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use the solidus presentation (mg/ml). Standard 
abbreviations (such as ATP and DNA) need not be 
defined. 
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the problem, the relevant literature on the subject, and 
the proposed approach or solution. It should be 
understandable to colleagues from a broad range of 
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include the manufacturer's name and address. 
Subheadings should be used. Methods in general use 
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Results should be presented with clarity and precision. 
The results should be written in the past tense when 
describing findings in the authors' experiments. 
Previously published findings should be written in the 
present tense. Results should be explained, but largely 
without referring to the literature. Discussion, 
speculation and detailed interpretation of data should 
not be included in the Results but should be put into the 
Discussion section. 
 
The Discussion should interpret the findings in view of 
the results obtained in this and in past studies on this 
topic. State the conclusions in a few sentences at the 
end of the paper. The Results and Discussion sections 
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The Acknowledgments of people, grants, funds, etc 
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heading and a legend. Tables should be self-explanatory 
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in the legend instead of in the text. The same data 
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repeated in the text. 
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separate sheet. Graphics should be prepared using 
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TIFF, JPEG or Powerpoint before pasting in the Microsoft 
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Microsoft Word. Use Arabic numerals to designate 
figures and upper case letters for their parts (Figure 1). 
Begin each legend with a title and include sufficient 
description so that the figure is understandable without 
reading the text of the manuscript. Information given in 
legends should not be repeated in the text. 
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two figures and one table. They should present a 
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and Table footnotes; (3) Results and Discussion should 
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Use of photo-manipulation techniques in enhancing 
magazine cover portraiture: Lessons for journalistic 

graphics in Nigeria 
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Evidence of the information age includes the flexibility, availability, accessibility and affordability of 
information, consequently expounding the frontiers of Graphic Design as well as all the tools of its 
practice. It is noted that publishing is one of such areas benefiting from digital transformation. Attempt 
is being made in this article to highlight the role of a few photo-manipulation in developing a standard 
magazine front cover, from the technological to the creative points-of-view. A critical assessment of 
some prominent photo-manipulation tasks and their aesthetic, functional and other far reaching 
implications are carried out. The essence being to elicit fundamental lessons Nigerian journalistic 
graphic designers can learn, especially with a view towards enhancing their professional standing 
(technically and ethically) and advancing the attainment of the information technology age. 
 
Key words: Graphic design, photo-manipulation, magazine cover, journalistic graphics, Nigeria 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
It cannot be denied that almost all facets of human 
endeavor today have been affected by information 
technology. Indices of the advent of the information age 
include the dramatic enhancement of the capacity of 
media in all ramifications. Research reveals that the 
flexibility, availability, accessibility and affordability of 
information; are among key manifestations of this 
dominance, occuring through the convergence of diverse 
dissemination tools and channels in the digital revolution. 
This offers a unique platform for expanding the capacity 
of traditional media like: TV, cinema, newspaper, 
magazine, telephone and the emerging new media (the 
internet, mobile telephony and interactive satellite 
broadcasting). Publishing is the umbrella terminology 
referring to the production of the digital contents used by 
media such as audio (music), audio-visual (movies) or 
visual (visual effects, screen saver etc.). According to 
The Free Dictionary (2012), publishing entails preparing 
and issuing (printed material) for public distribution or 

sale. The outcome of which is posters, books, maga-
zines, brochures, newspapers or advertisement com-
mercials, movies, jingles and special effects.  

Publishing is carried out by a team of technicians 
ranging from writers, sound engineers, computer 
programmers, lithographers, cameramen, editors and 
graphic designers, information technologists, photo-
graphers, social psychologists, printers and marketers. 
Interestingly, advances in hardware and software 
technologies have in recent years drastically transformed 
the methods and materials of digital media contents 
design, production and dissemination (Azi, 1999).  

Such advances have not only enhanced productivity (in 
terms of output), but also the flexibility of information 
management to all stakeholders (technicians). This is 
especially relevant to the graphic designers whose 
traditional roles of typesetting, page layout (manual cut-
and-paste), plate making, printing and finishing (binding, 
trimming   and  packaging)  have  been  transformed  with 
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digital automation.  

Bear (2012) affirms that before the invention of desktop 
publishing (DTP) software the tasks involved in desktop 
publishing were done manually, however the software 
specifically allow for combining and rearranging text and 
images and creating digital files. Most of these software 
packages that come with inbuilt predesigned templates 
facilitate and enhance the creation of page layouts. 
Further cutting edge technologies have evolved that push 
the publishing frontiers higher with the capacities to 
digitally colour separate, print, trim, collate and finish 
(packaging) in one process.  

For instance, according to Trukmann’s (2012) the 
Xerox 4 Colour iGen digital printing machine which is now 
available for businesses of any size, offers a fast and 
affordable short run digital printing process. Creating 
superior quality, professionally printed and finished 
pieces such as brochures, newsletters, catalogues, 
handouts to name a few. ADS Worldwide Ltd. (2012) 
ascertains that The Xerox iGen press technology does 
not use plates or film and requires little set-up time, thus 
making it very cost-effective for short production runs and 
products requiring variable data. 

It is noteworthy that when such technologies combine 
with the expressive capacity of human creative ingenuity, 
for instance in magazine design, be it at the cover or 
inner layouts, the outcome is exquisite. Of course, 
designing a magazine layout generally is undoubtedly a 
daunting task. Cover design requires even much more, it 
is part of a long process, creativity and skills in 
typography, guides, visual communication, aesthetics, 
principles and elements of design, logic and so on 
(Vasile, 2012). Also, according to Insua (2012) a 
designer’s basic skill should be his/her capacity to 
absorb, understand and recreate the information given to 
be expressed into a clear, concise and effective visual 
solution, capable of providing the viewer with a fresh new 
perspective. Wu (2009) argues that “the art of graphic 
design is continually evolving with society, fashion, tech-
nology and politics.” Adding also, “styles and colors are 
inspired by everything around the environment and in 
turn snapshots can be seen of such evolving culture in 
the designs of the recent past.” 

The goal of this article therefore is to examine the pro-
cesses involved in magazine cover design, with specific 
reference to the designer’s capacity to edit the main 
image to fit specific aesthetic and utilitarian challenges. 
The essence is towards solving an impending visual 
challenge and meeting broader functional requirements 
of a given publication. This is to be carried out through 
different photo-manipulation processes, from resizing and 
repositioning of a photograph to adjusting its brightness, 
contrast and colour balance filters. It is also applicable in 
photo-editing a damaged picture or integrating non-
existent elements, towards enriching the visual metaphor 
and storytelling capacities of the image.  

This  is   accomplished  using  software  packages  like:   
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Adobe Photoshop, CorelDraw and InDesign (Azi 2012).  

Of course, it is in consideration of these digital tech-
nology advances that Creative Skillset (2012b) argues 
“publishing is going through a sustained period of change 
and development.” Against which backdrop, this article 
advocates for the enhancement of the creative craft-
smanship of publishing in Nigeria to meet global stan-
dards, this is especial relevant with regards to magazine 
publication. Given the current explosion in magazine 
publication in Nigeria, it is noted that dozens of special 
interest titles have been added to the traditional 
Newswatch, Tell, Newsweek magazines, like: Arise, Flair, 
Mode, New African Woman, Y!, True Love, FAB, Pop 
Africana, Elan etc (Plate 1 (a), (b), (c)). For which key 
stakeholders include: graphic designers, artists, journa-
lists, government, creative writers and printers. 
 
 
PARTS OF A MAGAZINE FRONT COVER  
 
Key parts of a magazine cover design include: masthead 
(also called: title, logotype, logo or nameplate); dateline; 
main image (photograph); model credit; cover lines, main 
cover line; left third; bar code and selling line (see Plates 
1 and 2 below). According to Quinn (2012b) however 
over the years the design structure of magazine cover 
might have been tweaked to exploit new printing 
techniques; that is switched from full face to a body shot; 
used illustration rather than photography; moved the 
target readership age up or down; or simply freshened 
things up. Characteristically, magazines are periodicals, 
hence published in regular schedule. They contain variety 
of articles and are usually financed by advertising, 
purchase price and subscriptions. Magazine have been 
good sources of information and entertainment, for 
instance a fashion magazine, art magazine, design 
magazine, cookery magazine, car magazine, health 
magazine, product magazine, sports magazine, computer 
magazine and many more (Acebedo, 2012). 

