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ARTICLE

The News Sharing Gap: Divergence in Online Political
News Publication and Dissemination Patterns across
Elections and Countries
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aInstitute of Communication and Media Studies, University of Bern, Bern, Switzerland; bAmsterdam
School of Communications Research, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, CX, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Are journalists and Facebook users equally interested in political
news? Introducing the conceptualization and measurement of the
“news sharing gap”, this study compares the sharing of political
news by Facebook users to the production of political news by
news media organizations. To paint a broad picture of these differ-
ences, we compare the news sharing gap (a) across election and
routine periods and (b) across eight countries: Australia, Austria,
Brazil, Germany, the Netherlands, Romania, Spain, and the United
Kingdom. Analyzing 265,714 articles shared over 12 million times on
Facebook, findings show that elections are broadly linked to
increases in political news publication, but even larger increases in
political news sharing. The study reveals how, overall, political news
is shared more often than news publication patterns would suggest,
proposing higher political interest by Facebook users than previously
thought. In most cases, political news sharing far outpaces political
news production in the form of a “negative” news sharing gap, with
the relative demand for political news (in the form of news sharing)
being higher than the supply. Lastly, building upon previous work,
we propose and validate a distant supervised machine learning
method for multilingual, large-scale identification of political news
across distinct languages, contexts and time periods.

KEYWORDS
News sharing; social media;
elections; machine learning;
comparative research

Introduction

Past work has argued that systematic differences exist in the interest afforded to political
news by journalists and their audiences (Boczkowski and Mitchelstein 2013). Most of this
work has focused on readership as the primary metric of audience demand for news; with
the rise of social media, however, new forms of news engagement have emerged beyond
readership. This is the case with news sharing—today, on social media, users can easily
redistribute news items to extensive networks well beyond a news organization’s original
and intended audience (K€umpel, Karnowski, and Keyling 2015). Because of the
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implications news sharing has for online information networks, it is paramount to
understand not only differences between news publication and news readership but also
differences with news sharing.

Therefore, in the current study, we explore whether journalists are more interested in
publishing political news than social media users are in sharing it. Building on the
idea of the “news gap” (Boczkowski and Mitchelstein 2013), de Le�on, Vermeer and
Trilling (2021) examined what journalists choose to publish and what audiences
choose to share on social media in Mexico. The results indicate that during election
periods, political news was shared at a rate far outpacing political news publication.
This raises questions on whether the traditional news gap, where journalists are under-
stood as more interested in politics than the general public, can be directly extrapo-
lated to alternative measures of audience engagement, such as news sharing. In this
article, we examine how audiences on Facebook challenge the classical understanding
of the “news gap.”

Expanding the work conducted by de Le�on, Vermeer and Trilling (2021), we pro-
pose the conceptualization and measurement of the news sharing gap—the extent to
which the interest in political news diverges between journalists producing news and
social media actors disseminating it. We argue that this gap is dynamic by nature,
standing in stark contrast to the relative stability of institutionalised media companies.
To understand these patterns, we make use of the useNews dataset (Puschmann and
Haim 2020)—with 265,741 articles shared over 12 million times on Facebook—to esti-
mate the prevalence and size of the news sharing gap in eight countries: Austria,
Australia, Brazil, Germany, the Netherlands, Romania, Spain, and the United Kingdom.

In The News Gap, Boczkowski and Mitchelstein (2013) showed that elections signifi-
cantly reduce the differences between journalists’ and readers’ interest in political news.
During these moments of heightened political attention, the gap between editorial and
audience supply and demand for political news become more evenly matched, reducing
the news gap. We pose that the news sharing gap might witness similar—if not
greater—fluctuations, as past work has shown the outsized effect elections have on pol-
itical news sharing (de Le�on, Vermeer and Trilling 2021; de Le�on and Trilling 2021).
Therefore, for each country in our sample, we compare the development of the news
sharing gap between election and routine periods.

By doing so, we contribute to our understanding of digital journalism in three critical
ways. First, we aim to understand the extent to which engagement with political news
differs across periods of varying political activity in relation to the attention afforded by
journalists. Second, we contribute to comparative communication scholarship by extend-
ing the measure to eight countries in both the Global North and South. Finally, meth-
odologically, studying news dissemination patterns is complex. We showcase how
computational methods can help conduct large-scale analyses of the links between jour-
nalism and social media. We provide a methodological approach based on distant
supervision machine learning to distinguish political from non-political news, allowing
for automated classification of political content across languages, countries, and con-
texts. In doing so, we are not only able to provide sophisticated insights into news shar-
ing patterns around the globe, but we also contribute to a research agenda on social
media news engagement that allows for large scale country-period comparisons.
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The News Gap: From Reading to Sharing

