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With the steady closure of local newspapers, many communities have been left without reliable news and information. Technology
platforms are attempting to fill the void by providing community forums or neighborhood apps where users read and share local
information. Today, Facebook groups (which include buy-and-sell, local interest, or community discussion groups) are one popular
form of digital local information sharing. This study investigates how local online groups are perceived compared with more traditional
local news outlets, and compares the pro-community benefits provided by each. Based on prior theoretical contributions, we developed
a framework for measuring the benefits of local information presence on individual-level pro-community attitudes. In our experiment
(N = 170), we asked frequent Facebook users living in four U.S. cities (Boston, Columbus, Nashville, Seattle) to start following local
news pages or local online groups on Facebook, and compare their perceptions of quality and changes in pro-community attitudes. We
find that while posts from local news pages are perceived to be of significantly higher quality than posts from local online groups,
neither led to significant changes in pro-community attitudes during our study period. We discuss implications for the future study of

local news in a changing media ecology.

1 INTRODUCTION

Local journalism offers distinct benefits to communities, such as a sense of belonging, more local knowledge, and
increased civic participation [8, 14]. Despite the benefits and the pressing need for reliable local information, the local
media ecology in the U.S. is unstable and undergoing fundamental change. Over one fourth of local newspapers in the
U.S. have shut in the last 15 years, leaving many communities without reliable news [1].

At the same time, there is more local information available online [17], both from local media (e.g. [12]) and from
non-media sources like local governments, non-profits, and city services (e.g. [20]). Such local information is increasingly
also available on neighborhood groups on platforms like Nextdoor or Facebook [18]. In this work, we study Facebook
neighborhood groups, “local online groups” as defined by Lopez and Butler [13].

Early explorations indicate that local Facebook groups may provide some of the same advantages offered by local
media organizations. De Meulenaere et al. [3] find that posts made in hyperlocal Facebook groups may contribute to an
“ambient news stream” comparable to hyperlocal news media. Studies among specific communities have found that
social media plays a key role in satisfying community information needs, with neighborhood Facebook group being a
central player [4, 6, 18]. These explorations indicate that digital communities may fill some gaps created by the closure
of local news organizations, but further work is needed to understand how people perceive these online spaces and
how they may impact communities.

How can we understand the benefits provided by different channels of local information? In this study, we aim to

understand whether online community groups may contribute to the same pro-community attitudes as local journalism.

2 FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES

Drawing on prior work, we suggest a new individual-level framework for outcomes, in terms of community attitudes,
of local information exposure. A precursor in our framework to attitude change is understanding how different local
information sources are perceived in digital environments. Source impact on credibility is particularly interesting in the
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local context, as trust is generally higher for local content [7]. Our research question (RQ) focuses on measuring the
perceived quality of information from local news pages vs local online groups.

We also seek to understand how the source of local information impacts individual-level community outcomes.
The framework’s suggested outcomes are community self-perceived knowledge, attachment, and attitudes towards civic
engagement, which have all been tied to local news presence [8, 10, 19]. These concepts have been developed and
externally validated [5, 11, 15] and they capture how informed, attached, and responsible for the community an individual
feels at a point in time. Our attitudes-based framework provides a first indicator of the impact local information may
provide, and potentially allows for more rapid research of this impact. Given the general agreement in the literature
that exposure or local news presence is correlated with pro-community attitudes, we hypothesize (H1) that one or
more attitudes towards community will increase over time as a result of following local news pages or joining local
online groups on Facebook, but not when joining non-local online groups (control). Based on prior work [2, 15, 16],
we additionally expect that increased exposure and higher perceived quality of local information will be positively
associated with an increase over time in positive community attitudes. Finally, length of time in a community and

higher prior exposure to local information may decrease potential change in community attitudes (based on [10]).

3 METHOD

We test our hypotheses using an online field experiment. Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions
(local news pages, local online groups, or control) and were surveyed twice (pre-treatment, and 4-6 weeks post-treatment).
Participants in the local news pages condition were asked to “like” three local news Facebook pages from a list of
publishers in their area. Participants in the local online group condition were asked to join three local online groups
from a list of groups in their area. Participants in the control condition were asked to join three hobbyist Facebook
groups which had no relation to their local area (for example, wildlife photography). All participants were presented
with a curated list of four to eight options for which groups or pages to follow so that they could manually select those
which appealed most to them. We conducted this study in Boston, Columbus, Nashville, and Seattle. The four cities
were selected to be diverse, and large enough to enable recruitment, yet small enough to engender community attitudes.

