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An experiment was conducted (N = 170) to determine the role of civility and
anonymity in online comments received for a news story. Dependent variables were
(a) interest in the discussion, (b) favorability toward the comments, (c) favorability
toward the commenter, and (d) trust in the information. Participants exposed to
uncivil comments viewed the commenter less favorably and reported less trust in
the information in the comment. Anonymity had no effect on the dependent
variables, in contrast to expectations derived from social presence theory.
Findings revealed that politeness of comments affected participants’ overall percep-
tions of the content of the online discussion.
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Incivility and negativity on the Internet are part of our academic and public
discourse. Some of the earliest scholarly work about online discussion boards
found a great deal of uncivil and angry comments (e.g., Benson, 1996; Davis,
1999; Wilhelm, 2000), and there is a body of research on “flaming,”which is hostile
and aggressive behavior online (summarized in O’Sullivan & Flanagin, 2003).
Internet incivility is also part of public conversation. Cyberbullying on social
media and in online games is endemic and regularly appears in the news media
(e.g., Wingfield, 2014). Significant numbers of people report they have witnessed
name calling, threats, and harassment online, especially targeted at women (Pew
Research Center, 2014).

Comments posted online in response to news stories represent another arena of
incivility (Coe, Kenski, & Rains, 2014; Diakopoulos & Naaman, 2011; Paskin,
2010; Santana, 2011), even though there are venues of civil and polite discussions
online (e.g., Hurrell, 2005; Papacharissi, 2004). Many news media sites allow
online comments, and those comments attract readers and hence are valuable to the
sites. Journalists generally feel that readers and viewers should be able to post
comments, although they dislike the criticism that comes with it (Diakopoulos &
Naaman, 2011; Nielsen, 2012; Santana, 2011). In some cases, media outlets have
closed comments sections because of arguments and personal attacks, or limited
who can post (Farhi, 2014). National Journal, for example, ended comments on
most stories because of name calling and racist and sexist language (Grieve, 2014).
Popular Science magazine banned all online comments out of fears that uncivil
and skeptical comments could influence the credibility of its science journalism
(LaBarre, 2013).

There is evidence that uncivil comments may be influential in some situations,
such as surrounding scientific claims or in politically polarized forums. For
example, some readers of uncivil comments that were skeptical of a scientific
innovation (nanotechnology) perceived greater risk (Anderson, Brossard,
Scheufele, Xenos, & Ladwig, 2013), and readers of uncivil politically polarized
comments perceived the underlying issue to be more politically polarized (Hwang,
Kim, & Huh, 2014). Uncivil comments have often been linked with the degree of
anonymity of the commenter (Halpern & Gibbs, 2013; Moore, Nakano, Enomoto,
& Suda, 2012; Rowe, 2015; Santana, 2014). Greater anonymity is associated with
more uncivil behavior.

This study explores the relationship between incivility and anonymity on
online news readers’ overall perceptions of comments and commenters. This is
done in the context of news stories that are less controversial and political, as
these variables may influence responses. This study thus aims to (a) test the
effects of civil and uncivil comments in less controversial, nonpolitical news
stories and (b) investigate how audiences respond to anonymous comments (both
civil and uncivil).
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Incivility

The Internet did not introduce incivility. American public life has often been uncivil,
and observers believe it grew more so in the 1990s. Incivility in public debate and
public institutions and negative political advertising increased (summarized in
Brooks & Geer, 2007) and has caused great concern among scholars, nonprofit
foundations, and public officials (Mutz & Reeves, 2005). Members of Congress
traveled to a bipartisan retreat in 1997 to “seek a greater degree of civility” (Jamieson
& Falk, 1998, p. 2). Richardson (2001) pointed to a “veritable torrent” of scholarly
research on negative political campaigns in the 1990s (p. 791). The conventional
wisdom among scholars was that negativity and incivility undermined democratic
life, principally by discouraging public participation, but research generally did not
support this. Negative campaign discourse or advertising does not appear to con-
sistently discourage voting, although it may lessen political efficacy and trust in
government (Lau, Sigelman, & Rovner, 2007).

Negativity and incivility are different but related concepts. Whereas negativity
addresses advertising, civility generally refers to the overall tone of campaigns, or
to discourse in legislative bodies such as Congress (Jamieson & Falk, 1998). More
recently, civility has been considered an aspect of campaign advertising distinct
from negativity (Brooks & Geer, 2007; Mutz & Reeves, 2005). Campaign adver-
tising can have both tone (positive or negative) and civility (civil or uncivil). It
matters not only if a candidate is pointed or negative but also how they express
themselves, whether they are civil or not. For our purposes it is important that
negativity and incivility are separated conceptually and empirically (Brooks &
Geer, 2007; Fridkin & Kenney, 2011).