A significant stream of scholarship focuses on the gap in preferences between journal-
ists and news consumers, where journalists consider stories about politics to be more
newsworthy than others (Fishman 1980). Despite this ample supply of political news,
citizens choose to read non-political news content instead (Prior 2007). As a result,
Boczkowski and Mitchelstein (2013) introduced the notion of the “news gap” between
the publishing and reading of political news. Several studies have generated compar-
able evidence of a significant gap between consumers’ news preferences (as measured
by the number of clicks, visits, or views) and the news items editors or journalists
deem important (Boczkowski, Mitchelstein, and Walter 2011; Boczkowski and Peer
2011; Choi 2021). Recent work has expanded the conceptualization of the news gap
to include moments of large-scale crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. In their
study of the pandemic coverage, Masullo, Jennings, and Stroud (2021) identify key dif-
ferences between the topics covered by news organization and individuals’ self-
reported preferences for news topics in the United States—what they term the “crisis
coverage gap.” Their findings broadly support previous understanding of the news
gap. They show that while consumers routinely voiced a preference for “soft” news
focusing on measures taken by local grocery stores and fact-checking information,
news outlets oversupplied “hard” COVID-19 topics on the economic impact of the
virus and how measures were affecting businesses.

Today, journalists are no longer the sole gatekeepers of news—on social media, citi-
zens are incidentally exposed to news shared by connections and can share news
themselves (Nelson and Webster 2017). News sharing, therefore, impacts incidental
exposure (Feezell 2018; Weeks et al. 2017); is tied to the normative echo chamber con-
cerns (Thorson et al. 2021); and is a crucial element in the erosion of the gatekeeping
function of the media, with social media actors empowered to shift attention and
information beyond editorial preferences (Thorson and Wells 2016). While there is con-
siderable research about why citizens choose to share news (K€umpel, Karnowski, and
Keyling 2015), hardly any work has addressed whether there is a difference between
the news that users share on social media and the news published by news media
organizations. With its enhanced media choice and user selectivity (Bennett and
Iyengar 2008; van Aelst et al. 2017), today’s digital news landscape may increase the
likelihood of divergence between editors and news consumers. We, therefore, propose
that to correctly understand the relationship between news production and distribu-
tion in today’s digital society, we must bring the role of news sharing into the folds of
the news gap.

To understand the relationship between news sharing and publishing, we put for-
ward the idea of a distinct “news sharing gap”—the difference between what journal-
ists choose to publish and what social media audiences choose to redistribute. Such a
gap needs to be understood in relation to the user environment provided by social
media more broadly, and Facebook specifically, as its technical aspects and affordan-
ces shape how today’s online information flows occur. Platform affordances, the
“perceived” and “actual” features of social media, “determine just how the thing could
possibly be used” (Norman 1988, p. 9), therefore redefining the boundaries of how
news can be engaged with and disseminated. This includes the availability of basic
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technical features, such as a “share” button (Gerlitz and Helmond 2013), as well as
more abstract notions of scalability (Boyd 2010), and “affective” affordances that influ-
ence how users can engage emotionally with news content (de Le�on and Trilling
2021; Sturm Wilkerson, Riedl, and Whipple 2021). News sharing is also shaped by the
content incentives placed in the “Like economy” (Gerlitz and Helmond 2013) and
internal algorithmic curation promoting specific material (dos Santos, Lycari~ao, and de
Aquino 2019).

Sharing therefore needs to be understood as behaviour that is distinct to that of
reading, and that is responsive to the constraints and opportunities presented by
social media platforms. In the past, scholars have been normatively optimistic about
online audiences, proposing that articles are not shared if they are not first read
(Bright 2016). Today, we know that the affordances of these platforms allow this not
to be the case: in 2020 Twitter introduced a “are you sure you don’t want to read this
before sharing?” warning to users attempting to do so (Twitter 2020). Social media
platforms allow consumers to decide whether they want to share a story by glancing
at a headline (Mosleh, Pennycook, and Rand 2020), with stories dominating online
attention when they previously had little traction, and despite being of low quality
(Caldarelli et al. 2020; Qiu et al. 2017). Furthermore, algorithmic curation has meant
that ideologically extreme news sites on Facebook are the ones being interacted with
the most (Hiaeshutter-Rice and Weeks 2021), despite only receiving a fraction of the
readership of established news organisations.

