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ABSTRACT 
This paper studies how a large online community made 
sense of a television and online news organization’s co-
sponsored study of children’s perceptions of race in the 
America.  2,906 readers’ comments from the CNN special 
report were collected in December 2010.  After classifying 
these comments, there were four data sets: all comments, 
negative comments, positive comments, and popular 
comments (comments with “Like).  Wordstat, a content-
analysis software program, was used to analyze the 
word/phrase frequency of four data sets.  The purpose of 
the content analysis was to identify any similar pattern of 
word/phrase among the data sets.  Of 2,906 comments, 
1,745 comments (60%) received the “Like” votes from 
other online readers.  However, the majority of these 
comments (1,723; 59.29%) received fewer than 26 votes of 
“Like.”  Regarding the positive comments, only 68 
comments were agreed upon by the three reviewers.  Seven 
of those comments were highly positive (over 6 based on a 
7-point Likert scale).  On the other side, 456 comments 
were agreed upon by the reviewers as negative comments.  
However, the majority of those comments (443) were 
slightly negative (2.01-3 based on a 7-point Likert scale). 
 

Keywords 
Online news comments, online news, social issues, user 
studies 

INTRODUCTION 
The days in which people have to wait until the next 
workday to discuss news topics around the proverbial 
“water cooler” are long gone.  In no way is this message 
communicated more profoundly than journalists’ current 
use of online tools such as Color, Tumblr, and Storify to 
assist them in finding relevant news stories through online 
data.  While using Storify to cover the shooting of Arizona 
Rep. Gabrielle Giffords, one NPR editor noted, “It [the 
story] quickly evolved into looking at how people were 

discussing media coverage surrounding it and its potential 
impact” (Cain Miller, 2011, para. 10).  Social media has 
become the “water cooler” around which we now gather.  
Thelwall and Wouters (2005, p. 187) suggested that 
“information scientists can play a valuable role by 
evaluating new information sources in a meta-disciplinary 
context, developing tools and methods to analyse the data 
and, crucially, contributing to the predication of the kinds 
of research questions that the data may usually help 
address.” 
 
Therefore, the purpose of this paper was to understand how 
a large online community made sense of a television and 
online news organization’s co-sponsored study of 
children’s perceptions of race in the America. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
First, as Powazek noted in the introduction to his 2002 
book, many definitions of “web communities” exist, but for 
the purposes of this paper, Powazek’s own definition will 
be used; “Web communities happen when users are given 
tools to use their voice in a public and immediate way, 
forming intimate relationships over time” (2002, p. xxii).  
The type of online community analyzed for this research 
project allowed users to post and comment on others’ 
postings, providing a threaded format for discussion.  
Nissenbaum and Introna (2004), and Manosevitch and 
Walker (2009) noted that the type of technology that made 
CNN’s forum discussion on race possible, suggests 
political and moral fairness, or “the Web as a public good” 
(Nissenbaum and Introna, 2004, p. 23).  Wachbroit (2004) 
furthers this notion by suggesting that the ease of 
accessibility and inexpensive means of communication 
allows people to discuss ideas effortlessly.   
   
In 2010, the Pew Research Center published a paper that 
provided a snapshot of how many Americans are 
participating with their online news sources and how.  
According to their study, “37% of internet users have 
contributed to the creation of news, commented about it, or 
disseminated it via postings on social media sites like 
Facebook or Twitter” (Pew Research Center, 2010, p. 2).  
The report also noted that the vast increase in mobile phone 
usage and coverage has made the process of news 
gathering and news awareness an activity that is no longer 
bound by time or space.  Furthermore, Pew also noted that 
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72% of American news consumers reported that they enjoy 
following the news because they like to discuss current 
events with others.   
 
Thelwall (2006) and Thelwall, Bryne, and Goody (2007) 
have described how bloggers use the Internet to reflect on 
online news stories from organizations such as CNN and 
the BBC.  Powazek (2002) described how corporations that 
create online forums for their consumers help their online 
community become informed – in essence, creating a space 
in which people can facilitate a dialogue and learn from 
each other about what is important to them.  The way in 
which news organizations provide the space and 
continuous content for users to interact with makes this 
type of online communication different from blogs.   
 
In 2010, CNN commissioned a study to be conducted in 
order to understand children’s beliefs, preferences, and 
attitudes with regard to race at “two different 
developmental periods” (2010b, p. 1) of their childhood.  
In brief, the results of this study indicated that those 
children, both in early childhood and middle childhood, 
who associated lighter skin tones with more positive traits 
such as “smart, nice, good, good looking” also associated 
darker skin tones with negative traits such as “dumb, mean, 
bad, ugly” (2010b, p. 41).  CNN’s visual demonstration of 
what had been an academic study made this “one of the 
most discussed stories on [CNN’s] site, eliciting more than 
4,500 comments” (2010a). 
 