However, contrary to the saying you cannot read a 
book by its cover, magazine designers strive to make 
sale through offering a promising cover, by attracting 
reader’s attention using the most skillful portrayal of the 
summary of key inner contents on the cover page. Insua 
(2012) argues that magazine covers not only offer 
information about what is inside a particular issue, they 
also provide significant cultural cues about social, 
political, economic and cultural trends. With these 
significant functions in mind, the need cannot be over-
emphasized for graphic designers to produce befitting 
magazine cover pages with adequately captivating visual 
imagery and complementary textual contents. Care 
however must be taken by the designers, not to mislead 
the beholder with forged concepts, unnecessary exag-
gerations or extreme unnatural fantasies. Capabilities 
and liberties availed to the artists and designers of 
magazine covers. 
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DESIGNING A GOOD MAGAZINE FRONT COVER  
 
According to Berg (2012), “magazine publishers, editors 
and circulation directors know the importance of the 
cover image as both a newsstand impulse buy and as a 
brand.” Also, that “80% of consumer magazines’ news-
stand sales are determined by what is shown on the 
cover, a fact that can mean the difference between a 
magazine’s success and failure over time.”  The cover 
image and design reinforce the brand, as an important 
identification factor because the average reader spends 
only three to five seconds scanning a magazine cover 
before deciding whether or not to buy that issue.  

Morla (2010) argues that although in magazine cover 
design, words are as important as images, however 
images can be more powerful than words. Although, 
Reed (2011) alluded to the fact that there is no secret 
success formula to designing a magazine cover, however 
submits the following as elements to look out for when 
creating covers: 
 
(i) Clever, provocative, fun  
(ii) Simple  
(iii) Edgy content  
(iv) Compelling cover lines 
(v) Bold visuals 
 
In fact, a good designer must surprise as well as inform a 
beholder. Hence, to make a magazine remarkable artistic 
and marketable, magazine cover designs deserve a 
closer study. This challenge is even more critical for the 
developing world like Africa, where the practice of 
journalistic publishing is still far from reaching the peak of 
its development. Morcos (1999) observed that most 
publications have a small readership and fewer advertise-
ments, hence are strapped financially; this makes it 
difficult to keep up with changing technology. Vasile 
(2012) asserts the importance of consistency in 
magazine cover design, not only from one page to 
another, but also from one edition to the next one. Adding 
that all the big brands such as: Cosmopolitan, FHM, 
Reader’s Digest, Men’s Health or Sports Illustrated, have 
a style that have lasted a long time (see magazine cover 
samples below).  
Of course, changing design concepts too often will not 
help in building a strong visual identity. It is noted that 
magazine front cover page structure can either be 
designed mainly as textual, pictorial (using human, 
product or abstract images) or a combination of texts and 
pictures (Plates 5 and 6). Consider the versatility and 
dynamics of the magazine front cover design samples 
presented on Plates 3 to 5 and their different 
characteristics as appropriate examples that showcase 
these structures. Quinn (2012a) affirms in the book: 
  
Secrets of Cover Design 3: Some Finishing Touches that 
magazine front covers have used  the  main  elements  of  

 
 
 
 
image and text in terms of words, pictures (human full 
body or close-up facial posture) or a combination of 
words and pictures. 

One common fact in all of these design compositions is 
that, they were all carefully crafted using different photo-
manipulation techniques and complementary computer 
graphic software packages. 
 
 
PHOTO-MANIPULATION PROCEDURES 
 
In digital editing, photographs are usually taken with a 
digital camera and input directly into a computer, how-
ever transparencies, negatives or printed photographs 
may also be digitized via a scanner. Images may also be 
obtained from stock photography databases. With the 
advent of personal computers, graphics tablets, scanners 
and digital cameras; the techniques of image editing have 
been transformed beyond the traditional darkroom 
procedures onto a handful of hi-tech devices and 
manipulation skills. Photo manipulation is often much 
more explicit than subtle alterations to color balance or 
contrast this may involve overlaying a head onto a 
different body, changing the colour of a shirt or even 
enhancing the textual feeling of an image.  

Of course, the technical procedure for photo-
manipulation span from being a fun seeking activity to a 
stunning exhibition of intense artistic mastery. During 
which processes, image editing software are used to 
apply effects on an image until the desired result is achie-
ved, such an image may have little or no resemblance to 
the original photograph (or photographs in the case of 
compositing) from which it originated (Ask Define, 2012). 
 
 
THE ROLE OF PHOTO-MANIPULATION IN MAGAZINE 
COVER DESIGN 
 
In publishing a book, magazine, brochure, newspaper, 
pamphlet or leaflet, relevant images are used to com-
plement inner textual contents. However, seldom do 
pictures exist to fit exact dimensions and purposes for the 
proposed published items, for instance, most times it is 
observed, design spaces allotted for photographic 
images and other complementary elements may either be 
too large or too small. Hence, requiring a form of 
manipulation or editing so as to fit design specifications of 
such a publication. Also, the quality of the image may 
require some form of retouching in order to make it 
appropriate for the specific purpose it is meant for.  

According to Lim (2012) image editing encompasses 
the processes of altering images. Employing photo-
manipulation or photo-editing techniques empowers the 
designer with the capacity to reshape a photographic 
image to fit specific needs like newspaper, magazine or 
web publication at a point in time. Photo manipulation is 
one of the  most  creative  art  forms  to  come out  of  the  



 

 
 
 
 
digital age (Outlaw, 2011). According to Grant (2012) 
photo manipulation is an ever evolving collaboration 
between photography and graphic design, combining 
certain elements to create a unique image that can 
convince even the most experienced set of eyes and re-
quiring very creative set of skills. Of course, manipulation 
of a photograph gives a realistic view of an unreal 
posture, which offers designers the tool to be able to 
express their inner creative skills. 

Technically, raster graphics editor is used as primary 
tool to edit a digital image through processes that include: 
manipulating, enhancing, transforming, applying effects 
and filters and file formats converting. Image editing has 
become a common activity that everyone is engaged in, 
including non-professional designers; this is due to the 
technological advancement that has place variety of 
amateur digital cameras and DeskJet printers on creative 
and curious every tables. Also, a lot of free software 
programmes can be downloaded online. All of which 
developments make the task of editing family or personal 
pictures no longer a difficult nut to crack. This 
development is one of the most significant benefits of the 
digital age; its capacity to make for ample availability, 
affordability and flexibility of information. 

It is important to state however that irrespective of this 
opportunity availed by digital technology; the quest for 
competent designers who would handle high-end 
professional photo-manipulation challenges still remains 
unfulfilled. Of course, whether the need is to simply crop 
a photograph or more professionally retouch a damaged 
part or even altering certain components to meet a set 
goal the need for exceptional creative ability cannot be 
overlooked. As Gralla (2010) puts it “sometimes your 
pictures turn out less than perfect and you have to adjust 
their color, remove red-eye or alter the dimensions, photo 
editors can do all of those things and more.” Adding that 
“even if you are a professional photographer, your 
pictures still could use the occasional touch-up and 
certainly software exist that are up to the task. In all, it is 
needless to overstress the significance of technical com-
petence digitally and creatively, especially in accom-
plishing design reputability in magazine publications. 

Dozens of photo-manipulation software programmes 
exist for all requirements and competency levels. These 
include: Picasa, Opera, Nero, Photoscape, CorelDraw, 
HP Photosmart Essential, Adobe Photoshop/Illustrator, 
Free Image Editor, ACDSee, Ulead PhotoImpact, 
EPSON Easy Photo Print, jetAudio, Neroo Multimedia 
Suite, Photo! Editor, Phantasmagoria, InDesign, Image 
Analyzer, Artweaver, Active Pixels, Evan’s Image Editor 
and MAGIX Xtreme Photo Designer to mention a few 
(Plate 7).  

Gube (2009) conducted a survey of 150 respondents 
via the website ‘Six Revisions’ in a quest to know the 

‘best image editing software’ currently in the market and 
found the top 5 to be: Photoshop, GNU Image 
Manipulation   Programme  (GIMP),  Fireworks,  Inkscape  
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and Pixelmator. 
 