When thinking about the dissemination of news on social media, and its difference
from news publishing, it is also essential to understand that citizens looking to be
informed are not the only actors sharing political news, as is a common assumption in
the literature (Woolley and Howard 2017). The ease of communication, engagement
and dissemination provided by platform affordances mean political actors have much
to gain from social media and the sharing of particular information on these platforms
(Bradshaw et al. 2020; Caldarelli et al. 2020; Farkas and Bastos 2018). As a result, politi-
cians, bots, organizations, pages monetizing heated partisan engagement on news,
campaign strategists, and activists play a key role in political news dissemination
(Bradshaw et al. 2020). This type of dissemination, which goes beyond the ideal of the
“citizen trying to share news with their friends,” has been linked to both the spread of
misinformation and political propaganda (Shao et al. 2018), as well as to the spread of
mainstream news (Santini et al. 2020). This is especially the case during elections
(Howard et al. 2017; Shao et al. 2018). Therefore, when engaging with the aggregate
sharing counts that social media companies supply for these analyses, we cannot
assume that it is conformed uniquely of engaged citizens.

Lastly, the high-choice media environment—which has long been the suspected
culprit for decreasing political news readership (Prior 2007)—may very well have a dif-
ferent effect on political news sharing. Previous research focusing on the links
between individual-level traits and news sharing has shown that it is those with high
political interest that are most likely to share any kind of news (Karnowski, Leonhard,
and K€umpel 2018; Wadbring and Odmark 2016). As such, these individuals have an
outsized impact on what information is redistributed. Additionally, partisan strength
has been shown to be a strong predictor of overall news sharing (Weeks and Holbert
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2013). More recent work has confirmed this relationship, as well as in relation to misin-
formation, with partisan polarization being the main sharing driver (Osmundsen
et al. 2020).

Taken together, the idea of the news sharing gap aims to conceptualize the
diverging interests in news between journalists and consumers while recognizing
that news sharing follows distinct patterns. The implications for journalism are
straightforward: the existence of this gap should directly inform how media organiza-
tions are either over- or under-serving news to their publics. The ramifications, how-
ever, go beyond this. The existence and perpetuation of a news sharing gap has
implications for our understanding of online audiences in dynamic democracies.
Increasingly, work in the digital sphere has argued that the information people can
counter online—whether selectively or incidentally—can influence their involvement
in political processes. Significant discrepancies between journalists and what is being
distributed on social media can have an impact on a citizen’s perception of what is
important and what is currently happening in the world. More importantly, however,
it links back to Prior’s ideas of information inequality. People who rely on social
media platforms as their main access point to news may be presented with a dis-
torted picture of the news agenda. It puts the media agenda into the hands of
those most politically interested, the most vocal, and those who feel they have a
stake in politics.

To understand the news sharing gap, it is necessary to look beyond a single time
period and country. We focus on the political context, as de Le�on, Vermeer, and
Trilling’s (2021) findings showed that different political seasons resulted in large
changes in the differences between political news production and redistribution: elec-
tion campaigns increase political news sharing to an extent that far outpaces its pro-
duction by media organizations. We, therefore, explore whether this is a pattern that
extends beyond a single case study.

Elections Periods vs. Routine Periods

First, to examine the dynamics of the news sharing gap, we compare routine and elec-
tion periods for news production and dissemination.

The Production of Political News

First, we discuss the role of time periods, particularly how election campaign periods
can impact news production. There are numerous reasons why election campaign
periods are unique (van Aelst and de Swert 2009). On the supply side, political parties
and candidates draw more media attention to reach voters. On the demand side, vot-
ers read more political news, hoping to determine which party is closest to their own
political preferences. Since journalists are confronted with more active political parties
and candidates, as well as a more attentive electorate, their importance increases dur-
ing electoral campaigns (Druckman 2005) as they provide voters with sufficient polit-
ical information (Str€omb€ack 2005).
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However, not all elections are the same. Although it has since come under criticism
(Nielsen and Franklin 2016), Reif and Schmitt (1980) indicated differences between
first-order elections (e.g. national parliamentary and presidential elections) and
second-order elections (e.g. municipal elections and European elections), as there is
less at stake during second-order elections. As a result, second-order elections are met
with lower levels of participation and with voters who are less prepared to accept pol-
itical news as important. Therefore, these types of elections might have a differential
effect on political news production.

Few studies have compared election and routine periods to examine changes in
political news coverage. According to van Aelst and de Swert (2009) media coverage
of political news differs substantially between these, with an upcoming election boost-
ing the coverage of politics in the news. Vliegenthart, Boomgaarden, and Boumans
(2011) found a stronger primacy for political parties during election campaign periods
compared to routine times. Zaller (2003) argues that increased coverage of political
news during election periods is a way of media adhering to “the Burglar Alarm stand-
ard,” according to which journalists “call attention to matters requiring urgent atten-
tion, [… ] in excited and noisy tones” (p. 122).

