might behave with respect to the information available to them in a specific information world 

(Burnett, 2000; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  Burnett (2000) looked at the virtual communities as 

information-oriented social spaces and developed the typologies of information exchange 

behaviors, a significant component of online social interaction.  This study demonstrates that 

participants in that particular world engage in multiple types of information behaviors, and that 

there are certain behaviors exclusively accepted by the members in that particular world—hostile 
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behaviors such as flaming (ad-hominem argumentation) and trolling (messages aiming for 

intemperate response).  The concept of information behavior is particularly important in that the 

full range of normative behaviors and activities regarding information governed by shared social 

norms and belief, not only information seeking behavior, can be equally examined.    

 Twitter allows citizen users from various small worlds networks where they share the 

social relationships and spaces (i.e., family, friends, co-workers, etc.) to build relationships in 

multiple types of networks.  A network consists of a number of subgroups (or clusters) as 

community structures where participants as social entities (referred to as actors or nodes in 

network analysis) build social relationships (referred to as relational ties or links in network 

analysis) (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).  Citizen users on Twitter can connect with others by the 

features of following and unfollowing: building connections with others to communicate and 

interact with them, and eliminating connections to avoid them).  Twitter also provides the unique 

communicative conventions such as the use of the @ sign (e.g., starting tweets with @username 

to reply, and containing @username anywhere within the tweet to mention), hashtag (#) 

inclusion, and retweeting function (RT, a practice of forwarding and disseminating the original 

tweet to other users’ followers).   

 By using these conventions, users can build various social connections in their multiple 

small worlds they belong to, and they can easily engage in many types of information behaviors 

including information seeking (following others and using hashtag (#) and keywords); 

information sharing (retweeting); information exchange (mentioning and replying), and even 

information avoidance (unfollowing).  Previous studies show that Twitter networks consist of 

multiple communication networks created by various information behaviors, and that users may 

engage in dissimilar information behaviors within and between their networks (Himelboim et al., 

2013; Conover et al., 2011).    

2.3.5.3 Information value.  The concept of information value refers to “a world shared 

sense of a scale of the importance of information” (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 8).  It was 

modified from the concept of worldview, “a collective perception held in common by members 

of a social world regarding those things that are deemed important or trivial (Chatman, 2000, p. 

11; Burnett et al., 2001).  According to information value, individuals may attach the relatively 

different kinds of value and scale to the information, which may cause certain types of 

information behaviors in a particular small world.  This concept serves to explain why 
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individuals from different social worlds engage in dissimilar information behaviors.  It also 

accounts for why individuals sharing different information values, from different information 

worlds, collide and disagree when they come into contact (Burnett, 2009; Burnett et al., 2008).  

Regarding social influence in the political sphere, many studies demonstrate that social 

influences shared by interdependent individuals from certain social groups cause homogeneous 

group behaviors of forming political decisions and partisan preferences (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948; 

Berelson et al, 1954; Levine, 2005; Huckfeldt & Sprague, 2006).  A study by Himelboim et al. 

(2013) on citizens’ information behaviors during the 2010 U.S. midterm elections shows that the 

political communication network is composed of highly connected users within their own 

subgroups while they are loosely connected to users outside their subgroups according to their 

political orientations: liberal and conservative.  Conover et al. (2011) find that the network of 

political retweets exhibits a highly segregated partisan structure; meanwhile, the mention 

network, consisting of a single politically heterogeneous group of users, shows much higher 

levels of interaction between two ideologically opposed groups during the 2010 U.S. midterm 

elections.   

These studies clearly show that 1) citizen users belong to two segregated subgroups based 

on their political leanings (liberal and conservative orientations derived from their information 

value) and 2) they engage in the distinctive retweeting behaviors based on their different 

decisions on information value toward the same information sources.  The theory of Information 

Worlds is useful for explaining 1) how different groups of citizen process and value the political 

information and 2) why they engage in certain information behaviors.   

2.3.5.4 Boundaries.  Boundaries are defined as “the places at which information worlds 

come into contact with each other and across which communication and information exchange 

can—but may or may not—take place” (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 8).  Jaeger and Burnett 

(2010) clearly state that any small worlds are not “static” within a “broader lifeworld of 

information;” and information and individuals actively move between or across the different 

social worlds through these boundaries (p. 9).  

 Concerning the communication and exchange of political information, a significant 

amount of social influence occurs outside of primary social groups, suggesting the existence of 

modern citizenry capable of engaging in political deliberation and discussion with others 

(Levine, 2005; Huckfeldt & Sprague, 2006; Huckfeldt et al., 2004).  Research on Twitter 
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networks benefits from social network analysis (SNA)—a method studying relationships among 

social entities and the patterns and implications of these relationships (Ward et al., 2011)—and 

the characteristics of political communication networks, homogeneity and polarization, 

effectively visualize the existence of boundaries (Himelboim et al., 2013; Conover et al., 2011). 

2.3.5.5 Social norms and types.  Social norms refer to the agreed upon, and acceptable 

forms and codes of behaviors that allow for “standards of rightness and wrongness in social 

appearances” (Burnett et al., 2001, p. 537).  Social types are “the classification of a person or 

persons and the absolute definition given to individuals within a social world” (Chatman, 2000, 

p. 12; Burnett et al., 2001, p. 537).  Individuals in a small world share both explicit and implicit 

normative values defined by social norms and worldview, and accept the specific social types 

instructing certain ways of behaving in that small world.    

 Regarding the effect of social influence on individuals’ political communication, an early 

dominant view is that individuals’ political choices are fundamentally dependent on interactions 

from those who are intimately connected to each other, such as family and friends (Berelson et 

al., 1954; Lazarsfeld et al., 1948).  However, the current argument widely shares that citizens 

frequently engage in political discussions with others including both less intimate lay people and 

knowledgeable agents such as opinion leaders (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 2006; Huckfeldt et al., 

2004).  In that Twitter allows citizen users to build extensive social relationships beyond 

physical, geographical, and temporal limits, it is important to study 1) what social types can be 

assigned to and detected from the participants based on their behaviors in the network and 2) 

how they behave according to shared norms within their particular information worlds.    

 Studies on Twitter networks in the political sphere show that 1) citizen users seek, share, 

exchange, and communicate political information with one another and 2) there are particular 

user groups who serve as certain social types: varying from gatekeepers (Lewin, 1947; Metoyer-

Duran, 1993; Barzilai-Nahon, 2008) and opinion leaders (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948) to content 

importers, and conversation starters (Himelboim, 2009).   

2.3.5.6 Twitter as a public sphere.  Habermas (1991) traced back the development of 

the public sphere to the coffee houses and salons in the eighteenth century England where a mix 

of citizens could gather to discuss, analyze, and criticize the public affairs such as government 

actions and policies.  He saw the public sphere as a domain of our social life in which the 

individuals form out the public opinion and agreement by the open rational public discourse.  
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Corner (1995) states that the public sphere is the space, independent both of state power and of 

corporate influence, within which information can freely flow and discourse on public matters 

can openly proceed.  The public sphere, ideally, encourages rational forms of political 

deliberation away from the control of state and allows public opinion to develop.  The public 

sphere refers to the public institutions, including “public press, public forum, public schools, 

public libraries and other means of free discourse about social and political information” 

(Burnett & Jaeger, 2008; p. 3).  Due to the current radical technological advances supporting 

citizens’ open communication and exchange of information online, the Internet and its 

surrounding technologies, including social media tools, are considered a new public space 

(Jones, 1997) or a virtual public sphere (Papacharissi, 2002; Dahlgren, 2005).  

Online social networking platforms, such as Twitter and Facebook, are also considered 

emerging virtual public spheres in which they enhance much denser, more complex, and more 

participatory communication and interaction among the citizen users (Shirky, 2011).  The 

networked citizens, thus, gain greater access to information and more opportunities to engage in 

open communication and collective actions aiming political changes.  For a public sphere to 

support rational public discourse for a healthy democracy, it must ideally feature open 

communication, access to and exchange of information (Burnett & Jaeger, 2008).  

Regarding citizens’ political communication on Twitter, it has the considerable potential 

in supporting our civil society and the public sphere (Shirky, 2011).  It greatly extends the 

possibility of bringing citizen users from diverse backgrounds together and building various 

social relationships (by following, unfollowing, mentioning, replying, and retweeting).  It also 

provides speedy, cheap, and extensive access to and exchange of information sources (by using 

hashtags (#), keywords, and adding URLs in the texts).   

Despite the importance of exchanging various viewpoints for rational discourses in the 

public sphere, individuals’ political communications, in our real lives, are highly affected by 

social influences from the closely tied communication networks and expressed in a form of 

homogenous group behaviors (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948; Berelson et al., 1954; Huckfeldt & 

Sprague, 2006).  Many researchers identified homogenous groups sharing similar views and their 

polarized exclusive information exchange via Twitter on forming political opinions (Himelboim 

et al., 2013; Conover et al., 2011; Yardi & boyd, 2010).  One study actually reported that Twitter 

was used for interfering with public opinion online during the U.S. 2010 Senate race by 
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automatically retweeting messages including false information or URLs (Metaxas & Mustafajaj, 

2010).   

In this view, the public sphere concept in the theory of Information Worlds is critical to 

the research of how citizens avoid the intrusion of governmental and corporate power into public 

sphere activities and how they benefit from using Twitter for their political communication and 

participation.  

2.3.6 Critiques of Theory of Information Worlds 

2.3.6.1 Strengths.  The theory of Information World has the flexibility to explain the 

information and the information behaviors in a society from different social levels and contexts 

varying from micro to macro.  The extension of the small worlds into the virtual worlds (Burnett 

et al., 2001) especially offers the broader applicability of the investigation to an ever-changing 

spectrum and the multi-layered contexts of information behaviors in virtual communities in the 

era of Internet and social media.  Jaeger and Burnett (2010) also state, “these contexts range from 

the new technological venues on the Internet such as blogs, wikis, and discussion forums to the 

activist political realm to the plentiful worlds where information exchange is embedded in day-

to-day life and social interaction” (p. 38).   

In this view, the theory of Information Worlds can be largely applicable to research on 

political communication and participation via a variety of social media tools. The core concepts 

of information behaviors and value are useful to understand and explain how individuals from 

different social small and information worlds may engage in dissimilar information behaviors 

and relationships with others according to their decisions on information values.  The boundaries 

show how information and individuals move across and interact with the different small and 

information worlds within a larger lifeworld.  Social types and norms are important in 

identifying certain individuals’ social roles within specific information worlds.  From the library 

and information science (LIS) perspective focusing on individual’s information behaviors, the 

theory of Information Worlds can capture the dynamics of individuals’ social communication 

and interaction from multi-leveled contexts and settings. 

The Internet is an emerging virtual political communication venue that has multiple 

public spheres; where individuals engage in various activities regarding political deliberation and 

participation at local, national, and global levels (Shirky, 2011; Papacharissi, 2002; Dahlgren, 

2005).  The concept of public sphere can serve to explain how social media, such as Twitter, 
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Facebook, and YouTube, can easily facilitate and enhance individuals’ free speech, open 

discourse, information access and exchange for political deliberation and participation.  The 

library and information science (LIS) field has examined the public sphere concept as limited to 

discussing users’ library use and librarians and managers’ operational uses so far.  Research on 

information and information behaviors in a public sphere within a broader lifeworld will provide 

the researchers in the library and information science (LIS) and cognate disciplines valuable 

insights into studying 1) how individual’s information behaviors via the Internet and surrounding 

technologies evolve and 2) how social media and the related technologies support our civil 

society and the public sphere over time.   

2.3.6.2 Limitations.  The theory of Information Worlds has some limitations.  First, the 

five core concepts and the concept of information world itself, being theoretically elaborated, 

may keep researchers from operationalizing the definitions and conducting empirical studies.  

Being challenging in operationalizing concepts causes difficulties when conducting surveys that 

are based on predetermined operational definitions of terms and concepts (Parmelee & Bichard, 

2012).  

Second, the propositions of the theory were not presented in any of previous publications.  

It appears to lead to the lack of empirical quantitative research testing the theory of Information 

Worlds.  Chatman (1996) writes that “the value of propositions to theory construction lies in 

their ability to be tested, thereby strengthening or weakening the theory” (p. 198). 

Third, the methodologies employed by previous library and information science (LIS) 

researchers when applying the theory of Information Worlds, have so far been highly qualitative.  

This is partly because the theory of Information Worlds fails to provide the options of specific 

methods or methodologies for implementing the theory into the empirical research.  In this view, 

the theory of Information Worlds can be more widely applied in addition to or in combination 

with, as a mixed method, the qualitative methods of content analysis, in-depth interviews and 

observations, and the quantitative methods of social network analysis and survey. 

Fourth, the theory of Information Worlds mainly focuses on constructing the information 

worlds where an individual belongs, resides, and communicates with one another within a larger 

lifeworld; it may de-emphasize the individual’s role as an agent in charge of making decisions 

regarding his own information behaviors.  To criticize this, Yu (2011) attempted to 

reconceptualize the concept of information worlds, and redefine what individuals’ information 
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worlds were.  Yu (2011) defined an individual’s information world as “a space-time-intellect 

delimited life sphere in which information or knowledge afforded by Popper’s worlds 1, 2, and 3 

is converted into personal information assets through intentional, conscious and involuntary 

information practices that are performed by individuals as an information creator, provider, 

transmitter, seeker, receiver, and user” (p. 15).  Yu (2011) revisited the concept of information 

world—solely basing her definition of information worlds for individuals on the actual 

information activities and practices they employ in their everyday lives—and conducted a case 

study in China to yield a specification as a practical representation of the original theory. 

However, overall, the phenomenon of citizens’ political information behaviors on Twitter 

can be best addressed through the framework of the theory of Information Worlds.  The multi-

layered social contexts and levels varying from micro and macro can illustrate the dynamic 

spectrums of individuals’ political information behaviors on Twitter.  Two relevant theories, 

Information Grounds and Everyday Life Information Seeking model, can also provide some 

insights into understanding the roles of individuals’ physical, social, cognitive, and affective 

contexts for individuals’ various information behaviors.  However, Information Grounds theory 

explains the information behaviors, such as information sharing, provisions, and use, as a by-

product of other primary activities in specific information grounds.  The Everyday Life 

Information Seeking model cannot account for the full range of information behaviors (i.e., 

information sharing, exchanging, and avoiding) that individuals may engage in with others.   

 Increasingly, individual citizens engage in various political information behaviors, such 

as accessing political and public information, participating in open discussion, and exchanging 

information and opinions with others on Twitter.  The theory of Information Worlds is best 

suited for the area of citizens’ political information behaviors on Twitter, by focusing on the 

individuals’ micro and macro social contexts and levels from the perspective of a virtual public 

sphere.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

METHOD 

This chapter discusses overall research design and methods for this research.  It addresses 

the research questions; background information about mixed methods designs; research design 

and procedures of data collection and analysis; as well as other issues of ethical considerations, 

information consent, and limitations.  

3.1 Research Questions 

The goal of this research is 1) to enhance our understanding of citizens’ political 

information behaviors on Twitter with specific temporal (during the election campaigns), 

geographical (South Korea), and topical (regarding the Mayor election for Seoul, the capital of 

South Korea) settings, 2) to investigate the possibility of applying the theory of Information 

Worlds into this research; and 3) to highlight the importance of using mixed methods designs for 

the research area of individuals’ political communications and interactions with others via social 

media of Twitter. 

This research particularly attempts first to 1) examine the structural characteristics of 

political communication networks (Retweeting networks) on Twitter during the election 

campaign in South Korea, and 2) investigate the possibility of application of the theory of 

Information Worlds into this research by explaining information worlds of opinion leaders.  To 

obtain rich and holistic views on the given research area, this research employs 3) multiple stages 

of quantitative and qualitative data collections and analyses.  This research is guided to answer 

the following two overarching questions and several sub questions. 

RQ1: How do opinion leaders engage in political information sharing behavior with 

others on Twitter during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election campaign in South Korea? 

 The findings from this question are useful to understand the big picture of the research 

area of political communication networks on Twitter during the election campaigns in South 

Korea.  The most well-known characteristics of political communication networks are 

homogeneity and polarization within the networks (Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Berelson et al., 1954) 

and these characteristics are shown in the virtual communication networks (e.g., Internet, 

Facebook, and Twitter) as well (Adamic & Clance, 2005; Yardi &boyd, 2010; Sunstein, 2007).  

The quantitative network properties from network data include betweenness centrality (a 



49 
 

measure on the extent to which a node lies between other nodes), closeness centrality (a measure 

on the extent to which a node is close to other nodes), eigenvector centrality (a measure on the 

extent to which a node is connected to other central nodes), and in-degree (the number of links 

sent to a node), out-degree (the number of links sent by a given node) and others.  They help the 

researcher to identify the size and structure of subgroups in the networks as well as positions, 

roles, behaviors, social relations, and boundaries of, between, and across individual actors and 

groups of actors (Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Ward et al., 2011).  Through the first network data 

collection and analyses, the researcher identify the group of opinion leaders—defined as ones to 

whom others turn for advice on the issue (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948)—within the networks to be 

studied in the second qualitative data collection and analyses.   

The second overarching question is developed to examine the possibility of application of 

the theory of Information Worlds (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010) by analyzing those opinion leaders’ 

tweets and the interviews with them. 

 RQ2: How can the theory of Information Worlds be applied to opinion leaders’ political 

information behaviors on Twitter during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election campaigns in 

South Korea? 

RQ2-1: What social types exist in their information worlds?  How do their tweets 

and interviews show their roles as opinion leader?  

RQ2-2: What social norms exist in their information worlds?  How do their tweets 

and interviews show these social norms?  

RQ2-3: What information values exist in their information worlds?  How do their 

tweets and interviews include information values? 

RQ2-4: What information behaviors exist in their information worlds?  How do 

their tweets and interviews show information behaviors? 

RQ2-5: What boundaries exist within, between, and/or across their information 

worlds?  How do their tweets and interviews show the boundaries? 

The findings from these two overarching and its sub questions provide insights into 

understanding the citizens’ political information behaviors on Twitter during the election 

campaigns in South Korea, and particularly opinion leaders’ information worlds.  The mixed 

methods design in this research provide the general picture of the research area as well as more 



50 
 

detailed refinement, extension, or explanations on the general picture (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011).   

3.2 Mixed Methods Designs 

3.2.1 Definition of Mixed Methods Designs 

The use of multiple methods in a single study in the social sciences has been described as 

convergent validation, the multimethod/multitrait approach (Campbell & Fiske, 1959), or 

triangulation (Webb et al., 1966; Denzin, 1978; Jick, 1979).  While Campbell and Fiske (1959) 

and Webb et al. (1966) emphasized the idea of multiple operationalism, for the validation of 

measurements, Denzin (1978) and Jick (1979) advocated triangulating both quantitative and 

qualitative data sources and methods.  These notions share the concept that using multiple 

methods and data sources can be used complementarily for validating research findings in a 

study (Jick, 1979; Brewer & Hunter, 2006).  In the late 1980s and early 1990s, discussions on the 

concepts of mixed methods as a distinct research method started from diverse disciplines 

including sociology, evaluation, management, nursing and education (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011).  

The early definition of mixed methods made by the field of evaluation in the 1980s 

emphasized the mixing of methods and the disentanglement of methods and philosophy (Greene 

et al., 1989).  But for the next decade, the definition shifted from simply mixing two methods to 

mixing in all phases of the research process including philosophical positions, inferences, and the 

interpretations of results (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).  In research seeking a consensus about a 

definition of mixed methods, Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007) reviewed 19 different 

definitions provided by leading mixed methods research methodologists.  They defined mixed 

methods research as “the type of research in which a researcher or a research team combines 

elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and 

quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the purposes of 

breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration” (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 123).  This 

definition stresses the aspect of methodology spanning viewpoints to inferences and including 

the mere combination of qualitative and quantitative methods.   
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3.2.2 Key Components of Mixed Methods Designs 

Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) also listed key components that go into designing and 

conducting a mixed methods study: “a mixed method study collects and analyzes persuasively 

and rigorously both qualitative and quantitative data; mixes the two forms of data concurrently 

by combining them, sequentially by having one build on the other, or embedding one within the 

other; gives priority to one or to both forms of data; uses these procedures within philosophical 

worldviews and theoretical lenses; and combines the procedures into specific research designs 

that direct the plan for conducting the study” (p. 5).  The key to defining mixed methods design 

includes the level of interaction between quantitative and qualitative approach, the relative 

priority, the timing (sequence), and the procedures for mixing both approaches with regard to 

deciding types of mixed methods designs (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  In this sense, a mixed 

methods design is differentiated from a multiple methods design.  Multiple methods design 

consists of two or more studies using different methods with no relative priority, which address 

the same research question or different parts of the same research question (Morse, 2010; Brewer 

& Hunter, 2006).  Each study in multiple methods design is a complete study by itself, so that 

each study is eligible for separate publications (Morse, 2010).  However, the second phase data 

in mixed methods design is supplemental or embedded to the prioritized first phase data, which 

is not comprehensible or publishable apart from the first data (Morse, 2010).   

The basic definition of mixed methods research by Johnson et al. (2007) along with the 

four key criteria by Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) is used for further discussion.  However, “it 

is essential to keep the discussion on the definition of mixed methods research open,” 

considering that “mixed methods research is still evolving” in terms of typology, design, 

analysis, and evaluation of mixed methods studies (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007, p. 3). 

3.2.3 Rationales of Using Mixed Methods Designs 

A major characteristic of mixed methods designs is a need to provide the justification for 

mixing methods in a single study.  Identification of research problems and questions to be best 

addressed by using both quantitative and qualitative data will lead a researcher to choose an 

appropriate mixed methods design to use in his study.  Greene et al. (1989) provided five broad 

reasons to use mixed methods designs based on seeking convergence (triangulation), on 

examining different facets of a phenomenon (complementarity), on using the methods 
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sequentially (development), on discovering paradox and new perspectives (initiation), and on 

adding breadth and scope to a project (expansion).  Mixed method researchers identify one or 

multiple reasons to employ mixed methods designs, and may even find new emerging reasons as 

the study is underway (Bryman, 2006).  Mixed methods research is a highly “dynamic option for 

expanding scope and improving the analytic power,” which requires researchers’ expertise and 

creativity on mixing data, methods, analysis, theories, and even worldviews (Jick, 1979; 

Creswell, 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Sandelowski, 2000, p. 254).     

3.2.4 Major Types of Mixed Methods Designs  

 The types of mixed methods research have been examined and identified by scholars 

from many different disciplines (Greene et al., 1989; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).  The 

classification of mixed methods designs shows the variety of dominant designs in disciplines 

reflecting their foci (See detailed classification by Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011).  Creswell 

(2008) identified the four different types of mixed methods designs in terms of priority and 

sequence of data collection, and data analysis: the triangulation (collect simultaneously both 

quantitative and qualitative data), explanatory (collect quantitative data first followed by 

qualitative data), exploratory (collect qualitative data first followed by quantitative data), and 

embedded (collect simultaneously both quantitative and qualitative data, but have one data play 

supportive role to the other data) designs.  Later, Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) identified four 

criteria for making decisions on the type of mixed methods design: the level of interaction 

between quantitative and qualitative approach, the relative priority, the timing, and the 

procedures for mixing both approaches. 

For definitions of four key decisions, Creswell & Plano Clark (2011) used the term 

strand based on Teddlie and Tashakkori’s study (2009).  A strand refers to a component of a 

study that encompasses the basic process of conducting quantitative or qualitative research: 

posing a question, collecting data, analyzing data, and interpreting results based on that data.  

The level of interaction means the extent to which the quantitative and qualitative strands are 

kept independent or interact with each other (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  Priority refers to 

the relative importance of the quantitative and qualitative strands within the design: equal 

priority on both strands, or priority on one strand over the other (Creswell, 2008; Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011).  Timing refers to the temporal relationships between two strands in terms of 

data collection as well as use of the results: concurrent, sequential, and multiphase combination 
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timing (Creswell, 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  Mixing procedures relate to points of 

interface and mixing strategies.  Point of interface refers to when mixing occurs during a 

research process (i.e., interpretation, data analysis, data collection, and design), and mixing 

strategies include merging the two data sets, connecting analysis from the first data to that of the 

second data, embedding of one or both data within a larger design, and using a framework to 

bind together the data sets (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).   

Based on the extended criteria, Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) provided six prototypes 

of the major mixed methods designs: the convergent parallel design (collect simultaneously both 

quantitative and qualitative data), explanatory sequential design (collect quantitative data first 

followed by qualitative data), exploratory sequential design (collect qualitative data first 

followed by quantitative data), embedded design (collect both data concurrently or sequentially 

within a bigger traditional quantitative or qualitative research), transformative design (collect 

both data concurrently or sequentially within a transformative theoretical framework), and 

multiphase design (collect both data concurrently or sequentially over the multiple phases).   

Among Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2011) six major prototypes of mixed methods 

designs, the basic three types—convergent parallel, explanatory sequential, and exploratory 

sequential designs—are chosen here to design mixed methods research on citizens’ political 

information behaviors on Twitter.  These basic designs are widely used in most disciplines in 

general, and also best match to the given research area, citizens’ political information behaviors 

on Twitter.   

3.2.4.1 Convergent parallel design.  The convergent parallel design, as the most well-

known approach to mixing methods, was discussed based on the conceptualization of 

triangulating multiple methods (e.g., Jick, 1979).  The metaphor of triangulation as in the action 

of making a triangle, “determining the point of origin of a radio broadcast by using directional 

antennas set up at the two ends of a known baseline,” illustrates the concept of triangulation 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 305).  While triangulation conventionally means the use of multiple 

methods in the study of the same object (see Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Webb et al., 1966), 

Denzin (1989) conceives triangulation broadly as “involving varieties of data, investigators and 

theories, as well as methodologies” (p. 237).  Based on the concept of triangulation, the purpose 

of the convergent parallel design is to bring together the differing strengths and non-overlapping 
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weaknesses from both approaches: generalization in a large sample from quantitative methods, 

and in-depth explanations in a small sample from qualitative methods (Patton, 1990).   

The convergent parallel design occurs when the researcher collects both quantitative and 

qualitative data in the same phase, analyzes them separately, and merges the result data for 

overall interpretation (Creswell, 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  Since the researcher 

relies evenly on two types of methods, he gives equal priority to both data, and simultaneously 

collects and analyzes them.  The point of interface happens when the results of two data sets are 

merged for interpretation: the researcher may directly compare, contrast, synthesize the separate 

results, or transform the results for additional analysis (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  

Additional analytic and interpretive procedures to transform one data type into the other type 

include quantifying qualitative data (e.g., turning themes into codes), qualifying quantitative data 

(e.g., turning factors into themes), and consolidating data (e.g., creating a new variable by 

combining quantitative and qualitative data) (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Caracelli & Greene, 

1993).  Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) referred to the conversion of qualitative data into 

quantitative data as “quantitizing” and to the conversion of quantitative data into qualitative data 

as “qualitizing.” (p. 126).  The researcher can benefit from triangulating two data either by 

enhancing convergence of the findings for validation, or reconciling the divergence—

inconsistency and contradiction—of the findings for enriching his explanation (Denzin, 1978; 

Jick, 1979; Brewer & Hunter, 2006). 

3.2.4.2 Explanatory sequential design.  The process of explanatory sequential design 

(also referred to as explanatory design) is to collect quantitative data first and qualitative data in 

the second phase to explain or elaborate on the quantitative results.  The rationale for this 

approach is that the quantitative data and results provide a general picture of the research 

problem, and qualitative data analyses add more refinement, extension, or explanations on the 

general picture (Creswell, 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  The researcher’s priority is 

given to the first phase of quantitative data collection and analysis.  And the researcher identifies 

specific quantitative results calling for additional explanation, and then develops the second 

phase of qualitative data collection and analysis to follow up those quantitative results, where the 

point of interface for mixing occurs.  The quantitative results for additional explanation include a 

few typical or surprising cases, such as exemplar or outlier cases (Caracelli & Greene, 1993).   
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Examples of explanatory sequential design include conducting a survey to identify how 

different groups compare on a variable followed by qualitative interviews to explore the reasons; 

developing factors from a survey and then using the factors as typology in observations or 

interviews; and conducting survey and interview at different levels so that results from each 

phase can build to the next phase (Creswell, 2008; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998; Caracelli & 

Greene, 1993).  Through using this design, the researcher can use quantitative results for general 

findings from a population first, and benefit from in-depth qualitative exploration in the second 

phase for further explanation.   

3.2.4.3 Exploratory sequential design.  The process of exploratory sequential design 

(also referred to as exploratory design) is to identify qualitative findings based on a few 

individuals from the first phase, and to design an instrument and subsequently test it to a larger 

sample in the second phase (Creswell, 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  The researcher 

gives emphasis on exploration from the qualitative data, and then collects quantitative data to 

build on or explain the initial qualitative findings.  This design is particularly useful when the 

researcher wants to develop an instrument, but measures or variables are unknown or unavailable 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Greene et al., 1989).  

 Additional analytic and interpretive procedures include obtaining themes and specific 

statements from the quantitative data and creating scales and items as a questionnaire to test it 

with a sample of population; and conducting quantitative surveys in the second phase to follow 

up the extreme qualitative data cases (Caracelli & Greene, 1993).  

