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ABSTRACT: The popularity and prevalent use of Facebook among young people are common pre-
occupations for communication researchers. They focus on unveiling people’s motivations, usage be-
haviour, and gratifications offered by this communication medium. However, little attention has been
invested in examining how young people perceive this new type of media consumption and its effects
on themselves as compared to others. Drawing on Davison’s (1983) third-person effect hypothesis,
this research paper investigates the (a) differences in estimated Facebook effects on self versus others,
(b) association between the desirability of the message (anti-social versus pro-social) and estimated
Facebook effects on self versus others, and (c) association between the type of the message and es-
timated Facebook effects on self versus others. These relationships are studied with reference to the
behavioural component of the third-person effect. Results confirm that Facebook might influence the
magnitude and direction of the perceptual gap of media effects.

KEYWORDS: Third-person effect, social media, behavioural component of the TPE, message desir-
ability, message type.

INTRODUCTION

The current popularity and usage of social networking sites (especially Facebook)
are high among young people. Thus, it is not surprising that this popular social net-
working platform has attracted the interest of scholars from diverse areas including
communication, psychology, and advertising. Recent studies were mainly intended
to cover topics such as people’s motivations for using and engaging on the platform,
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people’s usage behaviour, their attitude towards privacy, the gratifications related to
the use of Facebook as a communication tool, and the benefits of using Facebook
as a social learning tool. However, little attention has been invested in the study of
perceived effects of social networking sites (and, particularly, Facebook) on users
themselves versus others (see for instance Tsay-Vogel, 2015).

Research designed to reveal the perceived influence of media is not so recent.
It has been previously applied to topics including politics, violence, pornography,
or advertising. Nevertheless, exploring people’s perceptions of media influence
in the context of the continuous development of newer media outlets is still an
under-explored domain. Specifically, due to the emergence and development of
technology and information tools, it is a must to take into consideration how
people perceive the impact of these newer mediums of communication and in-
formation, both on themselves and on others. In this context, our interest is to
explore how young people (by far, the most avid users of social networking sites,
according to statistics) perceive the way Facebook influences themselves or others
in what regards taking action on various issues.

Based on the theoretical framework of Davison’s (1983) third-person effect
(TPE), this paper aims at uncovering if newer media outlets elicit similar effects
as traditional media, and under which circumstances these effects occur. More
specifically, the aim of this article is to give answers to the following question:
Are young people more inclined to perceive themselves or others as being more
influenced by the media (i.e., Facebook)? Is the perceived intensity of Facebook
influence mediated by other variables (i.e., message desirability and personal rel-
evance of the topic)? Providing answers to these questions might be helpful not
only for communication scholars interested in studying mass-media effects, but
also for policy and decision makers who would like to take documented and
empirically-based decisions.

THIRD-PERSON EFFECT — PERCEPTIONS AND BEHAVIOURS

Third-person effect states that people tend to expect others to be more influenced
by media messages than they are. Davison (1983) proposed the TPE hypothesis,
namely that people overestimate the impact of media on others, and the way their
attitudes or behaviours might be affected. Since then, media scholars have reported
solid empirical evidence to support the TPE (e.g., Chapin, 2002, 2013; Cohen &
Davis, 1991; David & Johnson, 1998; Davison, 1996; Duck et al., 1999; Gunther,
1991; Hoffner & Buchanan, 2002; Huh et al., 2004; McLeod et al., 2001; Bryant et
al., 2000; Perloft, 1993, 1999, 2002; Price & Tewksbury, 1998; Sun et al., 2008), em-
phasizing that the more negative or controversial the messages are, the stronger the
perceived influence on others.
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The TPE contains a perceptual and a behavioural component. The perceptual di-
mension refers to people’s belief that exposure to media messages would have a great-
er impact on others than on themselves. Studies on the perceptual bias identified a
stronger occurrence of the effect when the messages are perceived as undesirable and
when the issue is personally important (Perloff, 1993). The opposite effect is called
first-person perception and appears in connection with positive, desirable messages
whose influence is perceived as casting a good light on those who are affected by the
content (Andsager & White, 2007). Media effects are also correlated with a second
person effect, meaning the self as well as others are aftected (Neuwirth et al., 2002).