We followed strict criteria for selecting the Facebook groups and pages that we asked participants to join or “like.”
All selected groups had to have at least 1,000 members, could be public or private, and averaged between 100-1,000
posts per month. The local online groups contained the city name in the title, and mentioned terms like “neighborhood,
or “community,” but no specific interests. For selecting the local news pages, we chose the most popular “official” local

news pages in an area. For the control condition, we identified a set of hobby interests that were not locally specific.

3.1 Measures

We surveyed the participants at the start (T1) and end (T2) of the experiment. We collected general demographic
information, length of residence in current city, and prior news habits.

We measured our dependent variables (the participant’s attitudes towards their community) during the pre-measure
and post-measure surveys. All community attitude items were measured on a 7-point scale, and averaged if more than
one item was collected for a community measure. We measured community attachment using the three-item scale
proposed by Kasarda and Janowitz [11]. We measured the participant’s perception of community knowledge through
the question “overall, how informed would you say you are about news and current events in city of residence?”. Other
studies use similar items to assess feelings of being informed [15]. We collected participant attitudes towards civic

engagement in their local community using the eight-item scale proposed by Doolittle and Faul [5].
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At the post-measure, we collected additional information to measure the perceived quality of treatment content
after exposure. We asked participants to confirm they were still following the treatment groups or pages, and collected
perceived exposure frequency and interactions. To measure perceived quality, we asked participants to rate the posts
they saw from the groups or pages on a 5-point scale for relevance, interest, and trustworthiness. These items were

compiled into a mean index which we used as a general indicator of perceived quality for analyses.

3.2 Participants

We recruited participants via Facebook ads, targeting adult audiences that lived in one of the four cities. Participants
were entered in a lottery in which 10 participants won $100. We pre-screened respondents to only include frequent
Facebook users to maximize treatment exposure. Of the 358 participants who completed the pre-measure survey, 170
provided valid responses to the post-measure survey and are included in our final analysis.

Our participant pool is fairly homogeneous. Most participants (55.3%) had lived in their current city of residence
longer than twenty years. Participants skewed older, richer, more educated, and whiter than the diverse cities we
recruited from. 59 participants were assigned to local news pages, 61 to local online groups, and 50 to control groups.

Our pre-measure responses indicate that participants engaged strongly with local content on Facebook. At the
pre-measure, most participants indicated being part of a local online group on Facebook (102 participants, 60%) and/or
following a local news page on Facebook (97 participants, 57.1%). Surprisingly, the Pearson correlation coefficient
between following a local news page and being part of a local news group was not significant, r(80) = 0.13, p = 0.26.

Most participants reported seeing treatment content frequently on their feed. A majority of participants saw the
treatment pages or groups at least a few times per week: 68% in the control condition, 55.9% in the local news pages
condition, and 50.8% in the local online groups condition. Participants were highly engaged with the treatment groups

and pages, with over one third reporting they either commented on posts, shared posts, or posted to groups themselves.

4 RESULTS

Our research question concerns how post quality is perceived by local information source on Facebook. Figure 1 shows
how the participants in each condition (columns) rated the information they were exposed to based on relevance (top),
interest (middle) and trustworthiness (bottom). We used Kruskall-Wallis rank sum tests to identify differences between
conditions. Statistical tests showed that participants rated posts from local news pages as significantly more interesting,
relevant, and trustworthy than the control condition. We also find that local news pages are rated as significantly more
interesting and trustworthy than the local online groups condition, though the difference is less stark than between
local news pages and control groups. When it comes to trust, we find that significantly more people found posts from
the local news pages to be trustworthy than either of the two other groups, and significantly more people found posts
from local online groups to be trustworthy than the control groups.