A lot of research on online comments focuses on incivility, but it has no dominant
overarching theoretical framework. As in research on negative campaign advertis-
ing, there is a general belief that uncivil behavior is detrimental and in opposition to
the goals of discursive deliberation. One framework scholars have embraced is the
concept of flaming, which arose from popular culture as a term for angry, hostile, and
profane online communication, primarily on discussion boards, but the concept can
be applied to e-mail, online video, and other online communication (O’Sullivan &
Flanagin, 2003). The concept is almost exclusively linked to online communication,
not face-to-face communication, and the study of flaming often is concerned with
the presence or absence of social cues that influence our behavior online (O’Sullivan
& Flanagin, 2003). The lack of social cues such as facial expressions and the lack of
personal accountability encourage flaming. Psychologists call this “the online dis-
inhibition effect” (Suler, 2004, p. 321), and anonymity appears to increase disin-
hibition (Moore et al., 2012; Rowe, 2015; Suler, 2004). However, although such
research has explored the level of civility used in online comments, there is a dearth
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of studies investigating how readers of uncivil and anonymous comments perceive
them. Prior to discussing the role that civility plays in online comments, it is
important to differentiate civility from politeness, as the conceptualization of these
terms directly affects their operationalization.

Civility and Politeness

In research on online discourse there often is no clear distinction between civility
(or incivility) and politeness (or impoliteness), about which there is a rich literature
(Watts, 2005). There is a fair amount of confusion between the terms, and they are
defined differently by different groups. For example, Reader (2012) found a deep
disconnect about the definition of civility between newspaper journalists and their
online readers. Some scholars use politeness and civility interchangeably
(Anderson et al., 2013; Ng & Detenber, 2005). Papacharissi (2004) separated the
terms conceptually and empirically and argued that politeness references etiquette,
formality, and an adherence to norms that guide smooth conversation, whereas
civility fosters democratic or deliberative goals. She found that online discussion
comments can be either, both, or neither. Although the terms civility and politeness
are often conflated in common usage, one can be civil without being polite by, for
example, welcoming robust and spirited political debate that shows civility but not
necessarily politeness.

In recent communication research there is a generally accepted operationaliza-
tion of what constitutes uncivil language. Online comments and discussion are
often considered uncivil if they include name calling, personal attacks, hyperbole,
or rudeness. Gervais (2013) defined uncivil discourse as “claims that are deliber-
ately disrespectful and insulting, or those presented in a hyperbolic nature” and
operationalized it along the same lines, measuring degrees of name calling and
exaggeration (p. 8). Anderson and her colleagues (2013) operationalized impolite
or uncivil comments as name calling, as did Borah (2013). Incivility is likewise
operationalized as “disrespectful statements or attacks” toward someone else
(Hwang et al., 2014), or name calling, threats, and personal attacks (Ng &
Detenber, 2005; Papacharissi, 2004).

We agree with Papacharissi (2004) that politeness is a more narrow concept. The
terms polite and impolite emphasize language, and not the larger set of social norms
and obligations inferred by civility. One can be polite, with proper manners and
language, and yet be uncivil. Civility is communication guided by democratic
principles of fairness, equal access, and recognition of the value of reasoning
(reciprocity), not just manners and etiquette. Incivility, such as a personal attack,
threatens these principles by discouraging participation. The term civil societymakes
sense in the context of deliberative democratic discourse— the term “polite society”
suggests Emily Post.We defer to the broad usage of the terms civility and incivility in
research about online discourse and adopt them here.
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Incivility and Polarization

Research on online discourse couches the study of incivility within the context of
deliberative discussion and has focused on its effects on political polarization. This
approach is grounded in an appreciation for deliberation as essential for a democratic
society and a consideration of the potential for the Internet to enrich deliberation
(Freelon, 2010). Like civility, deliberation has attracted a great deal of scholarship
and interest from government and nonprofit foundations (Delli Carpini, Cook, &
Jacobs, 2004). Deliberation in this context is generally thoughtful discussion that is
civil, or devoid of aspersions and name calling. Uncivil discussion is theorized to be
damaging to deliberation because it dissuades people from participation and can be
politically polarizing.1 Uncivil comments can prompt feelings of aversion and
decrease satisfaction with the online exchange, which is necessary for successful
deliberation.

Research suggests civility (or uncivility) prompts similar behavior and may affect
how readers perceive the news story. Civil comments may be modeled by discussants,
who then act civil (Han&Brazeal, 2015). Likewise, exposure to like-minded incivility
prompted readers to bemore likely to use incivility (Gervais, 2015). Uncivil online text
discussion after a video news story prompted subjects to perceive greater political
polarization surrounding the issue (health care reform), but they reported no change in
their political views (Hwang et al., 2014). Similarly, an experiment found that “parti-
san” comments, which were generally uncivil,2 prompted readers to view the accom-
panying news story as biased and negative (Houston, Hansen, &Nisbett, 2011). These
partisan comments also had a third-person effect—readers thought storieswith partisan
comments would have a greater effect on others than themselves. Exposure to uncivil
discussion eroded subjects’ expectation that public deliberation works, or that delib-
eration could successfully address the policy problem at hand (Hwang et al., 2014).

The context surrounding online comments may also be important to how
readers perceive the credibility of the news. When a news story was embedded
within a politically partisan and uncivil blog, readers lent greater credibility to the
story (Thorson, Vraga, & Ekdale, 2010). Similarly, subjects who read an uncivil
blog commentary first would then lend greater credibility to a news story, but they
reported less political trust and political efficacy (Borah, 2013).

Online incivility has also been studied within the context of understanding health
and science and the perception of risk. Exposure to uncivil discussion alone did not
affect the risk a reader associated with an innovation, in this case, nanotechnology
(Anderson et al., 2013). However, there was a polarizing interaction effect with

1 Some scholars have argued otherwise and claim that civility is not necessary for democratic
governance and deliberation (Estlund, 2001; Sanders, 1997).