The TPE is determined by a process called the fundamental attribution error
(McLeod et al., 2001). This process refers to people who attribute the negative con-
sequences concerning themselves on situational aspects and on individual character-
istics when the focus is on others. People are in need of maintaining a positive image
about themselves, a process of ego enhancement (Brown, 1986; Perloff, 1989), or self-
serving bias and the need to feel in control (Gunther, 1995). Another circumstance
that increases the effect is when another person or group is perceived as being part
of the audience of the message in question, thus being more likely to consume and
be influenced by a message (Eveland et al., 1999). However, when people feel they
are part of the target of a message but they are not influenced by it, they assume the
others are more influenced by that particular media content, thus favouring the TPE
(White & Dillon, 2000).

While the perceptual component refers to the discrepancy in assessing the influ-
ence of media for self and others, the behavioural component proposes that people
will act to censor negative media messages associated with a third-person percep-
tion bias (Davison, 1996; Perloff, 2002; Salwen, 1998). Previous studies indicated
that the reaction of individuals in terms of behaviour towards media content is
influenced by their perception of how messages might affect others and what others
will do as a consequence of being influenced by those messages (Jensen & Hurley,
2005; Tewksbury et al., 2004).

Therefore, if people assume a certain influence of a message on the public, they
will adapt their behaviour to correspond to this assumption, especially through mani-
festing support for restricting the media content (Gunther & Storey, 2003; Hoffner &
Buchanan, 2002; McLeod et al., 2001; Neuwirth et al., 2002). Davison (1983) noted
that regarding the censorship of the media, the censors do not admit being influ-
enced by a negative content, nor their in-group, but the other people in general need
these protective measures. Therefore, if people overestimate the influence of media
on others, they will take action to restrict the potentially harmful content (Golan &
Banning, 2008). Yet, as users of certain content, we are less likely to evaluate its effects
as harmful to others, so the perception bias and the behavioural component will vary
from person to person. Nonetheless, there is insufficient research to affirm that the
perception bias will determine real life consequences in terms of behaviour (Gun-
ther & Storey, 2003; Perloff, 1999). The studies conducted in this area measure the
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willingness to censor controversial content. Researchers found support for willing-
ness to exert control in relation with violent or misogynistic rap music, pornography,
violence, political communication, or advertising of controversial services (e.g., Gun-
ther, 1995; McLeod et al., 1997; Rojas et al., 1996; Salwen, 1998). Emotions may be a
mediator between TPP and the behavioural component, as emotions are triggering
certain outcomes of a perceived influence. For example, anxiety or anger may lead to
information seeking, to active participation, especially in politics, or willingness to
ban harmful content (Huddy et al., 2007; Kim, 2016; Kepplinger, 2008). While most
research regarding the behavioural dimension examined the support for message re-
strictions, other behaviours are possible so further research is needed to support the
TPE (Wu & Koo, 2001).

Overall, studies have indicated that individuals tend to overestimate media effects
on others, but underestimate them on themselves. The perceptual component of this
effect emphasizes the gap in estimating media effects on self and others, while the
behavioural component deals with how people act based on their assumptions. Both
components are dependent on the valence of media content.