H1 states that following a local news page or a local online group will have a positive effect on one of our community
attitudes. To test our hypothesis, we ran three one-way ANCOVAs to predict community attitudes at T2, controlling for
the relevant community attitude at T1. We find no significant effect of treatment condition on community attitudes
at T2 for any community attitudes (self-perceived knowledge: (F = 2,167) = 0.22, p = 0.8, attachment: (F = 2,167) =
1.78,p = 0.17, civic attitudes: (F = 2,167) = 1.62, p = 0.2). We thus do not reject the null hypothesis. We perform a
linear regression with additional variables, and find that those who lived in a city longer had a significantly larger
change in the civic attitudes measure. We do not find any impact of perceived quality of posts, exposure frequency, or

prior news habits on community outcomes.
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Fig. 1. Perceived quality of posts for three treatment conditions. After the treatment period, participants who saw at least one post
on their news feed were asked to evaluate how relevant/interesting/trustworthy they felt the posts to be.

5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The first contribution of this article is our framework to evaluate the impact of local information exposure on individual-
level healthy community attitudes. As the local news landscape shifts, we must understand how the health of com-
munities is being impacted. Although many studies have explored aspects of local news benefits to communities, few
synthesize them into an overall evaluation of community health (e.g. community attachment is focused on in [11].)
A strength of our framework is that it can be assessed, at the individual-level, at any time, to evaluate changes in
community attitudes. A potential future extension of our framework would be to also measure behaviors.

Recent community studies have called upon the industry to think of local news as a collaborative, bottom-up process
[4, 6]. However, in this study we find that content from local online groups is perceived as less high-quality than content
from local news pages. Still, most participants “somewhat agreed” that local online group content was interesting
and relevant, suggesting potential for local online groups to supplement local information streams. We thus need
approaches that prioritize increasing perceived (and actual) information quality. For example, in 2021, the Tennessean
launched a local Facebook group curated by a journalist [9]. A possible alternate explanation for differences in quality
perceptions is that our study participants were a homogeneous group of majority white, educated, and liberal people
with a pre-existing propensity to trust “traditional” local journalism. Usher [21] argues that the people who most benefit
from “traditional” local journalism today are the intellectual elites. This effect may be reflected in our study, as those
who are catered to by “traditional” journalism perceive their content as more interesting, relevant, and trustworthy.

Despite participants finding value in local treatment groups and pages, we see no significant effects of increasing local
news exposure on Facebook on attitudes towards community. It is possible that increased exposure to local information
does not impact individual community attitudes (as [10] may indicate), but there are other reasons why we may not
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have found an effect. Our sample of participants may have lived in their city of residence for too long to be influenced
by our intervention, the sample size may have been too small, or our study may not have run for long enough.

Our study presents a promising direction for generalizable experiments about local news. Typically, approaches to
assessing local media use and exposure are either generic or limited to a single location, which limit the generalizability
of findings and obfuscate larger trends. We take steps towards addressing this problem by selecting content across four
U.S. cities. In the future, one might imagine our methodology could be extended programmatically for any participant
in any location. To understand local journalism today is to understand local information broadly, and as our sources for

local information multiply and diverge, we must adopt flexible structures to measure their impact to society.

REFERENCES

[1] Penelope Muse Abernathy. 2020. News Deserts and Ghost Newspapers: Will Local News Survive? University of North Carolina Press.

[2] Camiel J. Beukeboom, Peter Kerkhof, and Metten de Vries. 2015. Does a Virtual Like Cause Actual Liking? How Following a Brand’s Facebook
Updates Enhances Brand Evaluations and Purchase Intention. Journal of Interactive Marketing 32 (Nov. 2015), 26-36. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
intmar.2015.09.003

[3] Jonas De Meulenaere, Cédric Courtois, and Koen Ponnet. 2020. Bottom-up hyperlocal media in Belgium: Facebook-groups as collaborative
neighborhood awareness systems. In The Routledge Companion to Local Media and Journalism. 398—407.

[4] Michael X Delli Carpini, Maria Morales Suarez, and Burt Herman. 2018. Being Informed: A Study of the Information Needs and Habits of Philadelphia
residents.

[5] Amy Doolittle and Anna C. Faul. 2013. Civic Engagement Scale: A Validation Study. SAGE Open 3, 3 (July 2013), 215824401349554. https:
//doi.org/10.1177/2158244013495542

[6] Marley Duchovnay and Gina M Masullo. 2021. How to Connect with Disinvested Local News Audiences. Technical Report. The Center for Media
Engagement. 14 pages.

[7] Andrew Guess and Brendan Nyhan. 2018. All Media Trust Is Local? Findings from the 2018 Poynter Media Trust Survey. (2018).