2 Although not labeled uncivil, the comments used in the experimental protocol fit the conceptual
definition. They used name calling and aspersions (“What about McCain saying we will be in Iraq for
100 years?? What a loser he doesn’t want our troops out of Iraq”; Houston et al., 2011, pp. 82–83).
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incivility and prior predispositions. People exposed to uncivil comments who
strongly supported nanotechnology perceived less risk, whereas those who opposed
nanotechnology saw more risk. In the arena of health-related public service
announcement, online comments that are seen as civil influenced the response to
an online public service announcements about vaccination (Kareklas, Muehling, &
Weber, 2015), which is a topic both scientific and political.

In sum, there is evidence that uncivil comments after news stories turn people off
the online exchange and encourage readers to be uncivil. Politicized comments or a
politicized “context”—an article posted on a political blog—may prompt readers to
view the article as politicized. On the other hand, incivility may lend credibility to a
news story, perhaps because the story appears as a contrast to the comments. All
these studies manipulated the content of online comments but did not manipulate the
presence or absence of identifiable commenters. That is, the focus of these studies
was on the language used in comments and did not allow them to also explore the
potential effects of anonymity on participants’ reactions to the comments.
Furthermore, these studies explored the effects of online comments using stimuli
involving political and controversial topics, such as health care reform and the Iraq
War. The present study investigates the effects of comments’ level of civility and
anonymity in less controversial news stories, as previous studies have suggested a
relationship between incivility and anonymity.

Anonymity

Anonymity is another important consideration in online behavior and is often
considered a factor encouraging incivility (Borah, 2013; Scott, Rains, & Haseki,
2011). Journalists generally dislike anonymity in reader comments, although some
journalists report that comments are useful to generate story ideas or get feedback
(Reader, 2012; Santana, 2011). Readers recognize the vitriolic nature of online
comments but favor allowing anonymous comments and view them as empowering
and liberating (Reader, 2012; Rosenberry, 2011). Readers also embrace anonymity
as a guard against the loss of privacy and the “vilification of dissent” (Reader, 2012,
p. 505). One commenter argued that “anonymity allows people to speak truth to
powerful institutions” (p. 503). In fact, Rosenberry (2011) noted the historic role
anonymous writings played in American political discourse in the 1700s. John
Trenchard and Thomas Gordon (1755) anonymously published Cato’s Letters in
London, which inspired the anonymously written Federalist Papers of James
Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay (1788/1961) and the American
Revolution. Anonymity is also important in voting and other kinds of political
activity and may encourage marginalized or minority groups to participate
(Reader, Stempel, & Daniel, 2004).

The concept of anonymity is rarely explicitly defined in studies about computer-
mediated communication, and it is operationalized myriad ways (Scott et al., 2011).
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Anonymity can be broken down into technical anonymity and social anonymity
(Christopherson, 2007). Technical anonymity is when there is no identifying infor-
mation. Social anonymity is the perception that one is anonymous to others. Some
studies operationalize anonymity with pseudonyms, with nicknames, or by compar-
ing the absence of photos with photos.

Research across all kinds of online forums suggests that anonymity generally
seems to encourage self-disclosure and participation (Christopherson, 2007; Scott
et al., 2011). This is in line with the “online disinhibition effect,” which should
encourage this sort of self-disclosure and promote helping behavior, or what psy-
chologists call “benign disinhibition.” Anonymity also encourages “toxic disinhibi-
tion,” which may lead to “rude language, harsh criticisms, anger, hatred, even
threats” (Suler, 2004, p. 321). Online anonymity may also encourage group polar-
ization, or the tendency of like-minded individuals to become more extreme after
interacting online (summarized in Christopherson, 2007). Research on online com-
ments supports this, suggesting that anonymity encourages more uncivil comments.
Anonymous commenters were more likely to use uncivil language in online com-
ments about immigration posted to three newspaper websites3 (Santana, 2014).
Political comments on the Washington Post website were more uncivil than on the
Post’s Facebook page, which offers less anonymity (Rowe, 2015). Aggressive and
uncivil language in online discussion groups was more likely from anonymous
commenters (Moore et al., 2012). Overall, findings reveal that anonymous online
commenters are more likely to use uncivil language, although identifying commen-
ters does not preclude incivility.

The effects of anonymous comments, however, haven’t been explored as thor-
oughly. Indeed, would anonymous uncivil comments have the same effect as
nonanonymous uncivil comments? How does the presence or absence of anonymity
affect audiences’ perceptions of comments’ content, both civil and uncivil? This
study uses a social presence theory framework to shed light on these questions by
exploring the relationship between comments’ level of civility and anonymity, and
online news readers’ overall perceptions of comments and commenters in the
context of less controversial political news stories.