 
SELECTED PHOTO-MANIPULATION DESIGNS 
 
Over the years dozens of designers have been involved 
in the art of photo-manipulation, creating visually stunning 
editorially effective magazines covers. It is noteworthy 
however, while some of these creative works become 
award-winning master pieces, others turn out as 
controversial. For instance, The American Society of 
Magazine Editors announced the winners of the best 
magazine cover design as The October 3, 2011 issue of 
New York Magazine - entitled “Is She Just Too Old for 
This?” Magazine editors plucked it from a group of thirty 
finalists in various categories (The Huffington Post, 2012; 
Miller, 2011). See Plate 8 (a, b) (below) entitled “is she 
just too old for this?” and “are you mom enough?”  

Some of the best contemporary photo-manipulation 
artists and designers include: Karol Kolodziski, Christohe 
Huet, Jill Greenberg, Clive Biley, Koen Denmuynck, 
Jonathan Foerster, Craig Shields, Justin Maller, Chris 
Haines, Jennifer Farley, Cristiano Siqueira, Alberto 
Seveso, Jerico Santander, Eduardo Rodrigues, David 
Waters to mention a few. 
 
 
LESSONS FOR JOURNALISTIC GRAPHIC 
DESIGNERS IN NIGERIA 
 
Journalistic graphics designers are involved in the 
appropriate selection, manipulation and use of graphic 
images to enhance information present for publications. 
These skills often require the use of photographic and 
textual images. Hence, in addition to writing a successful 
journalist report, the graphic journalist must be visually 
literate and creative. The essence is in order to be able to 
appropriately apply visual images and translate visual 
languages for a magazine publication. It is fundamental 
that as social engineers of public information, journalists 
should keep abreast with the knowledge of creativity, 
visual communication and graphic design principles and 
their application to publishing.  
Stovall (n.d.) argues that purpose and content should be 
the chief considerations in the design of a graphic work, 
not the ability of a computer programme to design a fancy 
or pleasing picture; design should always give way to 
function. Accurate presentation of information is the chief 
goal of a graphic journalist. In fact, just as good 
journalistic writing often takes the simplest form possible, 
so also should good graphics be simple (Azi, 1999). 
Against which backdrop, Nigerian magazine journalists 
should note that although photo-manipulation is a 
desirable graphic tool for resizing, editing, repositioning of 
magazine cover photographic or other images, care must 
be taken not to use the tool for unethical practices.  

It is  advisable  that  extreme  illogical and unnecessary  
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exaggerations must be avoided, especially if doing so 
would deform the originality of the image or become 
insignificant. Of course, while some of such controversies 
may have positive effects on the designer and or the 
company responsible for the publication, others may 
have very far reaching negative consequences. Of 
course, controversial publications may or may not affect 
the designers and sponsors alone, but can even trigger 
local or international social unrest. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Photo-manipulation is a development whose advent 
dates back to traditional darkroom as well as lithographic 
processes however digital technology advances are 
dramatically transforming its development. The outcome 
would forever affect the outlook of magazine publications 
remarkably. This advancement the Nigerian journalistic 
graphic designers can carefully and creatively take 
advantage of, in repositioning their practice and business 
in a digital age. It is noted that while on the one hand, 
photo-manipulation can be a positive design tool for 
visual accentuation, however care must be taken not to 
misuse these craft towards falsehood, irrelevant 
exaggerations or triggering unnecessary controversies.    
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Guided by uses and gratifications theory and prior research on cross-cultural adaptation (CCA), this 
paper examines the impact of ethnic Internet use on CCA. Based on surveys from 268 Chinese students 
in the U.S., our results show that Chinese students use the Internet primarily for information, 
entertainment and ethnic maintenance reasons. Entertainment and social involvement motives 
positively predict ethnic Internet use whereas assimilation attitude and length of stay are negative 
predictors of ethnic Internet use. More importantly, we found that heavy ethnic Internet users tend to 
show higher life satisfaction and less depression than do their counterparts. Implications of significant 
findings for CCA research are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Traditional cross-cultural adaptation (CCA) research is 
facing various new challenges with the growth of new 
communication technologies. The development and 
popularity of the Internet, in particular, have made it 
necessary to reconsider the traditional concept of “ethnic 
media” and the role ethnic media play in the CCA 
process. Historically, ethnic media are referred to con-
ventional media such as newspapers and TV stations in 
host countries that are sponsored by and targeted to 
ethnic groups (Constantakis-Vales, 1992). The global 
reach of the Internet enables newcomers to access 
homeland publications through the World Wide Web 
conveniently (Chen, 2004). In this sense, the conceptua-
lization of ethnic media has been expanded dramatically 
in the new media environment. They include not only 
traditional immigrant media in host countries, but also a 
vast number of homeland publications that are available 
online and probably  more  influential  to  immigrants  and  

sojourners. 
A dominant assumption in traditional CCA research is 

that the ultimate direction of CCA is toward assimilation. 
The Internet and social media, however, minimizes the 
geographic and time differences between newcomers’ 
hometowns and the host country, providing more 
opportunities for newcomers to maintain their ethnic 
cultural links and cultural values. Through the Internet, 
newcomers can easily obtain information from their own 
countries and interact with others with similar interests 
and cultural backgrounds using their native languages. 
Thus, the strengthened ethnic tie may lead to a more 
culturally diverse society.  

The massive movement of people across national 
borders is one of the key features of globalization. Ex-
ploring the relationship between the ethnic Internet use 
and CCA has an obvious practical relevance as well as 
theoretical  significance  to  studying  communication  in a 
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global context. In the past, there has been a tendency to 
downplay the media’s role in intercultural communication 
research. Barnett and Lee (2002) argued that with the 
advancements in communication technology, most 
intercultural experiences are mediated rather than face-
to-face. They called for more research to examine the 
role of media, especially new media in intercultural com-
munication processes.  

As the Internet increasingly becomes an important 
communication tool around the world, it is imperative for 
CCA researchers to consider online communication when 
examining immigrants/sojourners’ communication beha-
vior. However, to date, limited research effort has been 
devoted to exploring CCA in the new media environment. 
This study is intended to bridge CCA and Internet 
research by examining why a particular group of new-
comers, Chinese students in the U.S., use ethnic Internet 
and the role of the ethnic Internet use in the process of 
CCA. Hopefully it will shed some light on the evolving 
pheno-menon of CCA. U&G provides an appro-priate 
framework for examining the relationship between 
Internet use and CCA. As a well-established social psy-
chological approach to studying media, U&G focuses on 
how individuals use media to gratify personal needs, and 
emphasizes individual differences during the process of 
media uses and effects (Rosengren, 1974). The study of 
communication motivation is central to U&G research. 
U&G theory assumes that a variety of psychological and 
social factors influence audience’ motives for using 
media. Motives, in turn, further contribute to the expla-
nation of media exposure patterns and media effects 
(Palmgreen et al., 1985). Furthermore, U&G is a limited 
effects media perspective emphasizing that media effects 
are constrained by individual differences. According to 
U&G, media effects depend, in part, on one’s use of 
media and the gratifications one is seeking and obtaining 
from them.  

U&G has been considered as well-suited for Internet 
research (Lin, 1999). U&G emphasizes the active role of 
the audience in making choices and being goal-directed 
in their media-use behavior (Rubin, 2002). The audience-
centered focus of uses and gratifications theory 
corresponds well with the active process of Internet use. 
As Rubin (2002) stated, U&G is “especially valuable as 
we seek to understand the newer, interactive media 
environment” (p. 541). Researchers have offered U&G as 
a framework to understand why people use the Internet 
and the number of gratifications derived from its use 
(Althaus and Tewksbury, 2000; Lin, 1999; Morris and 
Ogan, 1996; Newhagan and Rafaeli, 1996; Rafaeli, 
1986).  

In the past, U&G researchers have largely excluded 
examining research questions with cultural significance in 
order to focus on fully understanding motives and 
gratifications. However, as Rubin (2002) suggested, “We 
now have a clear  understanding  of  the  role  of  motives  

Wang and Quan         79 
 
 
 
and gratifications, so that inquiry can include questions of 
societal and cultural significance” (p. 528). A call has 
been ringing for more U&G research to focus on the 
cultural context of media use to further our understanding 
of motives, media use, and media effects (Blumler et al., 
1985). Examining ethnic Internet use in the CCA context 
using the U&G perspective responds to such a call and 
extends U&G research to a broader social/cultural 
context. The article was organized as follows: First, we 
briefly reviewed relevant literature on ethnic Internet use 
and CCA and proposed research questions. Second, we 
described the sample, data collection procedure, and 
measurement in the method section. Third, data analysis 
and resulted were presented. Finally, implications of 
research findings, limitations of research design, and 
future directions were discussed.  
 