PREDICTORS OF THE THIRD-PERSON EFFECT

Previous studies identified a series of moderators that influence the magnitude
of the TPE. For example, social distance might be an important predictor, mean-
ing that the relationship of the target with the perceiver, if the perceiver is part of
the group in question or not, will determine variations of the TPE (Reid & Hogg,
2005). The effect increases due to the social distance (Meirick, 2005). The concept
of reference groups and the resemblance or difference from the self, influence the
perceived effects on others. The more different and distant the group in question,
the greater the effect (Davison, 1983; White, 1997). The higher impact is correl-
ated with public opinion in a broad sense (Cohen et al., 1988). Self might also be
involved in the TPE as those with high self-esteem proved to have an increased
third-person perceptual bias (David & Johnson, 1998). People have a set of posi-
tive illusions about themselves, their traits, and their abilities to maintain self-
esteem. In this context, self-enhancement is an important aspect in determining
the TPE. Furthermore, cross-cultural studies found that the TPE was larger in
individualistic rather than collectivistic cultures (Lee & Tamborini, 2005). Still,
in the case of desirable content, being influenced by a message might mean to be
open-minded, smart, responsible, in which case the effect will turn into a first
person effect, the self and the in-group members being more influenced than
others, as this will cast a positive image on the influenced ones (Duck et al., 1995).
First-person effects have been found for prosocial content such as public service
announcements, safety, or responsible behaviours (Meirick, 2004; White & Dil-
lon, 2000).
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Negative and controversial content such as pornography, misogynistic lyrics,
gambling, tobacco and alcohol advertisements, violence, political advertising,
magazine advertisements, and video gaming are generally found to determine an
increase in the TPE, being perceived as socially undesirable messages (Banning,
2001; Eveland et al., 1999; Golan, 2002; Rojas et al., 1996; Zhong, 2009). There is
robust support for the connection between undesirable media messages and TPE
(Bryant, Salwen & Dupagne, 2000).

TPE is understudied in relation with Facebook and the perceived influence of
this social platform on others, although the psychological mechanisms might sup-
port the same pattern of effects in terms of Facebook usage as well (Tsay-Vogel,
2015). If the accessibility of information and control over the target audience for a
message are higher, Facebook users might overestimate the effects on others (Man-
gold & Faulds, 2009). Moreover, besides the level of desirability of media content
that triggers variation in TPE, it is possible that the perceived desirability of the
medium has the same influence. Thus, if the perceivers estimate that Facebook has
negative effects on users, the TPE should be greater, and smaller if Facebook is seen
as having a positive influence (Tsay-Vogel, 2015).

Overall, the TPE predicts that others are more influenced by media messages,
and a series of moderators such as social distance, audience vulnerability, likeli-
hood of exposure, knowledge, self-esteem, type of content, and level of desir-
ability might determine variations of the effect. The strongest influence is found
in relation to negative media content. However, insufficient research has been
carried out for new media or with a focus on the behavioural component and,
therefore, the present study addresses these two dimensions and further explores
the third-person effects.

STUDY GOALS AND HYPOTHESES

In this study, we investigate the TPE in the context of social media, focusing on the
behavioural component. Specifically, we seek to explore the differences between
estimated Facebook effects on self vs. others (H1), while at the same time look-
ing into the mediated effects of socially desirable messages (H2) and the personal
relevance (the degree of importance of the topic) of the content of Facebook mes-
sages (H3).

H1. Young people generally believe that they are less influenced by social media
messages than others in regards to taking action on various issues.

H2. The intensity of the TPE is influenced by the social desirability of the mes-
sage. Specifically: Young people believe they are less influenced than others by social
media messages to a higher degree when the message refers to a socially undesirable
topic than when the message refers to a socially desirable topic.

H3. The intensity of the TPE is influenced by the personal interest people hold
for the message. In other words: Young people believe they are less influenced
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than others by social media messages to a higher degree when the message refers
to a personally irrelevant topic than when the message refers to personally rel-
evant one.

METHOD
Sample

Previous studies showed that students, if not entirely homogenous in terms of
socio-demographics, could be a fairly good sample of experiment subjects in vari-
ous topics research (Nelson et al., 1997). In this study we used a sample of under-
graduate (N = 599) and graduate (N = 89) students of a Romanian social-sciences
university (N = 688), in order to test the influence of Facebook messages on young
people’s behaviour. The sample consists of people aged 17 to 39 years old (M =
20.63, SD = 2.37).

Design

To assess the influence of social desirability and personal relevance of social media mes-
sages we used a 2x2 experimental design, plus a control group. The 688 students were
randomly assigned to one of the five conditions, represented by four types of stimuli,
and the control group: socially desirable personally relevant topic (N = 139), undesir-
able personally relevant topic (N = 140), desirable personally irrelevant topic (N = 137)
undesirable personally irrelevant topic (N = 135), and the control group (137).