Social Presence Theory

Social presence theory addresses how interfaces and design affect social presence,
loosely defined as the “sense of being with another” (Biocca, Harms, & Burgoon,
2003, p. 456). Scholars in the field of human–computer interaction use social presence
theory to consider how differences in interfaces affect the sense of social presence.
Increasing social presence is often a design goal of interfaces and games—which has

3 The Los Angeles Times, the Arizona Republic, and the Houston Chronicle.
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fostered most of the social presence literature—and the presumed effect of greater
social presence is a greater awareness of and responsiveness to social cues. Lee (2004)
defined social presence as “a psychological state in which virtual (para-authentic or
artificial) social actors are experienced as actual social actors in either sensory or
nonsensory ways” (p. 45). With social presence, we experience actors who are not
physically there as real and present. Although generally seen as applying to virtual
environments, in the case of online comments this definition suggests that people who
are not physically present can seem to be present, depending on the degree of presence.
The level of presence has been found to vary between face-to-face and online com-
munication, in this case, synchronous text-based computer communication (Cortese &
Seo, 2012).With greater social presence we are more likely to regard other discussants
more subjectively and react to themwithmore civility. As social presence declines, we
tend to view messages as less friendly or less personal (Rice & Love, 1987).

HYPOTHESES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This research examines the effects of incivility and anonymity within the context of
news stories that are less dramatic and polarizing than health care reform or partisan
politics. The topic of a news story has been found to be related to the number of
comments it generates and their incivility. For example, political figures were likely
to attract an inordinate number of uncivil comments (Coe et al., 2014).

Discursive deliberation (online or offline) must encourage participation.
Participants must feel engaged and welcome in a discussion for deliberation to
take place (Dryzek, 2000; Gutmann & Thompson, 1996). Prior work in a partisan
political context has found that uncivil comments discourage deliberation (prompt
feelings of aversion), whereas civil comments did not (Gervais, 2015). Our first set
of hypotheses address how people perceive the comments and commenter, but
unlike most other research (i.e., Gervais, 2015; Han & Brazeal, 2015) we use less
controversial and partisan stories. We are further looking at perceptions of the
comments and commenters, rather than subjects’ behavior. We propose that civil
comments will generate more interest and will be seen more favorably, and that
favorability will extend to the commenter. H1a, H1b, and H1c address this interest
and favorability.

H1a: Participants exposed to an online comment that was civil, rather than uncivil,
will report more interest in the discussion.

H1b: Participants exposed to an online comment that was civil, rather than uncivil,
will view the comments more favorably.

H1c: Participants exposed to an online comment that was civil, rather than uncivil,
will view the commenter more favorably.
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Online comments may affect how readers view the credibility of a news story,
although research does not offer clear guidance. Uncivil comments after a political
news story prompted readers to view the issue as more polarized (Hwang et al.,
2014) and view the news story as more biased (Houston et al., 2011). This
perception of bias in the story may hurt its credibility; the concepts are closely
related. However, when a political news story was displayed within the context of
partisan politics, the story was seen as more credible. Uncivil blog posts prompted
readers to view the accompanying story as more credible (Thorson et al., 2010),
and an uncivil blog commentary read first prompted readers to evaluate a news
story as more credible (Borah, 2013). In H2 we continue to emphasize the less
political nature of our protocol materials, and we address the credibility of the
comment, not the story.

H2: Participants exposed to an online comment that was civil, rather than uncivil,
will report more trust in the information in the comment.

A theorized effect of disinhibition that we observe is more uncivil comments
when someone is allowed to do so anonymously (Rowe, 2015; Santana, 2014).
Research on anonymity more generally suggests that anonymity encourages uncivil
comments. However, it is unclear whether anonymous commentary is perceived any
differently than comments that are named. Social presence theory suggests that when
we see a photograph of someone, we have a greater sense of their presence, that they
are a real human being (Biocca et al., 2003). With more social presence we may
regard someone more civilly, and we may view their messages more positively.
Similarly, no published research has explored the relationship between anonymous
comments and trust in the information presented in comments. Therefore, we
propose the following research questions to address these points and further our
understanding of the effects of anonymity in online news comments.

RQ1: How does anonymity affect participants’ perceptions of civil and uncivil
comments and of the commenters?

RQ2: How does anonymity affect participants’ perceptions of trust in the informa-
tion presented?

METHODS

Participants were recruited via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, an online platform that
provides access to a large pool of participants (Buhrmester, Kwang, &Gosling, 2011).
All participants received a $5 credit to their Amazon account for their participation in
this study. Participants (N = 170) took part in a 3 (commenters’ photograph: White
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male individual, White female individual, anonymous) × 2 (civility of comment: civil
language; uncivil language) between-subjects experiment. A fictive online newspaper,
Metro Local, was created for this experiment. All participants were randomly assigned
to one of the six treatment conditions, in which they each read three news stories. The
three news stories were identical across conditions, and each story included one
reader’s comment, which represented the experimental manipulation. After exposure
to each news story, participants completed a questionnaire measuring the four main
dependent variables: interest in the online discussion, perception of the comment,
perception of the commenter, and trust in the information in the comment. Participants
then answered questions about their overall perception of the website, their habits
reading news online and commenting on stories, and general demographic variables.
The study protocol and its materials were approved by American University’s
Institutional Review Board in March 2014.

Participants

A total of 182 U.S. participants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk platform com-
pleted the online experiment. Data from participants who did not answer all
dependent variable items (n = 12) were deleted prior to analysis. Data from 170
participants were retained. Participants’ age ranged from 18 to 76 years old
(M = 34.20, SD = 11.35). There were almost as many women (51.2%, n = 87) as
men (48.8%, n = 83). Approximately two thirds of participants identified as
“White or Caucasian” (77.1%, n = 131). About two fifths of participants had
completed some college (38.8%, n = 66), and about one third had a college degree
(30.6%, n = 52).