3.2.5 Critiques of Using Mixed Methods Designs 

3.2.5.1 Strengths.  Firstly, using mixed methods designs offsets the inherent weaknesses 

of both quantitative and qualitative research: a quantitative approach alone cannot provide 

sufficient contexts and perspectives from individuals’ experience, and a qualitative approach 

alone cannot generalize findings (Jick, 1979).  Secondly, mixed methods designs provide more 

validated evidence from multiple data collection methods and tools for studying a complex 

research problem.  This multiple method approach in the study of the same phenomenon is 

referred to as triangulation, which enhances the validity and reliability of the findings (Campbell 

& Fiske, 1959; Webb et al., 1966; Denzin, 1978; Jick, 1979; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  

Researchers usually benefit from the triangulation by enhancing convergence of the findings.  

However, triangulation may result in divergence of the findings in that different measures from 
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different methods yield different results.  It demands that the researcher reconcile the divergence, 

which may turn out to be an opportunity for enriching the researcher’s explanations and 

interpretations (Jick, 1979; Sandelowski, 2000; Brewer & Hunter, 2006).  Thirdly, mixed 

methods designs allow researchers to expand the scope of the inquiry and to improve the 

analytical power to answer the questions that cannot be answered by one approach only 

(Sandelowski, 2000).  Lastly, mixed methods designs provide a bridge between quantitative and 

qualitative-oriented researchers and allow for the collaboration opportunities with more 

flexibility (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  

3.2.5.2 Limitations.  Mixed methods designs impose challenges as well in terms of 

skills, time, resources, and rationale for using it (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Brewer & 

Hunter, 2006).  Researchers must be proficient with techniques and experiences of data 

collection and analysis for both approaches, and take into account extensive time, resources, and 

effort on the part of the researchers.  Being relatively young as methodologies, mixed methods 

designs may not be easily employed by researchers.  To locate exemplary mixed methods 

research in the literature on a content area may convince others of the utility and value of mixed 

methods (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  Rigorous research design of each instrument is critical 

as well since there is a risk when combining methods without considering different underlying 

assumptions for different methods (Fischer, 2011; Sandelowski, 2000).  The idiosyncratic 

techniques in a mixed methods design also make replicating it particularly challenging (Jick, 

1979). 

3.3 Research Design   

In the research area of citizens’ political information behaviors on Twitter, there are 

many types of different questions to be asked in terms of the quantitative and qualitative aspects.  

Parmelee and Bichard (2012) recommend that researchers should rely on multiple or mixed 

methods designs for Twitter data.  In describing the research design for this study, the 

characteristics from both quantitative and qualitative aspects of the given research area were 

stated.  This study employed an explanatory sequential design with social network analysis 

(SNA), Tweet content analysis, and semi-structured interviews to obtain complementarities from 

both quantitative and qualitative data and approaches.  The explanatory sequential design 

allowed the researcher to collect quantitative data first for the general picture of the research 
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problem and collect qualitative data in the second phase to add more refinement, extension, or 

explanations on the general picture (Creswell, 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).   

To address the research questions identified in the previous Section 3.1, the explanatory 

sequential design was used.  Figure 1 shows a visual diagram for the procedures of this study 

combining social network analysis, content analysis, and semi-structured interview.  

 

3.3.1 Quantitative Design: Phase I  

3.3.1.1 Quantitative aspect of data: structure and network.  Political communication 

research traditionally has emphasized the importance of closely held networks where 

communication among individuals takes place (Ward et al., 2011).  A network consists of a 

number of subgroups (or clusters) as community structures where actors (or nodes) as social 

entities build relational ties (or links) (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).  Social network analysis 

(SNA) refers to a method studying relationships among these social entities, and the patterns and 

implications of these relationships (Ward et al., 2011).  SNA has been a dominant approach to 

understanding and analyzing the structures, magnitude, topology of, and the participants in major 

subgroups from the networks (Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Ward et el., 2011).   

 Examining network properties allows the researcher to investigate both the entire 

structure and specific actor’s position in the network (Ward et al., 2011).  The properties further 

Figure 1. The Explanatory Sequential Research Design and Procedures 
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provide the important structural and locational information on actors including betweenness 

centrality (a measure on the extent to which a node lies between other nodes), closeness 

centrality (a measure on the extent to which a node is close to other nodes), eigenvector 

centrality (a measure on the extent to which a node is connected to other central nodes), in-

degree (the number of links sent to a node), and out-degree (the number of links sent by a given 

node) (Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Ward et al., 2011).  These quantitative data help the 

researcher to identify the certain actors’ position and their social types and roles based on their 

relationships and behaviors within the communication network, such as gatekeepers (Metoyer-

Duran, 1993), opinion leaders (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948), content importers and conversation 

starters (Himelboim, 2009).  

Regarding political communication networks (retweeting networks) on Twitter, 

researchers have studied ideologically segregated subgroups (i.e., clusters) in terms of the 

network structure, and citizen users’ political information behaviors between or within those 

subgroups in terms of their relationships (Larsson & Moe, 2011; Himelboim et al., 2013; 

Conover et al., 2011; Metaxas & Mustafajaj, 2010).  SNA is useful to examine the entire 

structure, individual users’ positions, and the patterns and relationships with other users in terms 

of information behaviors in the networks.  However, research studied solely by SNA cannot 

contribute to illuminating users’ intentions, perceptions, interpretations, and evaluations of a 

variety of political information behaviors they engage in with others. 

3.3.1.2 Operationalized definition.  Lazarsfeld et al. (1948) defined opinion leaders as 

“certain people who are most concerned about the issue as well as most articulate about it,” and 

addressed that opinion leaders of a community could best be “identified and studied by asking 

people to whom they turn for advice on the issue at hand and then investigating the interaction 

between the advisers and advisees” (p. 49).   

On Twitter, users freely build social contacts by following and receive information from 

those whom they are following.  By unfollowing, users can easily demolish the existing social 

contacts and shut down the information exposure to those.  Well-known people offline, such as 

celebrities, public figures, and opinion leaders, are likely to have a large audience of followers on 

Twitter and may serve as influential users in terms of distributing information online.  Therefore, 

the underlying assumption of one following another is that one selectively chooses to receive 

information from the chosen other: One (as an advisee) turns to this chosen another (as an 
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adviser) for information.  Bae et al. (2015) argued that South Korean Twitter users’ following 

activity on Twitter is for subscribing certain users as information source or medium, not for 

building social interactions.  Retweeting refers to the practice of forwarding and disseminating 

tweets on Twitter: user A receives tweets created by user B (whom user A follows), and user A 

can retweet (RT) user B’s tweets to the followers who follow user A.  Retweeting is considered 

as the direct indicator of user’ selective exposure to the message and the author of that tweet 

(Himelboim et al., 2013) as well as the indicator of the author having influence to other users 

(Cha et al., 2010).  Therefore, when a tweet is retweeted by others many times, it means that the 

retweeted message is quickly disseminated and shared by larger groups of users; the author of 

the tweet can be regarded as an opinion leader in the network.  

Based on these notions, the definition of opinion leaders on Twitter for this study is 

operationalized as those who are most followed as well as are most frequently retweeted by other 

users in the retweeting network on Twitter.   

3.3.1.3 Quantitative data collection.  The researcher collected the most frequently 

retweeted political messages filtered by keywords related to the Seoul Mayoral election on June 

4, 2014.  Wonsoon Park, and Mongjoon Jung (i.e., two names of candidates for the Mayor of 

Seoul, the capital city of South Korea), Seoul Mayor Election, and General Election were chosen 

as keywords.  Considering the South Korean Twitter users’ very low usage of hashtags (e.g., 

#candidate name) in their tweets (Lee et al., 2013), the keywords with hashtags (i.e., #keywords) 

were not included for filtering the data.  Tweets including a variety of other hashtags were still 

collected if the tweets included the keywords.   

Tweets were collected for 22 days from May 15 (the official registration day) to June 5 

after the Election Day, June 4, 2014—including the official election campaign period (May 22 to 

June 3).  For collecting the isolated tweets, the Python Twitter API (application programming 

interface) named Twython (https://github.com/ryanmcgrath/twython) was used to access Twitter 

REST Search API (https://dev.twitter.com/docs/api/1.1/get/search/tweets).  Twitter limits API 

usage in two ways.  First, Twitter limits the search results to 100 latest tweets within a 6 day 

window.  Second, Twitter Search API usage rate is limited at 180 queries per 15 minute window 

(http://dev.twitter.com/docs/rate-limiting/1.1).  To deal with these limits, the search was 

performed every 10 seconds and the result were aggregated into a designated database.    

https://github.com/ryanmcgrath/twython
https://dev.twitter.com/docs/api/1.1/get/search/tweets
http://dev.twitter.com/docs/rate-limiting/1.1
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3.3.1.4. Quantitative data analysis.  For analyzing the retweeting network data, a 

network analysis and visualization tool, Gephi (version 0.9.1) was used.  By using the data of 

opinion leader users who wrote the most frequently shared 300 tweets as well as all the 

retweeters who shared these 300 tweets, retweeting network was created.  The quantitative data 

from network properties allow the researcher to investigate both features characterizing the entire 

network’s structure and specific individual’s position in the network (Ward et al., 2011).  The 

social network analysis (SNA) provides data on structural information of citizen users in the 

network including betweenness, closeness, and eigenvector centralities, in-degree and out-degree 

(Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Ward et al., 2011).  The analysis of network data provided the initial 

findings regarding authors of original tweets, retweeters, and their relationships through 

retweeting.  Based on the quantitative results from SNA, the researcher identified a group of 

users considered as opinion leaders in retweeting network.  To elaborate upon the initial 

quantitative findings, content analysis of tweets data and qualitative analysis of interviews in the 

second phase was conducted. 

3.3.2 Qualitative Design: Phase II  

3.3.2.1 Qualitative aspect: content and text.  Twitter allows for a maximum length of 

140 characters and links to other sources of images or videos within the message (O’Connor et 

al., 2010).  By using Twitter for political communication and participation, citizen users easily 

engage in a variety of political information behaviors in the various communication networks—

following, mentioning, replying, and retweeting networks (Himelboim et al., 2013; Conover et 

al., 2011).  To study the nature and characteristics of citizens’ political information behaviors on 

Twitter, researchers frequently take the approach of analyzing contents from the tweet texts 

(Yardi & boyd, 2010; Ampofo et al., 2011; Hoang et al., 2011).   

Content analysis is defined as “a research technique for the objective, systematic, and 

quantitative description of the manifest content of communication” (Berelson, 1952, p. 18).  

While the content analysis is conventionally regarded as quantitative approach based on Berelson 

(1952), this is an area where researchers can conduct with both quantitative and qualitative foci.  

Altheide (1987) maintains that content analysis can be employed as both quantitative content 

analysis (QCA, to verify theoretical relationships based on operational definitions of concepts) 

and ethnographic content analysis (ECA, to document discoveries and understanding of the 

meanings and to verify theoretical relationships).  To increase the validity and reliability of the 
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content analyses, it is critical to control the consistency of agreement between multiple coders, 

known as inter-coder reliability (Lombard et al., 2002).  

Among many types of text analysis, sentiment analysis in political texts is a particularly 

popular topic in political communication research (Yu et al., 2008; Tumasjan et al., 2010; 

O’Connor et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2013).  Considering the subjective nature of political 

sentiments, such as use of irony, sarcasm and jokes, content analysis for political tweets often 

requires qualitative content analysis coupled with human manual intervention and inter-coder 

reliability control (Branthwaite & Patterson, 2011; Lombard et el., 2002).  Therefore, qualitative 

content analysis was chosen for analyzing tweet texts and embedded information sources.  

3.3.2.2 Operationalized definition.   For analyzing the qualitative data sources of tweets 

and interviews (which was described in Section 3.3.2.3), the researcher employed and used the 

operationalized definitions of five core concepts from the Theory of Information Worlds.  The 

researcher and two other doctoral candidates at Florida State University who used the Theory of 

Information Worlds for their dissertation projects, Jonathan Hollister and Julia Skinner, have 

developed the codebook with operationalized definitions under the guidance of Dr. Gary Burnett.  

The collaboration3 has continued from the summer of 2014 to the present to build and refine 

general codebook with operationalized definitions.  The operationalized definitions were created 

based on the original concepts defined by Jaeger and Burnett (2010).   

Table 1 below shows the original concepts and operationalized definitions of five core 

concepts.  The researcher used the full codebook including the operationalized definitions of five 

core concepts (primary codes), sub-codes, and examples for qualitative content analysis of tweet 

messages and interviews.  While conducting analysis, the researcher added newly identified sub-

codes into the general codebook: the full codebook with addition is shown in Appendix G.     

 

 

 

 

   

 

                                                 
3 This collaborative group was named as 3Js and a G.  One of 3 Js, Julia Skinner, obtained her doctoral degree in the 
summer of 2015.  
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Types Original Concepts Operationalized Concepts 

Social Type The roles that define actors and how 
they are perceived within a world. 

Role(s) fulfilled by an individual in an 
information world as determined, in part, by 
how others in that world view them. 

Social Norm A world’s shared sense of the 
appropriateness of social 
appearances and observable 
behaviors. 

Agreed upon behaviors are those that are 
common and accepted practice within a 
world, and are enforced by actors within that 
world.  In a research project, explicit 
statements may be made about behavior, or 
patterns that are influenced by others in the 
world may be seen in behavior. 

Information Value A world’s shared sense of a scale of 
the importance of information. 

A commonly accepted hierarchy regarding 
the variable importance or unimportance of 
different types of information.  Information 
Value includes a spectrum of values, from 
high value (e.g., something that is very 
important to a world) to no value (something 
perceived as worthless or not deserving 
attention), as well as a variety of ways in 
which value can be perceived (e.g. economic 
vs. artistic value).  Value can be contested—
that is, there may be disagreements within a 
world about the degree to which something is 
of value, and/or how it is or is not of value. 

Information Behavior The full range of behaviors and 
activities related to information 
available to members of a world. 

Any potential normative behaviors regarding 
the use or nonuse of information. 

Boundaries The places at which information 
worlds come into contact with each 
other and across which 
communications and information 
can—but may or may not—take 
place. 

Lines at which Information Worlds come into 
contact with one another, where 
communication, interaction, or information 
exchange may or may not take place between 
those worlds.  Boundaries may be permeable 
or impermeable, virtual or physical, etc.; 
worlds may be contiguous (as in two nations 
that share a border), embedded (as in a state 
that is wholly included within a nation), 
contested (as in border disputes), etc. 

3.3.2.3 Qualitative data analysis of tweets.  Qualitative data analysis of tweets content 

from the first data collection phrase were conducted prior to administering interviews to opinion 

leaders selected from the social network analysis.  The researcher analyzed a set of most 

frequently shared 300 tweets during the data collection period (accounting for 35% of the entire 

retweeting activities) and major findings were described in Section 4.1.  The researcher 

employed the codebook of operationalized concepts from the theory of Information Worlds 

described in the previous section and analyzed the data using Microsoft Excel 2011.  The tweets 

originally written in Korean were translated into English for analyzing and reporting analysis 

(Table 2). 

Table 1. Comparison between Original and Operationalized Concepts 
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Translation Rank Tweets 

A quick contrast between two candidates for 
the Seoul Mayor Election. 1 간명한 서울시장 후보 대조표 http://t.co/hhaPFvFaiv 

Look at this photo! The disabled citizens in 
wheelchairs came to vote to the polling place, 
however, they couldn't vote only because there 
was neither an elevator nor public officials 
who could help. These disabled citizens were 
waiting for help for an hour and left.  2 

당산 제 1동 주민센터 앞 입니다. 오늘 내일이 

지방선거 사전투표일이라 장애인들이 투표 러 

왔는데 투표소가 2층에 있고 승강기까지 있지 않아 

이분들은 한시간 항의 다 투표도 못 고 돌아가는 

일이 생 습니다 http://t.co/8U79xiLOAT 

The 85.6% of 327 projected policies by 
Candidate Park [who has been the Seoul 
Mayor for the past two years since October 
2011] were successfully accomplished.  
Candidate Jung’s wife criticized Park as a lazy 
Mayor who didn’t work hard.  Then, 
Candidate Jung, what have you done so far as 
assemblyman for the past twenty-five years? 3 

박원순 서울시장 공약 327개 중 현재까지 이  

완료비율이 85.6%. 정몽준후보 부인께서 일 안한 

시장이라 비판 셨는데, 7선의원 정후보는 25년간 

뭘 습니까? http://t.co/PJ0VuxXoAB 

http://t.co/kn6tppNd5d 

D-3 Prior to the 6.4 General Election Day. 
Remember these two photos: pre-election vs. 
post-election 4 

6.4 지방선거 D-3 오늘따라 떠오르는 사진 두 장… 
선거전과 선거후 http://t.co/3V1QgFyGZR 

Student President of Seoul Municipal 
University [only University that Candidate 
Park (former Seoul Mayor) paid half of 
students' tuitions by applying Half Tuition 
Policy as a mayor], Kim criticizes in an angry 
vocie Candidate Jung's recent remark 'Half 
Tuition Policy (which makes students pay less 
tuition) does sully college graduates' self-
esteem.' 5 

김종민 전 서울시립대 총 생회장이 논란이 되고 

있는 정몽준 서울시장 후보의 '반값등 금 졸업생 

사회적 존경심 훼손' 언에 일침을 가 습니다. 

http://t.co/CdeJTCR15A http://t.co/GVBIdq9cG9 

Assemblyman for the Saenuri Party, Mihong 
Jung distributed a false statement that 
Candidate Park (former Seoul Mayor back in 
2012) used tax money to pay for an ad "No 
discrimination for LGBTQ citizens in Seoul". 
This is a lie. I paid for that ad, myself. 6 

정미홍 전 새누리당 서울시장 후보가 지난 2012년 

제가 사비를 털어 진 한 '성소수자 차별금지' 버스 

광고를 "박원순 시장이 혈세를 이용해 냈다"는 

허위사실을 유포 고 있어 이는 사실과 다름을 

당사자 써 힙니다 

Prior to analyzing the tweets content, the researcher conducted inter-coder reliability 

testing with two other doctoral students using the Theory of Information Worlds for their 

dissertation projects and Dr. Gary Burnett.  When coding the five primary concepts of the theory 

of Information Worlds on a sample set of ten tweet messages, four coders reached fairly high 

levels of agreements from all five concepts: minor differences were reviewed and discussed 

together for consolidation.    

Despite the small sample for content analysis, the benefit of tweet content analysis was 

twofold.  First, it provided the initial findings on how the theory of Information Worlds can be 

applied in explaining the opinion leaders’ information worlds.  Second, it assisted the researcher 

to better understand what the opinion leaders talked about and how they used Twitter’s 

Table 2. Examples of Original Tweets and Translated Tweets 



64 
 

communicative features (e.g., use of language, emoticon, hashtags, and hyperlinks) in their 

tweets prior to conducting interviews with opinion leaders.  

3.3.2.4 Qualitative data collection of semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted to further explore how and why South Korean opinion leaders on 

Twitter engage with political information sharing behaviors.  

3.3.2.4.1 Sampling.  Interviews were administered to a sample of opinion leaders chosen 

based on the first phase data collection and analysis.  To explain the cases of the most influential 

opinion leaders, a criterion sampling technique—“a kind of purposeful sampling of cases on 

preconceived criteria”—was selected (Sandelowski, 2000, p. 248).   

As described in 3.3.1.2, the definition of opinion leaders in the political communication 

on Twitter is operationalized as those who are most followed as well as are most frequently 

retweeted by other users in the retweeting network.  Based on this definition, criteria for 

selecting a sample set of opinion leaders for this study were created.  Among many indicators of 

a user’s influential opinion leadership on Twitter, three indicators relevant to the operationalized 

definition are chosen: number of retweets and number of followers (Cha et al., 2010; Bakshy et 

al., 2011; Lee et al., 2015).  Lee et al. (2015) pointed out the importance of considering other 

user attributes found in self-disclosed profiles such as information about social type and political 

orientation, by showing that influential users who wrote the most popular political retweets were 

undisclosed entities showing inorganic activities patters exclusively during the 2012 presidential 

election in South Korea.  Therefore, this research focused on self-disclosed individual entities 

that had identification information in their profiles for selecting opinion leaders.  The criteria and 

indicators used to select a sample set were shown in Table 3. 

Criteria Indicators 

A user who writes most frequently retweeted top 300 tweet message 
during 2014 Seoul Mayoral Election 

Number of retweets 

A user who is most widely followed by other users Number of followers 

An individual user, not an organizational user or a bot account Self-disclosure in profile information 

A user who is an famous opinion leader recognized by media Previous studies 

Following these criteria, out of 300 users who wrote the top 300 retweets, 23 opinion 

leaders were selected for a sample set.  In addition, four well-known opinion leaders who were 

public figures actively involved with political communication on Twitter were added into the 

sample set (Park, 2013).  Three influential users who participated in the pilot study for this semi-

Table 3. Criteria for Selecting Opinion Leaders on Twitter 
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structured interview conducted in December 2013 were also added into the sample set upon their 

consent.  Therefore, the total of 30 opinion leaders were chosen for a sample set for semi-

structured interviews in Phase II.   

3.3.2.4.2 Recruitment.  A sample of 30 opinion leaders was initially reached for 

recruiting interview participants by emailing, tweeting, and or using Facebook messaging system 

in July 2014.  This online communication, via publicly obtainable email or Twitter accounts, 

provided the respondents with the most “contextual naturalness” in terms of setting—which they 

can use the language the way they do in their everyday activities of using Internet and Twitter 

(Kazmer & Xie, 2008, p. 259; Shuy, 2002).  It also served as the most convenient and 

appropriate choice of recruitment for the researcher, considering that many of the opinion leaders 

(e.g., professors/researchers, journalists, artists, and etc.) are not easily accessible.  

The recruitment messages were sent out via emails (once a week), public tweet messages 

(once a day for a week), and or Facebook messages (once a week).  To systematically manage 

the correspondences with each participant, the researcher created the excel worksheet to record 

detailed logistics including dates of recruitment, communication tools used, and remainder date.  

Those who expressed their intention to participate via emails, tweets, and Facebook messages 

were considered as voluntary participants.  Most of the participants quickly responded to the first 

round of recruitment and expressed their interests.   

They received the cover letter including a description of the research, their rights, and 

researcher’s contact information.  Collecting consent forms from participants was excluded from 

the data collection process, considering that there was no practice of submitting Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) application regarding social science research and getting consent forms 

from participants in South Korea.  An IRB application including this exception was approved at 

Florida State University (FSU) on Dec 23, 2013 (HSC No. 2013.11920) and reapproved for 

renewals on Oct 23, 2014 (HSC No. 2014.13959) and Oct 15, 2015 (HSC No. 2015.16570).  All 

the approved IRB applications were included in Appendices A, B, and C.  The recruitment 

messages and a cover letter were shown in Appendices, D and E.  When receiving the cover 

letter, participants were asked to send back their choices of the best format of interview medium.  

The researcher provided popular formats of medium for interviews, which included face-to-face, 

email, and Skype interviews (Kazmer & Xie, 2008): Allowing participants to choose the medium 

increased participation (Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004).   
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According to participants’ choices, the researcher provided an interview protocol 

including questions.  After providing interview questions to participants, the researcher sent 

reminder emails, tweets, or Facebook messages two times at a five-business day interval.  Only 

the voluntary participants participated in the interviews and each participant were compensated 

with $30 after participation.  Recruitment and data collection was conducted for 6 months from 

July 2014 to December 2014.  

3.3.2.4.3 Interview protocol development.  Interview protocol is a set of questions that 

guide the interview (Barriball & While, 1994).  For creating interview protocols, semi-structured 

interview using the critical incident technique (CIT; Flanagan, 1954) was used.  Semi-structured 

interviews are well suited for the researcher to explore the perceptions, opinions, and experiences 

of participants and also useful to ask them for more explanation and clarification of ideas and 

terms in their answers (Mishler 1986; Murray & Sixsmith, 1998).  Also, the critical incident 

technique assists participants to recall critical incidents (e.g., episodes or anecdotes) regarding 

the asked questions and share them with the researcher (Butterfield, 2005).  The researcher 

attempted to ask questions regarding how these particular users perceive their social roles, social 

types, information values, and information behaviors as opinion leaders within the retweeting 

network, while allowing them to recall their experiences focusing on political communication 

with others on Twitter during the election campaign.   

To increase the validity of interview protocol, Dr. Gary Burnett (as a creator of the 

Theory of Information Worlds) and two South Korean doctoral students majoring Information 

Studies reviewed the questions.  According their feedback, questions were revised to decrease 

the redundancy and increase clarity.  To test revised questions, the researcher conducted pilot 

interviews with three South Korean opinion leaders via emails in December 2013.  Table 4 

below shows overall design of the interview protocol, requested information, and question types; 

Appendix F shows the full semi-structured interview protocol.   
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Question Requested Information Question Type 

Section A Demographic and Background Information   

1 Age  Closed-ended 

2 Highest education level Closed-ended 

3 Years of Twitter use  Closed-ended 

4 Use of Twitter a day Closed-ended 

5 Use of RT a day Closed-ended 

Section B Opinion Leaders’ Critical Incidents of Political Information 
Sharing with Others during the Election Campaigns 

 

6 Incidents when he/she engaged with political information sharing with 

others on Twitter during the election campaign: what his purposes 

were, what types of information he/she shared, and how he/she felt 

about the experience.    

Open-ended 

7 Incidents when he/she perceived his audience (i.e., followers) on 

Twitter and information behaviors he or she engaged with them: who 

the audience was (i.e., social types, political orientations) and how 

similar/different the social contacts on Twitter were to his/her social 

contacts offline.     

Open-ended 

8 Incidents when he/she engaged with retweeting: what his purposes 

were, and what types of information he/she shared.  

Open-ended 

9 Incidents when he/she realized his social responsibilities or roles as an 

opinion leader in sharing political information with others and how 

he/she felt about his experience. 

Open-ended 

10 Perception and evaluation of his/her political information sharing 

behaviors on Twitter during the election campaign: what advantages 

and disadvantages he/she identified. 

Open-ended 

11 His/her perception of the general public’s purposes of political 
information sharing on Twitter during the election campaigns: what 

advantages and disadvantages he/she thought they had. 

Open-ended 

12 His/her perception of the prospect of Twitter in the future elections. Open-ended 

13 His/her adoption of Twitter for other purposes besides political use. Open-ended 

14 Others’ adoption of Twitter for other purposes besides political use. Open-ended 

15 Other comments Open-ended 

3.3.2.4.4 Administration.  A total of 13 participants were recruited for semi-structured 

interviews.  When recruiting, the researcher sent out the cover letter to participants through 

email, tweeting, and Facebook messaging system to let them choose the best format of interview 

modes.  Seven of thirteen chose to use emails; one chose Skype; and the remaining five offered 

to meet with the participants for face-to-face interviews.  Considering that social scientists in 

South Korea have no practice of submitting Institutional Review Board (IRB) application and 

getting consent forms from participants, collecting consent forms was excluded from the data 

collection process, which was approved by IRB committee at Florida State University.  This 

Table 4. Design of the Interview Protocol 
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section provides the detailed information regarding administering three different formats of 

interviews.  

Email interview.  Seven participants agreed to participate in email interviews.  The 

researcher provided a brief description of research purpose and introduction to the researcher 

along with an attachment of interview protocol including questions.  The researcher notified that 

the participant send the researcher back an attachment of a completed interview within two 

weeks, the researcher send a reminder email after one week, as well as the participant may ask 

for an extension if needed.  Most participants quickly returned their completed interviews within 

two weeks while a few participants asked for an extension.   

Since the interview protocol did not limit in terms of how the participant answer the 

questions, the participant had a freedom to include additional information sources if needed.  

One participant added multiple screen captures of his tweets from the Twitter homepage when 

elaborating his responses.  When receiving completed interviews from the participants, the 

researcher carefully reviewed their responses and sent back emails to the participants if follow-

up questions were needed.  By exchanging emails to probe the participants’ responses, the 

researcher quickly and effectively communicated with the participants and obtained the 

sufficient responses.  The researcher downloaded files of completed interviews and stored them 

into the researcher’s computer for analysis.  

Skype interview.  One participant chose the Skype interview.  The participant and the 

researcher scheduled a Skype meeting via direct messages on Twitter in advance and met at 9 am 

(U.S.) and 10 pm (South Korea) on September 6, 2014.  After one trial of calling and managing a 

microphone, the interview lasted for 90 minutes through Skype.   

Before starting with questions in Section A, the researcher provided a brief description of 

research purpose and introduction to the researcher, notified the participant the rights, and 

obtained the permission for voice-recording of interview: The interview was recorded via the 

researcher’s iPad.  Following the protocol in Section A, the researcher asked five closed ended 

questions regarding basic demographic information and Twitter usage pattern.   

The researcher moved onto the Section B after explaining once again how the questions 

ask the participant to recall the most critical incidents during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election.  

The participant elaborated his or her chosen incidents with details without limiting time, while 
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the researcher carefully listened to, made sense, and took notes.  The researcher also had chances 

to probe the participant’s responses.   