The question remains as to whether this is a pattern that can be traced across
numerous contexts. Here, we aim to examine the extent to which the production of
political news varies across routine and election periods, including general elections
(e.g. in Brazil), legislative elections (e.g. in Austria), and provincial elections (e.g. in the
Netherlands). We pose the following question:

RQ1: To what extent does the production of political news differ across time (election vs.
routine periods)?

The Dissemination of Political News

To date, literature on news sharing in election periods is sparse. While previous
research has examined citizens’ news sharing habits during elections (Ørmen, 2019),
they do not address how these dissemination patterns differ from routine periods. It is
essential to compare differences in dissemination patterns between election periods
and routine periods because it can help understand the so-called audience turn in
journalism (Meijer 2020). For instance, most news organization track how much time
news consumers spent on which news and their engagement through clicking, shar-
ing, and commenting. Building on the notion of the social news gap, de Le�on,
Vermeer, and Trilling (2021) examined the gap between the production and the dis-
semination of political news on social media. Focusing on the context of Mexico, they
found that a divergence exists between what journalists choose to publish and what
audiences choose to share on social media, which is particularly true for political
news. Interestingly, this gap dramatically reduces during election periods. In other
words–during election periods–journalists’ interest in publishing political news
increases but is far outpaced by the increase in political news sharing behaviour.

Taken together, the current study aims to examine to what extent the dissemin-
ation of political news varies across time. We aim to understand whether the findings
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of de Le�on, Vermeer, and Trilling (2021) might apply to other elections in the rest of
the world. Therefore, we pose the following research question:

RQ2: To what extent does the dissemination of political news on Facebook differ across
time (election vs. routine periods)?

Differences across Countries

Besides addressing the effect of political seasons, we address differences across coun-
tries. In this study, we focus on Austria, Australia, Brazil, Germany, the Netherlands,
Romania, Spain, and the United Kingdom.

The Production of Political News

Election campaigns have attracted a great deal of attention in comparative communi-
cation research. Various scholars have examined how national election campaigns are
portrayed across different news systems (Esser and Str€omb€ack 2013). With increased
modernization and professionalization across the globe, there are disparate theoretical
positions on whether journalistic practices and news media content have become
similar or maintain distinctive characteristics. Some propose that news production has
become increasingly homogenized across countries (due to the secularization of polit-
ics and transnational media conglomerates, see Kaid and Str€omb€ack 2009; Murray
2005; Swanson 2004). Empirically, scholars find that differences across countries have
diminished: Shoemaker and Cohen (2006) established that across ten countries,
approximately two thirds of all news stories focused on the same topic, like Kaid and
Str€omb€ack (2009) study on 22 countries. Other scholars claim that notwithstanding
the factors that might steer global journalism towards convergence, journalistic practi-
ces and news content differ because countries have distinct media cultures, influenced
by political and legal systems (McQuail 1987; Merrill 2009). With this background,
we ask:

RQ3: To what extent does the production of political news differ across countries?

The Dissemination of Political News

Country-differences might not only affect journalistic practices, but also news dissem-
ination patterns. Yet, we have comparatively little evidence of this. Recently, Trilling
et al. (2022) examined news sharing behaviour in four multi-party systems covering
significant variation across countries in Europe. They found that, despite their different
media systems and political systems, the underlying processes and sharing patterns in
the four countries are remarkably similar. In the current study, we extend the com-
parative analysis beyond a framework centered on merely European countries to
understand the dissemination of political news. We pose the following
research question:

RQ4: To what extent does the dissemination of political news on Facebook differ
across countries?
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The overarching aim of this study is to examine the production and dissemination
of political news across time and context. This helps us examine the “news sharing
gap” and understand whether journalists are more interested in publishing political
news than social media users are in sharing it. This results in the final
research question:

RQ5: To what extent does the news sharing gap differ across (a) time (election vs. routine
periods) and (b) countries?

An overview of our research questions is presented in Figure 1.

Method

Data

We utilize the useNews dataset (Puschmann and Haim 2020) to examine how the pub-
lication and sharing of political news changed from routine to electoral periods in
eight countries (see Table 1). The useNews dataset supplies (a) scraped news media
content, and (b) Facebook engagement metrics for these. We focus on Austria,
Australia, Brazil, Germany, the Netherlands, Romania, Spain, and the United Kingdom.
In all countries, Facebook is the most popular social media platform for news
(Newman et al. 2020).