Experimental Treatment Conditions

A fictive online newspaper, Metro Local, was created for this experiment. The
layout of the web page for Metro Local was identical for all treatment condi-
tions, with the name of the newspaper predominantly displayed at the top of the
page. Each page contained one story followed by a comment, which repre-
sented the stimulus material. Participants were exposed to a comment that used
either civil or uncivil language, accompanied by the photograph of a White
man; White woman; or, for the “anonymous” condition, a silhouette icon of a
unisex headshot found in the online comment section of various online news-
papers. (Two example stimuli are included in the appendix. Others are available
by request from the first author.)

Each condition included three stories (presented in a random order) with a similar
type of “treatment” comment from a different commenter. Therefore, three photo-
graphs of White men and three photographs of White women, all headshots, were
needed to create the stimuli. Similarly, three gender-neutral names were used as
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commenters’ names for the nonanonymous conditions.4 We operationalized civil
and uncivil treatment levels with the inclusion or exclusion of name calling, asper-
sions, using synonyms for lying directed at someone, vulgarities, and pejorative
words for speech, similar to other research (Anderson et al., 2013; Borah, 2013;
Hwang et al., 2014; Ng & Detenber, 2005). This allowed us to alter comments with
just a few words; otherwise the stimuli were constant.

Pretests

Three pretests were conducted to develop the stimuli: one for the photographs of
White men and women, one for the comments, and one for the news stories. Our
goal was to control for the attractiveness of the commenter by choosing photographs
that did not appear too attractive or unattractive in pretests and that could clearly be
identified as Caucasian. Pretests for the comments were to ensure that “civil” and
“uncivil” comments were perceived as such, and pretests for the news stories were to
ensure that the stories were not perceived as overtly and clearly controversial or
politically biased. We discuss this further in the study’s limitations.

To determine which headshots to use in the stimuli, a pretest study was conducted
with a sample of headshots ofWhite men andwomen. Each picture was in color with
a light brown background. Sixty-two undergraduate students were exposed to 25
headshots of White men and 25 headshots of White women in their early 20s. The
order in which headshots appeared was randomized. Participants evaluated the
headshots using a 7-point semantic differential scale composed of five items devel-
oped by Ohanian (1990) to measure celebrity endorsers’ attractiveness: 1 (unattrac-
tive) to 7 (attractive); 1 (not classy) to 7 (classy); 1 (beautiful) to 7 (ugly); 1 (plain) to
7 (elegant); 1 (sexy) to 7 (not sexy). Participants were also asked to identify to which
racial/ethnic group each person pictured in the headshots belonged (Asian, African
American, Caucasian, Hispanic, Native American). All headshots were correctly
identified as Caucasian. An attractiveness composite score was created for each of
these headshots, and the means of the three male and female headshots closest to
3.50 (3.32–3.69) were selected as stimuli images.

The participants who completed the pretest for the photographs were also asked
to complete the pretest for the comments and news stories. Thirty-two participants
took the second pretest and read 12 news stories with two comments per story.
Participants rated the level of civility of each comment using a 7-point semantic
differential scale composed of four item: 1 (polite) to 7 (impolite); 1 (courteous) to
7 (not courteous); 1 (respectful) to 7 (disrespectful); 1 (civil) to 7 (uncivil). We
selected comments where the difference for each of the five items was significant at
p < .001 (t tests). Participants also rated how controversial each story appeared:

4 The names were Sam Reed, Chris Greene, and Jordan Watkins.
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1 (not controversial at all) to 7 (very controversial). The three stories selected were
scored between 3.34 and 4.23 on the controversy scale. Thus, we believe our pretest
ensured that the comments were clearly civil or uncivil, and our stories were not
considered to be about controversial topics. Story 1 dealt with reducing sentences of
low-level drug criminals, Story 2 dealt with the potential name change of the
Washington Redskins football team, and Story 3 dealt with the aftermath of a
hurricane on the northeast U.S. coast.

Dependent Measures

Interest in the Online Discussion. This variable was measured with a 7-
point scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), composed of three items
adopted from Ng and Detenber (2005). Items were “I would like to contribute a
comment to this discussion,” “I am interested in reading more of this discussion,”
and “I would like to become a member of this discussion group.” Although our
stimulus is only one comment, our concept of “interest” imagines a more general
interest in an ongoing discussion.

Perception of the Comment. This variable was measured with a 7-point
scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), composed of five items from
Zhao, Strasser, Cappella, Lerman, and Fishbein’s (2011) argument strength scale,
which evaluates arguments, such as the ones presented in comments, from multiple
perspectives. Sample items included “The comment is believable,” “The comment is
convincing,” and “The comment would help others think about this issue.”

Perception of the Commenter. This variable was measured with a 7-point
scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), composed of five items
similar to the one Ng and Detenber (2005) used to measure civility and trust. Sample
items included “The person who made the comment seems respectful,” “The person
who made the comment seems reliable,” and “The person who made the comment
seems trustworthy.”

Trust in the Information Presented. This variable was measured with a 7-
point scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), composed of two items
adopted from Zhao et al. (2011) to measure perceived trust in an argument. Items
were “I trust the person making the comment” and “I trust the information presented
in the comment.”