After asking the questions in Section B, the researcher asked the participant to provide 

comments and or ask questions if any.  The researcher notified that the participant would have a 

chance to review the interview transcription within 4-6 weeks and ended the interview.                  

Face-to-face interview.  Five face-to-face interviews were conducted at sites of 

participants’ choosing (e.g., participants’ office, coffee place, restaurant, etc.) in Seoul while the 

researcher was visiting South Korea for data collection in July and December 2014.  The one-on-

one interaction between the participant and the researcher allowed the participant to freely 

express and elaborate their thoughts and feelings as well as created space for the researcher to 

probe the participant’s responses for clarification and explore any interesting tangent (O’Leary, 

2005).  Each interview lasted for approximately 50-60 minutes.     

After greeting and welcoming the participant, the researcher briefly explained the 

purpose of the study, introduction to the researcher, and reminded the participant’s rights to 

voluntarily participate in the interview and ask questions any time they need.  Upon obtaining the 

participant’s permission, the interview was voice-recorded through the researcher’s iPad.        

 Starting with the Section A in the interview protocol, the researcher asked five questions 

about basic demography and their Twitter usage.  Before moving onto the Section B, the 

researcher once again explained how the interview questions were designed for participants to 

recall and elaborate the most critical incidents during the particular Seoul Mayoral election in 

June 2014.  While recalling the impressive incidents, the respondent had freedom to look at his 

or her mobile phone to retrieve the tweets, direct messages, or relevant photos and share with the 

researcher.  These additional behavioral cues were properly recorded on the researcher’s note.  

After finishing the questions in Section B, the researcher asked the participant to provide 

any other comments or ask questions, if any.  The researcher and the participant exchanged more 

information about shared interests in South Korean elections and politics and/or made small talks 

and ended the interview.  The researcher informed the participant of a chance to review the 

interview transcription within 4-6 weeks.                 

3.3.2.5 Qualitative data analysis.  The interviews were transcribed and translated from 

Korean into English for reporting analysis solely by the researcher, but reviewed by a Korean-

American graduate student majoring in Political Science.  The researcher employed the 



70 
 

codebook of operationalized concepts from the theory of Information Worlds described in 

previous Section 3.3.2.2 and analyzed the data using qualitative data analysis software, NVivo 

10 (QSR International, 2012).  To verify reliability of coding results, two other doctoral students 

who employing the theory of Information Worlds for their dissertation research assisted in inter-

coder reliability testing.  When coding the major five concepts of the theory of Information 

Worlds on a sample interview transcript, three coders reached fairly high levels of agreements 

from all five concepts—average of 90.14 percent. 

This explanatory sequential design allowed qualitative findings from semi-structured 

interviews to explain and elaborate upon the quantitative findings of social network analysis so 

that the results from both types of data could provide the general picture on the research problem 

as well as the in-depth explanations on the particular cases.   

3.4 IRB Approval  

This research consisted of collecting and analyzing Twitter network and content data as 

well as semi-structured interview data with opinion leader users.  The researcher submitted an 

application along with the recruitment messages, cover letter, and semi-structured interview 

protocols written in both English and Korean to the Human Subjects Committee of the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Florida State University and received an approval.  

However, as social scientists in South Korea do not have a practice of submitting IRB 

application and obtaining consent forms from participants, the researcher revised the initial 

application to exclude obtaining consent forms.  The initial IRB approval letter, re-approval 

letter, and renewal approval letter can be found in Appendices, A, B, and C.  The approved 

recruitment messages, a cover letter, and semi-structured interview protocol are also found in 

Appendices, D, E, and F.    

3.5 Ethical Consideration 

This research collected and analyzed the publicly accessible Twitter network and content 

data in Phase I and semi-structured interview data in Phrase II.  Even though Twitter users 

voluntarily provided their personal information such as name, occupation, and/or contact 

information on their profiles, the exposure of their identifiable information must be minimized in 

this research: this research displayed Twitter users’ accounts to present the node information in 

the network analysis.  Identifying information collected from the semi-structured interviews were 
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anonymized prior to the data analysis and/or replaced with pseudonyms for participants’ privacy 

and confidentiality.  However, some of the influential opinion leaders are highly well-known 

public figures in South Korea: They may be still identified from the anonymized information in 

reported analysis.    

3.6 Limitations 

Limitations of the quantitative data collection in Phase I relate to isolating the retweets 

out of an entire set of tweets created during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election campaign.  Since 

this research attempts to examine Twitter users’ information sharing behaviors through 

retweeting (RT), other communication activities of using mentions, replies, and/or direct 

messages were not included.  In addition, the researcher only collected and analyzed the retweets 

including the pre-defined keywords (e.g., names of two major candidates and the titles of the 

elections) excluding keywords with hashtags (#) and other keywords that might be relevant to the 

topic of the Seoul Mayoral election of Seoul.  Therefore, the collected retweets may not cover 

the entire political messages created with respect to the Seoul Mayoral election as well as the 

findings from this study focusing on particular election cannot be generalized for any other 

elections.        

In Phase II, the researcher attempted to conduct semi-structured interviews with a small 

number of participants by using multiple interview modes.  While providing the participants with 

multiple interview options increase the response rate, the variance of length and quality of the 

responses may also arise, compared to when using one interview mode.  Also, analyzing the 

interview data collected from a small sample poses challenges when presenting findings that may 

not be generalizable.  Particularly, most participants recruited for interviews hold 

liberal/progressive orientation, findings from this research cannot represent opinions and 

thoughts from the conservative opinion leaders.  In addition, considering that some participants 

are highly well known public figures in South Korea, protecting anonymity and confidentiality 

may influence them in terms of disclosing personal information and/or honest responses.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

RESULTS 

 

 
4.1 Findings from Phase I to Answer to RQ1 

This Phase I attempted to examine the topical and structural characteristics of political 

communication network on Twitter during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election.  From May 15 

through June 5, after the Election Day of June 4, 2014 (for 22 days), tweets including four 

keywords—Wonsoon Park, and Mongjoon Jung, Seoul Mayor Election, and General Election—

were collected.  During the data collection period, 297,388 of entire retweeting activities were 

captured, and the top 35.3% (104,989 of 297,388) retweeting activities were chosen as a sample 

for analysis: The researcher analyzed the top 300 tweets retweeted 104,989 times.    

In Phase I, the researcher particularly focused on examining Twitter users’ information 

sharing behavior via retweeting (RT), information values that might influence users’ retweeting 

behavior, and how boundaries of information worlds might be identified within the network.  By 

employing the Theory of Information Worlds, the researcher conducted link analysis and 

political sentiment analysis and then created a retweeting network based on the content analysis 

results.  

4.1.1 Link Analysis   

Twitter users can attach additional information sources such as webpages, images, and/or 

videos along with 140 characters as a means of expressing and supporting their opinions.  By 

analyzing postings from three presidential candidates’ Facebook walls, Robertson et al. (2009) 

found five linkage patterns showing various purposes when individual users’ engaging in 

political communication: evidence, rebuttal, action, joking and ridicule, and direct address.  Lee 

et al. (2013) continued to explore the purposes of participating in political communication during 

election campaigns and found three more types from the most frequently shared retweets: media 

report, human report, and event report.  However, it is challenging to clearly identify users’ 

purposes in their tweets because 140 characters of texts may lack the contexts and multiple 

purposes can be identified from one tweet (Lee et al., 2013).  Therefore, the researcher confined 
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the analysis to identifying types of the information sources attached in the tweets by using 

hyperlinks, demonstrating users’ information use patterns.     

In this section, the researcher attempted to examine the characteristics of the most 

frequently shared top 300 political tweets through analyzing types of information sources.  While 

a user’ choice of information sources such as media channels holding particular political 

orientations (e.g., Fox News, CNN, etc.) effectively show his or her political orientation 

(Himelboim et al., 2013; Conover et al., 2010), identifying political orientation of South Korean 

news media was not conducted in this study.  Due to the lack of the valid identification of the 

political orientations of South Korean news media, this research mainly focused on analyzing the 

types of news media—traditional media versus alternative media—to see patterns of Twitter 

users’ news consumption for their political communication.  

Out of the top 300 tweets shared by Twitter users, two-thirds tweets (225 of 300; 75%) 

included at least one hyperlink in the message while one-third (75 of 300; 25%) did not include 

any additional information sources.  The number of total hyperlinks in 225 tweets was 290; one 

tweet may have multiple hyperlinks in it.  At the point of analysis, 31 of 290 hyperlinks (10.7%) 

were not available because either the link was broken or the original tweet was deleted.  259 

available hyperlinks (259 of 290; 89.3%) were reviewed and classified under the five categories: 

news report (NR), social media (SM), streaming service (SS), image (IM), website (WB).  Table 

5 shows the categories, frequencies, and percentages of information sources that each hyperlink 

connects to.    

Codes Descriptions Frequencies Percentages 

NR News reports created by traditional and/or alternative news media  87 33.6% 

SM Social media such as Facebook, Instagram, etc. 5 1.9% 

SS Streaming services such as YouTube, UStream, etc. 9 3.5% 

IM Images 121 46.7% 

WB Webpages such as individuals’ and/or organizations’ blogs, 
websites, etc. 

37 14.3% 

Sum  259 100% 

 As Table 5 shows, two biggest types of information sources are images (IM) and news 

reports (NR): 121 hyperlinks connect to images (IM, 46.7%) and 87 to news report (NR, 33.6%), 

followed by third biggest type of webpages with 37 hyperlinks (WB, 14.3%).  Hyperlinks to 

other social media pages (SM, 5 of 87; 1.9%) and streaming services (SS, 9 of 87; 3.5%) account 

for 5.1% of the total hyperlinks.  It shows that most frequently shared 300 tweets tend to include 

Table 5. Types, Descriptions, Frequencies, and Percentages of Information Sources 
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hyperlinks to images and/or news reports relevant to the texts as two most widely distributed 

information sources.  To further identify the types of news media (NR), four categories were 

used: two for Internet news (IN) and televised news (TN), and another two for traditional media 

(TM) and alternative media (AM).  These codes are a part of comprehensive codebook for 

classifying South Korean news media type created by Oh, Ahn, and Lee (2016).  Table 6 shows 

the types and descriptions of news media as well as frequencies, and percentages of each media.                

Codes Descriptions Frequencies Percentages 

IN-TM Internet news by traditional media (i.e., Internet version of 
traditional newspapers) 

45 51.72% 

TN-TM Televised news by traditional media (such as mainstream TV 
stations) 

5 5.75% 

IN-AM Internet news by alternative media (published online only) 36 41.38% 

TN-AM Televised news by alternative media (such as streaming services)  1 1.15% 

Sum  87 100% 

(*Source: Oh, Ahn, and Lee, 2016) 

As shown in Table 6, 93.1% of the total news media was Internet news and only 6.9% 

was televised news.  Internet news produced by traditional media (IN-TM) accounts for 51.72% 

(45 of 87) while Internet news by alternative media (IN-AM) occupies 41.38% (36 of 87).  This 

shows that the top 300 tweets shared by Twitter users mostly include Internet news in their 

tweets as a main information source.  The traditional news media still dominate individual users’ 

news consumption on Twitter: 57.47% (50 of 87) of news reports was produced by the 

traditional Internet news (51.72%; 45 of 87) and televised news (5.75%; 5 of 87).  42.53% (37 of 

87) was news reports created by the alternative Internet news (41.38%; 36 of 87) and televised 

news (1.15%; 1 of 87).  Considering that the alternative news media are published and/or 

broadcasted only on the Internet, it can be said that the influence of alternative media is as high 

as that of traditional news media among Twitter users.    

4.1.2 Political Sentiment Analysis   

 Sentiment is a form of an individual’s representation of his or her political opinion and/or 

thoughts (Barnhurst, 2011; Dahlgren, 2005).  Political tweets normally correlate with a high 

degree of sentiment as well as particularly chosen information sources considered as an indicator 

of political orientations (Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2012; Himelboim et al., 2013; Conover et al., 

2010).  The researcher attempted to categorize overall political sentiments toward the major two 

candidates embedded in tweets.  Given the nature of political texts of subjectivity including the 

Table 6. Types, Descriptions, Frequencies, and Percentages of News Media 
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use of sarcasm, irony, and joke (Barnhurst, 2011; Robertson et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2013), the 

researcher chose qualitative content analysis approach instead of using automatic text analysis 

tools.  To categorize overall political sentiment at a message level, the researcher looked at all 

features including texts, acronyms, emotions, hashtags, as well as hyperlinks to images and 

videos, which are considered as indicators of political sentiment.  The researcher used her best 

knowledge of social, political, and cultural contexts of the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election in the 

process of coding political sentiments from the top 300 retweets.  

4.1.2.1 Coding scheme and codebook.  The researcher reviewed all communicative 

features of texts, hashtags, and hyperlinks included in a tweet to capture the overall political 

sentiment at a message level.  To encode types of political sentiments, the researcher used a 

grounded approach.  By looking at a sample of 50 tweets at a message level, the researcher 

assigned codes of positive, negative, and neutral sentiment towards the two major candidates and 

their affiliated political parties—Park from Minjoo Party and Jung from Saenuri Party—at a 

micro level.  For example, a positive sentiment toward Park was assigned PP, and NP for a 

negative sentiment toward Park; PJ for a positive toward Jung, and NJ for a negative sentiment 

toward Jung.  A positive sentiment toward the Minjoo Party was coded as PM, and NM for a 

negative sentiment toward the Minjoo Party; PS for a positive sentiment toward the Saenuri 

Party, and NS for a negative sentiment toward the Saenuri Party.  Neutral sentiments towards 

two candidates and their parties as well as retweets that could not be coded due to lack of context 

or broken links were coded as NT.  In addition, Twitter users talked about broader political 

topics and issues beyond the candidates and political parties such as sunken ferry, NIS 

manipulation during the 2012 election, national defense, nuclear weapons of North Korea, and 

international relations as well.  Sentiments toward these broader topics and issues were also 

coded as NT.  These nine sentiment codes were tested with another sample set of 50 retweets.   

After testing these seven codes towards candidates and affiliated political parties, the 

researcher converted micro level codes into macro level codes for political attitudes of 

conservatism, liberalism, and neutralism.  Three macro level codes were assigned: CON for 

conservatism, LIB for liberalism, and NEU for neutralism.  A total of 9 codes were assigned at a 

micro level, and they were converted into 3 macro level codes for political orientations.  Table 7 

shows types and descriptions of political sentiment at micro and macro levels.  
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Table 7. Codebook for Coding Political Sentiment 

4.1.2.2 Examples.  The researcher assigned political sentiment codes at a message level 

by reviewing the full texts, emoticons, hashtags, and included hyperlinks all together.  When 

suitable, multiple codes at a micro level were assigned to a single message and the micro codes 

were converted into macro level codes for political orientations.  To provide examples of 

political sentiment codes given to tweets, original tweets written in Korean were translated into 

English.  In square brackets, the research provided additional explanations for clarity and/or 

offered information about the hyperlinks included in the tweet.   

The 85.6% of projected policies by candidate Park [who has been the Seoul Mayor for 

the past two years since October 2011] were successfully accomplished.  Candidate 

Jung’s wife criticized Park as a lazy Mayor who didn’t work hard.  Then, Candidate Jung, 

what have you done so far as assemblyman for the past twenty-five years?  [A hyperlink 

Political Sentiments Descriptions Micro Codes Macro Codes 

Positive to Park  Positive sentiments directly toward 
candidate Park, his policies, remarks, and 
etc.  

PP LIB 

Negative to Park Negative sentiments directly toward 
candidate Park, his policies, remarks, and 
etc. 

NP CON 

Positive to Jung Positive sentiments directly toward 
candidate Jung, his policies, remarks, 
and etc. 

PJ CON 

Negative to Jung Negative sentiments directly toward 
candidate Jung, his policies, remarks, 
and etc.  

NJ LIB 

Positive to Minjoo Party Positive sentiments toward the Minjoo 
Party, other politicians, their remarks, 
and etc. 

PM LIB 

Negative to Minjoo Party Negative sentiments toward the Minjoo 
Party, other politicians, their remarks, 
and etc. 

NM CON 

Positive to Saenuri Party Positive sentiments toward the Saenuri 
Party, other politicians, their remarks, 
and etc. 

PS CON 

Negative to Saenuri Party Negative sentiments toward the Saenuri 
Party, other politicians, their remarks, 
and etc. 

NS LIB 

Neutral  Neutral sentiments toward two 
candidates and their parties, retweets that 
cannot be coded due to lack of context or 
broken links, or retweets including 
broader political topics and issues such 
as sunken ferry, NIS’s manipulation, 
nuclear weapons of North Korea, 
international relations, etc.    

NT NEU 
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to a mainstream media news article reporting candidate Park’s successful administration 

as a Seoul Mayor is attached to the tweet.]    

This message was retweeted 1,566 times during the election campaign period.  This 

message received two micro level codes of PP (positive toward Park) and NJ (negative toward 

Jung) since the texts in tweets and the URL to the news article demonstrated how competent 

candidate Park was as Seoul Mayor from October 2011 to March 2014 contrast to candidate Jung 

who has been assemblyman for longer than two decades.  Later, these two micro level codes 

were converted to macro level code of LIB (liberalism).  

#JungforSeoulMayor  Candidate Jung from the Saenuri Party and his wife Ms.  Kim are 

visiting the YoungDeungPo Elderly Center to serve lunch meal to the elderly.  [A 

hyperlink to an image of Candidate Jung and Ms. Kim serving lunch to the elderly is 

attached to the tweet.] 

During the election campaign, 311 Twitter users shared this tweet.  By hash tagging 

JungforSeoulMayor and attaching an image of candidate Jung and his wife serving seniors at an 

elderly center, this tweet clearly shows the support for candidate Jung.  It was coded for PJ 

(positive toward Jung) at a micro level and CON (conservatism) at a macro level. 

[SandDo]  Hi, Fans!  Today is General Election Day!  Hope all of you can enjoy your 

right to vote!  All of us (9 members in TopDogg) except for the youngest member Yano 

(who had no right to vote yet) just finished voting! HaHa!   [A hyperlink to an image of 

Sangdo taken in front of the polling place is attached to the tweet.] 

One member of a famous hip pop band (called TopDogg of 10 boys), SangDo, wrote this 

tweet written on the Election Day.  He attached his photo to the tweet to verify his voting and 

shared it with his fans, which was retweeted 413 times.  This tweet was coded as NT (neutral) 

since it was simply about encouraging his fans and other Twitter users to vote.  Taking a selfie 

after voting at the polling place and sharing it with others on Twitter was one popular way 

among South Korean citizens to participate in political communication on the Election Day 

without getting involved with potential violation of the election law.  A micro level code, NT 

(neutral), was converted to a macro level code, NEU (neutralism).     

Candidate Jung from the Saenuri Party claimed that he would donate to an interest group 

during his election campaign speech, which caused a dispute of his violating election law.  
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[Hyperlinks to an alternative media news article reporting the issue as well as an image of 

candidate Jung are attached to the tweet.]   

The official Twitter account of an alternative news media, Voice of the Public, shared 

this tweet to report a story about candidate Jung’s speech causing a dispute of his possible 

violation of the election law, while attaching hyperlinks to the news article and an image of 

candidate Jung.  This tweet was retweeted 522 times.  Even though this tweet talked about Jung’s 

possible violation of the election law, the major purpose of this tweet was to share the factual 

information about Jung’s speech during the election campaign and how it causes a dispute, 

instead of arbitrarily taking one side.  Therefore, this tweet was coded as NT (neutral) and 

converted as NEU (neutralism).  Most tweets from official accounts of news media were coded 

as NT and NEU considering that these tweets mainly attempted to share the factual information 

about the election campaign activities and related issues with the public.  In cases that the tweets 

clearly provided the information as subjective interpretation of the factual information where 

political sentiments could be extracted, appropriate codes were assigned to the tweets including 

news reports.     

 4.1.2.3 Intra-coder reliability.  The researcher tested two sets of most frequently shared 

tweets before finalizing the coding scheme and codebook.  Upon finalizing the codebook as well 

as self-training to use coding scheme, the researcher carefully coded the entire sample set of 300 

retweets twice.  Coding political sentiment from tweets according to the codebook was rather 

straightforward when reviewing short and clear messages in texts, and additional information 

sources of news article, images, and videos.  Considering that political landscape in South Korea 

has been highly segregated by establishing a rivalry system of ruling conservative versus liberal 

democratic parties and partisan stakeholders who support either political orientation (Kil & 

Moon, 2001; Park et al., 2011), the political tweets most frequently shared during the election 

campaign demonstrated this characteristic.  To check the intra-coder reliability, the researcher 

compared the results from two rounds of coding and reviewed the discrepancies of 16 cases 

(5.3% of the total) and re-coded them for increasing consistency.          

 4.1.2.4 Coding results.  The researcher assigned overall political sentiment codes to the 

most frequently shared 300 tweets at a message level.  According to the codebook (Table 7), one 

or multiple codes were given to a tweet when needed.  As Table 8 shows, the total number of 

political sentiment codes at a micro level from the 300 retweets is 359.  Among these 359 codes, 
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NP, PJ, NM, and PS accounts for 38 (10.6%), PP, NJ, PM, NS for 204 (56.8%), and NT for 117 

(32.6%).  The most dominant political sentiments captured from 300 top retweets were positive 

toward Candidate Park from the Minjoo Party (56.8%) at a micro level, which were converted to 

Liberalism at a macro level, followed by Neutralism including NT (32.6%), and Conservatism 

from the positive sentiments toward Candidate Jung from the Saenuri Party (10.6%).           

Macro Codes Micro Codes Counts 

CON (Conservatism) NP (Negative toward Park) 16 

PJ (Positive toward Jung) 12 

NM (Negative toward Minjoo Party) 5 

PS (Positive toward Saenuri Party) 5 

Sub Total  38 (10.6%) 

LIB (Liberalism) PP (Positive toward Park) 71 

NJ (Negative toward Jung) 85 

PM (Positive toward to Minjoo Party) 11 

NS (Negative toward to Saenuri Party) 37 

Sub Total 204 (56.8%)  

NEU (Neutralism) NT (Neutral) 117 

Sub Total 117 (32.6%) 

 Total of Micro Codes 359 (100%) 

 According to a political sentiment captured in a tweet, a user who wrote the tweet was 

assigned with a macro level code for political orientation.  Therefore, the 300 users of top 

retweets were classified under three categories: 199 liberal users (66.3%), 72 neutral users 

(24%), and 29 conservative users (9.7%).   

4.1.3 Visualization of Retweeting Network   

 The researcher attempted to map the retweeting relationships among those who tweeted 

(authored) the most frequently shared 300 tweets and those who retweeted the 300 tweet 

messages.  By using the political sentiments as indicators of political orientations (Stieglitz & 

Dang-Xuan, 2012; Himelboim et al., 2013; Conover et al., 2010), the researcher assigned the 

political orientations to 300 author users in the sample set: 199 liberal users (66.3%), 72 neutral 

users (24%), and 29 conservative users (9.7%).  To assign political orientation to users who 

participated in retweeting those 300 tweets, the researcher decided to give the most dominant 

political orientation code out of all the tweets that user retweeted.  For example, when user A 

retweeted 100 tweet messages consisting of 70 liberal/progressive tweets, 20 conservative 

tweets, and 10 neutral tweets, the political orientation of this user A was assigned for liberalism, 

Table 8. Political Sentiment Codes on the 300 Top Retweets 
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the biggest out of three political orientation codes.  If user B retweeted 100 tweet messages of 50 

liberal/progressive and 50 conservative tweets, the algorithm automatically gave the code which 

came first in alphabetical order: Conservatism.  By taking this approach, political orientation was 

given to 28,955 users who participated in the top 35.3% retweeting activities.  Table 9 shows the 

number of the users in each political orientation categories. 

 Conservatism Liberalism Neutralism Sum 

Number of Users 2,258 (7.8%) 21,490 (74.2%) 5,205 (18%) 28,953 (100%) 

As Table 9 shows, the biggest user group (74.2%) holds liberalism, followed by groups 

of Neutralism (18%) and Conservatism (7.8%).  Figure 2 visualizes these different politically 

oriented groups in the retweeting network.  

 

        As shown in Figure 2, the biggest group holding liberalism centered in the network while 

being closely located with many scattered small-sized neutralism groups.  The conservatism 

group only had a few sub-groups between liberalism and neutralism groups.  This figure clearly 

displayed that groups of users holing different political orientations were separated and did not 

have much retweeting activities between and/or across groups.  This showed individuals in each 

Table 9. The Number of Users with Each Political Orientation 

Figure 2. Visualization of Retweeting Network. Colors represent the political orientations 

(Blue for Liberalism, Red for Conservatism, and Green for Neutralism) 



81 
 

group mainly engaged with sharing tweets holing the same political orientation, which was 

referred to as selective information exposure.     

 Based on the initial findings from Twitter network and content analysis in Phase I, the 

researcher identified a sample set of influential opinion leaders and created the protocol for semi-

structured interviews for Phase II.     

4.2 Findings from Phase II to Answer to RQ2 

The purpose of the semi-structured interviews conducted in Phase II was to explore the 

reasons, logics, and perceptions behind the observed information behaviors in which South 

Korean Twitter users engaged with others during the Seoul Mayoral election campaign.  In 

particular, this phase attempted to understand influential opinion leaders’ motivations, purposes, 

reasons, and perceptions of political information sharing on Twitter.  Another important goal of 

Phase II was to apply the theory of Information Worlds to the empirical data collected from 

Twitter and explore what could be learned based upon this theory.     

4.2.1 Profiles of Research Participants 

A total of thirteen South Korean opinion leaders (n = 13) participated in the semi-

structured interviews.  To provide participants with both “contextual naturalness” and 

convenience, multiple communication modes were employed: email, Skype, and face-to-face 

interviews (Kazmer & Xie, 2008, p. 259).  Given the geographical and temporal distance 

between the United States and South Korea, many participants (8 out of 13) chose to use email 

and Skype for the interviews.  The remaining five offered to meet for face-to-face interviews that 

the researcher conducted in South Korea during the summer and winter breaks in 2014.  The 

interview data were collected for six months from July 2014 to December 2014.  The profiles of 

thirteen participants are included in Table 10 below.  

4.2.1.1 Occupation.  Occupations of the participants included media representative 

(46.2%), legal representative (7.7%), professor/scholar (7.7%), political party staff (7.7%), 

politician (7.7%), and office worker/blogger (23.1%).  Most of the opinion leaders on Twitter 

were well-known public figures with high visibility as political commentators, such as media 

representatives reporting political issues, and professors/researchers participating in TV 

programs as panelists.  Three laypeople who were office workers but famous political bloggers 

online did not have much exposure via the traditional media and publicity offline.  Accordingly, 
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participants were classified into two categories of public figure opinion leaders and laypeople 

opinion leaders.   The occupations of the participants are included in Table 10 below. 

4.2.1.2 Twitter membership.  The number of South Korean Twitter accounts had 

continued to increase since April 2009, reaching nearly 5.5 million by the end of 2011, and 

surpassing 6.4 million as of May 2012 (OikoLab, n.d.).  More than half of the interview 

participants (8 of 13) joined Twitter in 2009 and continued to use it for multiple purposes besides 

political use.  Two thirds (10 of 13) have used Twitter longer than 4 years, meaning that they 

experienced the recent major national elections as well as the legislative change regarding social 

media use during election campaigns in South Korea.  Therefore, their experiences in using 

Twitter for political communication during the election campaigns were not limited to a single 

2014 Seoul Mayoral election, but rather included all the previous elections throughout their time 

on Twitter.  The periods in which the participants joined Twitter are listed in Table 10 below.            

Demographic Information Total (n = 13) 

Gender  

Female 1 (7.7%)  

Male 12 (92.3%) 

Age  

20-29 1 (7.7%) 

30-39 3 (23.1%) 

40-49 8 (61.5%) 

60 + 1 (7.7%) 

Education  

Bachelor’s degree 10 (76.9%) 

Master’s degree 1 (7.7%) 

Doctoral degree 2 (15.4%) 

Occupation  

Media Representative 6 (46.2%) 

Legal Representative 1 (7.7%) 

Professor/Scholar 1 (7.7%) 

Political Party Staff 1 (7.7%) 

Politician (Former Assemblyman) 1 (7.7%) 

Office Worker/Blogger (Laypeople) 3 (23.1%) 

Twitter Membership Joined  

January – June in 2009 2 (15.4%) 

July – December in 2009 6 (46.2%) 

January – June in 2010 2 (15.4%) 

July – December in 2010 1 (7.7%) 

January – June in 2011 1 (7.7%) 

July – December in 2012 1 (7.7%) 

Table 10. Profiles of the Thirteen Interview Participants 
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4.2.1.3 Political orientation.  The political orientation of the thirteen participants was 

considered liberal/progressive or neutral (i.e., not taking either part).  The network and tweet 

content analysis results demonstrated that most the influential opinion leaders who authored the 

most frequently shared 300 tweets in the sample set had a liberal/progressive political 

orientation: 199 users were assigned with a liberal/progressive orientation, and 29 users were 

assigned with a conservative orientation.  Based on that analysis, the researcher selected a 

sample set of most frequently retweeted opinion leaders (n= 30) for the interviews, which had 28 

liberal/progressive users and 2 conservative ones.  In addition, due to the lack of responses to 

recruiting messages from the conservative opinion leaders, none of them participated in the 

interview.  It is noted that virtual political communication venues including the Internet and 

social media in South Korea tend to have more liberal/progressive users than conservative ones 

(Park, 2013; Park et al., 2015).  Park (2013) analyzed the influential Twitter users’ effect on the 

2012 General Election and found that 90.6% of the total influential users have progressive/liberal 

orientations while only 9.4% hold conservative orientation.  Park et al. (2015) found that 

influential South Korean individuals such as celebrities and public figures have co-following 

patterns with other liberal/progressive users on Twitter.  Therefore, the findings from the 

interviews in Phase II are limited to representing opinions with liberal/progressive political 

orientations and do not reflect opinions of conservative opinion leaders.     