The results of this study went beyond those published in 
the commissioned report, however.  CNN described this 
report as well as aired several of the post-questionnaire 
interviews that were conducted with the children who acted 
as participants in the study.  Viewers were allowed to see 
how these particular children chose which hue of skin tone 
and listened as they explained to the interviewer their 
rationale for their choice. CNN correspondent Anderson 
Cooper himself re-interviewed some of the children, asking 
some of the same questions as the original interviewers 
such as, “show me the dumb child” (2010a).  This forum 
provides a unique snapshot of America’s commentary on 
race in this particular time in our country’s history. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of this paper was to understand how a large 
online community made sense of the CNN co-sponsored 
study of children’s perceptions of race in the America. 

1. Are news comments more positive or negative 
regarding the issues of racial preference and 
children? 

2. What were the common words and phrases used in 
all news comments? 

3. What were the common words and phrases used in 
positive news comments? 

4. What were the common words and phrases used in 
negative news comments? 

 
We gathered 2,906 readers’ comments from the CNN 
special report in December 2010.  Figure 1 is an example 
of the reader’s comment.  We used a spreadsheet program 
to record the reader’s online name, comment, and the 
number of “Like” votes.  The “Like” count was used to 
indicate the popularity of a reader’s comment. 
 

  
Figure 1.  A reader’s comment 

 
Three LIS master’s students (two females and one male) 
were recruited to review the positivity and negativity of the 
comments.  The reviewers were given two months to 
review the comments independently and properly.  They 
reviewed the comments based on a 7-point Likert scale (1-
negative and 7-positive).  All scores were recorded in 
spreadsheet files.   
 
We calculated the means and standard divisions (SDs) of 
the scores.  When a SD was 1 or higher, we considered that 
was a disagreement among the three reviewers.  Therefore, 
those comments were excluded from further analysis.  
Next, we treated comments with a mean score was 3 or 
lower as negative comments, when comments with a mean 
score 5 or higher as positive comments.  After classifying 
these comments, there were four data sets: all comments, 
negative comments, positive comments, and popular 
comments (comments with “Like). 
 
Wordstat, a content-analysis software program, was used to 
analyze the word/phrase frequency of four data sets.  The 
purpose of the content analyze was to identify any similar 
pattern of word/phrase among the data sets.  Stop words 
(e.g., of, the, and) were excluded from the data sets.  We 
reported the results based on the frequency of top 
word/phrase, the number of comments, and the percentage 
of the comments.  

RESULTS 
Of 2,906 comments, 1,745 comments (60%) received the 
“Like” votes from other online readers.  However, the 
majority of these comments (1,723; 59.29%) received less 
than 26 votes of “Like.”  Regarding the positive comments, 
only 68 comments were agreed upon by the three 
reviewers.  Seven of those comments were highly positive 
(over 6 based on a 7-point Likert scale).  On the other side, 
456 comments were agreed upon by the reviewers as 
negative comments.  However, the majority of those 
comments (443) were slightly negative (2.01-3 based on a 
7-point Likert scale). 
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Data sets N % 
All comments 2,906 100 
Comments with “Like” 

Over 100 “Like” 
76-100 
51-75 
26-50 
1-25 

1,745 
1 
1 
5 

15 
1,723 

60% 
0.03% 
0.03% 
0.17% 
0.52% 

59.29% 
Positive comments 

Over 6 
5-5.99 

68 
7 

61 

2.34% 
0.24% 

2.1% 
Negative comments 

2.01-3 
1.01-2 
1 

456 
443 

10 
3 

15.69% 
15.24% 

0.34% 
0.1% 

Table 1. Distributions of comments 
 
RQ #1: Are news comments more positive or negative 
regarding the issues of racial preference and children? 
According to Table 1, more comments were perceived as 
negative by the reviewers.  In the meantime, 40% of the 
readers’ comments did not receive any “Like” vote that 
indicated an area for further research: the relationship 
between the popularity of the comments and their 
negativity/positivity, 
 
RQ #2: What were the common words and phrases 
used in all news comments? 
Among the top 10 words, only “WHITE” and “BLACK,” 
appeared in over 25% of all readers’ comments.  All top 10 
phrases appeared in less than 5% of all readers’ comments 
(Table 2).  The significant gap of the top word/phrase 
usage indicates that those online news readers’ opinions 
were widespread. This speculation is also supported by the 
number of comments which received the “Like” votes 
(Table 1).     
 