Demographic and Additional Measures

Participants were asked to identify their gender, race, age, education level, and place
of residence. Participants also answered questions pertaining to their perceptions of
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the Metro Local website, their media diet, the amount of time spent reading news
online, and how often they engage in online news comments.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS. Twelve composite scores were created from the four
dependent variables for each of the three news stories. Participants’ responses to each
news story were analyzed separately. Cronbach’s alpha for three indices (interest in the
online discussion, perception of the comment, and perception of the commenter)
ranged from .85 (Story 3: interest in discussion) to .96 (Story 2: perception of
commenter). Reliability for a two-item index is best determined using the
Spearman-Brown coefficient (Eisinga, Grotenhuis, & Pelzer, 2013). The coefficients
for the two-item index “trust in the information presented”were significant at p < .001
level for all three stories (Story 1: ρ = .91; Story 2: ρ = .93; Story 3: ρ = .90).

RESULTS

We first tested for any effect of the gender of the commenter in the photographs and
found none. To answer the research questions and test the hypotheses, a series of
two-way 3 (commenter’s photograph) × 2 (civility of comment) analyses of variance
were conducted to test the effect of the conditions on the dependent variables. Mean
scores for the four dependent variables for the three stories are shown in Table 1.

H1a: Participants exposed to an online comment that was civil, rather than
uncivil, will report more interest in the discussion. This hypothesis was not sup-
ported. No significant difference was found between participants who read a civil
comment and participants who read an uncivil one regarding their interest in the
online discussion for all news stories.

H1b: Participants exposed to an online comment that was civil, rather than
uncivil, will view the comments more favorably. The hypothesis was not sup-
ported. No significant difference was found between participants who read a civil
comment and participants who read an uncivil one regarding how participants
perceived the comments for all news stories.

H1c: Participants exposed to an online comment that was civil, rather than
uncivil, will view the commenter more favorably. This hypothesis was supported (see
Table 2). Participants who read a civil comment perceived the commenter signifi-
cantly more favorably than participants who read an uncivil comment, F(1,
155) = 107.25, p < .001; F(1, 159) = 36.00, p < .001; F(1, 158) = 18.60, p < .001,
for Stories 1, 2 and 3, respectively.

H2: Participants exposed to an online comment that was civil, rather than
uncivil, will report more trust in the information in the comment. This hypothesis
was mostly supported as the analysis revealed significant results for Stories 1 and 2,
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TABLE 1
Means and Standard Deviations for All Dependent Variables and Experimental Conditions

Civil Comment Uncivil Comment

Man Photoa Woman Photob Anonymousc Man Photod Woman Photoe Anonymousf

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Interest in online discussion
Story 1 3.96 .34 4.07 .30 4.16 .31 4.56 .33 4.21 .32 3.80 .32
Story 2 3.99 .34 3.47 .32 4.03 .32 4.21 .33 3.51 .32 3.80 .33
Story 3 4.01 .32 3.38 .28 3.41 .29 3.93 .31 3.69 .30 3.56 .30
Perception of comment
Story 1 3.20 .32 2.96 .27 3.62 .28 3.10 .30 2.52 .29 2.77 .30
Story 2 4.24 .33 4.46 .31 4.52 .31 4.14 .32 3.92 .31 4.13 .32
Story 3 5.41 .25 5.50 .22 5.68 .22 5.35 .24 5.16 .23 5.17 .23
Perception of commenter
Story 1 4.35 .27 4.14 .23 4.23 .24 2.49 .26 1.82 .25 2.07 .25
Story 2 4.23 .30 4.43 .28 4.32 .28 3.21 .29 2.76 .28 2.86 .29
Story 3 5.34 .27 5.21 .24 5.56 .25 4.50 .27 4.42 .25 4.46 .26
Trust in the information
Story 1 3.20 .31 3.29 .26 3.71 .27 2.70 .29 1.96 .28 2.44 .29
Story 2 3.98 .35 4.03 .33 4.29 .33 3.60 .35 3.24 .33 3.35 .34
Story 3 5.19 .29 5.21 .26 5.40 .27 4.96 .29 4.68 .27 4.85 .28

an = 25. bn = 32. cn = 29. dn = 26. en = 30. fn = 28.

TABLE 2
A 3 × 2 Analysis of Variance for Participants’ Perceptions of Commenters of the Three News

Stories

SS df MS F p

Story 1 P 5.00 2 2.50 1.50 .225
C 178.35 1 178.35 107.25 .000
P × C 1.41 2 .70 .42 .655
Error 257.75 155 1.66

Story 2 P .56 2 .28 .13 .881
C 79.23 1 79.23 36.00 .000
P × C 2.96 2 1.48 .67 .512
Error 349.91 159 2.20

Story 3 P 1.10 2 .55 .30 .738
C 33.50 1 33.50 18.60 .000
P × C .79 2 .40 .22 .802
Error 284.53 158 1.80

Note. SS = sum of squares; MS = mean square; P = photograph; C = comment.
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and marginal results for Story 3 (see Table 3). Participants who read a civil comment
reported more trust in the information presented than participants who read an
uncivil comment, F(1, 155) = 19.74, p < .001; F(1, 159) = 6.59, p < .05; F(1,
158) = 3.78, p = .054, for Stories 1, 2 and 3, respectively.