4.2.2 Social Types  

Social types are “the classification of a person or persons and the absolute definition 

given to individuals within a social world” (Chatman, 2000, p. 12; Burnett et al., 2001, p. 537). 

This section examined how South Korean opinion leaders perceived multiple kinds of social 

types and how those social types allowed them to engage in political information sharing 

behaviors.  Also, this section demonstrated how these opinion leaders perceived general Twitter 

users that might have multiple social types at both an individual and a group level.   

The quotes from interviews included in the subsequent sections were identified by the 

pseudonyms of the participants who made the statements.  Pseudonyms reflect the gender of 

participants.  The researcher translated the quotes to report the findings.  Parentheses within 

quotes were explanations provided by research participants, while square brackets indicated 

explanations or substitutions provided by the researcher for clarity or anonymity.  Due to the 

close connectivity of the concepts, some concepts were overlapped in quotes: a few same quotes 
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were included in relevant sections.  When needed, footnotes were provided with further 

explanations of context along with the information sources.   

4.2.2.1 Explicit status or title.  Occupation is one of the most explicitly perceived social 

types of participants.  Most of the participants (11 out of 13) mentioned their professional 

occupations as social types, which strongly guided them to engage in political information 

sharing with others on Twitter.  Particularly, seven participants emphasized their occupational 

roles as media representatives when explaining why they shared political information on Twitter.  

Harry, a reporter of a progressive newspaper, stated that his major purpose in political tweeting 

was to “Fix black propaganda and misinformation about the candidates that may mislead 

citizens’ decision-making during the election campaigns.”  As a journalist, providing credible 

information and filtering wrong information was one of his occupational roles.  Paul, a reporter 

for a famous online alternative media, also mentioned offering factual information as well as his 

interpretation as a journalist:  

I tweet very important but rarely available information in the traditional mainstream 

media such as the meaning of the factual information—interpretation by reading between 

the lines.  For example, the results of the exit poll on the Election Day are usually 

exclusively available among journalists [since the Election Law prohibits the disclosure 

of exit poll results on Election Day].  Based on this information, I tweet my own analysis 

and prediction of the election results (without disclosing the sources of the exit poll).  I 

share this information and my opinion with the public; because it is my work to share 

more than just factual information, which is not usually covered by the major traditional 

media.  (Paul, a media representative) 

Regarding providing credible information, Eric shared his experience of sharing his legal 

knowledge and expertise for free4 on Twitter during the 2012 presidential election campaign: 

One day, I was reading my timeline.  There was a question asking ‘if I were doing such   

and such during the election campaign period, would it be violating the election law?’  

No one answered that question.  I thought I could give some of my legal knowledge as a 

judge and replied to it.  Soon after my reply, so many other Twitter users started asking 

                                                 
4 Eric provided all of the legal information on Twitter without getting paid, which kept him from violating the 
Attorney-at-Law Act.  Since he was the only one who provided this type of professional information regarding 
election law during the election campaign, he quickly became the influential user with so many following him on 
Twitter.     
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questions regarding the election law.  This was how I started replying to those tweets 

asking about the election law on Twitter.  (Eric, a legal representative) 

Nathan was one of the most influential political commentators with 0.8 million Twitter 

followers.  As a law professor at a prominent national university in Seoul and a respected public 

figure with liberal/progressive orientation, he mentioned that it was his duty to “provide the 

public with the truthful, credible, and objective information from the progressive perspective.”  

Many of the public figure opinion leaders related their purposes in sharing political information 

on Twitter to their professional occupations and perceived roles of evaluating the truthfulness 

and credibility of the information as well as their interpretations of the information.  

Another explicit social type is related to familial status.  Everyone is identified by 

multiple familial connections even before having his or her occupational and professional social 

types: one is someone else’s child as well as someone’s spouse and parent if he or she is married 

and has a child.  Jeff, a famous political blogger, identified himself with multiple social types 

including familial status by saying “while many people considered me as a famous netizen 

detective5 on Twitter, in my real life, I am an ordinary office worker and father (of my kids) like 

everyone else.”  He stated that he confined his role as a netizen detective for political issues to 

the Internet in order to be able to serve his other roles as an office worker, father, husband, and 

others at the same time:  

In real life, I am just an ordinary person busy with taking care of my kids, making money, 

and reading books…I kept my cyber identity of a netizen detective for political issues on 

Twitter, Today’s Humor [a liberal/progressive Internet community], and Daum Agora [a 

forum hosted by portal service, Daum] only.  (Jeff, a blogger) 

 4.2.2.2 Implicit or inferred status by others.  Implicit social type refers to how others 

see or treat an individual: Based on how others treat an individual, one’s social type can be 

inferred.  In the political communication network on Twitter, there are laypeople opinion leaders 

who are as influential as traditionally well-known public figure opinion leaders without having 

such professional occupations.  Both laypeople opinion leaders clearly identified themselves in 

terms of the way others define them, while four of thirteen mentioned examples of implicit social 

                                                 
5 In South Korea, there are groups of ordinary citizen users who are very good at digging out information online via 
strong Internet searching skills.  These are called netizen detectives meaning citizen detectives working on 
networked virtual spaces.  Their interests of topics for investigation greatly vary from celebrity rumors to political 
scandals.    
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types.  Jeff has been regarded as the most famous netizen detective since he investigated the 

National Intelligence Service’s (NIS) manipulation of public opinion on Twitter during the 2012 

presidential election.  Regarding this social type, he noted:  

During the 2012 presidential election, NIS illegally manipulated public opinion on 

Twitter by tweeting and retweeting.  Many people had doubts, but nobody could claim it 

for sure.  After the election, I spent so much time digging out the clues of those illegal 

activities and found the critical evidence of NIS swaying the public opinion6.  Since then, 

people named me as a netizen detective and tens of hundreds people started following me 

on Twitter.  I have received so many direct messages (DM) on Twitter and emails from 

those young people saying that they wanted to learn to be a netizen detective after me.  

(Jeff, a blogger)     

Another good example of implicit social types is one-man media7.  Michael is a 

freelancer reporter without ties to any traditional or alternative media companies.  However, he 

has developed his unusual career as an independent reporter mainly distributing his reports and 

video footage via his blog and social media for the last ten year.  Now, being a famous 

independent reporter as influential as official media representatives in mainstream media, he is 

considered as an iconic one-man media (Lee, 2016).  Before having this new title, one-man 

media, Michael had been one of the most popular bloggers since December 2005 with 45 million 

page views as of 2013.  Regarding his political tweeting experience during the 2014 Seoul 

Mayor election campaign, Michael noted:  

After Wonsoon Park won the by-election for Seoul Mayor in 2011, I started to follow and 

report on his successful administration as mayor.  However, during this 2014 election 

campaign, the conservative mainstream media rather distributed ad hominem attacks 

towards Park8 instead of talking about his qualification or policies.  So I actively reported 

                                                 
6 In early 2013, the National Intelligence Service (NIS) of South Korea was accused of swaying the public opinions 
on Twitter during the 2012 presidential election campaign and convicted to be guilty in early 2014 (Prosecutors 
Detail, 2013; Former South Korean Spy Chief Convicted, 2014).  Jeff contributed to investigating this case by 
offering the critical evidence, the hidden Twitter account of a special agent of NIS (@nudlenudle) who heavily 
participated in the illegal Twitter activities (See Kim, 2015, para. 5, 6, and 7).   
7 One-man media is a newly coined term for an independent freelancer reporter who basically does the same job as 
the professional media representative (e.g., reporter) without being hired by any type of media companies.  
However, the official legal status of one-man media in South Korea is not fully established due to the lack of the 
consensus on the legal definition.    
8 Some mainstream media focused on reporting Park’s wife having plastic surgeries and his son getting exempt from 
the mandatory military service due to his medical issue. 
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about Park’s achievements as mayor since 2011 as well as the future prospects to provide 

the information that the mainstream media did not.  (Michael, a blogger) 

 4.2.2.3 Team or community role.  A certain role that an individual serves within a team 

or community may constitute a social type.  This social type comes from the context-specific, 

and or behavior-defined social roles.  For example, many opinion leaders on Twitter serve as 

question answerers when ordinary citizen users ask questions regarding particular political issues 

or seek for interpretations of those issues.  Eight of thirteen participants provided examples of 

such team/community roles.  As a legal representative, Eric tried to answer the election law 

questions coming from his followers as well as other users.  In this case, Eric served as a 

question answerer while many other users performed as question askers within the political 

communication network: “There was no one answering to that election law related question… I 

thought I should answer [as a professional legal representative] because I easily could.”   

 Opinion leaders are often considered trusted guides/experts (i.e., those who serve to 

others as cognitive authorities for others) when individual users try to assess the credibility of 

information on Twitter.  Jeff shared one of his episodes regarding his role of filtering false 

information: 

There are a lot of far-fetched less credible information pieces [such as hoax, rumor, etc.]  

on Twitter, and people are clamoring over that.  When I see this type of information in 

my timeline, I quickly search relevant information to verify its truthfulness.  When it 

turns out to be wrong, I officially announce that it is not true by providing all the 

supporting evidence (such as news articles, video footage, books, etc.).  People consider 

me as an arbitrator of issues and take my words saying, ‘this is what was confirmed by 

Jeff himself!’  This is when it is not an issue anymore on Twitter.  (Jeff, a blogger)     

4.2.2.4 Social type at a group level.  There is a social type as a group for which social 

type of an individual may or may not be identical to the group social type.  An individual may 

have multiple social types at different levels at the same time even as they can also be classified 

under various categories of groups.  For example, one with a progressive political leaning is a 

progressive at an individual level as well as being an identifiable member of a group of 

progressives.  Also, one who has a conservative political orientation (i.e., is conservative at the 

personal level) may align himself/herself to the group level by donating monthly funds to online-

based alternative media companies (i.e., those who support alternative media companies at 
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another level).  Also, there is a group of people who loathe politics while another group may 

have enthusiasm about politics.  Nine of thirteen participants provided examples of social types 

at group levels.   

Leonard described how he was impressed with the 36,000 supporters who sent support 

funds to his online alternative media company which he established after he had been illegally 

dismissed by MBC, one of the biggest broadcasting companies: “There are well-intentioned 

36,000 members who willingly support this Internet alternative media, who lost faith in the 

mainstream media … of course there are some radicals with extreme orientations among them.”  

Other examples of group-oriented social types include some radical groups of people 

with an extreme conservative orientation mentioned by Leonard: “I see some people with a 

fanatical belief here such as the Korea Parent Federation9.”  Similarly, Jeff reported “On Twitter, 

(I think) there are two types of people, those who can make conversations with others (even if 

they disagree on things), and those who simply can’t no matter what such as those in Ilbe10.”  

Kai, a reporter for a progressive weekly magazine—the SisaIn—as well as a well-known social 

media guru, also described one group of people as having expertise in inciting inflammatory 

pronouncements rather than leading reasonable political discussion and or discourse (e.g., 

agitators, rabble-rousers):  

In recent years, I have seen those people emerging as an influential user group on 

Twitter, who are simply very skillful in instigating and trolling without having proper 

qualification as an opinion leader… who lack the abilities to provide credible 

information, and or interpretation, as well as framing the agenda.  (Kai, a media 

representative)            

4.2.2.5 Metaphoric social type.  Metaphoric social type refers to how individuals use 

metaphor when identifying and defining their own social types as well as those of others.  This 

kind of social type was not discovered in many participants; however, one participant clearly 

offered seven examples of metaphoric social types during his interview.  Kai stated how he 

                                                 
9 The Korea Parent Federation is a civic interest group of the extreme far right senior members.  They are highly 
radicalized in conducting violent demonstrations against the Communism, North Korea, as well as Liberalism and 
Progressivism in South Korea.  Choi (2012) maintained their “intense patriotism targets at rooting out the leftist and 
overthrowing the North Korean regime” (A Day of a Member of Korea Parent Federation, para. 3).   
10 The Ilbe is an Internet community where mainly male extreme rightists share political discourse and jokes.  The 
shared characteristics among the users in this community include “the irrational hatred for liberalism/progressivism, 
hostility towards people from certain regions in South Korea, and intense misogynies” (Kim, 2012, para. 2).   
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defined his role of disseminating various types of information to the public and triggering open 

discussion and conversations on Twitter:   

My personal theme [goal] of Twitter activity as a reporter was to become a midfielder of 

public issues.  A midfielder [in soccer] is not a striker, but a starting point of good 

offense in the middle of the field.  I wanted to serve like a midfielder who could quickly 

and widely distribute a variety of information sources regarding public and political 

issues to the public.  (Kai, a media representative) 

Other metaphoric social types he mentioned in terms of using various social media 

platforms for serving his occupation include a regular army (RA) and a guerrilla:   

As the proverb says, you work in the daytime and you study at night [which explains how 

you diligently accomplish two different tasks around the clock].  To me, it seems that I do 

my job as an RA in the daytime and as a guerrilla at night.  As an RA (a reporter of a 

weekly magazine, the SisaIn), I need to guarantee the full integrity of my reports as a 

journalist and abide by the organizational norms.  However, as a guerrilla  (a reporter and 

individual social media user), I have much more freedom [without getting the editor’s 

approval or disapproval] to talk about certain topics that I can’t cover in the SisaIn 

magazine, from the perspective that I can’t disclose in the SisaIn magazine.  (Kai,  a 

media representative) 

In identifying other influential users on Twitter who are experts particularly in instigating 

and trolling, he used the metaphor of the boy who cried wolf:  

Those who are only interested in stirring up political discourse and getting attention from 

others are like the boy who cried wolf [one of Aesop’s Fables] who simply makes so 

many false inflammatory remarks and claims.  That’s how they quickly draw others’ 

attention as well as how they satisfy the expectation of those users with extreme political 

orientations on Twitter.  (Kai, a media representative)     

4.2.2.6 Summary of social type.  This section examines the multiple kinds of social 

types perceived by South Korean opinion leaders in the political communication venue of 

Twitter.  Among many more types as listed in the general codebook of Information Worlds 

theory, the major five types were described in details along with the quotes.  The major five 

social types as follows: 

1. Explicit status or title, 
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2. Implicit or inferred status by others, 

3. Team or community role, 

4. Social type at a group level, and  

5. Metaphoric social type. 

Findings illustrate how these various social types allow participants to engage in political 

information sharing behaviors with others on Twitter during the election campaigns.  

Professional occupations are the most explicitly perceived social types that clearly influence why 

and how these opinion leaders use Twitter for political purposes.  Highly professional 

occupations such as journalist, judge, and college professor have direct impact on participants’ 

Twitter activities in terms of providing the public with truthful and credible information as well 

as their own interpretation of the given information.  Given that there is a lot of inaccurate 

information including rumors, hoaxes, and black propaganda on Twitter, having the ability to 

quickly assess the credibility of the information as well as offer interpretation of information is 

one of the most critical characteristics that make these participants opinion leaders.

 Familial status is another explicit social type.  While other public figure opinion leaders 

did not connect their familial status with their political activities on Twitter, one of the laypeople 

opinion leaders, Jeff, clearly noted how his familial type along with his professional occupation 

(office worker) made him confine political activities only in a few virtual communication venues 

including Twitter.    

Implicit social types refer to how others see or treat an individual based on his or her 

observed behaviors.  Two participants who are laypeople opinion leaders, Jeff and Michael, 

clearly perceived their social types as netizen detective and one-man media respectively.  

Netizen detectives and one-man media are now well-accepted types referring to the groups of 

people who investigate issues in various topic areas and independently report and broadcast news 

via Internet and social media.     

Individuals also have social types that come from the context-specific or behavior-

defined social roles within a tem or community.  On Twitter, there are groups of individuals who 

ask questions (i.e., askers) and answer the questions (i.e., answerers).  Eric particularly serves as 

a question answerer when he answers the election law related questions, which requires a high 

level of knowledge and expertise during the election campaign.      
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Along with multiple social types at an individual level, individuals have social types at a 

group level as well.  An individual with a conservative political leaning is a conservative at an 

individual level as well as member of a group of the conservative, which lets him or her engage 

with group level information behaviors.  Many participants stated that they easily observed some 

individuals with extreme political orientations who identified themselves as a specific type at a 

group level such as the Korea Parent Federation and the Ilbe and engaged with radical behaviors 

that they might have not involved with at an individual level.         

Metaphoric social type refers to how individuals use metaphors when identifying their 

social types and defining the roles and responsibilities.  Even if this metaphoric social type was 

found from only one participant (Kai, a media representative), it was interesting to see how 

individuals can conceptualize and define their social types and roles by using implied meanings 

and metaphors.     

It is worth noting that any individual may have multiple social types and roles at the 

individual, group, and or metaphoric level that may be both explicitly and implicitly identified, 

and that he or she can engage with individual as well as group information behaviors at the same 

time.  

4.2.3 Social Norms  

Social norms refer to the agreed upon and acceptable forms and codes of behaviors that 

allow for “standards of rightness and wrongness in social appearances” (Burnett et al., 2001, p. 

537).  The purpose of social norms is to give individuals a shared sense of gauging what is 

normal and normative in a specific context at a specific time.  This section examines how 

explicitly or implicitly expressed social norms guide participants’ assessment of information 

value and engagement with information behaviors.  All thirteen participants mentioned how 

three types of social norms played into their online and offline political communication and 

participation.    

4.2.3.1 Explicit social norms.  A formalized statement that clearly articulates norms for 

behavior offers a typical example of explicit social norms.  A formalized statement can either 

affirm the behavior in question or indicate its inappropriateness.  On Twitter, all users follow the 

common communicative features of having 140 characters in each tweet, following/unfollowing, 

using the @ sign, hashtags (#), and retweeting (RT) to connect and communicate with others as 

general norms.  Beyond following these basic explicit norms, users have much freedom in what 
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they say and share along with the images and other URLs, whom they connect/disconnect with, 

how they use the @ sign, and hastags (#), and how they distribute information by retweeting 

(RT) on Twitter.   

Two out of thirteen participants described explicit social norms in their use of Twitter for 

pursuing their professional duties.  Eric addressed what types of explicit norms influenced his 

behaviors regarding answering the election law related questions on Twitter: 

For legal representatives, there is a law called Political Neutrality Act [for public 

officials] meaning that the legal representatives such as judges and prosecutors can’t 

express personal political leanings in the pursuit of their duties.  Answering those election 

law related questions on Twitter was not my professional duty11 that I do in my court.  

However, in order to shut down the unnecessary remarks and fuss (by conservative 

media), I tried not to reveal any personal preference towards certain presidential 

candidates: I simply provided the accurate legal advice to answer their questions.  Also, I 

didn’t get any financial reward out of it: it was free of charge.  If I had received any type 

of money out of it, I could have violated the Attorney-at-law Act.  This was how I 

answered those subtle questions without getting into further troubles.  (Eric, a legal 

representative) 

Since Eric was clearly aware of the possibility of violating specific laws, he paid careful 

attention to avoiding legal problems while providing accurate legal information to the public.  

Leonard also mentioned how explicit norms within traditional media had directly influenced his 

work:  

When working for this online alternative media (Newstapa), I had no [written] guideline 

or policy regarding what to report or what to say in social media.  But when I returned to 

the traditional media [the court ordered MBC to cancel the dismissal and have him back], 

the first thing they gave me was a Social Media Use Policy listing what I can do and can’t 

do with my social media.  Clearly, I can’t do things that I used to do like reporting about 

                                                 
11 How to interpret this Political Neutrality Act in terms of using social media has been highly controversial since in 
2011 the Judge Eun-Bae Choi posted his critiques against the Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement in his Facebook 
page.  While some argued that Judge Choi violated political neutrality by expressing his political opinion in public 
sphere, others claimed that Political Neutrality Act couldn’t come before Judge Choi’s Freedom of Speech beyond 
the court (Hwang & Moon, 2011).      



93 
 

certain topics or expressing my political opinions on social media any more.  (Leonard, a 

media representative)  

One of the three laypeople opinion leaders, Jason, shared his experience of how he was 

investigated by the police for posting and sharing his political tweets: 

One day in March 2010 [prior to the official election campaign period for the general 

election in April], I posted a tweet asking Twitter users to pick the best candidate for the 

Governor of Gyeonggi province.  A few days later, the National Election Commission 

(NEC) reached and ordered me to delete the polling related tweet due to its violation of 

the election law12.  [Even though the election law—prior to the revision in Jan, 2012—

didn’t list full details about using social media regarding election campaigns], I deleted 

my tweet, anyway.  However, the Seoul Police Department investigated me on charge of 

the violation of the election law and this was how I became the very first citizen (in South 

Korea) to be found guilty for illegally using Twitter regarding the election campaign.  

(Jason, a blogger)  

Even though the Election Law back in 2010 did not provide comprehensive details 

regarding how general citizens should use social media in the election campaigns, Jason was 

called in to the police for investigation, which directly influenced his later Twitter activities by 

“engaging with more self-censorship to avoid this turmoil.”    

4.2.3.2 Implicit social norms.  Implicit social norms refer to the behaviors or sets of 

behaviors that recur over time and are reinforced by the community, most often by observable 

acts of approval or disapproval.  All of the thirteen participants talked about how implicit social 

norms influence their Twitter activities during the interviews.   

One of the most foundational principles in journalism is objective journalism (also 

referred to as impartiality) as listed in Ethical Standards for Journalists, although the 

                                                 
12 In 2010, the Election Law prohibited anyone from participating in the election campaign before the official 
election campaign period.  In addition, the law required that anyone who wanted to administer public opinion polls 
should report to the NEC the required information such as questions, methods, regions, time period, and other 
information.  Since the election law (back in 2010) did not have comprehensive details regarding how to interpret 
citizens’ using social networking services (SNSs) for political communication prior to as well as during the official 
election campaign period, the NEC asked Twitter users to delete postings according to the old election law 
(Surveillance on Twitter, 2010).  This case brought up the heated discussion regarding how to revise the election law 
that couldn’t respond to the emerging technological advancement.  Later, the election law is partly revised in Jan 
2012 in order for anyone to participate in the election campaign by using the Internet and social media platforms 
during the official election campaign period (NEC website).  
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interpretation and application of these norms may be highly subjective13.  Leonard pointed out 

how the traditional media at an organizational level could attempt to control what and how to 

report according to subjective application of objective journalism norms:  

In MBC [one of the traditional mainstream media], there are some invisible rules and 

confinements (conventionally accepted so far) regarding what political topics and issues 

[which may be against the government and or conglomerates] can be dealt with, and how 

I look at them [or interpret them] in my reports or programs.  (Leonard, a media 

representative) 

Harry noted that individual media representatives and their affiliated organizations 

differently interpret objective journalism norms:  

Some mainstream media don’t report on certain topics and issues.  It’s not like the 

journalists don’t, it is more like the media companies don’t permit.  The Hope Bus Riding 

Campaign14 [for citizens’ supporting those illegally dismissed employees by Hanjin 

Heavy  Industries] was one of those topics.  While no one really talked about it on 

Twitter, I actively shared the factual information as well as my own opinion encouraging 

the public to participate in the campaign …  I did it because I thought that it was also my 

duty to provide my own opinion about the controversial issue as a journalist.  I had a lot 

of arguments with senior reporters who insisted that journalists must provide only factual 

information instead of taking sides…  In Korea, it is almost impossible for us (media 

representatives) to express our political opinions in our reports without the editors’ 

approval.  (Harry, a media representative) 

In addition, the conventional practices of exercising objective journalism norms make the 

traditional media report from both sides of perspectives simply to be fair:  

                                                 
13 Even though the Ethical Standards for Journalists lists the objective and or impartial reporting, it only briefly 
states the concepts without comprehensive details on how to interpret and apply it into individual’s actual duties.  
Regarding the limits of objective journalism, Taibbi (2015) claims, “everything journalists do is a subjective 
editorial choice, from the size of headlines to the placement of quotes and illustrations” (Objective Journalism is an 
Illusion, para. 2). 
14 The Hope Bus Riding Campaign refers to the general public getting on the bus together to visit and support those 
hundreds of employees whom Hanjin Heavy Industries illegally dismissed.  In 2011, Jin-sook Kim, well-known 
union activist from one of the biggest Union in South Korea, climbed up to the 35-meter high shipbuilding crane and 
protested against Hanjin’s unjust dismissal for almost a year.  However, the mainstream media didn’t fully report 
this because the Korean government was leading highly pro-business economic policies.  The general public who 
supported Jin-sook Kim from all over the country got on this Hope Bus together to visit and join the protest with 
her.  Harry did a pivotal role in making this Hope Bus Riding campaign viral on Twitter. 
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Most of the traditional media choose to provide reports to respond to both ends of 

political spectrum—conservative and liberal perspectives.  For example, if they offer one 

report criticizing the conservative candidate today, they offer another report criticizing 

the liberal candidate tomorrow.  Making same number of reports on different sides do not 

make objective journalism.  However, they (traditional media) simply think they are 

objective or fair by not taking one side.  This was the reason why the public lost trust in 

the traditional media and shifted into the alternative media.  (Jeff, a blogger)  

On the contrary, in much of the alternative media strongly rooted in the Internet and 

social media, the journalists proactively interpret the norm of objective journalism: they report 

many controversial political topics and issues—usually ignored or avoided by the traditional 

media—and provide various perspectives in their reports with the public: 

In this alternative media (Newstapa), I had no such invisible rules about what to report 

and or how to report compared to MBC.  It was more of me exercising my own ethical 

and occupational norms as a journalist.  In addition, given that the traditional media failed 

to provide objective and factual information, the citizens’ demand for finding alternative 

media sources (such as independent media, one man media, and etc.) was soaring.  That’s 

why the Newstapa so rapidly obtained 38,000 members funding us.  (Leonard, a media 

representative) 

When looking at the traditional media reports about the found body of the former CEO of 

Semo [whose Ferry sunk with more than 350 passengers on April 16, 2014 prior to the 

Seoul Mayoral election], I had many doubts.  However, on Twitter, there were so many 

other citizens who had the same doubts as me and many alternative media provided much 

more elaborated information and various perspectives contrast to traditional media.  

(Eric, a legal representative) 

4.2.3.3 Enforcement mechanisms of social norms.  Social norms can be enforced by 

social mechanisms of both sanction and reinforcement in explicit and or implicit ways.  

Sanctions involve constraints and penalties while reinforcements include approvals and 

encouragements.  Eight of thirteen participants talked about how these sanctions and 

reinforcements influenced their Twitter activities.  Kai shared his experience of losing a majority 

of his royal followers—who almost instantly read Kai’s tweets and passionately retweet them to 

others—when he disagreed with the highly partisan users on Twitter:  
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Those partisan users (who have strong political orientations) on Twitter want to listen to 

particular things that could reinforce their existing opinions and political orientations.  

For example, when the progressive candidate for superintendent of education, Noh-

hyunKwak, was accused of bribery after he won the election, his (highly proactive and 

aggressive) supporters tried hard to defend him.  But I bluntly went against their opinions 

and tweeted that Kwak deserved the blame from the public as well as his supporters who 

voted for him.  That was the very moment when more than the half of my royal active 

followers turned their backs and stopped following (i.e., unfollowed) me.  This was how I 

lost a lot of rabid partisan followers on Twitter.  I knew that it would considerably impact 

on my influence on Twitter as a media representative.  However, I had to point out the 

illegality of Kwak’s behavior even though I personally supported him, because it is my 

duty to provide objective fact and interpretation of the issue as a journalist.  (Kai, a media 

representative) 

Even though Kai realized that simply going against his partisan followers would result in 

losing most of the highly proactive followers, which would decrease his influence on Twitter, he 

decided to follow the occupational norms as a media representative.   

 Regarding the reinforcements, Eric shared his experience of how he started answering the 

election law questions on Twitter and noted that the increasing number of Twitter users’ 

questions made him feel it was his responsibility to answer the election law related questions as a 

legal representative:  

While I was reading my timeline, there was a question asking ‘if I were doing such and 

such during the election campaign period, would it be violating the election law?’  

