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What Facebook and Twitter Mean for News 
Perhaps no topic in technology attracted more attention in 2011 than the rise of social media and 
its potential impact on news. “If searching for news was the most important development of the 
last decade, sharing news may be among the most important of the next,” we wrote in a May 2011 
report analyzing online news behavior called Navigating News Online. 

At the moment, Facebook and, to 
a lesser extent, Twitter, dominate 
this intersection of social media 
and news. As written about in 
detail in the Digital chapter of this 
report, eMarketer reports that 
Facebook had 133 million active 
users in the U.S. at the end of 
2011. Facebook defines “active 
users” as those who interact with 
Facebook content at least once a 
month. Despite debates about 
defining “active users,” there is 
little question about the site’s popularity or its “stickiness,” the degree to which some users are 
there a lot: Facebook users spent an average of 423 minutes each on the site in December. By 
contrast, a PEJ analysis of Nielsen Net View data puts the average time on a top 25 news site at 
just under 12 minutes per month.  Even in 2010, all but one of those top news sites, with the 
exception being Google News, obtained a portion of their traffic from Facebook. And in 2011, 
Facebook furthered the news element of its platform with developments like the Social Reader, 
which allows users to follow, read and share news without ever leaving the network. 

How much are consumers relying on Facebook for their daily news information, especially in 
comparison with using search or going directly to news websites or apps? And when they do get 
news on these networks, does it come from friends and family or from news organizations they 
follow? And finally, how is this news viewed? 

A new survey released as part of this year’s annual State of the News Media Report probes news 
consumption and habits on different digital devices, including how news consumers use social 
media. The broader findings are covered in a companion special report on mobile devices. This 
report explores in more detail the findings as they relate to social media and news. It explores not 

http://www.journalism.org/analysis_report/facebook_becoming_increasingly_important
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/digital-news-g%E2%80%A6se-for-revenue/
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/digital-news-g%E2%80%A6se-for-revenue/
http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2012/03/PEJ_12.03.12_Fig.1a_FacebookNews-01.png
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only the extent to which social media are used to access news, but also how news behavior on 
Facebook compares with that on Twitter, and who these social media news consumers are. 

Overall, as noted in the companion report, the survey confirms that Facebook and Twitter are now 
pathways to news, but their role may not be as large as some have suggested. The population that 
uses these networks for news at all is still relatively small, especially the part that does so very 
often. Moreover, these social media news consumers have not given up other methods of getting 
news, such going directly to websites, using apps or through search. In other words, social media 
are additional paths to news, not replacements for more traditional ones. 

The survey also finds that Twitter and Facebook function differently from each other, both in 
terms of where the news links come from and the degree to which people believe they are 
encountering different news than they would have encountered elsewhere.  Each also draws a 
different population of users, with Twitter users standing out most. Facebook news users get more 
news from friends and family and see it as news they might well have gotten someplace else if 
Facebook did not exist. For Twitter users, though, the news links come from a more even mix of 
family and friends and news organizations. Most of these users also feel that without Twitter, they 
would have missed this kind of news. 

http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2012/03/facebookabout.png
http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2012/03/facebookabout.png
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Over all, just 9% of digital news consumers very 
often follow news recommendations from 
Facebook or from Twitter on any of the three 
digital devices (computers, smartphones or 
tablets). That compares with more than a third, 
36%, who very often go directly to news 
organizations on one of their devices, 32% who get 
news from search very often, and 29% who turn to 
some sort of news organizer site or app. 

Among just digital news consumers (excluding 
those who say they do not get news online), the 
percentage who get at least some news from one of 
these two leading social networks rises to 52%. But 
this still trails by a large margin other ways of 
getting news (92% go directly to news websites and 
85% use search). 

There are also substantial differences in the data 
between how people use each of these two forms of 
social media, what they think about it and who those users are. 

More than twice as many digital news consumers follow news recommendations from Facebook 
than follow them from Twitter. And that remains consistent across different digital devices 
(computers, smartphones or tablets). In all, on any device, 7% get news on Facebook very often, 
compared with 3% who do so on Twitter. Those populations may grow, or at least involve a 
broader universe of casual users. Another 19% say they get recommendations via Facebook 
somewhat often, and 4% via Twitter somewhat often. 