 
Ethnic media use and CCA 
 
Kim and Gudykunst (1988) defined CCA as a dynamic 
socialization process by which individuals interact with a 
new environment. The goal of CCA is to achieve an 
overall person-environment “fit” for maximization of one’s 
social life chances. Among the large amount of research 
on CCA, the framework provided by Searle and Ward 
(1990), Ward and Kennedy (1993, 1999) and Ward 
(1996, 1999) seems to be more exemplary, compre-
hensive and systematic. Specifically, Ward and collea-
gues divided the outcomes of cross-cultural adaptation 
into two domains: psychological (emotional/affective) 
adaptation and sociocultural (behavioral) adaptation. 
Sociocultural adaptation has been explained as 
behavioral competence (Ward and Kennedy, 1993, 1999) 
whereas psychological adaptation refers to a psycho-
logical well-being and contentment with the new cultural 
environment.  

CCA research has been influenced by the ideological 
debate between assimilation and pluralism, which has 
special implications for this study because the Internet 
has been claimed to be a powerful communication 
technology with the potential to promote both cultural 
convergence and cultural pluralism simultaneously 
(Melkote and Liu, 2000). Some research has suggested 
that cultural identities of ethnic groups are reinforced in 
the Internet era as the Internet facilitates more constant 
and expanded cultural contacts beyond geographical 
boundaries. Fitzgerald (1992), for example, stated, “an 
ethnic group’s identity, which was once dependent on 
specific physical places, and the particular experience 
available in these spaces, has been significantly influen-
ced by new media because communication technology 
facilitates time-space compression” (p. 320). Studying 
CCA in the new media environment may provide some 
new insights to this old debate. 

The  connection  between  mass  media  use  and CCA  
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has been observed as scholars view CCA as a special 
type of socialization or resocialization (Gudykunst and 
Kim, 1984; Taft, 1977) and mass media as important 
socializing agents in society (Lasswell, 1948). Use of host 
mass media has been observed to promote the 
acculturation process (Kim, 1988; Shah, 1991; Subervi-
Velez, 1986). There are different views, however, on the 
relationship between ethnic media use and CCA in the 
literature. Some argue that ethnic media use, in the long 
run, retards acculturation (Greenberg, 1983; Lee and 
Tse, 1994). Others believe that ethnic media play a dual-
role in the CCA process. On the one hand, ethnic media 
preserve the newcomers’ cultural heritage and strengthen 
their ethnic values and identities (Jeffres and Hur, 1981; 
Lee and Tse, 1994). On the other hand, ethnic media 
introduce newcomers to the host society by providing 
information about the host culture and offering valuable 
tips on how to adjust to a new environment (Zhou  and 
Cai, 2002).  

Past CCA studies have focused on traditional media 
such as newspaper, TV, radio, and magazines. To date, 
only limited studies can be located exploring the linkage 
between the Internet and CCA. Boczkowski (1999), for 
example, investigated an online discussion group for 
Argentine expatriates and found that the group used a 
virtual community to reinforce their sense of belonging to 
their native culture. Similarly, Melkote and Liu (2000) 
examined the relationship between Chinese students’ 
participation in a Chinese online discussion group and 
acculturation. The study suggested that Chinese students 
and scholars depended on the online discussion group to 
understand themselves, their new environment, and 
events in their native country. The researchers found that 
participation in CEI was positively related to Chinese 
students’ behavioral acculturation but negatively asso-
ciated with their American value acculturation.  

A couple of studies also suggested an initial link 
between Internet use and CCA. Chen’s (2004) survey 
described the online communication patterns of inter-
national students. She found that international students 
preferred to read native news online. When seeking news 
online, they used native news websites more than U.S. 
news websites. Ye (2005) investigated the relationships 
between acculturative stress of East Asian international 
students and their use of the Internet. Ye found that, on 
average, students used “English-language Internet” more 
than “native-language Internet.” “English-language Inter-
net” use was negatively related to cultural shock, whereas 
“native-language Internet” use was positively related to 
cultural shock. These studies represented the initial 
attempts to uncover how Internet use is related to CCA, 
providing a first glance of the Internet use patterns 
among international students and some foundation for 
this study. 

This study focuses on the CCA experiences of Chinese 
students  in  the  U.S.  The   number   of    this   group   of  

 
 
 
 
sojourners has grown rapidly during the past several 
decades (Institute of International Education, 2012). In 
addition to adjusting to a new education environment, 
Chinese students have to adapt to a new cultural and 
social environment simultaneously. This transition is often 
accompanied by problems such as cultural shock, 
acculturation stress, loneliness, depression, and social 
difficulties, which, in turn, may have a negative impact on 
the students’ academic performance and everyday well-
being (Church, 1982; Klineberg and Hull, 1979; Schram 
and Lauver, 1988).  

Another characteristic of Chinese students is that the 
Internet is one of the most popular media for them (Chen, 
2004; Liu, 1996). Unlike earlier generations of immi-
grants, who tended to settle down in large cities where 
ethnic immigrants lived in compact community (e.g., 
Chinatown), international students tend to go to places 
where universities are located. Being well educated and 
more geographically dispersed, Chinese students often 
find online communication more suitable for their needs 
than traditional communication media such as telephone, 
newspapers, and magazines. Many Chinese students 
choose the Internet as the primary means for maintaining 
interpersonal relationships, because it is cheap, easy, 
and fast. They use the Internet to communicate with 
family and friends outside the U.S. 

In light of the above discussions, this study will focus 
on the CCA process of Chinese students in the United 
States, a noteworthy group because of its relative promi-
nence, the significant cultural distance from predominant 
U.S. culture, and other unique characteristics such as 
high Internet usage of this particular group. 
 
 

Research questions 
 

One of the main goals of this study is to examine the role 
of ethnic Internet use in CCA. Past literature suggests 
that ethnic media use contributes to greater culture 
maintenance and may deter CCA (Kim, 1984, 1988; 
Nagata, 1969; Shah, 1991). However, this conclusion has 
been derived largely from studies that examined CCA in 
traditional media environments (e.g., including television 
and newspapers). The Internet may influence CCA in a 
different way than do traditional media. Recent literature 
provides evidence for a more pluralistic view of CCA, 
which suggests that ethnic media consumption and 
ethnic persistence may not necessarily hinder learning 
about the host culture and inhibit CCA (Melkote and Liu, 
2000). Therefore, the first research question asked: 
 

- RQ1a: Does ethnic Internet use promote sociocultural 
adaptation of Chinese students?  
- RQ1b: Does ethnic Internet use promote psychological 
adaptation of Chinese students?  
 
This  study  was  conducted  from   the  U&G perspective,  



 

 

 
 
 
 
which posits that individual differences and motivation are 
important components to consider when explaining 
people’s media consumption. Past CCA research has 
identified four prominent individual difference factors: 
host language/English competence, length of stay, 
acculturation attitudes, and loneliness. Host language 
proficiency and longer residency have been found 
negatively related to greater use of ethnic media 
(Greenberg, 1983; Kim, 1977). Acculturation attitudes, 
proposed by Berry and his colleagues (that is, integration, 
assimilation, separation and marginalization) also play a 
role in newcomers’ CCA (Berry et al., 1989). In addition, 
loneliness has been examined in both Internet and CCA 
research. It is suggested that loneliness influence foreign 
students’ psychological adjustment (Reece and 
Palmgreen, 2000). Scholars have also found that 
loneliness is often associated with greater Internet use 
(Kraut et al., 1998; Leung, 2002).  

With the rapid diffusion of the Internet, media use 
motives research has been expanded to the examination 
of motives for using the Internet. Papacharissi and Rubin 
(2000), for example, identified five motives for Internet 
use: interpersonal utility, information seeking, to pass 
time, convenience, and entertainment. In the CCA con-
text, the special needs people have when living in a 
foreign place may influence their motives for using the 
media. Reece and Palmgreen (2000), for example, 
identified motives for Indian students’ use of U.S. 
television, including the motives of “acculturation” and 
“reflection on values”. They argued that sojourners’ 
motivation to acquire host-country information was an 
important mediating variable between the need for 
acculturation and media use. Motivation for using the 
Internet, which is an important component in media uses 
and effects process, has been underemphasized in CCA 
research. 