However, no one answered that question.  I thought I could give some of my legal 

knowledge as a judge and replied to it.  Soon after my reply, so many other Twitter users 

started asking questions regarding the election law.  This was how I started replying to 

those tweets asking about the election law on Twitter…  I never wanted to answer those 

questions.  However, at some point, I felt strongly responsible for answering those 

questions because I knew that I was the only one who would answer on Twitter.  (Eric, a 

legal representative) 
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As a staff member of a small progressive party, the Justice Party, Sean realized that his 

perceived role of using Twitter became more important as the number of followers and retweets 

increased:  

Since the mainstream traditional media only focused on reporting news about two major 

ruling and opposing parties, my main use of Twitter was to distribute and share the 

information in order to represent the voices from the Justice Party as well as 

underrepresented social groups.  When I realized that my tweets were increasingly 

retweeted by my followers and often reported by Internet news media, I invested more 

time and effort to share the public and political agenda with others on Twitter, which are 

not covered by mainstream media.  (Sean, a political party staff) 

Jeff, a famous blogger as well as netizen detective on Twitter, emphasized how the 

various types of interaction with other Twitter users enhanced his perceived responsibility of 

investigating political issues and sharing truthful information:  

As I was considered as one of the most well-known netizen detectives, so many Twitter 

users followed me as well as passionately retweeted my tweets.  Besides, many of them 

willingly provided me with critical information and clues they found via DM (direct 

message).  Honestly, this is the secret weapon that helps me to quickly and widely 

investigate all of the relevant information sources [including hard to find hidden 

information sources] and share the accurate results with others on Twitter.  Along with 

core information, they send me a lot of nice supportive messages as well.  It really makes 

me feel that I am doing a right thing and many people are approving my work.  (Jeff, a 

blogger)    

Harry concurred that many Twitter users approved his reports including factual 

information as well as personal opinions through following him and or retweeting his messages.  

In addition, he noted that these new connections with the general public on Twitter provided him 

with many new informants—whom he might have not even had access to—so that he could get 

more and better information to create good reports:     

Providing objective and truthful information to the public is my responsibility as a 

journalist.  The more Twitter users follow me and retweet my messages, the stricter 

occupational responsibility and caution I take from it.  Plus, it really provided a great deal 

of advantages to me in terms of creating new informants across the topical areas.  In this 
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field [media], the company assigns you a certain topical area and your predecessor taught 

how to build your informants by introducing all of his/her exclusive informants [which 

may limit my sources].  However, via Twitter I can create new connections and 

interactions with the public without anybody’s help.  Using Twitter is such a great 

advantage to me to better perform as a journalist.  (Harry, a media representative) 

4.2.3.4 Summary of social norms.  This section examined multiple kinds of social and 

occupational norms perceived by South Korean opinion leaders in the political communication 

venue on Twitter.  Among many more types as listed in the general codebook of Information 

Worlds theory, the major three types were described in detail along with quotes.  Findings 

illustrated how these various social norms allow the participants to both do their professional 

jobs and engage with political information sharing behaviors.  The major three types include:  

1. Explicit norms, 

2. Implicit norms, and 

3. Enforcement mechanisms. 

Firstly, explicit norms refer to formalized statements such as laws, regulations, and/or 

guidelines that clearly articulate norms for behaviors.  Eric and Jason shared their experiences of 

how the general election law and Political Neutrality Act directly influenced their Twitter use 

during the election campaign.  Even if Eric’s providing legal advice and information on Twitter 

was not part of his professional duties but his personal choice of expressing his opinion and 

helping others who need accurate legal information, Eric intentionally choose not to fully 

disclose his political opinion and preference to avoid the possible legal problems.  Jason as a 

famous political blogger tried to communicate with other Twitter users by asking which 

candidate they supported prior to the Election Day.  However, according to the election law that 

did not articulate citizens’ use of social media during the election campaign period, Jason was 

called in and investigated by the police on suspicion of violating the election law.  These clearly 

demonstrate how the explicit social and/or occupational norms may or may not approve certain 

types of behaviors.    

Secondly, implicit social norms refer to the behaviors that recur over time and are 

reinforced by the community.  The majority of the participants, media representatives, expressed 

how interpreting and exercising an occupational norm of objective journalism might be 

subjective to the individual as well as organizations.  Leonard and Harry pointed out that the 
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conventional practices at traditional mainstream media did not allow reporting and/or 

broadcasting certain types of political topics and particular perspectives.  While individual 

journalists interpret the norm differently from that of organizations, it is challenging for 

individual journalists to freely express their political opinions without the organizations’ 

approval.  Conversely, Leonard told that alternative independent news media allowed journalists 

to freely exercise the objective norm in terms of choosing the political topics, issues, and 

perspectives for their reporting and to provide much more information carrying different 

perspectives from the traditional mainstream media.  

Thirdly, this sections shows that social norms can be enforced by social mechanisms of 

sanction and reinforcement.  As more and more Twitter users create new connections and 

interactions with participants by following, retweeting, and communicating, participants noted 

that they felt their activities and behaviors were approved by others, which enhanced their 

perceived norms of providing accurate and credible information and opinions as media 

representatives and bloggers.  It is interesting to see how various types of communication and 

interactions reinforced participants’ political information sharing with others on Twitter.  

Participants concurred that they took increasing connections and interactions with other Twitter 

users as a strong token of approval for theirs activities.  

4.2.4 Information Values  

Information value means, “a world’s shared sense of a scale of the importance of 

information” (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 8).  It refers to the commonly accepted and shared 

hierarchy by a group of members in a social world regarding the variable importance or 

unimportance of different types of information.  According to Burnett et al. (2001), different 

worlds may attach relative different kinds of values and scales to the information.  Information 

value includes a spectrum of values from high value to no value as well as a variety of ways in 

which value can be perceived.  This section examines how South Korean opinion leaders 

expressed various types of information values either explicitly or implicitly from the political 

discourse on Twitter during the election campaigns.  All thirteen participants mentioned various 

types of information values that may characterize the nature of political discourse on Twitter.  

4.2.4.1 Ideological value.  Ideological value is found when something is of value 

because it supports a particular political position.  Particularly, the election campaign period 

allows individuals to actively engage with information seeking, sharing, exchange, and 
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discussion with others towards a collective deliberation process (Huckfeldt et al., 2004).  In 

addition, the election campaign staff aim to make the best of social media platforms for their 

election campaigns.  All thirteen participants stated that they clearly articulated their opinions 

and political orientations in their tweets.  Nathan, a law professor and well-known political 

commentator, noted that he perceived “to provide the public with the truthful, credible, and 

objective information from the progressive perspective” as his duty.  Sean expressed that through 

Twitter he quickly and efficiently promoted the progressive policies and agendas from the 

Justice Party and assisted the election campaign for Wonsoon Park, a candidate from the major 

progressive party, during the election campaign:  

Since the mainstream traditional media only focused on reporting news about two major 

ruling and opposing parties, my main use of Twitter was to distribute the information in 

order to represent the voices from the Justice Party as well as underrepresented social 

groups.  During the election campaign, instead of having a candidate run for the Seoul 

Mayoral Election from the Justice Party, we strategically supported Wonsoon Park for 

Mayor of Seoul, and advocated for the Justice Party to obtain proportional 

representatives15.  (Sean, a political party staff) 

Eric said that he could easily identify political orientations from tweets asking election 

law related questions:  

People who are interested in engaging with the election campaign for the candidate they 

support usually go against the status quo [against the current conservative government].  

Through tweets, they asked me things like, ‘Is it okay (for me) to post the poster of Jaein 

Moon [a candidate from the progressive party] on my car?’ or ‘I want to play the 

campaign song for Jaein Moon in front of my restaurant, would it violate the election 

law?’  I instantly knew their political orientations from those tweets.  (Eric, a legal 

representative)  

Most participants (12 of 13) perceived that most of the followers who retweeted their 

messages would hold the same political orientations as theirs.  Nine of thirteen participants noted 

that they retweeted political messages written by others with the same political orientation.  

                                                 
15 During the 2014 general election, citizens in Seoul not only vote for Seoul Mayor but they also vote for the most 
favored political party, which lets limited number of candidates from that party can be elected as proportional 
representatives.     
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Grace, a politician and former assemblyman, stated that she retweeted messages created by users 

who “support the same candidate as she does.”  Michael and Jeff, both famous political bloggers, 

noted that they purposely tweeted and retweeted messages in favor of the particular candidate 

they support.  Jeff particularly shared his experience of helping Wonsoon Park’s election 

campaigns:  

Wonsoon Park’s election campaign staff members were well aware of the impact of 

social networking services (SNSs) during the election campaign.  They reached me and 

the other two most powerful SNS users to ask for help and support.  Since I had already 

supported Wonsoon Park [running for Mayor] and Heeyon Cho [running for 

superintendent of education] (before they asked me), I willingly offered my ideas and 

feedback about their election campaigns on SNSs and tweeted in favor of the candidates I 

support.  (Jeff, a blogger) 

While most participants considered political orientation to be the most important value in 

deciding what to say and what to share regarding their political communication, some (3 of 13) 

mentioned that they retweeted messages written from the opposite political orientation if those 

messages included credible information: “I retweet messages if they provide the truthful 

information that I can agree with regardless of the political orientation” (Jason, a blogger); “Even 

though some tweets were written by someone holding different political orientations, if I agree 

with or feel sympathy for the content, I retweet them to widely share with others” (Sean, a 

political party staff); “I retweet messages to share various perspectives regarding particular 

issues, even though they are against my own political orientation” (Ethan, a media 

representative).   

 One participant noted that they intentionally retweeted messages including politically 

opposing ideas and information to comment or rebut them:   

Recently, one teenager threw a homemade bomb to the presenter talking about her 

experience visiting North Korea, and I saw one tweet saying ‘that kid is a hero.’  It is too 

ridiculous to not say anything, so I retweeted that ridiculous message by adding my own 

comment of why it is wrong to think so.  (Harry, a media representative) 

4.2.4.2 Truth value.  Truth value refers to something valuable because it is perceived by 

members of the world to be true.  Nine of thirteen participants talked about how important it is to 

get access to truthful information for individuals’ information seeking, sharing, and decision 
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making during the election campaigns, since the mainstream media has been controlled by the 

government since Lee administration.  In particular, media representatives clearly emphasized 

the value of the truthful information and reports they provide, saying: “The purpose of using 

Twitter during the election campaign was to fix black propaganda and misinformation about the 

candidates that may mislead citizens’ decision-making” (Harry); “As an alternative news media 

reporter, I try hard to correct false information on Twitter which is not dealt with in mainstream 

media” (George). 

Kai noted that it was also their duty as media representatives to provide the public with 

their own interpretation of the information and reports to help the readers’ understanding:  

When a newspaper company gets a report out which may intentionally mislead the 

audience, we, journalists, instantly know that is wrong.  But the audience can’t really get 

it easily.  In that case, on my blog, I point out every single detail of how the claim is 

wrongly and poorly structured and supported, as your teacher corrects your composition 

at school.  It is important for reporters to provide accurate information as well as to 

correct the wrong claim and agenda for readers’ fuller understanding.  (Kai, a media 

representative) 

Participants with non-media related occupations also stressed the importance of having 

access to the credible information and opinions (interpretation of the information) to assist 

citizens’ information seeking and decision-making, saying: “Based on my occupational ethics, I 

provide the most accurate legal information to avoid misunderstanding” (Eric, a legal 

representative); “I find it my duty to offer interpretation of information from the progressive 

perspective” (Nathan, a law professor); “I retweeted critical information about what the 

candidate actually did, what he spoke about policies, instead of just mere supports for the 

candidate” (Grace, a politician and former assemblyman). 

 Michael also expressed how they double-checked the truthfulness of the information they 

shared on Twitter:  

When I post tweets reporting citizens’ demonstrations against a certain policy or issue, I 

instantly receive reactions from the readers.  For example, the district police department 

sends me mentions including their official answers to my reports.  Regarding a certain 

policy, the public officers send me tweets or even call me to answer my tweets or make 

excuses.  This is why I try hard to provide accurate and truthful information on Twitter.  
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Of course, I need to be careful in case relevant individuals or organizations may sue me 

due to the inaccuracy of my reports.  (Michael, a blogger)   

4.2.4.3 Source/authority value.  Source/authority value refers to when something is 

valuable because of its source, thus providing high level of credibility.  The credibility of 

information is one of the core social attributes required for opinion leaders (Weimann, 1994).  

Ten of the thirteen participants expressed the source/authority value.  Leonard stressed the 

“importance of the trust that the public had built towards the reporters who were illegally 

dismissed from the mainstream media [MBC] and started this new alternative news media, 

Newstapa.”  He explained that this source/authority value identified by the public had allowed 

them (Newstapa) to quickly obtain 36,000 members who willingly offer funds to the alternative 

media.  Eric shared his experience of “checking out many types of materials such as election 

laws, regulations, instructions and guidelines from the library to review when answering the 

election law related questions on Twitter” to verify the credibility of the information that he 

provided.  Jeff also noted that how Twitter users regarded him as an arbitrator in terms of 

assessing the credibility of suspicious information: “People consider me as an arbitrator of issues 

and take my words saying, ‘this is what was confirmed by Jeff himself!’  This is when it is not an 

issue anymore on Twitter” (Jeff, a blogger).     

 Michael is considered one of the most famous one-man media who serves as an 

independent freelancer reporter in South Korea.  Without being hired by any organization, he is 

famous for broadcasting political and societal issues live from the beginning until the end, while 

the traditional mainstream media only broadcast part of the happenings on the spot and leave.  

From this unique practice of broadcasting, he has established solid source/authority values:  

It has been nine years since I started this freelancer reporting and blogging.  I have 

focused on broadcasting political and societal issues such as strikes and demonstrations 

live by sending out the video footage that I recorded via Twitter.  I come to the event 

before any reporter does and send out live tweets from the beginning to the end, while 

reporters working for the mainstream media require many approvals from the company 

for their reports to be published or broadcasted.  This is why many reporters say, 

‘Michael’s tweets are faster than the Yonhap News reports [which is equivalent to 

Reuter’s News Agency considered one of the fastest news releasing company in South 

Korea].’  Along with reporter groups, a lot of citizens who want to come and join but 
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can’t due to work follow me on Twitter and see what is really happening on the spot, 

while the mainstream media do not fully broadcast.  (Michael, a blogger) 

4.2.4.4 Contextual value.  Something is valuable within a specific time, place, or 

situation, but otherwise may be of limited value.  Most participants (11 of 13) mentioned the 

unique contextual values of South Korean political communication on Twitter.  Many media 

representatives expressed how important it is to see independent alternative news media quickly 

emerging when the traditional mainstream media were controlled by the government and failed 

to serve its own missions in South Korea.  Because of this context, Twitter became a very 

transformative alternative platform expanding citizens’ information access to various 

information sources and perspectives.   

Leonard, who established the alternative news media (Newstapa) after being illegally 

dismissed by the mainstream broadcasting company (MBC) pointed out, “Since the South 

Korean citizens completely lost trust in traditional media including both newspapers and 

broadcasting companies, they sought for the alternatives such as one-man media or Internet news 

media.”  Sean, who adopted Twitter to let unheard voices out to the public also noted: “Many 

Twitter users got frustrated with the mainstream media controlled by the current government, 

and chose to obtain political and societal information from following credible users on Twitter.”      

Some participants (8 of 13) articulated the concept of the public sphere on Twitter and 

observed how NIS and other government organizations corrupted the venue by swaying public 

opinion during the 2012 presidential election:  

Lee’s Administration mobilized NIS, Military, and civilian organizations [hired by the 

ruling political party] to manipulate the pubic opinions on Twitter during the presidential 

election campaign in 2012, which is obviously an illegal electioneering.  (Sean, a political 

party staff) 

During the 2012 presidential election, NIS illegally manipulated public opinion on 

Twitter by tweeting and retweeting… and I found the clues of those illegal activities and 

critical evidence of NIS swaying the public opinion.  (Jeff, a blogger) 

After the NIS and Military manipulated public opinion on Twitter in 2012, the political 

communication itself suffered from intense ideological conflicts and violent languages.  

The majority of frustrated citizens just walked away from Twitter with disappointment.  

(Paul, a media representative) 
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Given that citizens’ use of social media for election campaign was not available until 

January 2012, the election year of 2012 allowed all types of political actors—citizens/voters, 

politicians, elected officials, and government organizations—to become more proactively 

involved with political communication and interaction during the election campaigns.  However, 

South Korean citizens experienced not only the emerging digital media but they also suffered 

from the abusive misuse of them.  In this context, it is important to see how South Korean 

opinion leaders perceived the value of political communication on Twitter during election 

campaigns and how they predict the impact of Twitter on the South Korean political landscape 

through the future elections.   

4.2.4.5 Disruptive value.  Disruptive value means when something is of value because it 

is messy and disruptive and thus has its unique dynamics.  Political discourse fundamentally 

involves both agreement and disagreement regarding a certain topic or issue.  While political 

discourse may appear to be highly disruptive due to conflicting parties of agreement and 

disagreement, it is a critical characteristic embedded in the communication process for 

communicating and consolidating in a democratic society (Huckfeldt et al., 2004).  Five of the 

thirteen participants expressed their opinion about this disruptive but important process of 

political discourse.  Leonard noted:   

In a way, political communication on Twitter seems more of reinforcement and 

reconfirmation of what they already thought of, as well as criticizes others with different 

political opinions.  Changing this attitude wouldn’t be easy.  In another way, this 

polarization is not always bad, either.  Because it is natural that people have different—

opposing—views regarding certain political issues, and they form exclusive groups 

according to their political opinions.  It may look messy and disruptive that groups of 

people polarize and argue all the time.  However, the process itself is more than just a 

mess–there is a vivid dynamic of public opinion formation and collective deliberation in 

it.  (Leonard, a media representative) 

In addition, Kai pointed out how we could take advantage of this messy communication 

venue as a learning process for developing the general public’s media literacy:  

There are so many types of information available on Twitter, including accurate and 

credible sources as well as untruthful false rumors.  Beginner users who just adopt the 

new media don’t really know how to identify credible sources from those that are not.  
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That’s why people blame harsh those who share unreliable sources.  However, through 

the experience of using it, people gradually learn how to access the credibility and quality 

of information and share good information with others.  This is why I think that using 

media must be understood as a process of learning and developing the media literacy.  

We (South Korean Twitter users) need more learning processes to polish our media 

literacy and political communication skills.  (Kai, a media representative) 

4.2.4.6 Summary of information value.  This section examined the multiple kinds of 

information values identified from the political discourse among South Korean opinion leaders 

and general public on Twitter during the election campaigns.  The major five types of 

information values were explained with details among many types listed in the general codebook 

of Information Worlds theory.  Findings illustrate how these types of information value label the 

characteristics of South Korean citizens’ political discourse on Twitter.  The list of the five major 

information values include:  

1. Ideological value, 

2. Truth value,  

3. Source/authority value,  

4. Contextual value, and 

5. Disruptive value.  

Ideological value is one of the most clearly identified information values from the 

political discourse on Twitter.  When individuals express political opinions and orientations and 

share the information that supports their existing political orientations, they largely resort to their 

previously existing ideological values.  All of the participants noted that they clearly expressed 

their political orientations via Twitter and perceived that most of their followers would have the 

same political orientations as them as well as actively engaged with retweeting their political 

messages.  This shows that South Korean opinion leaders find important information value from 

ideological information and share them in building political discourse with others on Twitter.  

 Truth value is found when it is perceived by the members of the world to be true.  It is 

another critical value that most of the participants seek for developing the political discourse 

with others on Twitter.  Participants tried hard to provide accurate and truthful information as 

well as good interpretation of the information to assist the citizens’ information seeking and 

decision-making before the Election Day.  Some expressed concern of being accused of violating 
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the election law due to the inaccurate information on Twitter.  It appears that most of the 

participants are well considered having authority when they provide credible information and 

opinions and filter or correct the false information on Twitter.  

 Considering the South Korean political and media landscape, the findings showed how 

important it is for Twitter to provide South Korean citizens with alternative news media so they 

can get expanded access to various information sources and perspectives.  In addition, the 

experience of suffering from the government driven public opinion manipulation during the 2012 

presidential election sent out a threatening alert of how this virtual public sphere may be 

vulnerable to individual or organizational interventions during the election campaigns. 

 Lastly, disruptive value was found from the vivid dynamics that political discourse 

fundamentally conveys, coexistence of agreement and disagreement and their constant collisions.  

4.2.5 Information Behaviors  

Information behavior is defined as “a state in which one may or may not act on the 

information received and offered” (Chatman, 2000, p. 12; Burnett et al., 2001, p. 537).  This 

concept assists researchers in explaining how individuals might behave with respect to the 

information in a specific world (Burnett, 2000; Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  Information behaviors 

include the full range of normative behaviors including information seeking, sharing, provision, 

exchange, and even avoidance of information within certain contexts.  This section particularly 

examines how South Korean opinion leaders on Twitter engage with various information sharing 

behaviors during election campaigns.  By using the functions of following/unfollowing, the use 

of the @ sign, hashtags (#), and retweeting (RT), individual users engage with multiple 

information sharing behaviors of creating political tweets including both information and 

opinions, distributing them by retweeting, and exchanging information and opinions with others 

(e.g., in forms of conversing, Q and A, or debating).  All thirteen participants shared their 

experiences and insights into why and how they engage with information sharing behaviors 

during the election campaigns.  This section mainly examines three major types of information 

sharing behaviors.     

4.2.5.1 Information sharing.  Information sharing refers to an active offering or 

distribution of information to others.  Twitter users can do this in two ways: creating the political 

tweets and distributing them by retweeting.  All thirteen participants expressed their opinions 
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about how and why they engage with these information sharing behaviors with others as well as 

what it means to develop collective political discourse during the election campaigns.   

The major purpose of creating political tweets was to freely share political information as 

well as openly express their own political opinions on Twitter since political communication in 

their real lives was not highly encouraged in South Korea: “People tend to more freely express 

their political opinions and orientations on Twitter rather than their real lives” (Grace, a 

politician and former assemblyman); “This law called the Political Neutrality Act infringed upon 

my right to express political opinions even outside of my profession” (Eric, a legal 

representative): “It is impossible for us (media representatives) to express our political opinions 

in our reports without the editors’ approval” (Harry, a media representative).  Leonard also noted 

how the traditional mainstream media—which he worked for before it illegally dismissed him—

limited his ability to choose the political topics and perspectives for his reports and programs, 

compared to online alternative media:   

When working for this online alternative media (Newstapa), I had no [written] guideline 

or policy regarding what to report or what to say in social media.  But when I returned to 

the traditional media [the court ordered MBC to cancel the dismissal and have him back], 

the first thing they gave me was a Social Media Use Policy listing what I can do and can’t 

do with my social media.  Clearly, I can’t do things that I used to do like reporting about 

certain topics or expressing my political opinions on social media any more.  (Leonard, a 

media representative)  

Another major purpose of sharing information in tweets was to address the fact that 

traditional mainstream media in South Korea failed to obtain the public’s trust.  Since the Lee’s 

Administration heavily controlled the mainstream media, the public started to seek various 

information sources and perspectives on the Internet, instead of passively receiving information 

from the traditional mainstream media: “Since the South Korean citizens completely lost trust in 

traditional media (both newspapers and broadcasting companies), they sought for alternatives 

such as one-man media or Internet news media” (Leonard, a media representative); “Many 

Twitter users got frustrated with the mainstream media controlled by the current government, 

and chose to obtain political and societal information from following credible users on Twitter” 

(Sean, a political party staff).   
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 Under this circumstance, opinion leader participants strongly felt responsible for 

providing credible information and opinions to assist with the public’s information access: “It is 

my work to share factual information as well as my opinions with the public…which is not 

usually covered by the major traditional media” (Paul, a media representative); “I want to fix 

black propaganda and misinformation about the candidates that may mislead citizens’ decision-

making” (Harry, a media representative); “As an alternative news media reporter, I try hard to 

correct false information on Twitter which is not dealt with the mainstream media” (George, a 

media representative); “I find it my duty to offer interpretation of information from the 

progressive perspective” (Nathan, a law professor).  Filtering false information and correcting 

the wrongness of misleading information and opinions was considered critical as well: “There 

are a lot of far-fetched less credible information pieces [such as hoax, rumor, etc.] on Twitter… 

When I see this type of information, I quickly search relevant information to verify its 

truthfulness” (Jeff, a blogger); “When a newspaper company gets a report out which may 

intentionally mislead the audience… on my blog, I point out every single detail of how the claim 

is wrongly and poorly structured and supported” (Kai, a media representative). 

 Many South Korean citizens resort to Twitter and other online media to expand their 

information access and engage with open and free expression of their political opinions.  This 

shows how Twitter and other online media function as virtual public spheres in South Korea 

where their offline political communication is not encouraged.     

    However, most of the participants (12 of 13) perceived that most of their followers and 

retweeters hold the same political orientation as they do and nine participants noted that they 

retweeted others’ political messages to intentionally distribute them to wider groups of users on 

Twitter: “I retweeted messages created by users who support the same candidate as I do” (Grace, 

a politician and former assemblyman); “I mainly retweeted tweets written from the same 

political orientations, such as tweets representing underrepresented social groups to report and 

solve their problems” (Sean, political party staff); “Some citizens demonstrated against 

politicians from conservative ruling party, Saenuri, side by side who were begging for votes 

before the election day; however, they sent me tweets with photos of the scene because the 

mainstream media only covered the campaign of the ruling party.  Therefore, in order to promote 

citizens’ demonstration against the ruling party, I quickly retweeted them so that the tweets were 

widely diffused among my followers” (Nathan, a law professor).   
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 The way these opinion leaders selectively retweeted messages to their followers holding 

the same political orientation may strongly influence how they exclusively share, distribute, and 

expose to certain information within the group of people supporting the same political 

orientation.  This means that South Korean political discourse on Twitter demonstrates the two 

major characteristics of political discourse, homogeneity within the groups and polarization 

between the groups (Berelson et al., 1954; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Sunstein, 2007).     

4.2.5.2 Information avoidance.  Information avoidance means explicit or implicit 

avoidance or nonuse of information.  The reasons leading to avoidance or nonuse of certain 

information may tie to individuals’ perceived information values and or identified social types.  

On Twitter, individual users selectively choose whom they want to follow, and/or un-follow, 

which allows them to seek and or avoid certain information as they choose.  In the previous 

section on information sharing, South Korean opinion leaders stated that they engaged with 

information sharing via Twitter in order to freely express their political opinions and 

orientations, expand the access to the information sources carrying various political orientations 

which are not available in traditional mainstream media, as well as to share information and 

opinions with others with the same political orientation.  Among these, selective information 

sharing by retweeting can also be examined from the perspective of information avoidance in 

that participants intentionally select and retweet certain information and share them with wider 

groups of Twitter users.  This section examines why and how participants avoid certain types of 

information by selectively choosing what to share and not as well as how this behavior 

influences creating collective political discourse during the election campaigns.  

 Eight of the thirteen participants clearly understand that information avoidance rather 

limits citizen users’ capacity to interact with one another and share various information sources 

holding different political orientations:  

When Twitter users trust blindly certain candidates or political parties, they never take 

information or opinions that go against their existing political opinions.  It is (often) 

impossible for them to simply engage with conversation or discussion with others who 

have different political orientations.  (Sean, a political party staff)  

It is common that political information sharing on Twitter happens when they share 

similar or the same political orientations.  Therefore, it does not widely diffuse [across 



111 
 

groups with different orientations] as it appears—this is one of the shortcomings of 

sharing information within certain groups.  (Paul, a media representative) 

In a way, political communication on Twitter seems more of reinforcement and 

reconfirmation of what they already thought of, as well as criticizes others with different 

political opinions.  This seems a drawback resulting from engaging communication in 

only simple and convenient ways on Twitter.  Changing this attitude wouldn’t be easy.  

(Leonard, a media representative)  

However, the polarization that results from selectively sharing information within groups 

holding the same political orientations as well as avoiding information between groups holding 

different political orientations may have its own unique value, as Leonard elaborated:  

In another way, this polarization is not always bad, either.  Because it is natural that 

people have different—opposing—views regarding certain political issues, and they form 

exclusive groups according to their political opinions.  It may look messy and disruptive 

that groups of people polarize and argue all the time.  However, the process itself is more 

than just chaos–there is a vivid dynamic of public opinion formation and collective 

deliberation in it.  (Leonard, a media representative) 

4.2.5.3 Information exchange.  Information exchange refers to active trading or 

interactive swapping of information, which involving two or more parties’ back-and-forth 

activities.  Information exchange is distinguished from information sharing which takes place 

without expectation of recompense.  Two forms of information exchange behaviors are observed 

within the South Korean political communication venue on Twitter: conversation and discussion.  

Eight of the thirteen participants shared their thoughts and experiences of engaging either in 

conversation or in discussion.  

Regarding making conversation with others on Twitter, Eric, Harry, and Jeff shared their 

experiences of questioning and answering as well as direct messaging (DM).  Eric, a legal 

representative, engaged with information exchange by answering election law related questions 

posted by other Twitter users.  While answering those questions, Eric tried hard to provide the 

question askers with credible and accurate legal information by “checking out many types of 

materials such as election laws, regulations, instructions and guidelines from the library to 

review.”   
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 Harry, a media representative, stated he obtained valuable contacts for interviewing and 

digging out critical information for his reports through conversations with Twitter users:  

In this field [news media], the company assigns you a certain topical area and your 

predecessor taught how to build your informants by introducing all of his/her exclusive 

informants [which may limit my sources].  However, via Twitter I could create unlimited 

new connections and interactions with the public without anybody’s help.  Using Twitter 

is such a great advantage to me to better perform as a journalist.  (Harry, a media 

representative) 

Even though Harry took an advantage of using Twitter to create new contacts and 

produce in-depth reports for cases as a reporter, he noted that Twitter allowed him low-level 

interactivity in making close conversations with others:  

Communication on Twitter (to me) is simply about exchange of information with others.  