The populations do overlap, again with Facebook as the leading platform. Fully 82% of those who 
ever get some news via Twitter recommendations also get some news via Facebook 
recommendations, and 40% so do very often or somewhat often.  Facebook users, however, are 
much less likely to be on Twitter than the other way around. Just 27% of Facebook news followers 
also get news via Twitter, with 11% doing so somewhat or very often.  Over all, 13% of digital news 

http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/mobile-devices%E2%80%A6for-journalism/
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/mobile-devices%E2%80%A6for-journalism/
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/mobile-devices%E2%80%A6for-journalism/
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/mobile-devices%E2%80%A6for-journalism/
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/mobile-devices%E2%80%A6for-journalism/
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/mobile-devices%E2%80%A6for-journalism/
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/mobile-devices%E2%80%A6for-journalism/
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consumers follow news recommendations on both Facebook and Twitter – but fewer than 4% do 
so very or somewhat often. 

The reliance on social recommendations is strikingly similar across desktop/laptops, smartphones 
and tablet computers. At this early stage in their evolution, in other words, social media users are 
social media users, and device seems to have little impact on that. 

Looking at the heaviest users – the relatively small number of people who rely on social media 
recommendations for news very often the percentages are similar across devices. Of those who get 
news on desktop/laptop computers, 6% get news via Facebook recommendations. The same is true 
for 7% of smartphone news users and 8% of tablet news consumers. For Twitter, the numbers are 
smaller but follow a similar pattern: 2% of desktop/laptop users follow Twitter recommendations 
very often on the desktop/laptop, 3% for smartphone news consumers on smartphones and 3% for 
tablet news consumers on that device. 

Another finding is that, contrary to what some 
observers have argued, the rise of social media 
recommendations at this point does not appear to be 
coming at the expense of people going directly to news 
sites or searching for news topics they are interested 
in. Instead, social media news consumption is 
supplemental. This expanded behavior also mirrors 
what we see in the larger report about news 
consumptions on different digital devices. 
Smartphones and tablets do not appear to be replacing 
computers as much as providing additional ways to get 
news. 

For example, fully 71% of those who ever follow news 
links on Facebook also get news somewhat or very 
often by going directly to a news organization’s website 
or app.1  Among Twitter news followers, 76% also go to 
home pages or use apps from a news organization very 
or somewhat often.  Similarly 65% of Facebook news 

http://www.stateofthemedia.org/2012/mobile-devices-and-news-consumption-some-good-signs-for-journalism/what-facebook-and-twitter-mean-for-news/#fn-11554-1
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users get news via key word search very or somewhat often, as do 69% of Twitter news users. 

On Facebook, the news comes mostly through family and friends. On Twitter, people tend to get 
news from a broader mix of recommenders. 

When asked who sends you most of the news stories you read or watch via Facebook, 70% said 
friends and family. Another 13% get most of their recommendations from news organizations or 
individual journalists. And 10% said most of the news they looked at from social media came from 
non-news entities that recommend news stories. And 7% said they didn’t know. 

Among Twitter news followers, there is much more of a mix: 36% say they get most of their links 
from friends and family and while 27% do so  from news organizations This group was also almost 
twice as likely (18% on Twitter vs. 10% on Facebook) to look at news recommended to them by 
non-news organizations. A greater portion on Twitter, were unsure where most of the news 
recommendations come from or chose not to answer (19%). 

 

 

http://assets.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2012/03/PEJ_12.03.12_Fig.5a_LinksComeFrom-01.png
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Those who get news via Facebook were more likely to feel the news they received there is news 
they largely would have gotten elsewhere. A majority, 56%, of those who get news 
recommendations from Facebook say they think they would have gotten that news from 
somewhere else. Only a third, 34%, said they would not have seen it otherwise. 

 
On Twitter, with its somewhat broader mix of sources for news links, there was more sense that 
the news they encountered this way expanded knowledge or source list.  Twitter users were nearly 
split between the sense that they would get this news elsewhere (43%) and that they would not 
(39%). 

Men and women responded very differently. Women were more likely to see the news as not 
special to Twitter (53% versus 30% who said they wouldn’t get it elsewhere). Men were more likely 
to see it as giving them a unique or broader sense of the news (46% versus 35% who said they 
would get the news elsewhere). 
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Twitter news followers tend to be more heavily mobile than the public at large, and they lean 
toward smartphones in particular. 