To investigate whether and how individual differences 
and Internet motives together explain Chinese students’ 
Internet use, the following research question was asked: 
 
RQ2: How do individual differences (that is, English 
competence, length of stay, acculturation attitudes, and 
degree of loneliness) and Internet-use motives predict 
ethnic Internet use? 
 
 
METHOD 
 

To answer the proposed research questions, survey method was 
used to collect data. An electronic questionnaire was posted 
through www.surveymonkey.com, an online survey provider. 
Participants were Chinese students currently studying at 21 U.S. 
universities. The questionnaire measured perceived English 
competence, length of stay in the U.S., acculturation attitudes, 
degree of loneliness, Internet motives, ethnic Internet use, socio-
cultural adaptation, and psychological adaptation. Demographic 
information was also collected to describe the characteristics of the 
sample. A total of  268  questionnaires  provided  usable  data.  The   
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sample was composed of 48.1% male and 51.9% female; 4.6% 
undergraduate students and 90% graduate students; 47% of the 
respondents were single, 38% were married and lived with family, 
and 8% were married and lived alone. Respondents ranged in age 
from 18 to 43 years (M = 29.19, SD = 5.02).  
 
 
Measurement 
 
Individual factors 
 
Chinese students’ English competence was measured with a 5-item 
self report index adapted from Ying and Liese’s (1990) measure. 
Length of stay in the U.S. was measured with an original single 
item. Respondents were asked to report how many years they have 
been in the U.S. The average number of years in the U.S. was 3.96 
(SD = 2.80). The UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3) (Russell, 
1996) was used to measure Chinese students’ level of loneliness. 
Respondents’ scores were summed and averaged to create an 
index of the degree of loneliness of Chinese students (M = 2.70, 
SD= 0.45, Cronbach’s alpha = .91). Acculturation attitudes were 
measured with a 9-item, 5-point Likert scale adapted from 
Acculturation Attitudes Scale of Berry and his associates (1989). 
The items covered the three acculturation attitudes: assimilation 
(M=2.14, SD = 0.66, Cronbach alpha = .49), separation (M=2.89, 
SD = 0.69, Cronbach alpha = .48), and integration (M = 4.15, SD = 
0.54, Cronbach alpha = .55). 
 
 
Internet motives 
 
A revised version of the Internet use motives scale developed by 
Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) was used to measure Chinese 
students’ Internet use motives in the context of CCA. Principal 
components analysis with varimax rotation was performed on the 
35 motive items to identify motives for using the Internet. Table 1 
presents a summary of the factor analysis. 

Factor 1, Social Involvement (Cronbach alpha = .92, M = 2.34, 
SD = 0.70) accounted for 16.5% of the total variance after rotation. 
It consisted of 8 interpersonal utility items from Papacharissi and 
Rubin’s 27-item scale, reflecting Chinese students using the 
Internet for socialization and participation. Factor 2, Acculturation 
(Cronbach alpha = .90, M = 2.80, SD = 0.79), accounted for 12.15% 
of the total variance after rotation. It included all six acculturation 
items from Reece and Palmgree’s (2000) study. This factor 
reflected Chinese students using the Internet for cultural learning 
purposes. Factor 3, Pass Time (Cronbach alpha = .89, M = 2.82, 
SD = 0.96) accounted for 8.3% of the total variance after rotation. 
Factor 4, Information (Cronbach alpha = .78, M = 3.83, SD = 0.71), 
accounted for 7.3% of the total variance after rotation. The mean for 
the information factor was the highest among the eight factors, 
suggesting it was the strongest motive for using the Internet among 
this sample. Factor 5, Entertainment (Cronbach alpha = .85, M = 
3.21, SD = 0.84) accounted for 7.1% of the total variance after 
rotation. Factor 6, Convenience (Cronbach alpha = .68, M = 2.94, 
SD = 0.86), accounted for 6.1% of the total variance after rotation. 
Factor 7, Companionship (Cronbach alpha= .85, M = 2.72, SD = 
1.06) accounted for 5.2% of the total variance after rotation. Factor 
8, Ethnic maintenance (Cronbach alpha= .49, M = 3.13, SD = 0.73) 
accounted for 4.2% of the total variance after rotation. It consisted 
of the only two ethnic maintenance items included in the scale, 
reflecting Chinese students using the Internet to maintain ethnic ties 
and to reinforce ethnic values. The mean for this factor was the 
third highest among eight factors following information and 
entertainment, suggesting ethnic maintenance was a salient 
motivation  for  using  the  Internet  among  these Chinese students. 
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Table 1. Factor loadings for internet motives 
 

Motive items 
Motive factors 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Factor 1: Social Involvement         

To give my input .85 .10 .09 .09 .10 .09 .03 .03 

To show other encouragement .83 .16 .00 .05 .00 .17 .09 -.04 

Because I enjoy answering questions .80 -.02 .11 .04 .15 -.01 .10 -.03 

To participate in discussion .80 .13 -.00 .05 .08 -.02 .00 -.04 

To express myself freely .77 -.00 .03 .07 .12 -.08 .15 -.01 

To tell others what to do .75 .17 .04 -.02 -.02 .16 .04 .15 

To help others .69 .22 .06 .04 -.01 .24 .07 -.05 

To meet new people .62 .06 .14 -.09 .01 .24 .13 .22 

         

Factor 2: Acculturation         

To learn about Americans’ points of view .06 .88 -.05 .06 .01 .06 -.07 .11 

To learn about American culture .13 .85 .01 .08 .07 .08 .00 .08 

To learn more about American values .09 .84 -.07 .04 -.02 .02 -.03 .08 

To help me adjust to American society .21 .81 -.02 .00 .02 .10 .15 .02 

To find out what is going on in the U.S. -.01 .74 .05 .10 .04 .11 -.12 .13 

To improve my English .24 .68 -.08 .67 .08 .01 .34 -.09 

         

Factor 3: Pass Time         

Because it gives me something to do to occupy my time .07 -.03 .89 .02 .16 .07 .13 .00 

Because it passes the time away, particularly when I’m bored .06 -.04 .88 .05 .07 .06 .10 .08 

When I have nothing better to do .12 -.10 .83 .09 .09 .06 .18 -.05 

         

Factor 4: Information         

To get information for free .08 .05 .08 .84 .08 .05 .06 .03 

To look for information -.01 .06 .06 .83 .04 .01 -.03 .04 

Because it is cheaper .09 .11 -.01 .70 .32 .22 .00 -.02 

Because it is a new way to do research .07 .16 .07 .61 .19 .23 .08 .04 

  

Factor 5: Entertainment         

Because it’s entertaining  .05 0.4 .16 .13 .86 .11 .15 .06 

Because it’s enjoyable .11 .11 .06 .12 .84 .22 .15 .04 

Because I just like to use it .16 .01 .14 .18 .78 -.01 .00 .01 

         

Factor 6: Convenience         

Because people don’t have to be there to receive e-mail .06 .13 -.04 .09 .10 .74 .13 -.03 

Because it is easier to e-mail than tell people FTF .14 .07 .06 .14 .15 .71 .11 .02 

Because it is cheaper .27 .07 .31 .21 .03 .62 -.16 .05 

         

Factor 7: Companionship         

So I can feel less lonely .17 .08 .23 -.02 .12 .11 .82 .19 

When there’s no one else to talk or to be with .20 .03 .46 .06 .17 .13 .69 .06 

         

Factor 8: Ethnic Maintenance         

To find out what is going on in China -.11 .15 .11 .17 .08 -.05 .05 .81 

To reinforce my Chinese cultural values .19 .18 -.10 -.10 .01 .12 .22 .68 
 

Note: N = 268. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
Ethnic Internet use 
 
Ethnic Internet use was measured by asking the respondents to 
report the average time they spend daily on e-mailing with Chinese, 
reading Chinese online news, browsing of Chinese websites, 
chatting online/using instant messenger with Chinese, downloading 
Chinese music, videos and games, and other Chinese Internet use. 
 