Topic Classification

To classify the topic of news items as political or non-political, we use a three-step
process to build supervised machine learning classifiers (see Figure 2; Flaxman, Goel,
and Rao 2016; Guess 2021) that takes a distant supervision approach to training (Go,
Bhayani, and Huang 2009). Instead of producing a training dataset based on manual
classification of news articles, we rely on “distant” cues that are present in article-URLs.
We exploit the fact that many news sites have explicit “political” and “non-political”
sections that are reflected in each article URL (e.g. “www.elperiodico.com/es/politica/.”

Figure 1. Overview of research questions.
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vs. “www.elperiodico.com/es/cultura/.”). We therefore use the signals provided by jour-
nalists themselves as our tool to decide whether an article is political or not. To maxi-
mize the number of articles used for training, we made use of the entire useNews
dataset, which is split into two periods: from 01/09/2018 to 31/10/2019, and from 01/
11/2019 to 01/09/2020.

First, we identified all news websites that have an explicit political section on
their website that is reflected in the construction of the web page URLs. With these
sites, we inductively annotated all sections that contained more than 200 articles,
manually classifying each as either political (e.g. “/politics/”), non-political (e.g.
“/celebrities/”), or unclear (e.g. “/national/”; see Appendix 1 for the full list of labelled
sections). Using this process, a total of 154,832 political and 388,283 non-political
articles were identified, while for 486,857 articles this was unclear. A total of 778,286
articles belonged to news sites without explicit political URL-tagging (see Appendix
A, Table 3).

Second, news sites with political sections in their URLs served as the training mater-
ial for the classifiers. Here the Quanteda R software package was used to work with
the Document Feature Matrices (DFMs) provided by the useNews project. All articles
were pre-processed by stop word removal and stemming. First, a keyness analysis was
conducted to gauge the difference between the two political and non-political cor-
pora, showing significant differences (Appendix 3). Next, classifiers were trained using
the Naive Bayes algorithm. For each country period, articles were split into a training
(75%) and test (25%) set, resulting in 16 classifiers (one for each country period), with
performance above .82 F1-score for all models except for the Netherlands (see
Appendix 2, Table 4 for details). To validate the classification method, for each country
we withheld a URL-classified site, trained the classifier on the remaining sites, and
then tested their performance against the withheld site, revealing F1-scores above .79
(Appendix B, Table 6). Classifiers were also validated on a stratified random sample of
articles that were manually annotated as political or non-political, revealing F1-scores
above .82, except for the Netherlands (Appendix 2, Table 5). We decided to keep the
Netherlands in the sample despite low classifier performance because of the
high precision.

Third, these trained classifiers were used to categorize (a) those articles in sections
labelled as “unclear,” and (b) articles of websites that did not have explicit political
sections in their URLs. An overview flow chart of the full approach is presented in
Figure 2.

As we are interested in election campaign periods as well as a comparable routine
periods, a 67-day time-interval around each country’s election day (spanning from
60 days before the election to 7 days following the election), as well as a comparable
67-day routine period were selected (except for the Netherlands, Appendix 1, Table 1).
In the selection of the 67-day comparison period, we ensured that the election and
routine period contained a comparable number of news articles, that it took place
before major developments of the COVID-19 crisis, and that there was not another
election taking place. For our analysis, we sampled only those articles falling within
these two time periods, resulting in 265,714 articles.
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Analytical Strategy

Our analytical strategy is split into three parts. First, we provide an account of journal-
istic interest in politics, by describing the fluctuation of the total number of articles
dedicated to politics relative to all other news articles.

Second, to assess how election periods impact the sharing of political news, we
compare the sharing of political news during election periods to routine periods. We
do so using two measures: first, the percent of total shares that were given to political
news, and, second, by estimating what percent of political articles produced during
the period were shared at least once. As a robustness check, we also construct a series
of negative binomial regression models (one per country), predicting the amount of
shares a given article will receive based on whether the article is political or not, and
whether it was published during an election (see Appendix 5).

Figure 2. Flow chart of article classification strategy for a given country/period.
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Third, we create an explicit measurement of the news sharing gap. This measure-
ment takes a single day as the unit of analysis and is a three-step calculation: (1) cal-
culating the percent of political articles published on a given day; (2) calculating the
percent of shares given to political news in that day; and (3) subtracting the percent
of political shares from the percent of political articles. This provides a number
between �1 and 1, where all positive values represent days where journalists had a
stronger focus on politics than Facebook users, while negative values represent days
when Facebook publics had more interest in politics than journalists. This results in a
news sharing gap per day, per country, per period. We explore changes in the gap by
assessing its fluctuation across country-periods, as well as empirically evaluating
changes between political periods using t-tests.