There’s a lot of good information to be exchanged such as alternative news reports or 

crude but good information from the general public… However the level of interactivity 

seems pretty low... I am not saying that it is totally useless, but not really effective either 

[in making close and interactive communication].  (Harry, a media representative) 

On the contrary, Jeff, a blogger and famous netizen detective, emphasized the value of 

direct messaging (DM) from the perspectives of collaborating with others via exchanging 

information as well as social and emotional supports: 

Since I found the clues and the critical evidence of NIS swaying the public opinion 

during the 2012 presidential election, people named me as a netizen detective… and I 

have received so many direct messages (DM) on Twitter and emails from those young 

people saying that they wanted to learn to be a netizen detective after me.  Many of them 

willingly provided me with critical information and clues they found via DM.  Honestly, 

this is the secret weapon that helps me to quickly and widely investigate all of the 

relevant information sources [including hard to find hidden information sources] and 

share the accurate results with others on Twitter.  Along with core information, they send 

me a lot of nice supportive messages as well.  (Jeff, a blogger)     

Jeff elaborated on the value of building a sense of community by actively using direct 

messaging Twitter by saying, “No matter how trivial the messages they send me via DM, I never 

ever missed replying.  I believe that my interaction with the users highly impacted my influence 
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on Twitter… such as numbers of followers, retweets, and DM exchanged.”  Grace, a politician 

and former assemblyman, also noted that she expanded her social contacts and interactions 

through conversing with others on Twitter: “I make new contacts and friends whom I can talk 

about shared hobbies, political issues, and even some personal stuff via DM.” 

 Regarding participating in political discussion with others on political issues, Harry and 

Kai pointed out drawbacks that might be influenced by the Twitter’s communication features: 

Have I tried political discussion with others on Twitter?  Of course, I tried a few times.  

But I realized that it was not possible at all.  The 140 characters (in a tweet) could never 

allow users to fully articulate what they meant.  This (political discussion on Twitter) is 

more of digging counterpart’s mistakes or evidence out only to defeat others… Throwing 

a lot of unconstructive useless criticism rather than exchanging logical thoughts and 

ideas.  It was simply not a discussion to me.  Then I decided not to do it ever again on 

Twitter.  (Harry, a media representative) 

In sum, it is not impossible to try political discussion with others on Twitter.  However, 

you probably end up with realizing that ‘it is not worth it.’  I have observed others 

participating in political discussion and tried myself as well.  It is just each party telling 

what he wants to say, instead of listening to each other.  Plus, with all others watching 

what you are doing and saying publicly, things just don’t go as they were supposed to 

be… such as using vicious languages and throwing ad hominem slanders.  (Kai, a media 

representative)  

Leonard and Jeff earlier mentioned the group of people who have such extreme political 

orientations that they couldn’t allow for conversation or discussion with others who have 

different orientations such as people in Korea Parent Federation or Ilbe shown in Section 4.2.2.4. 

 While Harry and Kai clearly stated that Twitter is not the ideal medium for having 

political discussions with others, Jeff evaluated Twitter as a highly open venue where “you can 

create connections (e.g., following) and exchange information and opinions with anybody 

(including the celebrities and public figures) contrary to Facebook where you talk to mainly your 

already known contacts.”   

4.2.5.4 Summary of information behaviors.  This section examines the three major 

kinds of information behaviors focusing on user’ sharing, avoiding, and exchanging political 

information and opinions in the South Korean political communication venue in Twitter.  
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Findings show how South Korean opinion leaders engage with the major three types of 

information sharing behaviors during the election campaigns, along with detailed descriptions 

and quotes:  

1. Information sharing, 

2. Information avoidance, and 

3. Information exchange. 

Participants actively engaged with sharing political tweets including information and 

opinions to freely express their political opinions and orientations and communicate with others 

who have the same political orientations, while their political communication was relatively less 

encouraged in their real lives.  They emphasized that they intentionally selected and retweeted 

political messages holding the same political orientations, and considered that the majority of 

their followers and retweeters would have the same political orientations as theirs.   

 Also, participants expressed that they adopted Twitter as an alternative medium to 

expand their information access to various information sources and perspectives while the 

government tried to control the information flow and public opinion through traditional 

mainstream media.  Participants sensed responsibilities for providing the public with credible 

information and opinions that are not available in traditional mainstream media as well as 

filtering false information to assist with the public’s information access and decision-making.   

 It is notable to see that many South Korean citizens resort to Twitter to expand their 

information access and engage with open and free expression of their political opinions during 

the election campaign in that Twitter functions as a virtual public sphere where the traditional 

mainstream media do not serve as established public spheres in their real lives. 

 However, the way Twitter users including opinion leaders share particular information 

and opinions supporting their own political orientations results in selective information sharing 

as well as information avoiding within the political communication network.  This finding is in 

line with the previous research pointing out the two major characteristics of political 

communication, homogeneity within the groups and polarization between the groups (Berelson 

et al., 1954; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Sunstein, 2007).  

  Lastly, information exchange on Twitter was observed in two forms: conversation and 

discussion.  Conversation among users takes place via questioning and answering as well as 

direct messaging.  Eric particularly engaged in conversing with others by answering the election 
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law related questions posted in his timeline, while Harry was creating new contacts and 

collecting information for his reports.  Jeff stated that he collaborated with other Twitter users 

when investigating political issues as well as exchanged social interactions via direct messaging 

(DM).  While Jeff and Grace emphasized the value of building social interactions via Twitter, 

Harry found low-level interactivity from engaging in conversations with others.   

 Participating in political discussion is another form of exchanging information.  Even 

though Twitter allowed individuals to have an open communication venue, many participants 

stated that it was challenging to effectively participate in political discussion with others.  Harry 

and Kai stated some issues embedded in the communicative features on Twitter; the limit of 140 

characters per tweet might not be enough for clearly elaborating one’s point; individuals tend to 

dig out their counterpart’s mistakes or flaws only to defeat them; and they easily throw out 

unconstructive criticism instead of listening to each other.  This shows that South Korean 

citizens mostly use Twitter to freely express and distribute their own political opinions and 

orientations while they are reluctant to discuss political issues with others having opposing 

political orientations, and eventually change previously existing ideas and or opinions.  It is 

important to note that the tendency of people reinforcing their existing political orientations on 

Twitter may easily aggravate the segregation between politically opposing groups.  

4.2.6 Boundaries 

According to Jaeger and Burnett (2010), boundaries mean “the places at which 

information worlds come into contact with each other and across which communication and 

information exchange can—but may or may not—take place” (p. 8).  Boundaries may be explicit 

or implicit, permeable or impermeable, as well as virtual or physical.  Information worlds are 

separated by these multiple boundaries, and information and individuals stay in or out, and move 

between or across these worlds.  This section examines what types of boundaries are perceived 

by South Korean opinion leaders and how they stay in or out, and move between or across their 

information worlds.  All of thirteen participants identified three major types of boundaries: 

systematic boundaries, activity-based boundaries, and boundaries where conflicts and synergies 

as interaction take place.    

4.2.6.1 Systematic boundaries.  Systematic boundaries refer to explicit boundaries, 

which are clearly stated between groups.  The governing systems, and/or geopolitical borders 

may determine these systematic boundaries.  Nine out of thirteen participants stated systematic 
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boundaries.  As seen in the explicit social type (4.2.2.1) and norm (4.2.3.1) sections, participants 

with occupations requiring highly professional expertise such as reporters, judges, and college 

professors tend to have explicit occupational norms and or governing systems in their work 

places.  Most media representatives (5 of 6) particularly identified clear boundaries when they 

pursue their professional duties.  Leonard (a media representative who worked for mainstream 

media, MBC, and established an alternative news media, Newstapa after being illegally 

dismissed by MBC) and Harry (media representative) identified the lines determined by 

organizational rules and norms in terms of choosing what and how to report: 

Some mainstream media don’t report on certain topics and issues.  It’s not like the 

journalists don’t, it is more like the media companies don’t permit.  The Hope Bus Riding 

Campaign [for citizens’ supporting those illegally dismissed employees by Hanjin Heavy 

Industries] was one of those topics.  (Harry)  

In MBC [one of the traditional mainstream media], there are some invisible rules and 

confinements (conventionally accepted so far) regarding what political topics and issues 

[which may be against the government and or conglomerates] can be dealt with, and how 

I look at them [or interpret them] in my reports or programs.  (Leonard).   

On the contrary, Leonard, Paul, and Ethan expressed how alternative media 

representatives freely choose political topics, perspectives, and or additional social media 

platform to distribute and share the reports:  

When working for this online alternative media (Newstapa), I had no guideline or policy 

regarding what to report or what to say in social media.  But when I returned to the 

traditional media [the court ordered MBC to cancel the dismissal and have him back], the 

first thing they gave me was a Social Media Use Policy listing what I can do and can’t do 

with my social media.  Clearly, I can’t do things that I used to do like reporting about 

certain topics or expressing my political opinions on social media any more… The MBC 

broadcasts via ground radio wave and the Newstapa is an Internet based broadcasting 

system… there is much difference resulting from using different systems to share news 

reports.  (Leonard) 

Considering that traditional mainstream media don’t sufficiently provide the public with 

important information and issues that must be reported, Twitter is a critical 
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complementary media for the public to quickly seek and share the information (that is not 

available in the mainstream media).  (Ethan)     

Twitter is a great medium for me to share with the public the information and opinions 

that I couldn’t cover in my reports.  Since the traditional mainstream media cannot satisfy 

the increasing right-to-know of the public, I think it is desirable that all media 

representatives should take advantage of using various platforms such as Twitter to 

quickly and widely share credible information with the public.  (Paul)   

Michael as a blogger and one-man media—a freelancer reporter who is not hired by any 

news media organizations—clearly stated the boundaries between him and mainstream media 

when he reported on video footage about one candidate that any other mainstream media did not:   

It was right before the 2011 Seoul Mayoral election.  Mayor Sehoon Oh (during office 

then) went against the Free School Meals policy that candidate Wonsoon Park supported.  

While public opinion on Twitter was not favorable to Sehoon Oh, most mainstream 

media said that ‘citizens passionately supported him.’  So I went out to see who is right 

and what is real.  One morning, Sehoon Oh went out to one subway station to promote 

his position against the Free School Meals policy to the general public going to work.  

But the funny thing was that nobody paid attention to him: citizens were ignoring him 

and busy going to work.  It was totally the opposite of what the mainstream media said.  I 

recorded and posted the video footage on the Internet and it quickly reached almost 

100,000 views.  (Michael, a blogger)       

Michael received such large attention from the public due to his highly unique and 

flexible reporting style unavailable on mainstream media.  He broadcasted video footage of 

political and societal issues live from the beginning until the end via Twitter, while the 

traditional mainstream media only broadcasted a part of the happenings on the spot and leave:  

It has been nine years that I started this freelancer reporting and blogging.  I have focused 

on broadcasting political and societal issues such as strikes and demonstrations live by 

sending out the video footage that I recorded via Twitter.  I come to the event before any 

reporter does and send out live tweets from the beginning to the end, while reporters 

working for the mainstream media require many approvals from the company for their 

reports to be published or broadcasted.  This is why many reporters say, ‘Michael’s 

tweets are faster than the Yonhap News reports [which is equivalent to Reuter’s News 
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Agency considered one of the fastest news releasing company in South Korea].’  Along 

with reporter groups, a lot of citizens who want to come and join but can’t due to work 

follow me on Twitter and see what is really happening on the spot, while the mainstream 

media do not fully broadcast.  (Michael, a blogger) 

Eric, a legal representative, also noted boundaries between information worlds when he 

tried to express his own political opinions and answer election law related questions on Twitter:  

For legal representatives, there is a law called Political Neutrality Act [for public 

officials] meaning that the legal representatives such as judges and prosecutors can’t 

express personal political leanings in the pursuit of their duties.  Answering those election 

law related questions on Twitter was not my professional duty that I do in my court.  

However, in order to shut down the unnecessary remarks and fuss (by conservative 

media), I tried not to reveal any personal preference towards certain presidential 

candidates: I simply provided the accurate legal advice to answer their questions.  (Eric, a 

legal representative) 

4.2.6.2 Activity-based boundaries.  Activity-based boundaries are implicit boundaries, 

which are not necessarily stated but are still understood by groups.  They may be determined by 

the type/location of a particular activity.  All thirteen participants talked about activity-based 

boundaries.  As observed in implicit social norm section (4.2.3.2), individuals also comply with 

sets of behaviors that are accepted by the community and recur over time.  Some media 

representatives (3 of 6) identified boundaries between themselves and others, which resulted 

from their engaging in certain activities when others decided not to.  Harry and Paul shared their 

experience in terms of using social media platforms to pursue their professional duties:  

Regarding using social media for work, the company has kind of double standards.  To 

my face, they encourage me to take advantage of using social networking sites; however, 

behind my back they feel worried or uncomfortable with me using social media.  The 

company doesn’t like me getting lots of attention on social media… I am only one of ten 

or so who actively use social media for work out of 500 employees in my organization.  

(Harry, a media representative) 

I think it is desirable that all media representatives should take advantage of using various 

platforms such as Twitter to quickly and widely share credible information with the 

public.  Some colleagues highly support my use of Twitter to express my political 
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opinion and orientations regarding the issues reported on Twitter, while others clearly 

disagree with me due to the journalists’ norm of keeping political neutrality.  (Paul, a 

media representative) 

Eric also stated how he perceived himself to be different from other legal representatives 

who do not participate in political communication on Twitter during the election campaign: 

While I was reading my timeline, there was a question asking ‘if I were doing such and 

such during the election campaign period, would it be violating the election law?’  

However, no one answered that question.  I thought I could give some of my legal 

knowledge as a judge and replied to it.  Soon after my reply, so many other Twitter users 

started asking questions regarding the election law.  This was how I started replying to 

those tweets asking about the election law on Twitter…  I never wanted to answer those 

questions.  However, at some point, I felt strongly responsible for answering those 

questions because I knew that I was the only one who would answer on Twitter.  (Eric, a 

legal representative)  

He added comments regarding the general characteristics and norms of legal 

representatives by saying:  

Generally, the judges feel that they are the ones who make decisions; they do not feel the 

need to listen to and communicate with others…  Also there is a law called Political 

Neutrality Act meaning that the legal representatives such as judges and prosecutors can’t 

express personal political leanings in the pursuit of their duties.  (Eric, a legal 

representative)   

4.2.6.3 Interactions over boundaries.  Boundaries are also identified where interactions 

take place between or across the information worlds.  Two major interactions include conflicts 

and synergies, which may result in breaking and or expanding boundaries: twelve participants 

identified conflicts while ten recognize synergies.   

Most of the participants (12 of 13) stated various types of conflicts.  The most common 

conflict is disagreement between politically opposing groups.  Even though all participants agree 

that political disagreement is critical to building sound political discourse, they concurred that it 

is not desirable when individuals with extreme political orientations and blind beliefs deteriorate 

political discussion in improper manners such as “Digging counterpart’s mistakes or evidence 

out only to defeat others…Throwing a lot of unconstructive useless criticism rather than 
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exchanging logical thoughts and ideas” (Harry); “Using vicious languages and throwing ad 

hominem slanders” (Kai).  

Some (2 of 6) media representatives shared their experience of having conflicts with their 

co-workers regarding whether or not they provide factual information as well as subjective 

opinions as interpretation and how they use social media in the pursuit of professional duties:    

While no one really talked about the Hope Bus Riding Campaign on Twitter, I actively  

shared the factual information as well as my own opinion encouraging the public to 

participate in the campaign…  I did it because I thought that it was also my duty to 

provide my own opinion about the controversial issue as a journalist.  I had a lot of 

arguments with senior reporters who insisted that journalists must provide only factual 

information, instead of taking sides… They said to me, ‘You can’t tell Twitter users to 

join Hope Bus Riding campaign on Twitter (which is your opinion)’ and I asked back to 

them, ‘Why should I not?’…  They think it is okay for journalists to write their opinions 

on the newspaper as they have done so far, however, they think it is not okay to do the 

same thing in a tweet of 140 characters.  I think it is a non-sense.  Obviously, there was 

an uncompromised disagreement between us.  (Harry, a media representative) 

Twitter is a great medium for me to share with the public the information and opinions 

that I couldn’t cover in my reports… I think it is desirable that all media representatives 

should take advantage of using various platforms such as Twitter to quickly and widely 

share credible information with the public.  Some colleagues highly support my use of 

Twitter to express my political opinion and orientations regarding the issues reported on 

Twitter, while others clearly disagree with me due to the journalists’ norm of keeping 

political neutrality.  (Paul, a media representative) 

The conflicts that both Harry and Paul mentioned resulted from the different 

interpretation of what type of information and opinion media representative provide the public 

and how they use social media to pursue their duties.   

 As seen in Section 4.2.3.1, Jason was charged for the election law and called in for 

investigation by the police during the 2010 General Election campaign.  He clearly identified 

conflicts brought by the old-fashioned election law that could not account for the new virtual 

communication venues on Twitter.  This conflict interfered with Jason’s political communication 
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and participation during the 2010 general election campaign and influenced his later Twitter 

activities by “engaging with more self-censorship to avoid this turmoil.” 

 Many participants (10 of 13) stated various types of synergies that brought new changes 

into the norms and or behaviors in their information worlds.  In particular, media representatives 

and bloggers mentioned how Twitter assisted in their collaborating with other Twitter users 

when they pursued their duties in terms of collecting, organizing, processing, and sharing 

information.   

 Harry could freely build and expand his contacts to have in-depth interviews for his 

reports by using Twitter, which had not been possible until he adopted Twitter: “The company 

assigns you a certain topical area and your predecessor taught how to build your informants by 

introducing all of his/her exclusive informants [which may limit my sources].  However, via 

Twitter I can create new connections and interactions with the public without anybody’s help.”  

Also, many Twitter users actively reach media representatives to offer the sources for news and 

participate in producing the reports: “Those who like and find my reports credible tend to 

provide me with very good information and ideas in return, which develop my reports” (Harry); 

“I find good topics for my reports from reading Twitter timeline and talking with other users” 

(George); “Many Twitter users gave us good ideas, because of which we ended up deeply 

investigating certain political topics and issues.  We (alternative media journalists) systematically 

monitor social media (including Twitter) for digging out good items for investigative journalism” 

(Leonard).   

 Harry particularly emphasized the Hope Bus Riding Campaign while he made the 

controversial labor issue a public agendum and collaborate with the public to make a difference:  

I recalled that my impact and influence as a journalist reached the pinnacle over the Hope 

Bus Riding Campaign.  By using Twitter, I quickly spread this issue [Hanjin Heavy 

Industry laborers’ protests on top of the 35-meter crane] as well as encouraged the public 

join the campaign, which went viral.  Finally, the campaign ended up with making great 

progress to solve the issue… Laborers were hired back.  That was one of the happiest 

moments I felt since I started using Twitter.  It was literally one of the most magical 

changes that Twitter brought to the Korean society.  (Harry, a media representative)   

This shows that the general public is not a passive audience anymore; rather they actively 

participate in creating, producing, and distributing news reports by using Twitter.  This type of 
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new collaboration with the general public gets more robust when bloggers such as Jeff and 

Michael seek various information sources and share their opinions via Twitter.  Jeff explained 

how he quickly and widely checked the information sources, investigated political topics and 

issues, and shared his results as a netizen detective: “Many of my followers willingly provided 

me with critical information and clues they found via DM (direct message) […] that helps me to 

quickly and widely investigate all of the relevant information sources.”    

 Michael shared his experience of how he succeeded in mobilizing crowd funds to create a 

social movement via Twitter.  He stressed how Twitter was pivotal in quickly spreading the 

information about the campaign, and mobilizing the participation from the general public:  

Whenever I initiate crowd-funding campaigns on social media, Twitter users are always 

quicker and more proactive to participate than Facebook users.  For example, I have been 

reporting about South Korean Comfort Women [who were forced to labor as prostitutes 

for military during the World War II while Japan had occupied Korea] for a long time.  

Whenever those survivors (former Comfort Women) go to foreign countries to make 

speech about Comfort Women, I initiate the crowd funding campaigns on Twitter to help 

them pay for airplane tickets and hotels.  It is always more successful among Twitter 

users.  (Michael, a blogger)          

4.2.6.4 Summary of boundaries.  This section examines the three major kinds of 

boundaries.  Findings show how South Korean opinion leaders identify and experience three 

major types of boundaries during the election campaigns, along with detailed descriptions and 

quotes:  

1. Systematic boundaries, 

2. Activity-based boundaries, and 

3. Interactions over boundaries. 

Firstly, systematic boundaries are explicitly identified boundaries that may be determined 

by governing systems and or geopolitical borders.  Many participants (9 of 13) talked about 

systematic boundaries: the participants with occupations requiring highly professional expertise 

such as media and legal representatives tend to have explicit occupational norms and or 

governing systems which led them to identify the differences between them and others.  Media 

representatives, in particular, stated the systematic differences between traditional mainstream 

media, online-based alternative media, and freelancer one-man media:  
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 Traditional mainstream media conventionally restrict the scope and perspective of the 

 political topics and issues to be reported while alternative media are relatively free 

 from being controlled regarding what and how to report, 

 Traditional mainstream media tend to have guidelines restricting journalists’ using 

 social media for pursuing their duties while alternative media highly utilize as well as 

 depend on using social media from finding contacts, information sources, and topical 

 items for investigative reports and distributing their reports to the public, 

 Traditional mainstream media have conventional systems of reporting and 

 broadcasting their reports via using ground radio wave while independent alternative 

 media and one-man media have high flexibility in reporting and broadcasting systems 

 by using Internet and social media platforms.   

 Media representatives’ different ways of seeking and using information as well as 

distributing and sharing information via Twitter eventually allow the public to access to more 

information from various perspectives.     

Secondly, activity-based boundaries are implicitly observed or determined by the 

type/location of a particular activity.  Some participants identified boundaries between 

themselves and others, which resulted from their engaging in certain activities when others 

decided not to: 

 Some media representatives actively use social media in the pursuit of their 

professional duties while others do not, 

 Some legal representatives actively participate in political communication with others 

by answering the election law related questions on Twitter while others do not. 

Lastly, interactions such as conflicts and synergies take place between or across the 

information worlds, which eventually result in breaking and or expanding boundaries.  

Participants (12 of 13) noted various types of conflicts with others while participating in the 

political communication on Twitter:  

 The political disagreement with individuals with extreme political orientations which 

often seriously deteriorate sound political discussion among Twitter users,    

 The disagreement between media representatives regarding interpreting norms of 

objective journalism and utilizing social media into their practices,    
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 The old-fashioned Election Law that did not account for emerging ICTs including 

social media brought conflicts to the virtual political communication venue on Twitter, 

and interfere with citizens’ political communication and participation during the 

election campaigns.   

Most of the participants (10 of 13) stated various types of synergies that brought new 

changes into the existing norms and or behaviors in their information worlds.  Many alternative 

media representatives including Harry, Leonard and George broke and or expanded their 

boundaries in pursuing their professional duties by using Twitter in three ways: 

 Building the new contacts to have in-depth interviews for their report, 

 Finding topical issues and sources from communicating with the public, 

 Collaborating with the public to set social agenda and participate in campaigns.     

This shows that both media representatives and the general public break the boundaries 

by expanding their interactive collaboration in ways that had not been available until they adopt 

social media.  The media representatives adopt new norms and practices of creating contacts, 

finding topical items for reports, setting social agenda, and leading public opinion while the 

general public actively contribute to creating, producing, and distributing the news media instead 

of being passive audience.  

 Bloggers (Jeff and Michael) particularly emphasized the value of collaborating with the 

public on Twitter while investigating political issues as well as mobilizing participation in social 

movements with the public:  

 Collaborating with the public to check the various information sources and provide the 

accurate results of political issues,  

 Utilizing Twitter in quickly spreading the information about the social campaign, and 

mobilizing the participation from the general public. 

This also demonstrates how South Korean citizens actively utilize Twitter as a means of 

expanding their civic engagement and participation.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

5.1 Major Findings   

This chapter discusses the major findings presented in Chapter 4.  In Phase I, the 

reseracher provided analyses from the Twitter network and tweet content to examine the topical 

and structural characterisitics of two politically opposed groups in the retweeting network during 

the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election in South Korea.  In Phase II, the researcher presented findings 

from semi-strucured interviews with influential opinion leaders to further explore the 

motivations, purposes, and perceptions behind the observed information behaviors by using the 

Theory of Inforamtion Worlds (Burnett & Jaeger, 2010).  By triangulating the findings from both 

Phase I and Phase II, the researcher attempted to provide a holistic view of South Korean 

citizens’ political information sharing behaviors on Twitter during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral 

election campaign.  

5.1.1 Individuals’ Chosen Social Types, Norms, and Boundaries 

As shown in 4.2.2, an individual may have multiple social types in various contexts.  

From explicit professional occupations and familial status, implicitly inferred status defined by 

others and roles in community, to group level as well as metaphoric social types, an individual 

can serve as multiple social types.  An individual with certain social type is expected to follow 

certain norms and engage with specific sets of normative behaviors aligned with those norms.  It 

means that an individual with multiple social types may have multiple sets of norms to follow, 

which may or may not go along with one another at the same time.  With this being said, an 

individual may need to choose a certain social type over others in certain situations.  In addition, 

not all social types are subject to the same kinds of norms: some have more explicitly defined 

norms than others.  For example, certain professional occupations requiring high levels of 

professional skill, knowledge, and ethics, such as surgeon, judge, professor, and media reporter, 

have more explicitly defined occupational norms and other normative behaviors than other 

implicitly inferred types and/or community roles do.   
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During the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election campaign, most participants (11 out of 13) 

mentioned that their professional occupations strongly guide their political information sharing 

behaviors on Twitter.  In terms of choosing social types on Twitter, during the interviews seven 

media representatives (including Paul, George, and Leonard) particularly emphasized their roles 

and duties of offering the public credible factual information while also filtering out wrong 

information.  Their publicly disclosed Twitter profiles also showed that they chose to display 

their social type as media representatives.  Two other participants, a legal representative (Eric) 

and a law professor (Nathan), also clearly linked their political information sharing to the 

credibility of the information shared, and also emphasized their practice of interpreting the 

information by selecting their professional occupations on Twitter.    

In other cases, Jeff intentionally selected to serve as a netizen detective on Twitter even 

though it was not related to his professional occupation.  Rather, he strictly separated his virtual 

identity from other roles in his real life such as ordinary office worker and father.  Jeff stressed 

that he decided to do so in order to better serve as a netizen detective defined by other Twitter 

users, as he found the critical clue of NIS’s manipulation on Twitter during the 2012 presidential 

election.  However, Jeff kept his online identity a secret in his real life, demonstrating boundaries 

between his online versus offline life.  In addition, Kai (a media representative and well-known 

social media guru) mentioned that he intentionally presented “different themes (identities) on 

different social media platforms.”  Lenhart (2009) showed that the 51 percent of American adult 

social media users in 2008 had two or more social media profiles (i.e., user accounts) and that 17 

percent even maintained multiple profiles on a single site.  Regarding social media users’ 

management of multiple identities on multiple media, Stutzman and Hartzog (2012) argued that 

an individual’s social contacts, covering a broader range of group contexts (such as professional, 

personal, and others), led to potential difficulties in managing, and thus adopting ways to manage 

multiple profiles, which was influenced by privacy, identity, utility, and propriety.  Individuals 

selectively maintain their chosen identities (as social types) on singular and/or plural social 

media platforms from which boundaries can be observed.  

In addition, an individual may choose to identify himself with a group level social type 

and engage in mob behaviors that he otherwise would not be involved with at an individual level.  

As Leonard and Kai articulated, there are groups of agitators, rabble-rousers, trollers, and/or 

extreme rightists such as the Korean Parent Federation and the Ilbe, who choose to be 
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anonymous at an individual level but represent themselves as a group.  Lee et al. (2015) found 

that 75.2 percent of the most influential Twitter users—whose tweets were most frequently 

shared by others—during the 2012 presidential election campaign were anonymous at an 

individual level, while they engaged with similar behaviors at a group level.  In other words, 

those anonymous influential users created and shared tweets to support the conservative party 

and its candidate and to criticize the liberal/progressive party and its candidate; started Twitter 

activities shortly before the election campaign started; and stopped using Twitter right after the 

election ended and/or made their tweets unavailable to the public.  

These findings show that individuals present their chosen social types and follow their 

chosen norms on singular and/or multiple social media platforms, an activity that thus creates 

their boundaries.  To better understand individual users’ information behaviors at various online 

communities, further research into how and why they engage in multiple identity management 

considering the characteristics of social media platforms and users’ purposes of adopting them is 

needed. 