Fully three-quarters, 76%, of Twitter new followers own a smartphone. That compares with 67% of 
Facebook news followers and 60% of digital news consumers over all. 

Twitter users are also more likely to get news on their smartphone, 64% versus 47% for Facebook 
users and 30% for all mobile news consumers. 

Twitter news followers are more likely than others to own a tablet computer, 42% versus 30% 
among Facebook news followers and 26% for digital news consumers over all. And they are more 
likely to get news there, 31%, compared with 20% for both Facebook and for digital news 
consumers over all. 

There are some strong demographic differences when you break down those who use Facebook for 
news and those who use Twitter. Over all, Facebook news followers track with the general 
population fairly closely, while those who follow Twitter news stand out demographically. 

Twitter news followers are more likely to be male, 57% versus 44% of Facebook users and 48% of 
the population over all. They are also younger; 39% are 18 to 29 years old, which is nearly double 
the population over all (22%), but about the same as Facebook users (37%). 

They are highly educated. More than a third (37%) have a college degree or beyond, higher than 
the 28% for all adults, and fewer have no more than a high school diploma (34% versus 44% over 
all).  They are less white than the population over all and less white than Facebook news users. 

Facebook users mirror in more ways the population over all, but these news consumers are far 
more likely than the population over all and than their Twitter counterparts to have children in the 
house (37% versus 29% for Twitter and 31% of all adults). 

The analysis in this report, What Facebook and Twitter Mean for News, is based on aggregated 
data from three telephone surveys conducted in January 2012 (Jan. 12-15, Jan. 19-22 and Jan. 26-
29) with national samples of adults 18 years of age or older living in the continental United States. 
Interviews were conducted with a total of 3,016 adults (1,809 respondents were interviewed on a 
landline telephone, and 1,207 were interviewed on a cellphone, including 605 who had no landline 
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telephone). The survey was conducted by interviewers at Princeton Data Source under the 
direction of Princeton Survey Research Associates International. A combination of landline and 
cellphone random digit dial samples were used; both samples were provided by Survey Sampling 
International. Interviews were conducted in English. Respondents in the landline sample were 
selected by randomly asking for the youngest adult person who was then at home. Interviews in 
the cellphone sample were conducted with the person who answered the phone, if that person was 
an adult 18 years of age or older. 

The combined landline and cellphone sample are weighted using an iterative technique that 
matches gender, age, education, race, Hispanic origin and region to parameters from the March 
2011 Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey and population density to parameters from the 
Decennial Census. The sample also is weighted to match current patterns of telephone status, 
based on extrapolations from the 2011 National Health Interview Survey. The weighting procedure 
also accounts for the fact that respondents with both landline and cellphones have a greater 
probability of being included in the combined sample and adjusts for household size within the 
landline sample. Sampling errors and statistical tests of significance take into account the effect of 
weighting. The following table shows the sample sizes and the error attributable to sampling that 
would be expected at the 95% level of confidence for different groups in the survey: 

Sample sizes and sampling errors for other subgroups are available upon request. 

In addition to sampling error, one should bear in mind that question wording and practical 
difficulties in conducting surveys can introduce error or bias into the findings of opinion polls. 



Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism 
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Final Topline 

Based on aggregated data from three weekly omnibus surveys 
January 12-15, 2012 / January 19-22, 2012 / January 26-29, 2012 

N=3,016 adults ages 18+ 
 
 
 
READ TO ALL: On another subject... 
 
ASK ALL: 
PEJ1 As I read the following list of items, please tell me if you happen to have each one, or 

not. Do you have... [INSERT ITEMS IN ORDER]? 

 Yes No 
(VOL.) 
DK/Ref 

a. A cell phone... or a Blackberry or iPhone or other 
device that is also a cell phone1     

January, 2012 87 13 * 
b. A desktop or laptop computer    

January, 2012 77 22 * 
c. A handheld device made primarily for e-book 

reading, such as a Nook or Kindle e-reader    
January, 2012 19 81 1 

d. A tablet computer like an iPad, Samsung Galaxy, 
Motorola Xoom, or Kindle Fire    

January, 2012 18 81 1 
 
 
ASK IF CELL OWNERS (PEJ1a=1 OR CELL PHONE SAMPLE): [N=2,673] 
PEJ1e Some phones are called “smartphones” because of certain features they have. Is your 

cell phone a smartphone or not, or are you not sure? 