Results

The Production of Political News

We begin by addressing the production of political news. We aim to understand to
what extent the production of political news differs across time (routine vs. election
periods) (RQ1) and countries (RQ3). The results are visualized in Figure 3, with full
descriptive statistics in Appendix 1, Table 2.

The top half of Figure 3 visualizes the percent of articles on the topic of politics, for
both election and routine periods, while the bottom half visualizes the total number
of articles available for each period. In five countries, the production of political news

Figure 3. Changes in production patterns of political news across time and countries.
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increased during election periods. This increase was quite small for three countries
(Australia, Austria, and the United Kingdom þ6%). The increase was somewhat larger
for Romania (þ8%) and Brazil (þ18%). On the other hand, three countries witnessed a
decrease in the share of political news (Germany �6%, Spain �3%, and the
Netherlands �0.2%). Germany and the Netherlands are also the two countries in the
sample with lower-level elections, with the Dutch provincial elections, and the
European Parliament election in Germany. While the effects of elections on news pro-
duction are not identical across different contexts, the shifts are not drastic: except for
Brazil, all changes between political periods were below 8%. This speaks to the relative
stability of political news publishing. Further to this point, we see that political news
represents around 30% of news produced for most countries, across both periods.
Exceptions are Brazil (39% for elections, 21% in the routine period), the United
Kingdom (21%, 18%), and Romania in the routine period (18%). An extreme outlier
here is the Netherlands with only 5.11% and 4.89% political news. This is likely a prod-
uct of low recall.

The Dissemination of Political News

We turn to the dissemination of political news (RQ2 and RQ4). The results are visual-
ized in Figure 4. The top row of Figure 4 shows what percent of news sharing was for
political articles. Unlike political news publishing, which was relatively stable across
both countries and time-periods, the sharing of political news in our sample varies
drastically both across countries and time periods. Across countries, we see that

Figure 4. Changes in dissemination patterns of political news across time and countries.
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political news represents as little as 7% of all news sharing in the Netherlands (routine
period), and as much as 89% in Brazil (election period), with a lot of variation in
between. This pattern stands in stark contrast to the cross-country stability present in
political news publishing by journalists, where we consistently see that political news
consistently represents around 30% of all articles published.

We now turn to changes across time periods, which also display much more vari-
ability than news publishing. The row of Figure 4 indicates that for seven countries,
the dissemination of political news increases during the election period. For some, the
difference is small (Australia þ3%), but for most the change is substantial: the
Netherlands þ9%, Romania þ29%, the United Kingdom þ11%, Austria þ19%, and
Brazil þ43% all increased their political news sharing by 9% or higher. While this fol-
lows the general pattern established for political news publishing—an increased focus
on politics during elections—the rate of change is much higher for political
news sharing.

Germany is the only country where we see a decrease in political news sharing
(38% to 25%); however, it is also one of the countries which witnessed a decrease in
relative political news production during elections. This points to a reduced interest in
the political affairs taking place during the European Parliamentarian election by both
journalists and Facebook users.

The bottom half of Figure 4 visualizes the percent of political news articles shared
at least once. This analysis allows us to account for the influence that a handful of

Figure 5. The news sharing gap across time and countries. Negative numbers indicate more shar-
ing than publishing, while positive numbers indicate more publishing than sharing.
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political articles “going viral” might have—at the aggregate level, one political article
receiving tens of thousands of shares while the rest receive zero would make it seem
like there is broad interest in political news, when there is not. By treating political
articles on a binary “was shared or was not shared,” we can account for this. We
observe that changes are not as strong in the bottom plot—overall, only around 25%
of political articles were shared at least once, showing that during elections, we do
not see an increase in the percent of articles shared. This tells us that even though
not more political articles are shared, political articles represent a bigger portion of all
the sharing taking place during elections. This means that the political articles that are
shared received a much wider reach: increases in sharing during elections are due to
specific political articles being shared more, and not more political articles
being shared.

Lastly, as a robustness check, we modelled the effect of elections on political news
sharing while controlling for the outlet-level effects and the attention given to politics
in the week each article was published. Found in Appendix 5, the results generally
confirm what is reported here, with election periods leading to drastic increases in
political news sharing.