Stimuli

For the socially desirable, personally relevant message, we used the topic of mak-
ing the universities safer for students from the point of view of fire protection. This
is a highly sensitive topic among young Romanians, after an incident that killed
more than 60 young people at a concert because of the lack of fire protection at the
location. This was considered a national tragedy and elicited large public debates
about fireproofing of public institutions. Dropping the admission exams in state
universities was the socially undesirable, personally relevant topic, in the context
of the general debate about the continuously degrading state of higher education
in Romania. The pension system was chosen as a topic lacking personal relevance,
with regards to the poor population (desirable component) and the members of
the Romanian Parliament (undesirable component). Pensions of the members of
the Romanian Parliament have been the subject of intense debate in recent years in
Romania. The level of corruption of Romanian politicians makes the topic socially
undesirable, since common people tend to believe that politicians always raise their
own pensions, and not those of poor people. However, students in general do not
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find this particular topic of interest (because of their young age). The stimuli were
short written stories, allegedly viral on the Facebook network “these days”, con-
structed as proposals of changing the current legislation. Both the stimuli and the
questionnaire were pretested on a sample of 26 students prior to the experiment.

Measures

The questionnaire used in the experiment contained both pre-test and post-test
scales, which allowed for in-depth analysis of the results. The dependent variables
were created using pairs of questions testing opinions, attitudes and behaviours of
“me” vs. “others”. In this study we focus on the behaviour component, measured on
a 7-point Likert scale asking about the willingness to participate in a public protest
supporting the legislation proposal presented in the stimuli. The intensity of the
TPE was measured through the difference between the mean of the “others” and
“me” variables, therefore a positive value showing a third-person effect.

FINDINGS

Generally speaking, in the control group, young people believe that others are much
more influenced (M = 5.49, SD = 1.26) than themselves (M = 3.85, SD = 1.61) by
the articles read on Facebook. Equally, when generally asked about the Facebook
influence, even people exposed to the stimuli respond in about the same manner.
Specifically, they believe that others are more influenced (M = 5.46, SD = 1.18) than
themselves (M = 3.88, SD = 1.54). There is no significant difference between the
control group and all other groups in terms of the intensity of the TPE (t test not
significant). Not only are people generally convinced that they are much less influ-
enced by FB than others, but they position themselves below the mean of the scale,
in the “not much influenced” range, while placing others in the “much influenced”
area of the scale. The classic TPE seems to stand in the social media domain, regard-
less of the personal characteristics of the people or of the stimuli that they might be
exposed to, at one particular moment (H1 confirmed).

As far as the behaviour component of the TPE is concerned, the data show a
great mean difference between “self” (M = 2.62, SD = 1.78) vs. “others” (M = 4.06,
SD =4.06, SD = 1.53), with people estimating others at about the mean of the scale,
and themselves in the area of very low influence.

The differences between the groups are small. Namely, young people exposed to
the socially desirable story as compared to those exposed to the socially undesirable
story have the same behaviour. Generally speaking, the intensity of the TPE remains
the same, with the difference that people estimate that both themselves and others
would be a little more influenced by the socially desirable topic. Nevertheless, the
differences are negligible (Table 1) (H2 invalidated).
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Table 1. TPE based on the desirability of the topic

Behaviour of

Social desirability of the topic Behaviour of self others Intensity of TPE
Mean 2.31 3.81 1.50
Socially undesirable N 272 272 272
Std. Deviation 1.65 1.56 1.84
Mean 2.93 4.31 1.38
Socially desirable N 275 275 275
Std. Deviation 1.85 1.45 1.81

Table 2. TPE based on the personal relevance of the topic

Source: Authors.