ASK IF CELL OWNERS (PEJ1a=1 OR CELL PHONE SAMPLE): [N=2,673] 
PEJ1f Which of the following best describes the type of cell phone you have? Is it an iPhone, a 

Blackberry, an Android phone, a Windows phone, a Palm, or something else? 

Based on Total respondents 

January, 2012  
44 Have a smartphone 
43 Have a cell phone but not a smartphone 
13 No cell phone 

 
 

                                                
1 Question was asked of landline sample only. Results shown here include cell phone sample in the "Yes" percentage. 



READ IF HAVE A DESKTOP/LAPTOP, TABLET COMPUTER OR SMARTPHONE (PEJ1e=1 
or PEJ1f=1-5 or PEJ1b=1 or PEJ1d=1): Now, I’d like to ask you how you get news, and by 
news we mean everything from the latest headlines to in-depth articles and commentary... 
 
ASK ITEM a IF HAVE A DESKTOP/LAPTOP (PEJ1b=1): [N=2,342] 
ASK ITEM b IF HAVE A SMARTPHONE (PEJ1e=1 or PEJ1f=1-5): [N=1,180] 
ASK ITEM c IF HAVE A TABLET COMPUTER (PEJ1d=1): [N=511] 
PEJ2 When you follow the news, do you ever get news [INSERT IN ORDER]? 

 Yes No 

(VOL.) Don’t 
have or use 

device /  
Doesn’t apply 

(VOL.) 
DK/Ref 

a. On a laptop or desktop computer     
January, 2012 70 30 * * 

b. On a smartphone     
January, 2012 51 48 * * 

c. On a tablet computer, such as an 
iPad or a Kindle Fire     

January, 2012 56 44 0 * 
 
 
ASK IF OWN A DESKTOP/LAPTOP, SMARTPHONE OR TABLET AND USE THAT DEVICE 
TO FOLLOW THE NEWS: (PEJ2a=1 or PEJ2b=1 or PEJ2c=1): [N=1,706] 
PEJ3   Which of those devices would you say you turn to MOST often for news...[IF PEJ2a=1, 

READ “a laptop or desktop computer” (or), IF PEJ2b=1, READ “a smartphone” (or), IF 
PEJ2c=1, READ “a tablet computer”]?2

January, 2012 

 

 
76 Laptop/desktop computer 
17 Smartphone 
6 Tablet computer 
1 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 

 

                                                
2 Question was asked of those who use two or more devices (any combination of desktop/laptop, smartphone or tablet) to follow the 
news. Results shown here include those who use just one device to follow the news. 



ASK PEJ4/PEJ5/PEJ6 so the MOST USED DEVICE IS ASKED FIRST AND THEN THE 
QUESTIONS FOR THE OTHER DEVICES ARE RANDOMIZED. 
 
ASK IF USE LAPTOP/DESKTOP FOR NEWS (PEJ2a=1): [N=1,602] 
PEJ4  (READ FOR FIRST TWO (2) ITEMS: When you get news stories on the LAPTOP OR 

DESKTOP, how often do you... [READ, RANDOMIZE]?) (READ FOR REMAINING 
ITEMS: How often do you [INSERT ITEM] (IF NECESSARY: to get news stories on the 
laptop or desktop?) READ FOR FIRST ITEM THEN AS NECESSARY: Very often, 
somewhat often, not too often, or never? 

 
Very 
often 

Some-
what 
often 

Not too 
often Never 

(VOL.) 
DK/Ref 

a. Do a specific key word search      
January, 2012 30 24 30 16 1 

b. Go directly to a website of a 
specific news outlet or organization      

January, 2012 33 30 29 9 * 
c. Go to a website that organizes 

news from multiple sources      
January, 2012 26 28 27 17 1 

d. Follow recommendations you see 
on Facebook      

January, 2012 6 16 25 53 * 
e. Follow recommendations you see 

on Twitter      
January, 2012 2 3 9 85 * 

 
ASK IF USE SMARTPHONE FOR NEWS (PEJ2b=1): [N=571] 
PEJ5 (READ FOR FIRST TWO (2) ITEMS: When you get news stories on the 

SMARTPHONE, how often do you...[READ, RANDOMIZE]?) (READ FOR REMAINING 
ITEMS: How often do you [INSERT ITEM] (IF NECESSARY: to get news stories on the 
smartphone?) READ FOR FIRST ITEM THEN AS NECESSARY: Very often, somewhat 
often, not too often, or never? 