[8] Danny Hayes and Jennifer L. Lawless. 2018. The Decline of Local News and Its Effects: New Evidence from Longitudinal Data. The Journal of
Politics 80, 1 (Jan. 2018), 332-336. https://doi.org/10.1086/694105

[9] Lebron Hill, Ayrika Whitney, and David Plazas. 2021. How The Tennessean tells stories for and with Black residents. https://betternews.org/how-
the-tennessean-tells-stories-for-and-with-black-residents/

[10] Lindsay H. Hoffman and William P. Eveland. 2010. Assessing Causality in the Relationship Between Community Attachment and Local News Media
Use. Mass Communication and Society 13, 2 (March 2010), 174-195. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205430903012144

[11] John D. Kasarda and Morris Janowitz. 1974. Community Attachment in Mass Society. American Sociological Review 39, 3 (1974), 328-339.

[12

Suzanne Lysak, Michael Cremedas, and John Wolf. 2012. Facebook and Twitter in the Newsroom: How and Why Local Television News is Getting

Social With Viewers? Electronic News 6, 4 (Dec. 2012), 187-207. https://doi.org/10.1177/1931243112466095 Publisher: SAGE Publications Inc.

Claudia A. Lopez and Brian S. Butler. 2013. Consequences of content diversity for online public spaces for local communities. In Proceedings of

the 2013 conference on Computer supported cooperative work (CSCW ’13). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 673-682.

https://doi.org/10.1145/2441776.2441851

[14] Patricia Moy, Michael R. McCluskey, Kelley McCoy, and Margaret A. Spratt. 2004. Political Correlates of Local News Media Use. Journal of
Communication 54, 3 (2004), 532-546. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2004.tb02643.x

[15] Philipp Miiller, Pascal Schneiders, and Svenja Schifer. 2016. Appetizer or main dish? Explaining the use of Facebook news posts as a substitute for
other news sources. Computers in Human Behavior 65 (Dec. 2016), 431-441. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.09.003

[16] Natalie Pennington, Kelly L. Winfrey, Benjamin R. Warner, and Michael W. Kearney. 2015. Liking Obama and Romney (on Facebook): An

[13

experimental evaluation of political engagement and efficacy during the 2012 general election. Computers in Human Behavior 44 (March 2015),
279-283. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.032

[17] Pew Research Center. 2021. Trends and Facts on Newspapers | State of the News Media. Technical Report. Pew Research Center. https://www.
pewresearch.org/journalism/fact- sheet/newspapers/

[18] Pew Research Centre. 2019. For Local News, Americans Embrace Digital but Still Want Strong Community Connection. https://www.pewresearch.
org/journalism/2019/03/26/for-local-news-americans-embrace- digital-but-still- want- strong-community- connection/

[19] Michael B. Salwen and Paul D. Driscoll. 1995. Feeling Informed? The ‘Assurance Function’ of the Mass Media. International Journal of Public Opinion
Research 7, 3 (Oct. 1995), 270-276. https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/7.3.270

[20] Kjerstin Thorson, Mel Medeiros, Kelley Cotter, Yingying Chen, Kourtnie Rodgers, Arram Bae, and Sevgi Baykaldi. 2020. Platform Civics: Facebook
in the Local Information Infrastructure. Digital Journalism 8, 10 (Nov. 2020), 1231-1257. https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2020.1842776

[21] Nikki Usher. 2021. News for the Rich, White, and Blue: How Place and Power Distort American Journalism. Columbia University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2015.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2015.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244013495542
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244013495542
https://doi.org/10.1086/694105
https://betternews.org/how-the-tennessean-tells-stories-for-and-with-black-residents/
https://betternews.org/how-the-tennessean-tells-stories-for-and-with-black-residents/
https://doi.org/10.1080/15205430903012144
https://doi.org/10.1177/1931243112466095
https://doi.org/10.1145/2441776.2441851
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2004.tb02643.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.032
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/newspapers/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/fact-sheet/newspapers/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2019/03/26/for-local-news-americans-embrace-digital-but-still-want-strong-community-connection/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2019/03/26/for-local-news-americans-embrace-digital-but-still-want-strong-community-connection/
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/7.3.270
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2020.1842776

	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Framework and Hypotheses
	3 Method
	3.1 Measures
	3.2 Participants

	4 Results
	5 Discussion and Conclusion
	References