RQ1: How does anonymity affect participants’ perceptions of civil and uncivil
comments and of the commenters? No relationship was found among these vari-
ables, as participants reported similar perceptions of anonymous commenters and
comments (civil and uncivil) than of photographed commenters and comments.

RQ2: How does anonymity affect participants’ perceptions of trust in the
information presented? Anonymity does not affect trust in the information, as
participants perceived similar levels of trust in the information presented in
comments, regardless of who the comments were from.

DISCUSSION

Research on the effects of online comments is limited. Much of the research about
the effects of uncivil comments examines its effects on behavior (i.e., Han &
Brazeal, 2015) and examines comments in the context of overtly partisan or political
issues (Hwang et al., 2014; Ng & Detenber, 2005). Similarly, the literature on the
effects of anonymity also focuses on behavior (Moore et al., 2012; Santana, 2014).
One exception is research that examines the effects of context on credibility or
perceptions of bias, but always within a political context (Borah, 2013; Houston
et al., 2011).

TABLE 3
A 3 × 2 Analysis of Variance for Participants’ Trust in the Information Presented in the

Comments of the Three News Stories

SS df MS F p

Story 1 P 6.00 2 3.00 1.40 .249
C 42.23 1 42.23 19.74 .000
P × C 5.42 2 2.71 1.27 .285
Error 3331.64 155 2.14

Story 2 P 1.09 2 .55 .18 .839
C 20.49 1 20.49 6.59 .011
P × C 2.20 2 1.10 .35 .703
Error 494.69 159 3.11

Story 3 P .99 2 .49 .24 .784
C 7.68 1 7.68 3.77 .054
P × C .83 2 .41 .20 .816
Error 321.46 158 2.03

Note. SS = sum of squares; MS = mean square; P = photograph; C = comment.
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Our contribution is an examination of the effects of incivility and anonymity
on the perceptions of comments and commenters, conducted with stories that are
not overtly political or controversial. In our experiment, we used three news
stories that were pretested as less controversial, which may explain why our
results differ from previous studies. Although the three news stories were overall
less controversial, they also dealt with three different topics, thus reinforcing
external validity of our study. Our results imply that online news readers’
perceptions of a news story may be more influenced by the story itself than by
another reader’s comment. Our results indicate that the civility of a comment
does not influence online news readers’ perceptions of that comment, but the
civility of a comment does influence perceptions of the commenter and trust in
the information. Our results suggest that perception of the content of a comment
or interest in the discussion is more dependent on individual differences than
civility alone. However, our study did not ask participants about their level of
agreement with the comments they read, which may have helped us explore what
makes a comment likeable or not.

The effect of civility in a comment was strong on how it was perceived across
all three stories. Perception of the comment was conceptualized as being believ-
able, convincing, making a good point, and helping others think about the topic.
Our findings on trust were more equivocal—significant for Stories 1 and 2 but
marginal for Story 3 (p = .054). This could be explained by the higher levels of
trust given to Story 3. There may be less effect of incivility when the material is
more trusted to begin with, whereas less trusted content leaves open the chal-
lenge to its credibility that uncivil comments may provide.

Our work challenges the finding that uncivil comments dissuade people from
wanting to post comments online, or at least expressing an interest in the
comments section. Gervais (2015) found that those exposed to uncivil political
discussion expressed anger and dissatisfaction to what he termed “histrionic
incivility,” which was identical to “mild incivility” but with capitalized select
exclamations (p. 174). In other words, uncivil comments in all caps—the online
version of yelling—prompted anger and dissatisfaction. This suggests that the
culprit is not incivility as it is currently conceived and operationalized among
communication researchers. Our operationalization of incivility is much closer to
Gervais’s “mild-incivility” (p. 174). It may be the case that the real distinction is
between incivility and histrionics, or what Sobieraj and Berry (2011) called
outrage, or “incivility writ large” (p. 20). All outrage is uncivil, but not all
incivility is outrageous. Outrage includes mockery, belittling, obscenity, charac-
ter assassination, and emotional language, among other things. The operationa-
lization of incivility that we use here is common (see, e.g., Anderson et al., 2013;
Borah, 2013; Hwang et al., 2014; Ng & Detenber, 2005), but it is not histrionic
and perhaps not “uncivil enough” to deter readers from the discussion or
influence their perceptions of the comments. That may require comments that
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escalate to outrage. As Sobieraj and Berry pointed out, outrage is common too,
especially in the new media environment of political blogs, political talk radio,
and cable news.

A civil comment prompted more favorable perceptions of commenters, thus
suggesting that online news readers may associate the language used in comments
to the character and likeability of commenters. This makes perfect sense: Those
people who post civil comments are viewed more favorably than those who do not.
Online readers make distinctions between the comment and the commenter.
Readers find that uncivil comments reflect badly on the commenter but have no
effect on whether the comment is believable or convincing. This suggests that
researchers cannot lump together effects as either “positive” or “negative” and
expect them to covary.