5.1.2 Emergent Social Types, Norms, and Boundaries 

Another interesting finding from Phase II was that individuals who identified themselves 

as netizen detectives or one-man media played a leading role in expanding information access 

and exchange for political communication on Twitter.  Jeff became the most famous netizen 

detective by investigating political issues after he found NIS’s manipulation of public opinion on 

Twitter during the 2012 presidential election.  Until Jeff delved into these issues, the term 

“netizen detective” mostly invoked privacy issues and connoted negative meanings of theft and 

disclosure of others’ personal information online obtained by their high information retrieval 

skills (Epstein & Jung, 2011).  While netizen detectives previously focused on information about 

celebrity rumors and gossips, Jeff successfully shifted into probing public and political issues, 

collaborating with alternative media and the general public for his investigation, and sharing 

information that was inaccessible via the mainstream media.  Jeff mentioned that since he 

became one of the most famous netizen detectives in the political communication sphere, there 

has been an increasing interest from the public in the role of netizen detectives focusing on 

political issues.            

As one of the most popular bloggers with 32 million page views since 2005 (Lee, 2016), 

Michael recently adopted Twitter and Facebook in 2009 to quickly promote and share his reports 
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and video footage with the public.  Except for one and a half years of working for the alternative 

news outlet, Newstapa, from 2012 to 2014, Michael has paved his unusual career as an 

independent reporter by establishing his own unique reporting and broadcasting practices in 

contrast to those from traditional mainstream media representatives.  He broadcast video footage 

of political and societal issues that the mainstream media did not fully cover from the beginning 

until the end; he also instantly and widely sent out his reports using Twitter while mainstream 

media reporters had to obtain approval from their organizations.  This was how Michael obtained 

the reputation for immediately providing accurate and credible information like breaking news 

written from perspectives unavailable on the mainstream media.  Ahmad (2010) argues that lay 

people who are skilled at blogging and uploading visual data can successfully achieve the 

traditional role of journalists and fact-finders.   

Now, Michael is considered an iconic one-man media in South Korea, as officially 

recognized by winning several prestigious journalist awards and giving presentations and 

lectures to high school and college students who want to have such a career (Lee, 2016).  The 

two cases of Jeff and Michael demonstrated how emergent social types were developed in virtual 

political communication venues and how their exemplary practices established the norms for 

these types, eventually influencing how they moved across pre-existing boundaries.    

5.1.3 Demand for Both Factual Information and Interpretation of the Information 

Individuals increasingly seek and share political information and opinions via Internet 

and social media platforms during election campaigns.  66% of online American adults used 

social media to engage with multiple civic or political activities including expressing their own 

political opinions, seeking and distributing information sources relevant to political issues or 

policies, and encouraging others to participate in voting (Rainie et al., 2012).  In the 2014 Seoul 

Mayoral election campaign on Twitter, the Section 4.1.2 shows that the most frequently shared 

tweets tend to include credible information sources with factual information regarding major 

candidates, political parties, and their policies.  Out of 300 top tweets, three quarters (225 tweets, 

75%) include 259 hyperlinks in the message: Particularly, 121 of 259 hyperlinks (46.7%) 

connect to images and 87 hyperlinks (33.6%) to the news reports relevant to their texts.  This 

shows that Twitter users actively shared and distributed tweets including information sources to 

images and news reports that could provide factual information.  Among those 87 hyperlinks 

connected to the reputable news reports, 50 news reports (57.5%) were created by traditional 
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news media (i.e., Internet versions of traditional newspaper and broadcasting stations) and 37 

(42.5%) were produced by alternative news media (i.e., reports published and broadcast only on 

the Internet).  This shows that South Korean Twitter users not only depend on traditional news 

media but they also actively seek and share alternative news media sources.  According to the 

report by Public Opinion Concentration Research Committee (2013), South Korean Internet 

users get broader access to various alternative news media beyond a few mainstream media, 

while their readership highly concentrates among the top eight traditional mainstream media 

(80.3%) offline.  This report also expects that the impact of online alternative news media will 

increasingly grow (Public Opinion Concentration Research Committee, 2013).  Regarding this 

change of news consumption patterns online, interview participants concurred that 1) South 

Korean citizens who lost trust in traditional mainstream media actively sought various alternative 

news sources providing credible reports written from perspectives in contrast to mainstream 

media (as shown in Section 4.2.4.4) and 2) they chose to obtain credible information by 

following opinion leaders they could trust on Twitter (as shown in Section 4.2.5.1).  In that 

individuals’ perceived credibility in media reporters, corporations, and news content as well as 

senders of the information can influence news selection and consumption behaviors (Turcotte et 

al., 2015), further study of Twitter users’ assessment and selection of social contacts and 

information sources (e.g., media, reporter, sender/poster, etc.) is recommended.      

In addition to the demand of factual information for political communication, many 

participants particularly emphasized their Twitter use for filtering wrong information, and for 

offering their own interpretations of the information to the public, as shown in Section 4.2.2.1.  

Participants’ ability to assess the credibility of information and provide insights and 

interpretations of the information is one of the critical characteristics for them to serve as opinion 

leaders (Weimann, 1994).  Particularly, many media representatives, a legal representative, and a 

college professor served as opinion leaders on Twitter by actively using their professional 

knowledge and expertise to evaluate credibility of information, filter out wrong information, 

provide informed interpretations, and thus guide citizen users’ decision-making.  Considering 

that election campaign information is received mainly by a small number of politically involved 

and knowledgeable opinion leaders and is largely diffused to a mass of opinion followers in a 

two-step process (Lazarsfeld et al., 1948), the roles of opinion leaders in assessing the credibility 
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of information, selecting information sources, and communicating their interpretations and 

insights with others during the election campaign become more significant.   

Another important finding from interviews shows that lay users can serve as highly 

sought opinion leaders, as Bakshy et al. (2011) found ordinary users’ influences on Twitter.  Jeff, 

Michael, and Jason are considered as arbitrators in filtering wrong information, sharing credible 

information, and offering interpretations based on their knowledge and expertise without being 

associated with any professional occupation such as media representatives.  Turcotte et al. (2015) 

also found this opinion leadership in both professional journalists and lay users such as friends 

who mediate the flow of information in users’ social network, referring to them as information 

gatekeepers.  This is important in that Twitter serves as an open venue empowering any 

individuals—who are willing to participate in the political communication—to have leadership 

and influence (Parmelee & Bichard, 2013).      

5.1.4 Information Values, Behaviors, and Boundaries 

As seen in Section 4.2.5, South Korean opinion leaders engaged in multiple political 

information behaviors on Twitter including information sharing (mainly via retweeting), 

avoidance, and exchange.  While engaging in multiple information behaviors, participants’ 

information worlds were expanded, separated, and/or conflicted with others’ information worlds.   

5.1.4.1 Information sharing and avoidance: Homogeneity and Polarization.  

Participants actively created and shared political tweets to freely express their political opinions 

and orientations via Twitter and thus expanded their information access to credible information 

sources and perspectives.  As discussed in Sections 4.2.4.1 and 4.2.4.2, ideological value and 

truth value strongly guided individual’s selection of the various information sources they shared.  

When the Lee administration highly controlled information flow and public opinion through 

traditional conservative mainstream media, the public’s demand for credible information sources 

and perspectives drastically increased: individual users sought out alternative media providing 

various information sources and perspectives and media representative participants provided the 

public with credible information and opinions from multiple sources unavailable in traditional 

mainstream media.  In Section 4.1.1, link analysis results showed what information sources were 

most frequently and widely shared by Twitter users regarding the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election.  

By selecting and sharing chosen information, individual Twitter users engaged in 

selective information sharing (also known as selective information exposure) within politically 
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homogeneous groups: they also intentionally avoided information originating in other politically 

heterogeneous groups.  These patterns effectively demonstrate the nature of political 

communication: homogeneity within groups and polarization between groups (Berelson et al., 

1954; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Sunstein, 2007).  The political sentiment analysis and network 

analysis in Sections 4.1.2 and 4.1.3 clearly displayed that there were two politically opposing 

groups and one neutral group in the retweeting network: liberal, conservative, and neutral.  These 

separated groups in the network showed that there were boundaries derived from having 

different information values based on ideology.    

5.1.4.2 Interaction via information exchange: Conflicts and synergies.  Information 

exchange was observed in two forms of behavior: conversation and discussion.  Conversation 

among Twitter users happened for questioning and answering, conversing with others by 

mentioning and replying, as well as using direct messaging which is not publicly displayed on 

Twitter.  While engaging in conversation, Twitter users exchanged political information and 

opinion and they built interactive relationships for offering social and emotional support.  

 Some media representatives emphasized that they took an advantage of communicating 

with others on Twitter by pursuing their professional duties such as finding interesting ideas, 

stories, and sources for their reports and/or actively building new informants and contacts for 

information they otherwise could not find.  While not all media representatives in South Korea 

have enthusiastically adopted Twitter on the job, some participants from both traditional and 

alternative media in this research showed that they engaged in daily routines in different ways 

compared to the conventional ways that their old school co-workers employed, which 

demonstrated activity-based boundaries shown in Section 4.2.6.2.  Parmelee (2013) also showed 

that many political reporters in the U.S. used Twitter daily to find sources and stories by reading 

their own timeline and by asking their followers to provide information and sources in a form of 

‘crowdsourcing.’  In addition, individual media representatives’ Twitter adoption influenced how 

they could revisit and reinterpret the norm of objective journalism on the job.  Some media 

representatives were more open to sharing their political opinions and orientations not covered in 

their reports, while others more strictly adhered to traditional practices.  As shown in Section 

4.2.6.3, Harry and Paul, who embraced Twitter as a tool for sharing their political opinions and 

orientations, experienced tensions with their co-workers, illustrating conflicts on their 

boundaries.   
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 Meanwhile, exchanging information and communicating with Twitter users allowed 

individual citizens to radically transform the way they create and consume media reports.  Jeff 

and Michael—political bloggers who served as netizen detective and one-man media 

respectively—highly collaborated with other Twitter users to gather information sources, stories, 

and informants for their investigation and broadcasting reports.  Individual citizens, who actively 

communicated and helped media representatives, contributed to creating and producing media 

reports instead of passively consuming pre-made media reports.  This is important in that 

individual citizens increasingly turn to citizen journalism by using Internet and social media 

tools, which allows them to report news on local meetings and events by using camera phones 

and to write investigative blogs (Rheingold, 2008).  The various collaborative activities via 

exchanging information on Twitter showed that media representatives and ordinary citizens 

created positive synergies and crossed pre-existing boundaries.  

Another form of exchanging information is engaging with political discussion.  Even 

though Twitter provided an open venue for political communication, it was challenging for 

individual users to effectively participate in political discussion.  Due to the limitations of 

Twitter communication features (e.g., 140 characters limits per tweet; lack of normative 

regulation regarding use of language, tone, and/or use of supporting evidence), many participants 

concurred that Twitter was simply not ideal for serious political discussions.  To South Korean 

citizens, Twitter was a means of freely expressing political opinions, seeking and sharing 

selectively chosen information and opinion, not for participating in political discussion and 

changing their pre-existing political orientations.  Smith et al. (2013) also found that users 

primarily used Twitter for spreading and sharing information with like-minded people rather than 

debating issues and Yardi and boyd (2010) concluded that Twitter users had limited ability to 

engage in meaningful discussion.  Given that this tendency of avoiding political discussion 

reinforces users’ existing political orientations on Twitter, it is important to study how individual 

users can interact with other groups across their own information worlds.  

5.1.5 Virtual Public Sphere on Twitter: Prospects and Threats 

As described in 2.2.1, an unusual historical and political hardships including the Korean 

War and several decades of military coups and dictatorships established an intensive rivalry 

system between conservative and liberal democratic parties and highly partisan stakeholders in 

South Korea (Kil & Moon, 2001; Park et al., 2011).  This has radically limited South Korean 
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citizens’ political activities.  However, ICTs and surrounding technologies have provided more 

opportunities for citizens to freely express their political opinions and orientations as well as 

openly communicate with others for political purposes.  This study shows how individuals 

utilized Twitter for multiple political information behaviors including information sharing and 

exchange.  Findings provide insights into studying how citizens in politically less developed but 

technologically rapidly developing countries can adopt social media platforms for expanding and 

refining political communication and participation.   

However, the virtual sphere on Twitter has faced threats such as censorships and 

manipulation of public opinions.  During the 2012 presidential election, the NIS and military 

organizations severely intruded and manipulated public opinion (Prosecutors Detail, 2013; 

Former South Korean Spy Chief Convicted, 2014).  During the election campaigns, this type of 

Twitter misuse of manipulative retweeting and/or spam attack may easily be made by any 

influential individuals and/or organizations (Metaxas & Mustafajaj, 2010; Lee et al., 2015).  As 

emphasized in interviews, the public, frustrated by the NIS’s manipulation, completely lost trust 

and many stopped using Twitter for political communication.  Considering how this intervention 

and manipulation impacted individuals’ perception of credibility and censorship and further 

information behaviors via Twitter, further research about how to protect virtual public sphere 

venues must continue.   

5.2 Theoretical Implications  

While many researchers from neighboring disciplines (including political science, 

sociology, and political communication) have investigated citizens’ political communication 

from various angles, the library and information science (LIS) field has just started studying this 

phenomenon.  This research attempted to apply a library and information science (LIS) oriented 

theory, the Theory of Information Worlds (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010), to individuals’ virtual 

political communication and participation within and across multiple social worlds on Twitter.  

As seen in Chapter 4, the Theory of Information Worlds successfully contributed to explaining 

how and why individual users engaged in multiple political information behaviors on Twitter and 

how Twitter served as a virtual public sphere for citizens’ social and collaborative political 

communication during the election campaign in South Korea.  The sections below attempt to 
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offer implications and insights into applying the Theory of Information Worlds to empirical 

social media data.          

5.2.1 Operationalized Concepts in Richer Qualitative Data 

One of the limitations of the Theory of Information Worlds is that the five core 

concepts—social types, social norms, information value, information behavior, and boundaries—

are theoretically rather than operationally elaborated, which may keep researchers from 

operationalizing the concepts and conducting empirical studies.  In this research, the researcher 

created the general codebook operationalizing the core concepts based on collaborative group 

work with other researchers using the theory in a variety of research areas, and additionally 

established coding schemes through a grounded theory approach.  Using the operationalized 

concepts, examples, and a guided coding scheme (shown in Appendix G) highly assisted the 

researcher in finding themes while applying the Theory of Information Worlds.  The lessons 

from testing the codebook will be discussed to further revise the codebook.  

 This research also found that the five core concepts of the Theory of Information Worlds 

were highly interconnected and sometimes overlapped with each other: multiple concepts were 

easily found together from an incident level.  Social types, social norms, and information values 

were strongly connected and their interplay influenced users’ information behaviors and 

boundaries.  For example, a representative of the alternative news media shared with Twitter 

users his reports including factual information as well as subjective interpretations while the 

traditional mainstream media did not.  This information sharing behavior was chosen to serve the 

expected occupational norms and duties by providing the public with credible and accurate 

information unavailable in the mainstream media, demonstrating the boundaries between two 

groups of individuals.  As shown from this example, the five core concepts of the Theory of 

Information Worlds were highly intertwined and found from an incident including sufficient 

information about social contexts, thus providing more holistic themes.   

 In other words, the Theory of Information Worlds worked more clearly with a rich 

qualitative data set.  Semi-structured interviews from Phase II provided more clear relationships 

among the five concepts and richer thematic findings from participants’ dialogues explaining 

their chosen critical incidents, while the analysis of tweets offered more limited findings due to 

lack of context in 140 characters as well as subjectivity of use of tone, language, and other 

information sources in each tweet.  This finding can be useful for the researcher’s collaborative 
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research group, 3 Js and a G (which consists of myself, Julia Skinner, Jonathan Hollister, and 

Gary Burnett), as they revise and refine the general codebook and contribute to building coding 

schemes optimized for various methodologies and data types.   

5.2.2 An Individual Agent for Selections 

As discussed in Section 5.1, an individual has multiple social types at different levels as 

well as the type-specific social norms to follow.  Influenced by these multi-layered social 

contexts, he or she selectively chooses and maintains certain social types (or identities), assesses 

the value of information needed, decides to engage with certain information behaviors while 

interpreting relevant norms to abide by.  This means that an individual can design and 

characterize his or her information worlds at his or her discretion, while still staying in a larger 

lifeworld.  The findings from this research can contradict Yu (2011)’s argument that the Theory 

of Information Worlds emphasized social contexts and disregarded the importance of an 

individual’s role as an agent based on one case study from China.  However, more empirical 

research focusing on specific settings/venues must be conducted and reviewed to build more 

reliable knowledge that may allow for generalization.    

5.3 Methodological Implications  

This research employed a mixed methods design of using social network analysis, tweet 

content analysis, and semi-structured interviews.  The following sections attempt to provide 

findings and implications for conducting social media research by increasing pros of both 

quantitative and qualitative methods as well as decreasing cons from solely using either method.    

5.3.1 Twitter Content, Network, and Interviews  

In Phase I, the researcher examined South Korean citizens’ information sharing behaviors 

on Twitter during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election campaign.  From 22 days of data collection, a 

total of 297,388 retweeting activities were collected: the researcher analyzed the top 300 retweets 

resulting in 35.3% (104,989 of 297,388) retweeting activities for analysis.  By analyzing types of 

linkage attached to the top 300 retweets, the researcher found how Twitter users expressed and 

supported their political opinions by attaching certain information sources.  Secondly, the 

researcher analyzed political sentiment as an indicator of political orientation and examined how 

this particular information value might influence users’ retweeting behaviors, by using the lens 
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of Theory of Information Worlds.  Thirdly, based on users’ political orientation information, the 

researcher used social network analysis to examine the retweeting network.  The network 

analysis displayed clear separation between politically opposing groups in terms of selectively 

sharing information within the homogeneous group as well as avoiding information 

between/across the heterogeneous group.  The tweet content analysis and network analysis used 

in Phase I successfully illustrated initial key findings about how users’ information values 

influenced certain information behaviors and thus generated boundaries between groups of users.  

In Phase II, to further elaborate the initial key findings from Phase I, the researcher 

conducted semi-structured interviews with 13 opinion leaders.  By allowing the participants to 

choose the medium for interviews (e.g., emails, Skype, and face-to-face interviews), the 

researcher overcame difficulties in interviewing hard-to-access key informants in South Korea as 

well as increased the response rates.  The researcher obtained rich qualitative data, which 

allowed the researcher to further examine how and why the opinion leaders engaged in political 

information behaviors on Twitter.  By using a mixed methods design, this research was able to 

examine both quantitative and qualitative data sources, obtain complementarities, triangulate the 

findings, and eventually provide a holistic view of the research phenomenon.   

5.3.2 Innovative Interview Techniques for Internet Research 

Phase II employed semi-structured interviews with South Korean opinion leaders to 

explore how and why they engage in political information sharing behaviors on Twitter.  By 

following the specific criteria for the operationalized definition of opinion leaders, a sample set 

of 30 opinion leaders were contacted for recruitment.  The following sections include strategies 

used and developed from preparing, recruiting, and administering interviews using multiple 

interview modes.  Below, the researcher provides what was learned as good recruitment 

strategies based on conducting pilot in December 2013 and actual interviews in July and 

December 2014.   

Manage systematic correspondence.  Access to potential participants for recruitment 

can be achieved through face-to-face, email, and social networking sites (Janghorban et al., 

2013).  The researcher reached participants via three different communication tools: email, 

Twitter, and Facebook messaging systems.  Twitter user accounts of participants provided the 

default information to contact them.  On users’ profile pages, some users disclosed additional 

contact information such as Facebook page, personal website, and/or email address.  By 
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collecting available contact information for participants, the researcher created an Excel 

spreadsheet to systematically manage all the correspondence.  Recruitment messages were sent 

out three times by using one communication tool at a time.  The researcher wanted to make 

participants feel less pressure when receiving the recruitment message; therefore the researcher 

carefully chose the order of the communication tools to be used for each participant.   

Study user’s Twitter activity/usage patterns.  When choosing the order of 

communication tools, it was important to study users’ Twitter usage patterns in advance.  For 

example, the researcher found that one participant would send out the first tweet at 6 o’clock in 

the morning, which would be the best time for the researcher to send out a recruitment message 

via tweeting.  When a participant clearly indicated on his Twitter profile page that an email 

would be the best contact for him to communicate, the researcher chose email as the first 

communication tool to send out the recruitment message.  In this manner, identifying the users’ 

Twitter activity/usage patterns in advance assisted the researcher to successfully recruit the 

interview participants during a short time period.  Many participants showed their Twitter 

activities (e.g., tweeting, retweeting, etc.) in the morning after they came to work: The researcher 

mainly sent our recruitment messages in the morning (South Korea) and at night (U.S.) and 

received replies from the participants via tweeting between within an hour and up to a day.        

Build rapport on Twitter in advance.  Building rapport and trust between the 

researcher and the participant in advance was critical to facilitating recruiting process, and 

increased the response rate and quality of the responses in the interviews.  As Baym (1995) 

suggested, building rapport online could be accomplished over time.  Even though the researcher 

did not directly interact with the participant (e.g., by mentioning, replying or direct messaging), 

the researcher’s exposure on the Twitter timeline by following them and/or retweeting other 

users’ tweets assisted both parties in getting familiar with each other and building indirect 

interactions.  For example, the researcher has been following many opinion leaders included in a 

sample for this research long before starting this research.  One of the most famous opinion 

leaders briefly talked to the researcher via Twitter around the 2014 General Election; building 

upon this short interaction allowed the participant to trust the researcher and willingly participate 

in the interview.        

Allow participants to choose the medium.  As Sturges and Hanrahan (2004) claimed, 

providing participants to choose the most convenient medium increased participation.  The 



138 
 

sample for this study included hard-to-access key informants (e.g., famous public figures) who 

were geographically dispersed, which caused time and financial constraints for conducting 

conventional face-to-face interviews.  Providing participants with various online formats allowed 

them to conveniently participate in the interview.  Popular synchronous communication tools 

include text-based chat rooms, instant messenger protocols, videoconferencing, and voice over 

Internet protocol (VoIP) while asynchronous tools include emails, bulletin boards, and 

discussion groups (Janghorban et al., 2013; Kazmer & Xie, 2008).  While using various formats 

increases the participation, it may influence the nature, degree of interaction, length, depth, and 

quality of the interview as well.  In this research, despite the varied length of interviews, major 

findings from three different interview formats resulted in being similar to each other.    

5.4 Practical Implications  

As seen in Section 4.2.4, Twitter successfully serves as a political communication venue 

for South Korean citizens to freely engage with information sharing and exchange and thus 

expands information access in a place where political expression is not actively encouraged or 

supported.  Political communication fundamentally involves two conflicting parties of agreement 

and disagreement that engage with selective information exposure reinforcing the polarization: 

homogeneity within groups and polarization between groups (Berelson et al., 1954; Huckfeldt et 

al., 2004; Sunstein, 2007).  One of the important and interesting findings from this research was 

related to this messy and disruptive state of political discourse.  Some opinion leaders considered 

this disorder to reflect the unique value of virtual political communication, with the value 

coming from its unique dynamic.  One practical implication arises from understanding this 

nature of political communication on Twitter.  To provide individual users with wider 

opportunities to find, share, and exchange information within and or across groups, Twitter could 

consider developing a new feature to help users choose whom to follow and/or unfollow based 

on users’ activities. Statistics such as a ratio of vicious language and ad hominem slanders used 

in tweets, a ratio of supporting evidence attached in tweets to make their claims solid, a 

frequency of retweets shared by others, and information about who’s connected with whom 

would serve as credible indicators when users choose the right ‘information channels’ for them.  

It may also encourage Twitter users to develop and refine reasonable user norms guiding 

political communication.  
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5.5 Limitations and Future Studies   

While this research employed Twitter network analysis, tweet content analysis, and semi-

structured interviews for a mixed methods design, each phase of study has a few limitations.  In 

Phase I, the researcher only examined information sharing behaviors via retweeting (RT) 

activities; information sharing by using other communication features such as mentioning, 

replying, and exchanging direct messages (DM) were not included.  Also, the four keywords for 

limiting the topical scope regarding the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election—major candidates’ names 

and titles of the election—did not include an exhaustive list of relevant keywords.  Therefore, the 

collected tweets may not cover the entire spectrum of political tweets.  When assigning the 

political orientations to the retweeters who shared the top 300 retweets in Section 4.1.3, the users 

retweeting 50/50 conservative and liberal tweets were automatically assigned as conservative 

users according to alphabetical order, not neutral users.  Even though the number of those cases 

was small, they could be recoded as neutral users for further study.  The findings from Phase I 

examining the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election cannot be generalized for any other elections in 

South Korea and/or elections in other countries.     

Phase II employed semi-structured interviews with 13 opinion leaders in political 

communication on Twitter.  Based on the results of Phase I, the majority of individual users 

participating in political communication on Twitter were found to have liberal/progressive 

political orientations.  Therefore, many opinion leaders with liberal/progressive orientation were 

recruited for the interviews.  Even though political discourse fundamentally involves two or 

more opposing political orientations, the findings from this research cannot explain conservative 

opinion leaders’ opinions and experiences.  However, interviewing participants holding 

liberal/progressive orientation allowed the researcher to use member checking.  While 

administering interviews, the researcher found some common themes emerging from each 

interview.  The researcher engaged with participants to get feedback on the accuracy and 

trustworthiness of the findings.  Through member checking during the last three interviews, the 

major findings were verified.  However, given the small sample size of the qualitative 

interviews, the findings are not generalizable or transferable, but may be insightful for similar 

contexts. 

 For further research, the researcher can employ automatic text analysis techniques for 

analyzing tweet content from a larger data set.  Expanding the set of keywords as well as the data 
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collection period will provide more meaningful data regarding how users’ political information 

behaviors may change and evolve over time.  This research showed that conservative users did 

not actively participate in Twitter communication during the election.  To study how and why 

conservative users use Twitter and participate in political communication, more traditional ways 

of recruiting for interviews may be chosen for future work.   

5.6 Conclusions   

 This research attempted to investigate South Korean citizens’ political information 

behaviors on Twitter during the 2014 Seoul Mayoral election campaign.  The mixed methods 

design of network analysis, tweet content analysis, and interviews was used.  This research 

examined how individual citizens including opinion leaders collaboratively engage in the 

political communication and deliberation via Twitter during the chosen election campaign.  

Analyses from Twitter network, tweet content, and intensive interview data through the lens of 

Theory of Information Worlds (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010) provided insight into understanding how 

users perceived social types, social norms, and perception of users’ information values led to 

certain information sharing behaviors as well as how they perceived boundaries and experienced 

conflicts and synergies within, between, and/or across the multiple information worlds.  

 Considering that this research was the first to apply the Theory of Information Worlds to 

better understand the current phenomenon of citizens’ virtual political communication and 

deliberation via Twitter, this research provided findings and implications in applying and testing 

the Theory of Information Worlds into an empirical study examining social worlds of Twitter.  

Given the lack of research from non-Western politically less stable countries, this case study of 

South Korean election provided richer empirical findings contributing to the knowledge of how 

emerging social technologies could empower the individual citizens to expand political 

communication and participation during elections.   
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APPENDIX B 

 

RE-APPROVED HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE APPROVAL MEMO 

(2014) 
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APPENDIX C 

 

RE-APPROVED HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE APPROVAL MEMO 

(2015) 
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APPENDIX D 

 

RECRUITMENT MESSAGES  

Recruitment 

Study on Political Information Seeking and Sharing Behavior through SNS 

 

For this study, online interviews will be administered to active social network service users of 

Twitter.  Based on the results from the social media analytics tool (e.g., Python Twitter API, 

SocialBro, TweetStat, NodeXL and DiscoverText), important and influential users who have a 

large population of followers and followings and whose tweets are retweeted by many other 

users will be detected.  Especially SocialBro, NodeXL, and DiscoverText provide information on 

who are the gatekeepers and bridges in the network of political information seeking and sharing 

community: They provide Twitter account information of users.  The data for the social media 

analytics are public communications in Twitter, and those important users from the social media 

analytics results will be chosen for the interviews.   

 

Recruitment messages for asking these influential users to participate in online interviews will be 

sent directly to their Twitter account.  Messages will be paraphrased and repeatedly sent out 

three times a day for a week:  

 

“We are researchers studying influential users’ political information seeking and sharing 

through Twitter, would you be willing to participate in an online interview?”   

 

“Florida State University researchers would like to interview you as an influential user in 

political information seeking and sharing in Twitter. Would you be willing to participate?” 

 

“We recognize you as a powerful influential user in political information seeking and sharing in 

Twitter, would you be willing to participate in email interview?”   

 

For those who express willingness to participate, researchers will communicate individually to 

set up the details for interviews either through tweeting or emailing according to participants’ 
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preferences.  Researchers will explain the objectives and process of this study and the manner of 

data collection and analysis (See below).  A cover letter informing participants of the detailed 

information about research project and asking them to express preference for receiving interview 

questions will be sent to the participants.  This cover letter with the participant’ preference will 

be returned to the researchers via email.  After receiving the cover letter, researchers will begin 

interviews with the participants according to the participant’s choice.  Those who can be publicly 

reached (i.e., popular journalists, politicians, and bloggers) will be contacted by their public 

email accounts.  Following is the information that will be provided to participants:  

 

Hello.  The College of Communication & Information at Florida State University is seeking 

research participants.  We are seeking influential users who currently who are have been 

involved with seeking and sharing political information and opinion through Twitter.  Our 

purpose in doing this research is to learn more about users’ political information seeking and 

sharing behaviors to explore the information phenomena within social network service.  All 

answers and comments of interviews via emails, FSU’s virtual classroom environment, 

Blackboard Collaborate (respondents will receive a clickable URL provided by the researcher), 

Skype, phone, or face to face conversations will be safely collected, transcribed and analyzed 

based on qualitative approach, e.g., open coding and axial coding.  Data will be kept on a secured 

server with a pseudonym and no names attached, to which only researchers have access; data 

will be kept for two years.  Backups of printed out data will be stored in a locked cabinet to 

which only the researchers have access.    