 
Sociocultural adaptation 
 
To measure the degree of sociocultural adaptation, we used a 32-
item modified version of Ward and Kennedy’s (1999) Sociocultural 
Adaptation Scale (SCAS). The respondents were asked to indicate 
how much difficulty they experienced in a number of areas, such as 
transportation, language and accepting American values on a 5- 
point scale ranging from “no difficulty” (1), to “extreme difficulty” (5). 
Higher scores indicate greater social difficulties and socio-cultural 
adaptation problems (Ward and Kennedy, 1999). In this present 
study, the reliability for the scale was excellent, with an alpha of .93. 
Table 1 presents the scale items, their means and standard 
deviations.  
 
 
Psychological adaptation 
  
To assess psychological adaptation, Hudson’s (1982) Generalized 
Contentment Scale (GCS) and Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; 
Diener et al., 1985) were used. The GCS is a 25-item self-rating 
instrument that measures affective, physiological and cognitive 
components of depression. Participants responded to each 
statement on a 5-point rating scale from “rarely or none of the time” 
(1) to “most or all of the time” (5). The scores were then summed 
and averaged to create an index of degree of depression. The 
mean of the index was 2.37 (SD = 0.52). In this study, the 
Cronbach alpha was .91. 

Satisfaction with life was measured by a 5-item Satisfaction with 
Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985). The scale assesses an 
individual’s own judgment of his or her quality of life. Responses 
were given on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly 
disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (7), with higher scores indicating 
more satisfaction with life. The scores were then summed and 
averaged to create an index of life satisfaction. The mean of the 
scale was 4.22 (SD = 1.22). In the present study, the Cronbach 
alpha for the measure was .85.  
 
 
RESULTS 
 

Data were analyzed using SPSS. Reliability analyses 
were conducted for all the instruments used in the study 
except for length of stay, which is a single item measure. 
Descriptive statistics for the demographic variables were 
conducted to describe the sample.  

On average, Chinese students spent 127.58 min (SD = 
110.07) using ethnic Internet. More specifically, Chinese 
students spent 17 min a day e-mailing with other Chinese 
(SD = 20.28), 32 min reading Chinese news online (SD = 
31.50), 24 min chat with other Chinese, and 37 min 
browsing Chinese websites (SD = 39.43).  

RQ1a and RO1b asked whether ethnic / Chinese 
Internet use promotes Chinese students’ adaptation (that 
is, sociocultural adaptation and psychological  adaptation).  
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Based on prior research, those who used the Internet 
over 3 h per day were categorized as heavy users; 
whereas those who used less than one hour per day 
were classified as light users. Independent samples t-test 
was conducted to compare these two extreme groups. 
Results did not show statistically significant difference of 
sociocultural adaptation between the two groups (t (110) 
=.50, p > .05, Cohen’s d = .09). In other words, Chinese 
students who used a lot of ethnic Internet experienced 
similar amount of difficulty performing daily tasks than 
those who didn’t use the ethnic Internet that much. 
Sociocultural adaptation has been defined as behavioral 
and is more likely affected by factors that relate to culture 
learning and social learning, including length of stay in 
the host culture, cultural knowledge, interpersonal 
interaction with members of the host culture, cultural 
distance, language capability, and acculturation attitudes 
(Searle and Ward, 1990; Ward and Kennedy, 1993, 
1999). The results from this study showed that ethnic 
Internet use did not have a significant impact on Chinese 
students’ sociocultural adaptation. 

However, there was statistically significant difference of 
life satisfaction (t (110) = 2.25, p < .05, Cohen’s d = .43), 
and significant difference of depression (t (110) = -1.93, p 
= .05, Cohen’s d = .39). Specifically, heavy ethnic 
Internet users tended to show higher life satisfaction and 
lower depression level than did their counterparts. 
According to Ward and Kennedy (1999), psychological 
adaptation refers to a psychological/ emotional well-being 
and satisfaction with the new cultural context. Past 
research shows that psychological adaptation is affected 
by factors such as personality, coping styles and social 
support. Greater psychological difficulties have been 
associated with higher levels of depression and stress, 
and lower overall life satisfaction (Searle and Ward, 
1990; Ward and Kennedy, 1999). The results from this 
research showed that the more Chinese students use 
Chinese Internet, the more satisfied they were with life in 
general and have lower level of depression than their 
counterparts.   

RQ2 asked about how individual differences (that is, 
perceived English competence, loneliness, acculturation 
attitudes, and length of stay) and Internet use motives 
predict ethnic Internet use. A hierarchical regression was 
conducted with Chinese Internet use as outcome 
variables. Individual differences entered on the first step 
of the regression analysis, explained 6.1% the variance 
(R = .25, p = .01) in Chinese Internet use. Assimilation 
attitude (β = - .16, p < .05) and length of stay (β = - .15, p 
< .05) were significant negative predictors. Internet 
motives were entered on the second step and accounted 
for an additional 13.2% of the variance. The F change 
was significant (∆F = 5.19, p < .001). Socialization motive 
(β = .18, p < .01) and Entertainment motive (β = .19, p < 
.01) emerged as an additional significant predictor at this 
step. Accordingly, the final equation accounted for 19% of  
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Table 2. Regressing Chinese Internet use on individual differences and internet 
motives. 
 

Variable B SE B β t 

Step 1     

English Competence 2.28 6.75 .02 .34 

Length of Stay -.16 1.58 -.07 -.99 

Loneliness 14.51 9.69 .10 1.50 

     

Acculturation attitudes     

 Assimilation -16.86 6.55 -.17* -2.58 

Separation 1.30 6.30 .01 .21 

Integration 6.47 7.98 .05 .81 

     

Step 2     

English Competence 4.32 6.64 .04 .65 

Length of Stay -1.16 1.55 -.05 -.75 

Loneliness 14.16 10.07 .09 1.41 

     

Acculturation attitudes     

Assimilation -15.39 6.55 -.15* -2.35 

Separation -5.22 6.46 -.05 -.81 

Integration 3.86 8.06 .03 .48 

     

Internet motives     

Social Involvement 11.27 6.51 .12 1.73 

Acculturation -5.97 5.80 -.07 -1.03 

Pass Time 4.57 4.85 .07 .94 

Information -4.16 6.56 -.04 -.63 

Entertainment 12.95 5.61 .16* 2.31 

Convenience -9.24 5.33 -.12 -1.73 

Companionship 6.59 4.89 .10 1.35 

Ethnic maintenance 11.16 6.15 .12 1.81 
 

Note. R = .21, R² = .04, F(6, 261) = 1.94, p = .08 for Step 1. R = .37, R² = .14, ΔR² = 
.10, F(14, 253) = 2.90, p< .001 for Step 2. N = 268. *p<.05. 

 
 
 

the variance in Chinese Internet use (R = .44, p < .001). 
Assimilation attitude (β = - .15, p < .05) and length of stay 
(β = - .13, p< .05) were significant negative predictors, 
whereas and entertainment motive (β = .19, p< .01) and 
socialization motives (β = .18, p < .01) were significant 
positive predictors of Chinese Internet use. In other 
words, Chinese students who used the Internet for 
entertainment and socialization, exhibited less assimi-
lation attitude, and stayed in the U.S. for a shorter period 
of time spent more time using Chinese Internet functions 
than did their counterparts. These results make sense 
since ethnic media are primarily used for socialization, 
participation and entertainment purposes by sojourners 
and ultimately fulfill their social, emotional, and psy-
chological needs, which tend to become more prominent 
in   the   CCA   process.   The   results  of  the  regression  

analysis are presented in Table 2. 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
The present study is stimulated by two major trends of 
current era. First, we are living in an increasingly inter-
dependent world and experiencing rapid cultural 
changes. Migration and cross-cultural adaptation have 
become prominent global phenomena. Second, new 
communication technologies such as the Internet have 
advanced tremendously during the past several decades 
and emerged as an important communication tool in 
people’s everyday life. Embracing these trends, this study 
explores the use of ethnic Internet among a particular 
group  of  sojourners  in their adaptation to a new society. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
Following is a discussion of the findings. 

In this study, length of stay in the U.S. significantly and 
negatively predicted Chinese Internet use. This is 
consistent with some prior studies. For example, 
Greenberg (1983) found that length of residency was 
negatively related to time Mexican immigrants spent in 
reading Spanish newspapers. Chen (2004) found that 
international students who had been in the U.S for more 
years read less native news than were their counterparts. 
A possible explanation is that the longer immigrants and 
sojourners stayed in the U.S., the more social networks 
they might have developed in the host society, and 
consequently, the less they would rely on ethnic Internet 
to satisfy their various communication needs such as 
information and social support.  