The News Sharing Gap

Finally, we address changes in the news sharing gap in response to RQ5. As the gap
takes a single day as the unit of analysis, we can compute its concentration in density
plots. We have done so in the top row of Figure 5. The first observation we make is
the spread distribution of the news sharing gap. Instead of converging around specific
values across all countries, the news sharing gap is spread across numerous values
throughout each period. It showcases how in some days, newspapers wrote up to
50% more about politics than people shared news about politics, while on others
there was 90% more interest in sharing politics than there was news coverage. This
spread distribution is the case for both routine and election periods. This speaks to an
inherent fluctuation, where in no country we see that the gap is always favouring
journalists or Facebook publics.

A second insight from Figure 5 is that in all (except three of 16 cases) the news
sharing gap is either non-existent, or in most cases, negative. This suggests two things:
First, in some cases, journalistic and publics’ interest in politics align quite well (the
case for Germany and the Netherlands); second, that in most countries, Facebook pub-
lics were routinely more interested in sharing political news than journalists were in
covering it. This is contrary to older accounts of diverging interest between journalists
and readers, where journalists have been shown to over-emphasize political news. The
evidence here suggests that across all countries in our sample (except Australia),
Facebook publics are routinely as interested in political affairs as journalists, if not
more so. Robustness checks using a more conservative estimation method confirmed
results (Appendix 4).

A third main observation is that there is a pronounced shift in the size (and at
times, direction) of the gap between election and routine periods: elections result in
larger differences in political interest between Facebook publics and journalists. In
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most cases, the news sharing gap was larger during elections than during the routine
period, with Facebook publics showing an even greater preference of political news.

To gauge whether these differences between election and routine periods are sig-
nificantly different, we perform a series of t-test between the news sharing gap for
each period within each country. These are reported in the bottom row of Figure 5.
Here, three countries (Brazil, Spain, Romania) see statistically significant changes (p <

.001) in the news sharing gap, with the UK being significant at the p < .055 level. The
biggest change comes from Romania, with a �.18 change in the news sharing gap,
followed by Brazil (�.14), Spain (�.12), and the UK (�.05). Australia, Austria, Germany,
and the Netherlands do not see any statistically significant changes from one period
to the other. Austria witnessed an increase in interest by Facebook publics relative to
journalists during elections (�.06). Interestingly, we observe the opposite pattern for
Germany and the Netherlands, with Facebook publics being more interested in politics
than journalists during routine periods as compared to elections. Lastly, while Germany
follows the first pattern of a lower news sharing gap during elections, this country is
the closest to completely not having a gap, both for routine and election periods.

Discussion

In the current study, we introduce the notion of the news sharing gap to conceptualize
differences in interest in political news between journalists and publics on Facebook.
To do so, we investigate changes between the news that users share on social media
and the news published by news media organizations (a) across time (election vs. rou-
tine periods) and (b) across eight countries (Austria, Australia, Brazil, Germany, the
Netherlands, Romania, Spain, and the United Kingdom). Using a sample of the
useNews dataset (Puschmann and Haim 2020) consisting of 265,714 URLs shared over
12 million times on Facebook, this study adds to existing literature in two ways. First,
by empirically exploring engagement with political news across periods of varying pol-
itical activity in relation to the attention afforded by journalists. We show that the
news sharing gap is mostly negative, with Facebook publics being more interested in
sharing political news than journalists are in producing it, a relationship that is exacer-
bated during periods of elections. Second, we make a methodological contribution by
providing a method for large-scale political news classification that allows for easier
cross-country comparisons using distant supervision machine learning.

The results describe changes in political news publication during elections. Work on
the journalistic coverage of politics during elections has argued that attention to polit-
ics increases during these key moments (Druckman 2005; Str€omb€ack 2005;
Vliegenthart, Boomgaarden, and Boumans 2011; Zaller 2003). Here we find that the
attention afforded by journalists to political news during elections varies significantly
by country. In most cases, we do observe that elections are linked with a higher rela-
tive share of political news; however, we find that this change is more muted than
normative accounts on the role of the press during elections suggest that it is. In our
eight-country sample, we observe a range of change from routine to election peri-
ods—most countries witnessed increases in political coverage; in some, namely
Romania and Brazil, this change was starker, while in others, the Netherlands, Spain
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and Germany, there was a decrease in relative news about politics. The picture painted
by our results is one of stability rather than dynamism—there are little-to-no dramatic
swings in the coverage of politics, with average political coverage being similar during
elections and routine periods. Explanations for cases diverging from this pattern might
lie in system-level variables: Brazil, with the biggest change between periods, stands
out for its presidential political systems and lower professionalism in journalism, while
Germany and the Netherlands, with the least change, both belong to the Democratic
Corporatist media systems.