Contrary to expectations, no first person effect was present at all in the case of
the socially desirable topic. At the same time, the mean difference between people
willing to participate in a protest supporting a change of legislation proposal in the
case of the desirable and undesirable topics is not significant, either for “me” or for
“others” (t test is not significant). Nonetheless, the social desirable topics elicit a
higher willingness of people to get involved in a protest than a socially undesirable
one, but at the same time, people also estimate that others would get more involved
in a protest supporting a legislation proposal in the case of the socially desirable
topic. We believe that the first person effect was absent, due to the fact that the so-
cially desirable topic was not appealing enough to make them interested in taking
action. The lower means for both socially desirable and undesirable topics argue for
a low level of involvement in both cases. We will further address this in the Limita-
tions section.

However, the nature of the topic and its relevance to the subjects questioned
showed significant differences in regards to the intensity of the behaviour compon-
ent of the TPE (t = 2.713, df = 545, p < .01) (H3 confirmed).

Behaviour of

Personal relevance of the topic Behaviour of self others Intensity of TPE
Mean 2.21 3.87 1.66
Personally irrelevant N 269 269 269
Std. Deviation 1.52 1.59 1.70
Mean 3.02 4.24 1.22
Personally relevant N 278 278 278
Std. Deviation 1.92 1.44 191
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The personal relevance of the topic seems to matter more in eliciting a third
person effect. However, when analysing the means of people’s estimates of selves
and others’ behaviours, only in the case of others’ behaviour for personally relevant
topic people estimate the willingness to participate in a protest above the mean of
the 7-point scale (M = 4.24).

Taking into consideration the combination of both relevance of the subject and
social desirability, the differences regarding the intensity of the TPE at the behav-
iour level are significant for the “personally relevant, socially desirable” topic (post
hoc ANOVA Tukey test differences significant, F = 6.988, df = 546, p < .01) (see
Table 3 for the intensity of the TPE measures — general means of difference in be-
haviour “me” vs. “others”).

Table 3. General means of the intensity of the TPE: difference in behaviour
“me” vs. “others” based on the nature of the topic

Type of topic N Mean Std. Deviation
Personally relevant desirable 138 .90 1.710
Personally irrelevant undesirable 132 1.42 1.592
Personally relevant undesirable 140 1.55 2.047
Personally irrelevant desirable 137 1.87 1.777

Source: Authors.

The intensity of the third person effect was much higher for the personally rel-
evant, desirable topics, compared to personally irrelevant, desirable topics, which
argues for a minimum (if existent at all) effect of the social desirability of the topic.

To sum up, we confirmed a general TPE elicited by the Facebook messages
among young people. At the same time, the social desirability of the message does
not seem to play a great role in changing the direction or the intensity of the effect,
while the personal relevance of the topic seems to decrease the intensity of the TPE
at the behaviour level.

DISCUSSION

The main goal of this research was to investigate the TPE and its prevalence among
young people in the context of social media. With a specific focus on the behavioural
component of the TPE, our research was intended to discover and examine the dif-
ferences in estimated Facebook effects on self versus others regarding the readiness to
take action on various issues (i.e., focusing more on the behavioural component and
less on the perceptual one); the relationship between the TPE and the social desirabil-
ity of the message, and the relationship between the TPE and the personal importance
attached to the message. The data from our research provide significant support for
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TPE in the context of social media, with rather similar estimated effects compared
with those elicited by traditional media outlets (see for instance Golan & Banning,
2008; Johansson, 2002; Price et al., 1997; Tsfati & Cohen, 2004).

In general, our findings are consistent with Davison’s (1983) TPE hypothesis, in-
itially designed with reference to traditional mediums of communication. Further-
more, when applied to newer communication mediums, the results follow the same
direction in the sense that when asked about taking action (i.e., about the will-
ingness and readiness to participate in a public protest supporting the legislation
proposal presented in the stimulus material), young Facebook users tend to report
a stronger influence of Facebook on others than on themselves, irrespective of any
other moderator variables (i.e., the social desirability of the message or the personal
importance attached to the message content). These results are in line with other
recent studies, revealing the “discrepancy that lies in the estimated use and effects
of Facebook between self and others” (Tsay-Vogel, 2015, p. 11).