Assimilation attitude also negatively predicted Chinese 
Internet use. According to Berry’s acculturation attitudes 
research, assimilation attitude refers to valuing relations 
with hosts while unconcerned with cultural maintenance, 
which denotes a tendency of moving away from one’s 
original culture (Berry et al., 1989). Ethnic media is part of 
an ethnic culture. Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest 
that people who exhibit greater assimilation attitude use 
less ethnic media than do their counterparts. This result 
was also consistent with the findings of U. Kim & Berry’s 
(1985) study, which revealed that assimilation attitude 
was related to less ethnic media use in terms of news-
papers reading and TV viewing.  

Social involvement and entertainment motives were 
significant positive predictors of Chinese Internet use. 
Social involvement motive reflects Chinese students’ use 
of the Internet for functional purposes such as social 
interaction and participation. As suggested in the CCA 
literature, many newcomers are relatively isolated from 
the host society and far away from their home countries. 
Their opportunities for interacting with others face-to-face 
are often limited. In addition, due to the language barrier 
and unfamiliarity with the new culture, newcomers are 
likely to find face-to-face interaction with hosts stressful 
and experience more anxiety and frustration when they 
engage in those interactions (Gudykunst and Kim, 2003). 
Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) found that people who 
had high anxiety in face-to-face interactions tended to 
use the Internet as a substitute or an alternative means 
for social contact. Therefore, Chinese students may use 
the Internet as an alternative social space to interact with 
members of ethnic group. 

Entertainment was the strong motive for Chinese 
students using the Internet. Entertainment also positively 
predicted ethnic Internet use. A plausible explanation is 
that it may be difficult for Chinese students to use the 
American media for just enjoyment or entertainment 
because of language barriers (e.g., American slang and 
nuisances of the English language) and the lack of 
thorough understanding of the host culture. Under this 
circumstance, Chinese Internet  may  be  a  better choice  
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than American Internet for satisfying Chinese students’ 
need for entertainment. Therefore, it is possible that 
those Chinese students who used the Internet for 
entertainment purposes tended to spend more time using 
Chinese Internet. 

Regarding the relationship between ethnic Internet use 
and CCA, the results show that ethnic Internet use had a 
significant positive impact on Chinese students’ psycho-
logical adaptation but not on sociocultural adaptation. 
Heavy ethnic Internet users experienced more life satis-
faction and less depression than did light ethnic Internet 
users. This finding is different from those of previous 
CCA studies which suggested that heavy ethnic media 
use deters cross-cultural adaptation. This finding, how-
ever, shed some new lights on the role of ethnic media in 
the Internet era. Unlike traditional ethnic media that focus 
solely on small ethnic communities in the host country, 
the Internet makes geographical distance irrelevant, 
which enables newcomers conveniently keep in touch 
with home through a variety of online communication 
tools (e.g., email, instant messaging, online publication, 
online chat room, online entertainment, and etc). The 
regular and multi-channel communication and interaction 
with home creates a feeling of “away from home but still 
at home”. This feeling is essential for immigrants and 
sojourners’ psychological health. Regular connection with 
home help newcomer cope with the stress associated 
with CCA, reduce homesickness and loneliness, and get 
encouragement from families and friends. As a result, 
they feel more satisfied with life in general and expe-
rience less psychological problems. 

The different results obtained for sociocultural adap-
tation and psychological adaptation may be attributed to 
the sample. Chinese students surveyed in this study had 
stayed in the U.S. for an average of four years. Few of 
them had stayed in the U.S. for less than a year. Past 
CCA research has suggested that immigrants and 
sojourners go through different aspects of adaptation at 
difference paces (Melkote and Liu, 2000; Subervi-Velez, 
1986; Ward and Kennedy, 1993, 1999). Behavioral adap-
tation, the primary aspect of sociocultural adaptation, 
usually happens quickly in the initial stage of CCA 
(Melkote and Liu, 2000; Ward and Kennedy, 1993, 1999). 
Psychological adaptation, on the other hand, is a much 
more prolonged process (Ward and Kennedy, 1993, 
1999). Therefore, it is possible that some of the Chinese 
students surveyed had passed the stage of behavioral 
change, whereas many of them were still undergoing the 
psychological adaptation process. This may be an 
explanation of why the impact of ethnic Internet use was 
more pronounced on psychological adaptation than on 
sociocultural adaptation. 

In sum, this study yielded several results that are differ-
rent from previous CCA researches: first, in which 
tangible variables such as language skills were often 
identified   as   important   factors   affecting   newcomers’ 
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media use. In this study, we found internal attitudes and 
drives played an important role in predicting Chinese 
students’ ethnic Internet use. Second, instead of a 
negative impact of ethnic media use on CCA, this study 
found that ethnic Internet use promotes newcomers’ 
psychological adaptation.  
 
 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 
With the development of new technologies, CCA is a 
constant evolving social phenomenon. This study ex-
plored ethnic Internet use among Chinese students and 
re-evaluated the validity of some arguments on the 
relationship between ethnic media use and CCA pro-
posed in previous CCA research. The findings extended 
our understanding of ethnic media use in the traditional 
media context to the new Internet environment. The 
research, however, has several limitations. First, the 
quantitative research methodology used in this study may 
not give us a complete picture of complex processes 
such as cross-cultural adaptation. A multi-method ap-
proach incorporating both quantitative and qualitative 
methods to study the CCA phenomenon would allow both 
statistical tests of theory and in-depth assessments of 
variables (Kim, 1988). Second, this study used a con-
venience sample. Therefore, generalizability of the results 
is constrained. Future research could also obtain a more 
representative and diverse sample of Chinese students 
and look into the research topics such as gender and 
generational differences among Chinese students in 
ethnic Internet use and differences between graduate 
and undergraduate students. Furthermore, this study only 
focuses on the ethnic Internet use among a particular 
group of sojourners. Future research on other groups of 
sojourners and immigrants are welcome to provide a 
more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. 
Third, some measures used in this study may not be as 
comprehensive as desired and thus, provide an 
incomplete picture of some concepts. For example, the 
conceptualization and operationalization of ethnic Internet 
use may not be robust. Future research is welcomed in 
developing a better measure for ethnic Internet use in this 
area of research. Last but not least, we realized that CCA 
is a complex cultural phenomenon. This study focuses on 
empirically testing the ethnic Internet use in this process, 
which to some extent reduces the richness and 
complexity of this phenomenon.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Threat has been considered as one of the major causes 
leading a nation, organization, or individual into a crisis 
(Fearn-Banks, 1996; Rosenthal and Kouzmin, 1997). 
Most of the studies on threats have focused on designing 
effective threat appeal messages for public campaign in 
order to examine whether it has positive or negative 
impact on people’s attitudinal and behavioral changes. 
However, only a few studies have defined the concept of 
threat explicitly and diagnosed different perceptions of 
threat that an organization can counter in its crisis 
management.  

Based on psychology and management literatures, Jin 
et al. (2005) developed a threat appraisal model and 
proposed three dimensions of threat. Those dimensions 
are threat type, threat duration and threat level. An 
appraisal of the same-threat messages has been 
measured along these three distinctive dimensionalities, 
especially during a governmental crisis regarding 
Homeland Security (Pang et al., 2006). In addition, the 
main effects of threat type and threat duration as well as 
interaction effects of those two dimensions of threat on 
people’s perceptions and emotional reactions in a crisis 
situation was investigated by controlling the third 
dimension of threats, the threat level  (Jin  and  Cameron, 

2007). However, little attention has been paid to exploring 
the perceived impact of different levels of social threat. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how different 
levels of reported by governmental organizations would 
be appraised, perceived, and assessed by news 
audiences. By conducting an experiment with participants 
who are exposed to news coverage containing different 
levels of threat about North Korea’s nuclear testing, this 
study is the first attempt to expand the line of the threat 
appraisal model with an integration of a third-person 
effect measurement. Although a large body of the third-
person effect research supports the hypothesis that 
undesirable messages produce the third-person 
perception while desirable messages lead to the first 
person perception, the role of perceived threat levels in 
the third-person effect needs more empirical testing. Little 
research has been done to examine perceived self-other 
differences varied by levels of threat (Shah et al., 1999). 
Conducting a survey, Shah et al. (1999) argued that a 
threat level dimension can be an underlying factor for the 
third-person effect in the fact that perceived media 
influence increases as the magnitude of undesirable 
consequences increases.  