Our results support prior findings that civility influences trust; however, here we
see this effect in a context outside politics or controversy. This is particularly
interesting because our results suggest that online news readers are making a
conceptual difference between how they perceive the content of a comment (not
affected by civility) and how they perceive trust in the content of a comment
(affected by civility). Although perceptions of comments may be based on indivi-
dual differences, civility plays a role in perceptions of trust in the information
presented in comments. Because online news readers trusted civil comments more
than uncivil ones, online news media publications may be worrying too much about
the potential impact of uncivil online comments on the larger public discourse or on
the dissemination of information.

Although research suggests the influence of anonymity on a person’s behavior
(Christopherson, 2007; Scott et al., 2011), our results indicate that anonymity does
not affect online news readers’ perceptions of comments and commenters, regard-
less of the level of civility. The fact that commenters were identifiable by name and
photograph did not prompt readers to perceive a comment more favorably. Even
for uncivil comments, anonymous comments were not perceived less favorably. In
addition, anonymity played no role on the trust that online news readers placed in
the information contained in comments, whether the comments were civil or
uncivil. Trust, as mentioned earlier, was directly related to comments’ level of
civility. Online news readers were more likely to trust information presented in a
civil manner, even if they could not see who was presenting the information, as
was the case for anonymous comments.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this study was to explore the effects of a civil, uncivil, and
anonymous online comment on audiences’ interest in the online discussion, their
perceptions of comments and commenters, and their perceived trust in the
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information presented. As comments have increasingly become part of reading news
online, there has been an ongoing debate about how audiences should comment
online, as well as the influence these comments may have on readers. Some sites
have banned anonymous comments in the hopes of enhancing civility. As anon-
ymous comments are often linked to uncivil language and as news organizations are
making decisions about their comment sections, it is paramount to investigate the
effects of these online comments.

As hypothesized, findings revealed that a civil comment elicited more favorable
perceptions about the commenter than an uncivil comment. Similarly, audiences
were more likely to trust the information presented in a civil comments than in an
uncivil one, suggesting that civility may translate to trustworthiness. However, the
level of civility of a comment had no effect on perceptions of the comment itself.
Audiences interpreted the use of uncivil language more as a reflection of the
commenter than of the content of the comment.

Overall, audiences responded in a similar manner to comments made anon-
ymously or comments made from an identifiable commenter, whose name and
photograph were displayed. Although no significant effects of anonymous com-
ments were found, this may be one of the main contributions of this study, as it
suggests that requiring commenters to identify themselves would not change
online news readers’ perceptions of the comments and would not affect their
trust in the information in these comments. Online news publications may be
giving too much importance to the role that comments play in audiences’ overall
experiences, as neither uncivil comments nor anonymous ones affected audiences’
interest in participating in the online discussion for any of the three news stories in
this study.

Previous studies have examined uncivil or anonymous comments mostly by
using one news story about a controversial topic. To advance our understanding of
the effects of online comments on audiences and to increase its validity, this study
combined uncivil and anonymous comments and used three news stories about
topics that were pretested as less controversial. Nonetheless, there were limitations to
this approach. Many of these limitations are due to the contrived nature of laboratory
experiments as a research method. Little research has been conducted in this area.
Therefore, our research program begins at the beginning: a laboratory experiment,
with only one comment as the independent variable (not a full discussion), on a fairly
simple website. The presence of additional comments may have influenced our
results as each additional comment and commenter is a potential confound.
Experiments such as this may suffer from poor external validity if subjects are not
influenced by the independent variables as they might be in a real-world context.
Our website was not as “busy” as typical news media websites, with advertisements,
teasers, and multiple comments. It lacks the interactive nature of many news
websites. Participants were presented with only one comment and did not have the
opportunity to write their own comment if they wished. We further used stories that
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pretest subjects did not find particularly controversial, although this could be subject
to debate. What is not controversial to one subject may be highly so to another.
Finally, we make a trade-off in our research design between what we see as the
strengths of repeating our stimulus across three stories and the weaknesses of
repeated identical measures of our dependent variables, which may include order
effects. This issue is somewhat offset by the randomization of the stimuli stories.

One advantage to our work is multiple tests. Even if the “less controversial” news
stories elicited different reactions we still obtained similar results across all depen-
dent variables for all three news stories except for the relationship between level of
civility of a comment and trust in the information presented, for which we found
significant results for two stories and marginal results for the third story. Such
nuanced findings would not have emerged from studies that only use one stimulus,
as is the case in the majority of experimental design studies. Similarly, our use of
three news stories to test our hypotheses and explore our research questions
increases the strengths of all our other findings. In this research area, replication of
results across different stimuli and conditions is needed.

Limitations of this experimental study provide potential future research oppor-
tunities in examining interactive elements we commonly see in online forum
designs. Besides anonymity, future studies should explore how elements such as
comment ratings or the number of commenters’ followers influence perception and
trust. Once a comment is shared, what cues can promote ongoing interaction and
prevent conversational breakdowns? The design of the fictive online story can also
be modified to test how display design affects attention and information processing.
This work has also been focused on “noncontroversial” and “nonpartisan”material,
as best we could determine. We believe this is the correct approach for early studies,
but future studies might address controversial and political material, especially in the
context of civility, because of the growing uncivility in political discourse and the
wide reach of this discourse in our daily lives.
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APPENDIX

Examples of Experimental Stimuli

Example 1: Drug sentencing story, civil treatment, White man’s comment
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Example 2: Drug sentencing story, uncivil treatment, White man’s comment
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