 
Very 
often 

Some-
what 
often 

Not too 
often Never 

(VOL.) 
DK/Ref 

a. Do a specific key word search      
January, 2012 25 25 27 22 1 

b. Go directly to a website or App for 
a specific news outlet or 
organization      

January, 2012 33 30 26 11 1 
c. Go to a website or app that 

organizes news from multiple 
sources      



January, 2012 26 26 31 15 * 
d. Follow recommendations you see 

on Facebook      
January, 2012 7 21 26 46 * 

e. Follow recommendations you see 
on Twitter      

January, 2012 3 6 12 78 * 
 
 
ASK IF USE TABLET COMPUTER FOR NEWS (PEJ2c=1): [N=291] 
PEJ6 (READ FOR FIRST TWO (2) ITEMS: When you get news stories on the TABLET 

COMPUTER, how often do you.. [READ, RANDOMIZE]?) (READ FOR REMAINING 
ITEMS: How often do you [INSERT ITEM] (IF NECESSARY: to get news stories on the 
tablet computer?) READ FOR FIRST ITEM THEN AS NECESSARY: Very often, 
somewhat often, not too often, or never? 

 
Very 
often 

Some-
what 
often 

Not too 
often Never 

(VOL.) 
DK/Ref 

a. Do a specific key word search      
January, 2012 29 31 21 18 * 

b. Go directly to a website or App for 
a specific news outlet or 
organization      

January, 2012 38 26 27 9 * 
c. Go to a website or App that 

organizes news from multiple 
sources      

January, 2012 27 28 24 20 1 
d. Follow recommendations you see 

on Facebook      
January, 2012 8 19 26 47 * 

e. Follow recommendations you see 
on Twitter      

January, 2012 3 6 13 78 * 
 
 
RANDOMIZE PEJ7/PEJ8 AND PEJ9/PEJ10 IN BLOCKS 
 
ASK IF EVER FOLLOW NEWS RECOMMENDATIONS FROM FACEBOOK (PEJ4d=1-3 OR 
PEJ5d=1-3 OR PEJ6d=1-3): [N=745] 
PEJ7 On Facebook, who sends you most of the news stories you read or watch... [READ IN 

ORDER]? 

January, 2012  
70 Friends and family 
13 News organizations or individual journalists (OR) 



10 Other non-news organizations 
7 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 

 
ASK IF EVER FOLLOW NEWS RECOMMENDATIONS FROM FACEBOOK (PEJ4d=1-3 OR 
PEJ5d=1-3 OR PEJ6d=1-3): [N=745] 
PEJ8 Would you say the news you get on Facebook is [READ AND RANDOMIZE]? 

January, 2012  
56 Mostly news you would have gotten elsewhere if you didn’t use 

Facebook (OR) 
34 Mostly news you would not have gotten elsewhere (OR) 
3 Mostly a mix (VOL.) 
7 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 

 
ASK IF EVER FOLLOW NEWS RECOMMENDATIONS FROM TWITTER (PEJ4e=1-3 OR 
PEJ5e=1-3 OR PEJ6e=1-3): [N=239] 
PEJ9  On Twitter, who sends you most of the news stories you read or watch... [READ IN 

ORDER]? 

January, 2012  
36 Friends and family 
27 News organizations or individual journalists (OR) 
18 Other non-news organizations 
19 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 

 
ASK IF EVER FOLLOW NEWS RECOMMENDATIONS FROM TWITTER (PEJ4e=1-3 OR 
PEJ5e=1-3 OR PEJ6e=1-3): [N=239] 
PEJ10 Would you say the news you get on Twitter is [READ AND RANDOMIZE]? 

January, 2012  
43 Mostly news you would have gotten elsewhere if you didn’t use 

Twitter (OR) 
39 Mostly news you would not have gotten elsewhere (OR) 
1 Mostly a mix (VOL.) 
18 Don’t know/Refused (VOL.) 

 
 