The first hypothesis stated that young people generally believe that others are more
influenced by social media messages as compared to themselves with reference to tak-
ing action on various issues. This hypothesis proved to be true, meaning that young
people perceive that Facebook is influencing others more than themselves. Despite
the general pattern, which could be easily criticized, the results at this level might be
interpreted as valuable from at least two connected points of view. First, we noticed
that, despite its fashionable character, popularity, and heavy usage especially among
young people, Facebook is a tool whose influence tends to be neglected. Paradoxically,
although they spend much time using Facebook for various activities, young people
tend to place themselves out of its influence and consider others much more vulner-
able. One possible explanation for this result might be linked to what scholars refer to
as an “ego enhancement” cognitive strategy. Specifically, irrespective of media form
and content, people have a tendency towards making “self-serving judgments in order
to maintain their self-esteem and sense of control” (Price et al., 1997, p. 527). This
means that perceiving others as being more vulnerable and even more negatively af-
fected by media is motivated by people’s need for ego enhancement (Boyle et al., 2008)
and that this holds true in social media contexts as well. In other words, the perceived
TPE could be much more related to self-positioning oneself in the best light rather
than thinking badly of other people.

Another important aspect to consider in relation to our results confirming the
prevalence of TPE among young people with reference to social media contexts
is linked to Facebook’s rather controversial character. Although it encompasses a
range of virtually good things, among which the possibility to keep in touch with
people from distant places and the almost instant communication facilities are the
most mentioned, Facebook activities are sometimes regarded as time-consuming
and counter-productive. Therefore, somebody’s acknowledgement of being influ-
enced by Facebook news in order to take action on various topics could mean auto-
matic damage to his or her public image.
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Besides the similarities with previous studies, there is at least one main differ-
ence. Namely, young people from our study did not “overestimate the influence that
mass communications have on attitudes and behaviour of others” (Davison, 1983,
p- 3). Instead, our findings suggest that the significant difference between self and
others comes from people’s tendency towards “largely underestimating media ef-
fects on themselves” (Golan & Banning, 2008, p. 209). As noted earlier, this means
that the TPE could have its origins in people’s need to self-position in a “safe place”
or best light and preserve a high level of self-esteem rather than in any badly inten-
tioned behaviour towards others.

The second and the third hypotheses from our study referred to the intensity of
the TPE. The second hypothesis focused on the social desirability of the message
and the way it might influence the intensity of the TPE effect, in the sense that a
socially desirable story could drive people to consider that they are more influenced
than others (i.e., being the sign for the presence of reverse TPE or the so-called first
person effect). This second hypothesis was invalidated, since the intensity of the TPE
remains the same in the case of both socially desirable and undesirable topics. These
results contradict our expectations, mainly coming from previous research studies
(i.e., Gunther & Mundy, 1993; Price et al., 1997), which stated that the pro-social
nature of a message aimed directly at a socially desirable outcome might lead in-
dividuals to find themselves more influenced than others (i.e., pro-social messages
lead to higher FPE), whereas when an intended media stimulus is perceived to lead
to socially undesirable behaviours, it might determine people to rate others as more
vulnerable (i.e., antisocial messages lead to higher TPE). One possible explanation
for these results could be linked to the fact that there is such a generalized attitude
towards placing oneself in the best light possible that, irrespective of its social desir-
ability, individuals believe that others are more exposed and thus, more influenced,
and more vulnerable to this relatively new medium, subject to yet unclear valence
evaluation. This holds particularly true in social media contexts, where individuals
are exposed to such a tremendous amount of information and news that it is fairly
hard to clearly filter the socially desirable topics from the undesirable ones.