 

This research study is being done by doctoral students Ji Sue Lee (PI) of the College of 

Communication & Information at Florida State University, Hohyon Ryu of the School of 

Information at University of Texas at Austin, and assistant professor Sung Jae Park of the 

Department of Library and Information Science at Han-Sung University, under the guidance of 

Professor Dr. Gary Burnett, of the College of Communication & Information at Florida State 

University, to learn more about how people look for and share political information and opinion 

through social network service of Twitter.   

 

You can reach us to volunteer for interviews or to ask for more information about this research at 
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email: for questions on the study itself, Ji Sue Lee, *****@my.fsu.edu, Florida State University, 

College of Communication & Information, 142 Collegiate Loop, 266 Louis Shores Building, 

Tallahassee, FL 32306, tel: 850-***-****, and for other questions, Dr. Gary Burnett, 

******@fsu.edu, Florida State University, College of Communication & Information, 142 

Collegiate Loop, 266 Louis Shores Building, Tallahassee, FL 32306, tel: 850-***-****.  For 

additional information on your rights as a research participant, you can also contact Florida State 

University’s Human Subjects Committee, Tallahassee, FL 32306, 850-644-8673. 

  

Thank you for your help and time in advance. 
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APPENDIX E 

 

COVER LETTER  

Cover Letter  

Study on Political Information Seeking and Sharing Behavior through SNS 

 

Dear <participant>,  

 I am Ji Sue Lee, a doctoral candidate at the College of Communication & Information, 

Florida State University.  My co-researchers and I (PI) are conducting a research project on 

Political Information Seeking and Sharing Behavior through Social Networking Service of 

Twitter.  This cover letter is to inform you of the detailed information about the research project 

and ask you to express preference for receiving interview questions.  The purpose of this 

research is to better understand how users seek and share political information and opinion 

through the social network service of Twitter.  We hope to obtain insights on how users can 

better use a variety of resources within social networking services in seeking and sharing 

political information and opinion.  

 For this research, you, as an influential user in political information seeking and sharing 

community, are being asked to take part in an online interview.  In the interview, we will be 

asking you to recall details of your personal experiences using Twitter as it relates to your 

activities in seeking and sharing political information and opinion.  The interview is semi-

structured, meaning that the exact questions asked to each participant will vary, depending on 

each participant’s unique experiences using Twitter.  According to your own preference, we will 

interview you through emails, FSU’s virtual environment, Blackboard Collaborate 

(http://newfaculty.cci.fsu.edu/collaborateelluminate/), Skype, phone, or face-to-face 

conversations.  If you wish to participate in the interview via emails, you can either answer all 

the questions in one email or multiple emails, during the course of which you can ask or be asked 

questions, depending on your preference or comfort level.  There are 15 questions and interview 

process should take no more than 1 hour.   

 We do not anticipate there will be any risks or discomfort from your participation in this 

study.  Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations 
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with Florida State University.  If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any 

question or stop at any time without affecting those relationships.   

 We will collect and store the interview in a secured server and we will transcribe and 

erase the personal information including names or other personally identifying information 

within six weeks of the session so that only a text transcript remains.  Your interview and 

transcripts will be kept for two years with the backups of paper, and your data will be destroyed 

three years after the research has been published. 

 The researchers conducting this study are doctoral students Ji Sue Lee and Hohyon Ryu, 

Assistant Professor Sung Jae Park and Professor Dr. Gary Burnett.  If you have questions, you 

are encouraged to contact us: Ji Sue Lee, ******@my.fsu.edu, Gary Burnett, ******@fsu.edu, 

Florida State University, College of Communication & Information, 142 Collegiate Loop, 266 

Louis Shores Building, Tallahassee, FL 32306, tel: 850-***-****.  If you have questions or 

concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than the researchers, you 

are encouraged to contact the FSU IRB at 2010 Levy Street, Research Building B, Suite 276, 

Tallahassee, FL  32306-2742, or 850-644-8633, or by email at humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu. 

 Thank you for your interest and time for participating in this research!  

 

* Please mark X in one blank to express your preferences on how you participate in this 

interview. 

 

1. I would like to participate in this interview through Email __________, FSU’s virtual 

classroom environment, Blackboard Collaborate (by clicking the URL provided by the 

researcher) or Skype program __________, phone conversations __________, or face to face 

conversation __________. 

 

2. For only those who choose to use email: 

 

I would like to participate in this interview through  

One email (with all the questions) __________ or Multiple emails (with one question at a time) 

__________.  
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APPENDIX F 

 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL  

Interview Questions  

Study on Political Information Seeking and Sharing Behavior through SNS 

 

This research is being done by doctoral students Ji Sue Lee of the College of Communication & 

Information at Florida State University, Hohyon Ryu of the College of Information at University 

of Texas, Austin, and Assistant Professor Sung Jae Park of Department of Library and 

Information Science at Han-Sung University, under the guidance of Professor Dr. Gary Burnett, 

of the College of Communication & Information at Florida State University.  15 questions will 

be asked to participants: 

 

1. What was your age at your last birthday? 

 18-29 years old 

 30-39 years old 

 40-49 years old 

 50-59 years old 

 60 years old or older 

2. What is the highest level of education that you have achieved? 

 Less than a high school diploma 

 High school diploma or equivalent 

 Bachelors degree (e.g. B.A., B.S.) 

 Masters degree (e.g. M.A., M.S., M.B.A., M.P.A.) 

 Doctoral degree (e.g. J.D., M.D., Ph.D., Ed.D.) 

 

3. How long have you been an active (meaning you regularly use Twitter in your daily life) user? 

 0 – 6 months (0.5 year) 

 7 months – 12 months (1 year) 

 13 months – 18 months (1.5 years) 
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 19 months – 24 months (2 years) 

 25 months (2 yrs and 1 month) – 3 years (3 years) 

 more than 3 years  

 

4. On a typical day, how often do you tweet? 

 Never  

 1 – 5 times  

 6 – 10 times 

 11 – 20 times 

 21 – 30 times 

 More than 30 times 

 

5. On a typical day, how often do you retweet (RT)? 

 Never  

 1 – 5 times  

 6 – 10 times 

 11 – 20 times 

 21 – 30 times 

 More than 30 times 

 

 

 

Considering the large numbers of followers and retweets of your Twitter accounts, you are 

regarded as an influential user who actively shares political information and opinions with 

others via Twitter.  

 

The open-ended questions below are to collect your own personal experiences including 

critical incidents and episodes that you found impressive. Please feel free to share your 

own experiences, reflecting your Twitter usages over the past period from May through 

June, 2014 around the Election for Mayor of Seoul, the capital city of South Korea 

(06/04/2014). 
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6. You actively engage in tweeting about the election for Mayor of Seoul and other political 

issues. Can you tell me your purposes/reasons of tweeting? And what type of political 

information do you tweet? 

 

7. When you tweet, who do you think your audience is? (Do you think your audience has the 

same political beliefs that you do, or different political beliefs form yours?) Can you give me 

examples of when you think you interact with others by tweeting? 

 

8. When you retweet, what types of political information do you retweet? What are the reasons 

you retweet others? Do you retweet someone who has different political beliefs from yours as 

well as someone with the same political beliefs as yours?  

 

9. As an influential user (having a large number of followers who retweet your messages), think 

of a situation that you feel any responsibility or role in your tweeting and or retweeting. Can you 

tell me about that situation? What happened in that situation?  

 

10. How effective do you think Twitter is to you, in terms of sharing political information and 

opinions with others? From your experiences, do you notice anything interesting or insightful to 

you? 

 

11. Do you think your experience and view of the effectiveness of Twitter is shared by others? 

Do you think this your attitude is typical? 

 

12. What do you see for the future of Twitter during upcoming elections? Do you think Twitter’s 

impact will grow stronger or weaker? 

 

13. Besides tweeting about political information and opinions, do you also tweet about other 

aspects of your daily life? Can you give me examples of these activities? Do you think these 

experiences are similar to or different from political tweeting and retweeting? 
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14. Do you think your experience and view of the effectiveness of political tweeting is shared by 

others? Do you think this view is typical? 

 

15. Could you provide any other comments on citizens’ political information sharing via 

Twitter?  

 

Thank you so much for your time and participation! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



153 
 

APPENDIX G 

 

INFORAMTION WORLDS GENERAL CODEBOOK   

 A collaborative research group, 3 Js and a G, created this general codebook to apply the 

Theory of Information Worlds for three different dissertation projects.  This codebook includes 

operationalized concepts, sub-codes, and Twitter contextual examples to guide the researcher’s 

coding process.  While using this codebook, the researcher added newly emerged sub-codes from 

the data to further refine the codebook.  Sub-codes with the signal of * indicate the newly added 

codes.    

Concept/Primary Code Sub-codes Twitter Contextual Examples & 

Questions to Consider 

Social Types (ST) 

Operationalized 
Definition:  Role(s) 
fulfilled by an individual in 
an information world as 
determined, in part, by how 
others in that world view 
them. 

Explicit status(es)/title(s) (Achieved 
status or appointed title of 
individuals)  

 What are the professional 
roles or occupations? 

 How are social types and 
identities expressed and 
managed? 

 Examples: Use of naming 
protocols/norms (e.g. first 
name basis or the use of 
titles/credentials/ranks) 

 Professional occupation titles 
such as writer, college professor, 
political reporter, etc. 

Implicit status(es)  
(How others see the individual; may 
be seen through explicit statements or 
inferred through observation of how 
the individual is treated) 

 Do others say anything 
directly about someone (e.g. 
“he’s an idiot”)? 

 Are there other behaviors 
that suggest a role (e.g. 
others world members 
consistently defer to a 
particular individual’s 
opinion)? 

 Twitter users call one as a 
netizen detective; many 
newspaper companies 
interviewed Jeff as a famous 
netizen detective investigating 
the NIS’s manipulation of public 
opinion on Twitter.  

 One is also referred to as one-
man media who independently 
post and broadcast reports 
without being hired by any media 
organization. 

Team/community role  
(Role on a team as a function of 
status, system, or community) 

 What 
activities/responsibilities are 
exhibited through explicit or 
implicit roles?  Are the 
activities undertaken by an 
individual seen as 

 Question asker, answerer, 
agitator, rabble-rouser, troller, 
and etc.   
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appropriate (for that 
individual) by others? 

 Are there context-specific, 
behavior-defined types/roles 
(e.g. question 
asker/answerer, 
troubleshooter, skeptic, 
trusted expert, experienced 
guide)? 

Hierarchy  

(Power relationship[s] between social 
types in a given information world; 
may be explicit or implicit) 

 Where does the social type 
exist in the line of command 
or in the chain of social 
status?   

 What and how much 
authority/power/oversight 
does this social type have 
over others? 

 Are there power 
conflicts?  Who or what 
instigated changes in the 
power dynamics? Why and 
when did the conflict begin? 

 Occupational ranks or hierarchy. 

Gender  

(Presented gender identity of the 
individual) 

 Are social types within the 
information world gendered? 

 Are different genders 
portrayed or treated 
differently? (may be implicit 
or explicit) 

 Are issues of gender role 
explicitly discussed? 

 

 Male, female, and others. 

Race/Ethnicity  
(Stated racial and/or ethnic identities 
of the individual) 

 Is there observable privilege 
or discrimination? (May be 
explicit or implicit) 

 Are people of different racial 
backgrounds or ethnicities 
treated or portrayed 
differently? 

 Are issues of race/ethnic role 
explicitly discussed? 

 Race/ethnicity. 

History/Backstory  
(The role[s] an individual has played 
over time) 

 Are there any statements 
about an individual’s past 

 One was a leader of a group of 
media representatives illegally 
dismissed by traditional media 
companies and now he returns to 
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reflecting either continuity or 
change of role over time 
(e.g. “he used to be king, but 
now he’s just a 
troublemaker”)? 

work according the court’s 
adjudication.  

Other social types (Social types that 
cannot easily be determined because 
they are not explicitly stated and/or 
cannot be inferred through 
observation; when an individual 
simultaneously seems to play 
conflicting multiple roles; or in 
situations when existing Social Type 
codes do not seem appropriate; this 
code should, whenever possible, be 
used with one of the following sub-
codes, or a new sub-code to indicate 
why the social type is “other”) 

 Ambiguous or Amorphous: 
Social type seems unclear or 
fuzzy; or social type never 
stated, and cannot be 
inferred by observation 

 Complex: There seems to be 
a conflict between an 
individual’s explicit role and 
his/her socially defined role; 
an individual is seen as 
several seemingly very 
different types (e.g. someone 
is a tyrant and also a weak 
leader, simultaneously) 

 *Metaphoric: Social type as 
a metaphor. One can use 
certain social types as 
metaphor to define oneself. 

 *Group level: Social type as 
a group or mass while social 
type of individual himself 
may or may not be identical 
to the group level.  

 *Metaphoric: One can define 
himself as midfielder of 
delivering new information and 
perspective when he is not an 
actual soccer player.  

 *Group level: One with a 
progressive political leaning is a 
progressive at an individual level 
as well as a member of a group 
of progressives. 

Social Norms (SN) 

Operationalized 

Definition:  Agreed upon 
behaviors are those that are 
common and accepted 
practice within a world, 
and are enforced by actors 
within that world. In a 
research project, explicit 
statements may be made 
about behavior, or patterns 
that are influenced by 
others in the world may be 
seen in behavior. 

Explicit norms  
(Formalized statements that clearly 
articulate norms for a behavior, either 
by affirming the behavior in question 
or by indicating its inappropriateness)  

 Are there explicitly stated 
and enforced rules or laws? 

 Examples: FAQs, 
Acceptable Use Policies, 
other formalized rules or 
laws 

 Are these norms community 
or system based (i.e., are 
they established by a legal 

 Political Neutrality Act that the 
legal representatives such as 
judges and prosecutors can’t 
express personal political 
leanings in the pursuit of their 
duties.  
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authority charged with 
making the rules, or are they 
determined by group 
consensus or by some other 
informal process)? 

 If there is a legal authority, 
how is that authority 
determined? Is it imposed 
from outside of the 
community or chosen [or 
elected] by members of the 
community?  (This speaks to 
the linkage between Social 
Type and Social Norm) 

 Do group members have 
explicit permission to engage 
in any non-normative 
behaviors under certain 
circumstances? 

 Do group members have 
explicit permission to 
discuss unrelated topics? Are 
there topics that are 
forbidden?   

Implicit norms  
(Behaviors or sets of behaviors that 
recur over time and are reinforced by 
the community, either through 
explicit statements of reinforcement, 
or by observable acts of approval or 
disapproval) 

 How are these norms 
expressed?  Are they openly 
discussed, or are they largely 
“invisible” (i.e., simply 
accepted as “the way things 
are” and never mentioned)? 

 Do group members tolerate 
non-normative or 
“unacceptable” behaviors 
under certain circumstances? 

 Is off-topic discussion 
tolerated by community 
members? Do members 
engage in or complain about 
such tangents?   

 The interpretation of the norm of 
objective journalism may be 
subject to individual media 
representatives. 

Enforcement mechanisms  
(May be explicit or implicit) 

 Sanctions: Are there explicit 
sanctions for violating social 
norms?  Are there degrees of 
severity in these sanctions 
(e.g. a short “time out” vs. 
expulsion from the 
community)? 

 When many Twitter users start 
following one user and 
retweeting his or her tweets 
frequently, one can take this as 
reinforcement of his or her 
Twitter activities.  

 When other Twitter users send 
one direct messages to provide 
social and emotional support, one 
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 Reinforcement: Do you see 
evidence of reinforcement or 
encouragement of certain 
behaviors over others? 

can also take this as 
reinforcement.    

Expression  
(This addresses Social Norms related 
to communication practices, with an 
emphasis on the tone and interactive 
aspects of communication)  

 Does there appear to be a 
preferred tone of 
communication?  Is the tone 
serious?  Jocular? 
Disagreeable?  Etc.  

 Political tweets include high 
level of subjectivity by using 
irony, sarcasm, joke, and pun.  

Normative Information 

Behavior (IB) 

Operationalized 
Definition:  Any potential 
normative behaviors 
regarding the use or nonuse 
of information. 

Information sources  
(Where information comes from) 

 Where are individuals or 
groups getting their 
information? 

 Examples:  Sources may 
include formal sources such 
as articles, books, 
newspapers, websites etc.) 
and informal or interpersonal 
sources (friends, family, 
hearsay, etc.) 

 Within the world, is 
information that is sought, 
shared, or exchanged drawn 
from a wide or narrow range 
of sources?  Are those 
sources formal, informal, 
interpersonal, or some mix? 

 One can attach various types of 
information sources such as texts, 
emoticons, and URLs to image, 
video, and webpages.  

Information seeking  
(Explicit actions or behaviors that 
involve an actor actively searching for 
information) 

 How do individuals or 
groups search for 
information? 

 Examples:  Questions posed 
to resources (including other 
persons), active searching 
for information using digital 
or print resources 

 One can retrieve and find users 
and tweets including certain 
keywords or hashtags.  

Information sharing  
(Active offering or distribution of 
information to others; posting to 
wikis, community sites, databases, 
helping others find/use information) 

 Do members share 
information within the 
group? With other 
groups/worlds?  

 One can create and/or retweet 
certain messages to share with 
their followers.  



158 
 

 How and to what extent do 
members share 
information?  Is it 
common?  Rare? 

 Examples: Helping others 
locate information either as 
an information professional 
or more informally as 
friends; answering questions; 
sharing strategies and 
advice. 

Information exchange  
(Active trading or interactive 
“swapping” of information) 

 Exchange is distinguished 
from Sharing because it 
involves a back-and-forth 
between two or more 
individuals (or a “quid-pro-
quo”), whereas Sharing takes 
place without expectation of 
recompense. 

 One can engage with mentioning, 
replying, retweeting, and direct 
messaging to exchange 
information with others.  

Information use  
(Using information for a particular 
task or goal)   

 How do members apply 
information in their 
activities? Use of 
information may be context-
specific. 

 Examples: Modding/Add-
ons, writing wikis, 
webcasting, answering 
questions, giving reports 

 One can use information sources 
to create political memes.  

Information archiving  
(Storing, managing, and curating 
information resources)  

 Does the group (or 
individuals within the group) 
catalog, store, or curate data 
or information? If so, 
how?  Does the group 
actively use such resources, 
or do they seem to be 
ignored? 

 Examples: Creating 
reference guides, databases, 
favoriting tweets or creating 
user lists 

 One can favorite tweets and list 
users to organize and store 
information on Twitter.  
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Information avoidance  
(Explicit or implicit avoidance or 
nonuse of information - tied to 
information value [preference of 
information sources] and social type 
[preferred bias]) 

 What types or sources of 
information are avoided or 
unused?  Is this due to active 
avoidance, disinterest, or 
ignorance? Laziness? Other 
reasons? 

 Examples: Consistent 
avoiding information from 
biased sources; selective 
information sharing within 
and between groups; a 
particular information source 
is openly disparaged (e.g. 
“Snopes is nothing more 
than a liberal propaganda 
outlet”); statements of 
distrust or skepticism about 
the quality, accuracy, or 
value of information”) 

 One can selectively avoid social 
contacts and/or information on 
Twitter.  

Information channel  
(Normative preferences for particular 
channels of communication and 
information behavior) 

 Do group members prefer 
particular media for 
communication and various 
forms of information 
behavior?  Do they have 
access to or use multiple 
channels for information 
activities and 
communication? 

 Examples: Certain types of 
information behaviors take 
place only in specific 
synchronous meeting spaces. 

 Note: This may be very 
simple in some 
circumstances (e.g. for a 
group interacting via 
Twitter, that group’s 
preferred Information 
Channel is, clearly, Twitter) 

 One can particularly follow 
certain media or media 
representatives for channeling.  

Information Value (IV) 

Operationalized 
Definition:  A commonly 
accepted hierarchy 
regarding the variable 

Explicit statements of value (Direct, 
clearly stated assessments of value) 

 Are there formal statements 
or guidelines about what the 
world “officially” considers 

 One can directly express the 
value of information, favorite 
certain tweets and/or retweet 
them.  
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importance or 
unimportance of different 
types of 
information.  Information 
Value includes a spectrum 
of values, from high value 
(e.g., something that is 
very important to a world) 
to no value (something 
perceived as worthless or 
not deserving attention), as 
well as a variety of ways in 
which value can be 
perceived (e.g. economic 
vs. artistic value).  Value 
can be contested -- that is, 
there may be 
disagreements within a 
world about the degree to 
which something is of 
value, and/or how it is or is 
not of value. 

to be important (or 
worthless) information? 

 Examples: FAQs, Collection 
policies, Mission statements 
etc. 

 Do community members 
overtly discuss levels or 
types of value?  Are there 
consistent themes or patterns 
to these discussions? 

 Examples: Direct criticism; 
“that’s not important;” “this 
is really helpful;” stickied 
forum post, favorited/RT 
tweet or liked FB post, 
shared/repeated hashtags 

Implicit indicators of value  
(Can only be inferred from 
observations and themes that recur 
within a world) 

 Are there recurring themes 
across the ways members of 
a world respond to an 
information behavior or 
information source? 

 Examples: Repeated or 
recurring references to the 
same topic, information type, 
or concept, lacking explicit 
statements of value but 
clearly of value by virtue of 
the amount and consistency 
of attention paid. 

 Note: Even if something is 
explicitly dismissed as being 
unimportant, or if there is 
disagreement about it, it can 
be said to be *important 
enough* to argue about. 

 One can indirectly express by 
adding comments (including 
emoticon or hashtags) when 
retweeting certain messages. 

Types of value  
(What follows is a partial list of 
different types of value/value 
judgments.  Note: References to value 
may be explicit, implicit, or even 
metaphoric [e.g. “We profited from 
knowing that” to mean “We learned a 
lot from knowing that”].  Each of 
value type can also include its inverse 
-- e.g., something is perceived to be 
of economic value because it is a 
*threat* to profitability or because it 
is perceived to be a threat to cultural 
stability) 
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Economic value (something is 
valuable because it is perceived to be 
profitable in an economic sense) 
 

 One can find economic value 
from certain tweets.  

Cultural value (something is of value 
because it’s of interest to or important 
for many members of a world) 
 

 One can find cultural value from 
certain tweets.  

Ideological value (something is of 
value because it supports a particular 
political position) 
 

 One can find ideological value 
from certain tweets. 

“Truth” value (something is of value 
because it is perceived by members of 
the world to be true) 
 

 One can find truth value from 
certain tweets.  

Rhetorical value (something is of 
value because of how it is presented 
and/or argued, regardless of whether 
it is true or accurate -- e.g. “I like the 
way you said that”) 

 One can find rhetorical value 
from certain tweets.  

Source value (something is of value 
because of its source -- e.g., “if so and 
so said it, it must be important”); this 
could also be called “Authority 
value”. 

 Is there one individual 
whose statements are highly 
regarded in this world? 

 One can find source value from 
certain tweets.  

Entertainment value (something is of 
value because it’s fun, exciting, or 
otherwise entertaining) 

 One can find entertain value from 
certain tweets.  

Aesthetic value (something is of value 
because of the craft, beauty, and/or 
artistry involved in its production) 

 One can find aesthetic value from 
certain tweets.  

Affective value (something is of value 
because it makes people feel good) 

 One can find affective value from 
certain tweets and/or direct 
messages (DM). 

Moral or Ethical value (something is 
of value because it is moral or ethical 
-- it is the “right thing to do”) 

 One can find ethical value from 
certain tweets. For example, 
tweets about missing child or pet 
are easily and widely shared. 

Intrinsic value (something is of value 
because “everybody knows” it is 
important without even thinking 
about how or why it is important) 

 One can find intrinsic value from 
certain tweets.  
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 Are there things that are 
valued based on tradition or 
shared importance, without 
anyone pointing to concrete 
evidence? 

Contextual value (something is 
valuable within a specific time, place, 
or situation, but otherwise may be of 
limited value) 

 One can find contextual value of 
Twitter communication when the 
Lee administration controlled 
information flow and public 
opinion offline.  

*Disruptive value (something is 
valuable because it is messy and 
disruptive and thus has room for 
agreement and or disagreement) 

 One can find disruptive value 
from political discourse full of 
intense conflicts and arguments.  

Boundaries (B) 

Operationalized 

Definition:  Lines at which 
Information Worlds come 
into contact with one 
another, where 
communication, 
interaction, or information 
exchange may or may not 
take place between those 
worlds.  Boundaries may 
be permeable or 
impermeable, virtual or 
physical, etc.; worlds may 
be contiguous (as in two 
nations that share a 
border), embedded (as in a 
state that is wholly 
included within a nation), 
contested (as in border 
disputes), etc. 

Explicit boundaries  
(Clearly stated or posted boundaries 
between groups)  

 Physical boundaries: What 
are the physical boundaries 
(boundaries determined by 
space or area; physical area, 
architectural design)? 

 Systematic boundaries: Are 
there systematic boundaries 
(boundaries as determined 
by the governing system, 
geopolitical borders, 
“physical” confines of a 
virtual worlds)? 

 Does a group clearly state 
that there is a boundary 
between them and another 
group? Does the group 
engage in labelling practices 
or name-calling aimed at 
groups it perceives as 
“different” from itself? 

 Does the group have a 
specific name or tag that 
clearly differentiates it from 
other groups? 

 One can find explicitly stated or 
posted boundaries between 
groups.  

 Systematic boundaries: one can 
find systematic explicitly written 
social media guideline in 
traditional mainstream media 
while others do not have any 
restriction about social media use 
on the job.  

Implicit boundaries  
(Boundaries between groups that are 
not necessarily stated, but are still 
understood by groups; these 
boundaries may be due to differences 
between the groups or variations in 
interaction styles) 

 What makes this group 
unique compared to similar 
groups? 

 One can find implicitly stated or 
understood boundaries between 
groups.  
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Activity-based  
(Boundaries as determined by the 
type/location of a particular activity; 
most likely must be inferred during 
content analysis) 

 One can find boundaries between 
groups based on certain activities 
that some people do while others 
don’t.  

 One media representative 
actively uses Twitter to share 
credible information as well as 
his subjective opinion as 
interpretation of the information 
while others refuse to do so.  

Differences  
(Disparities due to sociodemographic 
backgrounds such as geopolitical, 
nationality, ethnicity, race, gender, 
socioeconomic status, gender identity, 
sexual orientation, education level, 
library affiliation, etc.) 

 One can find boundaries between 
groups based on differences.  

Interactions  
(Areas of interaction/communication 
between distinct groups that are not 
necessarily sustained; may be based 
on context-specific activity) 

 Does this group interact with 
other groups? If so, how?  If 
not, why not? 

 One can find boundaries where 
interactions between groups take 
place.  

Synergies (Cooperation of distinct 
groups across boundaries for a 
common goal or task; collaboration, 
group events, group storytelling, etc.) 

 Do groups work together? 
Why? If not, why not? 

 One can find synergies from 
collaborating with others.  

 Individual citizens actively 
participate in creating and 
producing media reports by 
providing information sources to 
media representatives. Synergies 
take place between groups of 
citizens and media 
representatives. 

Conflicts (Conflict between groups 
across boundaries may be a part of 
normative activities of the world [e.g. 
politics, science, philosophy]) 

 Are there disputes with other 
groups? Why? If not, why 
not? 

 

 One can find conflicts between 
groups across boundaries. 

 Group of users holding different 
political orientations confront 
with each other regarding certain 
political topics or issues.  

Time  
(Boundaries may shift, be created, or 
be destroyed over time) 

 How have boundaries 
changed over time? Have 
they changed during the 
study?  Has access to 
information/resources or 
other groups changed over 
time? 
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Historic (Past explicit boundaries) 

 Do group members talk 
about how their relationships 
with other worlds (i.e. 
outsiders) have changed over 
time? 

 Do group members avoid 
talking about sensitive issues 
pertaining to their group and 
its relations with others in 
the past? 

 One can find boundaries from 
identifying the past explicit 
boundaries.  

Current (Boundaries as they exist in 
the current state, during the data 
collection period of a research study) 

 Do group members talk 
about their attitudes toward 
outsiders and/or their 
closeness to / distance from 
other groups? 

 How do group members treat 
new members who come to 
the group from outside?  Do 
their treatments suggest a 
desire for porous boundaries 
or a desire for closed 
boundaries? 

  One can find boundaries as they 
exist in the current state.  

Future (Boundaries that are explicitly 
planned to change - potential future or 
implicit boundaries are inductions) 

 Are there planned 
mergers?  Is there a 
succession or strategic plan 
in place? 

 Do current interactions 
(conflicts or synergies) 
suggest potential boundary 
changes? 

 One can find boundaries that are 
explicitly planned to change.  
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