We also focus on political news sharing across countries and political periods. Here,
there is much more variation in the amount of political news sharing from routine to
election periods than there is variation in the publication of such. Elections have a
strong influence on political news sharing, with these periods coinciding with spikes
in the sharing of political news, supporting previous work in interest in political news
sharing during elections (de Le�on, Vermeer, and Trilling 2021; de Le�on and Trilling
2021). This finding has consequences for our understanding of online public attention
to elections: classical theories of public opinion, such as Zaller’s monitorial citizen
(Zaller 2003), seem to be reflected in the sharing of political news on Facebook, with
citizens becoming acutely engaged with politics in key periods. Nevertheless, we find
that these increases in the sharing of political news are diverse and could be condi-
tioned on country-level factors. Germany and the Netherlands, the countries with the
least consequential elections in the sample, are also the countries where we see no
significant change in political news sharing, for example.

Comparing the relative changes in publication and Facebook sharing patterns of
political news we can address the overarching question of whether journalistic and
Facebook user preferences diverge systematically in the form of a news sharing gap.
Calculating the distance between journalist and sharing political interest, we explore
how this gap varies along the lines of country and political periods. Previous work has
signalled that a “news gap” exist between political news preferences between journal-
ists and consumers, both in reading (Boczkowski and Mitchelstein 2012; Masullo,
Jennings, and Stroud 2021) and sharing (de Le�on, Trilling and Vermeer, 2021; Bright
2016) habits. The results presented here suggest that the news sharing gap follows
quite different patterns, calling into question the extent to which traditional under-
standing of the news gap take place on sites such as Facebook. We find that in most
countries, in both routine and election periods, the news sharing gap is negative, with
Facebook audiences showing more interest in political news than media organizations.
This stands in contrast with past accounts detailing how publics are less interested in
“hard” news than journalists, both during routine times and elections (Boczkowski and
Mitchelstein 2013), as well as during periods of crisis (Masullo, Jennings, and Stroud
2021). We also find that elections have a significant impact on the news sharing gap,
increasing Facebook attention to political news at a speed that far outpaces its publi-
cation. This confirms what de Leon, Vermeer and Trilling (2021) found previously, high-
lighting that audiences on Facebook are a lot more susceptible to large swings in
topical attention than media organizations.

The fact that the gap is negative (with Facebook publics sharing more political news
than journalists produce it) even during routine periods is a puzzling conclusion,
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considering past work showing journalists’ preference for political news, as well as the
concerns over citizen disengagement with political reporting. We argue, however, that
these results make sense once we reconceptualize political news sharing as a process
that is distinct from other traditional forms of engagement that are usually measured
through article clicks or self-reported interest. Here, the notion of virality plays a key
role: with increasing polarization worldwide, it is easy for large scale indignation to spiral
a political news article to an enormous audience as more people partake in the collect-
ive action of resharing news. Moreover, with the aggregate count of sharing, it is
important to remember that mixed into these data are not only the shares awarded by
common folk wishing to inform their group of friends of an issue they hold close at
heart: these statistics also include redistribution by political actors themselves with mas-
sive following bases of like-minded partisans, as well as other actors (such as influencers,
political commentators, and Facebook pages or governments themselves) with some
vested interests in politics. Following this reasoning, we should understand that different
actors have different weight on the Internet. While this might make sense for readership
metrics, where one click on an article is the same regardless of who you are, this does
not apply to news sharing. Instead, the relationship is closer to exponential: a share by
someone with a large network of likeminded, politically interested people can generate
much more consequent sharing than someone with only a couple of friends.

Lastly, we contribute to the field of digital journalism by showing how computa-
tional methods can be used to analyse and compare multilingual news content. To
increase awareness of what computational methods have to offer, we use an auto-
mated content analysis approach and show how computational methods can aid jour-
nalism studies. More specifically, by using cues provided in the structure of news
websites, we were able to classify political texts across eight countries and six different
languages in an efficient and accurate manner.

Nonetheless, a few shortcomings should be noted. First, the CrowdTangle data pro-
vided in the useNews dataset only captures all shares of public posts. Therefore, our
conclusions cannot be extended to include sharing of news articles directly by private
profiles, or the sharing of news articles contained in a private post. Second, we have
analysed a variety of elections (from presidential to provincial, and from federal to
European)—a future avenue of research is to compare the same election types, in
order to explore more specific case studies. Lastly, our results are influenced by our
automated classifiers, as the crux of our empirical strategy hinges on the successful
identification of political news. While we have taken numerous precautions to ensure
that our classifiers perform at acceptable levels, it is nonetheless possible that miss-
classification of articles plays a role in our final description and models.
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