The personal relevance of the topic and its influence on the intensity of the TPE
was tested in the third hypothesis, in the sense that a personally irrelevant topic
could lead to higher levels of TPE. The hypothesis was confirmed, suggesting that
a personally relevant story leads people to admit that, not only are the others influ-
enced, but themselves as well. With reference to the connected influence of both
the social desirability of the topic and its personal relevance, findings prove that a
socially desirable topic regarded as personally relevant, compared with a socially
desirable topic regarded as personally irrelevant, could lower the TPE. In other
words, in line with other recent research studies (Schweisberger et al., 2014), our
findings show that, irrespective of its social desirability, the more relevant the topic,
the lower the TPE among young Facebook users.
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The above-mentioned findings could be explained with reference to the social dis-
tance corollary, suggesting that the nature and intensity of the TPE depends “on the
identity of the comparison others” (Tsay-Vogel, 2015, p. 12). Particularly, TPE dimin-
ishes when the social distance between self and other decreases, whereas TPE increases
when others increase in generality (also see McLeod et al., 1997). Thus, applying these
possible correlations to Facebook, there is a high possibility that, when young people
were asked to evaluate the attitudes and behaviours of “others”, they could have evalu-
ated people in their respective social networks, including their close friends. Therefore,
in this case, the psychological distance between self and others is insignificant to the
extent that it leads to biased or limited perceptions. If users are evaluating the impact
of Facebook on their own friends, the motivation to preserve their self-esteem and
to position themselves in the best light possible might be very high, and, thus, users
might be less likely to report their own friends as being susceptible to social media
influence. Reporting their own friends as being influenced by Facebook, implicitly
means acknowledging self-influence. Thus, due to this flimsy delineation between self
and others in the context of the TPE, researchers should take into account that it is
necessary to point out the conceptual and methodological challenges involved when
defining and evaluation “hypothetical others” (Tsay-Vogel, 2015, p. 12).

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

There are some limitations in this research. The first one is the lack of extensive
studies referring to the TPE in the context of social media outlets. The few existing
studies with reference to this topic could not allow for a more consistent methodo-
logical design and for empirically-based comparisons. Another limitation is related
to the measures for the perceived impact of Facebook, which could be biased due to
the wording and the manner of presenting the statements. As documented in other
studies, it is highly important to take into account the way of phrasing a statement
when measuring perceptions, attitudes and behaviours. For example, as Tsay-Vogel
(2015, p. 13) suggests, it is possible that people could be more willing to report
effects of Facebook on themselves (i.e., first person effect could be higher) if state-
ments were phrased in the active voice rather than in the passive voice.

The intensity of the stimuli is arguably an important limit, especially for the social
desirability dimension. Even though there was a pre-test of the stimuli in the sense
of general appreciation of the social desirability of the topics, we believe that stronger
negative connotations of the socially undesirable content might nuance the results.

Furthermore, as briefly explained earlier, drawing from the social distance cor-
ollary, the lack of a clear definition of “others” could be another limitation of the
present research. Future research studies should take into consideration the fact
that it is critically important to define “others”, since the delineation between “gen-
eralized” (people in general) and “specialized” (close friends) others could have a
serious impact on the magnitude and intensity of the TPE. It is important to admit
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that these delineations are relevant mainly for such homogenous samples, as was
the case in our study.

Finally, the convenience sample limits the generalisability of the results, espe-
cially due to the relative homogeneity of the subjects in the experiment in terms of
age and education.

CONCLUSIONS

Our research offers support for Davison’s (1983) TPE hypothesis, in a different cul-
tural context. Thus, TPE is a generalized effect that consistently applies to newer
media outlets, namely Facebook. In particular, our main findings show that TPE
exists among young Romanian users of Facebook and that the intensity of TPE varies
according to the personal relevance of the social media topic to which people are ex-
posed. Facebook messages perceived as personally relevant lead to lower levels of TPE
as compared to personally irrelevant messages; the social desirability of the messages
does not seem to have a role, neither with reference to themselves, nor to other people.

These findings could be used as starting points for future research studies re-
ferring to either Facebook in particular or to other, even newer mediums of com-
munication. Due to the quick evolution of social networking sites and to the fact
that research on the medium must be continually updated, since even the slightest
“change in format may have significant ramifications for social media research”
(Schweisberger et al., 2014, p. 411), the applicability and functioning of TPE, as an
already classic theory of media effects studied with reference to new mediums of
communication, might be a sign that the theory is still valid and could be used by
both scholars assessing mass media effects and policymakers in the broad areas of
communication, media and advertising.
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