 Frequency # of 

comments 
% of 

comments 
Word    
WHITE 1480 817 28.1% 
BLACK 1408 777 26.7% 
PEOPLE 1025 617 21.2% 
CHILD 783 448 15.4% 
KID 720 440 15.1% 
RACE 653 431 14.8% 
COLOR 586 380 13.1% 
SKIN 514 336 11.6% 
STUDY 513 370 12.7% 
DON 394 324 11.2% 
Phrase    
SKIN COLOR 159 119 4.1% 
WHITE 
PEOPLE 

142 114 3.9% 

BLACK 
PEOPLE 

106 90 3.1% 

LIGHT SKIN 89 75 2.6% 
BLACK KID 74 62 2.1% 
BLACK CHILD 63 49 1.7% 
WHITE KID 57 47 1.6% 
LIGHT 
SKINNED 

55 44 1.5% 

AFRICAN 
AMERICAN 

54 40 1.4% 

WHITE CHILD 48 37 1.3% 
Table 2. Top 10 common words and phrases from all 

comments (N=2,906) 
 
RQ #3: What were the common words and phrases 
used in positive news comments? 
By comparison, the top 10 words from the positive 
comments have higher percentage of appearance (Table 3).  
Seven out of ten words have over 20% of appearance.  In 
the meantime, the top 3 phrases have over 5% of 
appearance in the positive comments.   
 
 Frequency # of 

comments 
% of 

comments 
Word    
PEOPLE 40 17 24.6% 
BLACK 35 17 24.6% 
WHITE 32 18 26.1% 
KID  25 16 23.2% 
CHILD 22 15 21.7% 
SKIN 22 12 17.4% 
RACE  21 15 21.7% 
COLOR 18 12 17.4% 
DON 17 14 20.3% 
PARENT 15 9 13.0% 
Phrase    
WHITE 
PEOPLE 

7 4 5.8% 

BLACK 
PEOPLE 

6 5 7.2% 

SKIN COLOR 6 4 5.8% 
SKIN TONE 5 3 4.3% 
GIRLS AT THE 
END 

3 3 4.3% 

COLOR HAVE 
THEIR SKIN 

3 3 2.9% 

COUNTRY IN 
THE WORLD 

2 2 2.9% 

BLACK OR 
WHITE 

2 2 2.9% 

WHITE 
FAMILY; 
EARLY AGE; 
AMERICAN 
CULTURE; 
KID DON; 
BLUE EYE 

2 2 2.9% 
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Table 3. Top 10 common words and phrases from 
positive comments (N=68) 

 
RQ #4: What were the common words and phrases 
used in negative news comments? 
“WHITE,” “BLACK,” and “PEOPLE” are still the top 
three words in the negative comments.  However, only 
“WHITE” and “BLACK” appeared in over 20% of the 
negative comments.  The top three phrases are “WHITE 
PEOPLE,” “LIGHT SKINNED,” and “BLACK KID” as 
all top 10 phrases have a low appearance percentage, 4% 
(Table 4).   
 
 Frequency # of 

comments 
% of 

comments 
Word    
WHITE 237 136 29.8% 
BLACK 206 112 24.5% 
PEOPLE 155 88 19.3% 
KID 118 68 14.9% 
STUDY 101 68 14.9% 
RACE 97 62 13.6% 
RACIST 88 64 14.0% 
CHILD 86 54 11.8% 
CNN 72 57 12.5% 
DON 63 50 10.9% 
Phrase    
WHITE 
PEOPLE  

22 18 3.9% 

LIGHT 
SKINNED 

13 11 2.4% 

BLACK KID  12 11 2.4% 
BLACK MAN 12 10 2.2% 
WHITE KID 12 9 2.0% 
BLACK 
PEOPLE 

12 9 2.0% 

WHITE MAN 11 10 2.2% 
ANDERSON 
COOPER 

10 10 2.2% 

WHITE CHILD 8 8 1.8% 
LIGHT SKIN 8 8 1.8% 

Table 4. Top 10 common words and phrases from 
negative comments (N=456) 

DISCUSSION 
The preliminary results indicate that common top words 
and phrases were used in readers’ comments.  However, 
the appearance percentages of the words/phrases vary in 
four different data sets.  The variations reflect online 
readers’ different opinions on the issues of kids and racial 
perceptions.  We plan to use Wordstat’s correspondence 
analysis to identify relationships between  
top words and phrases at the next analysis stage. 
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