Using news stories of North Korea’s nuclear  tests  with 
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different threat levels, which has been raised since 2006 
and recurred in 2013, this study attempts to present a 
different threat appraisal based on the targets which are 
influenced by threat. Given the unique nature of North 
Korea’s nuclear threat message in the third-person effect 
research and the lack of experimental study that 
examines a causal relationship between different levels of 
threat and perceived impact of threat messages on the 
self and others, this study measures the third-person 
effect to examine how people project that others perceive 
the impact of North Korea’s nuclear threat compared to 
themselves. This study also explores how the perceived 
impact of different levels of social threat would vary 
depending on the subject who is influenced by the threat.  
 
 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Conceptualization of threat 
 
Threat has been considered to be highly associated with 
a crisis, which produces potential or actual negative 
outcomes for organizations, industries, or nations and 
threatens the existence or legitimacy of them (Fearn-
Banks, 1996). Jin et al. (2005) defined threat as warning 
to diagnose danger and to accept the recommended 
actions to prevent anticipated negative consequences. 
For a clearer conceptualization of threat in crisis commu-
nication in order to understand and diagnose threats in a 
crisis, Jin et al. (2005) integrated interdisciplinary reviews 
on threats from literature in psychology, conflict 
management, and crisis management. In general, threat 
in crisis communication was described as a terrorism-
based crisis situation and urged crisis management 
practitioners to manage the threat of terrorism (Richards, 
2004). Thus, large corporations should prepare crisis 
planning in advance to take into account the threat of bio-
terrorism (Wrigley et al., 2003). According to Cameron’s 
contingency theory of conflict management (Cancel et al., 
1999), threat is a “potentially negative situation involving 
publics.” Cameron and his colleagues argued that the 
greater threat a public weighed to the organization, the 
more immediately the organization will respond to the 
public and the more accommodative stance the 
organization will take toward the public (Cancel et al., 
1999).  

While current studies have provided the understanding 
of the concept of threat, little attention has been paid to 
emphasizing how a perceived threat can be more 
important than reality. According to Benoit (2004, p.264), 
the critical question is “not whether the act was in fact, 
but whether the act was believed to be offensive by its 
salient audiences,” as well as “not whether the accused is 
in fact responsible for the offensive act, but whether the 
accused is thought to be responsible by its salient 
audience”.   Thus,   a   perceived   threat   related   to   an  
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individual or a nation is not based in reality.  

Outcome of threat has been categorized into cognitive 
outcomes and affective outcomes. For example, Gordon 
and Arian (2001) found that a low threat condition 
demands both logical and emotional decision making 
processes whereas high level threat generates the 
emotional decision making process, but not logical or 
rational consideration. By the same token, Jin et al. 
(2005) proposed a threat appraisal model in crisis 
management to examine both cognitive and affective 
outcomes of threats and to test how these outcome 
components of threats are differently appraised by 
multiple publics. 
 
 
Threat appraisal model 
 
In the threat appraisal model, Jin et al. (2005) proposed 
the dimensionality of threats in crisis communications and 
its cognitive and affective consequences. Based on the 
dimensionality of threats introduced in different ways in 
the field of psychology and management, Jin et al. (2005) 
integrated three overlapping dimensions of threats as 
threat type, threat duration and threat level to crisis 
management.  

First, threat type dimension can be identified as 
external threat and internal threat (Cancel et al., 1997). 
External threats include: litigation, government regulation, 
potentially damaging publicity, scarring of organization’s 
reputation in community, and legitimizing activists’ claims. 
These threats occur in an organization’s external 
environment and require the dialogue and resolution of 
conflicts with external publics (Reber and Cameron, 
2003). Internal threats include: economic loss or gain 
from implementing various stances, marring of employees’ 
or stakeholders’ perception of the company, and marring 
of the personal reputations of the company decision 
makers (image in employees’ perceptions and general 
public’s perception). These threats occur in an organi-
zation’s internal environment. Therefore, two types of 
threats were proposed to be external and internal for the 
first dimensionality of threats.  

Second, threat duration dimension can be identified as 
long-term and short-term. As mentioned earlier, Strong et 
al. (1993) categorized a threat as immediate and de-
layed. Gonzalez-Herrero and Pratt (1996) also indicated 
that a given threat in a crisis can move along the crisis 
life cycle, either faster or longer, due to the characteristics 
of longitudinal faces of threats during a crisis. Thus, the 
perceived duration of the threat on the organization can 
be short-term or long-term.  

Finally, threat level dimension can be described as high 
level or low level. Gorden and Arian (2001) examined the 
condition of low and high threat on the relationship 
between affective and cognitive components of decision 
making about policy. As a result, the higher the threat, the 
more  their  policy  choice  tended  to maintain or intensify  
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the conflict, whereas the lower the threat, the more 
overpowered the public choice was. Janis and Feshbach 
(1953) also found that the lowest level of threat in threat 
communications was the most effective in attitude 
changes as well as behavior changes, while the highest 
level of threat evoked an emotional tension, such as 
aggression, rejection of the messages, and cognitive 
impairment. In the condition of high levels of threat, 
people’s reactions can cause irrational behavior (Rogers  
and Mewborn, 1976; Mewborn and Rogers, 1979), while 
low levels of threat can induce both emotional and 
rational behavior (Gordon and Arian, 2001). Thus, threat 
level can be operationalized into low and high level in the 
dimensionality of threats.  

Using an online experiment, the two dimensions of 
threats, threat type and threat duration, were empirically 
investigated (Jin and Cameron, 2007). As a result, the 
interactions between threat type and threat duration on 
threat appraisals as well as on emotional arousal were 
found. For example, external and long-term threat 
combinations led to higher situational demands appraisal 
and more intensive emotional arousal. However, there 
may be room for research on the effect of threat level on 
the cognitive appraisal because the effects of the two 
dimensional model (threat type and threat duration) was 
tested by controlling the threat level as high. It is possible 
that the threat appraisal model can be not only applicable 
to a crisis situation where threat level is high, but also 
applicable to a crisis situation in which threat level is 
varied. Since little attention has been paid to exploring 
whether the threat appraisal or perceived threat are 
influenced by the different levels of threat, this study 
examines the main effects of threat level on people’s 
cognitive appraisals.  
 
 
Perceived impact of threat level 
 
According to Strong et al. (1993), threat stimuli can lead 
to the following outcomes: perceived threat, cognitive and 
emotional processing, beliefs and feelings, attitude 
toward the threat, and intentions. More specifically, when 
threat stimuli are presented, people perceive the threat 
described by the stimuli and their perceived threat leads 
to cognitive and affective outcomes that can eventually 
change their behavioral intention. Among several possible 
outcomes of threat, this study focuses on the cognitive 
outcomes of threat and adopted the third-person effect 
hypothesis in order to investigate the perceived impact of 
different threat levels on others compared to the 
perceived impact of different threat levels on the self. By 
applying the third-person effect hypothesis from mass 
communication literature, this study attempts to examine 
the people’s perceived “over- estimation” of threat level 
on others than on the self in order to explore the impact 
of threat level at the cognitive level, which involves 
perception and appraisal.  

 
 
 
 
Perceived impact of media 
 
Since threat is defined as negative outcomes that are 
likely to transform into a crisis for an organization or 
individuals, this study focuses on the undesirable 
message. To address the cognitive appraisal of undesi-
rable media messages, this study adopted a third-person 
effect measurement. According to Davison (1983) who 
first coined the third-person effect hypothesis, people 
have the tendency to presume that others will be more 
susceptible to negative media effects rather than 
themselves. People are likely to expect that exposure to 
mass media produces a greater effect on others than on 
themselves. The mechanism behind the third-person 
effect has been heavily explained with the overestimation 
of the media effects on others.  

The majority of messages examined in the third-person 
effect focus on a negative message (Perloff, 1996). 
Messages such as defamatory news coverage, negative 
political ads, and pornography are apt to allow people to 
believe “the effect of that message may not be so good 
for me” or “it is not smart to be influenced by” that 
message (Gunther and Mundy 1993). More specifically, 
the third-person effect only exists for undesirable media 
messages (Gunther and Mundy, 1993). Therefore, social 
undesirability is an important condition for the third-
person effect because it supports assertions (for exam-
ple, Gunther and Mundy, 1993; Gunther and Thorson, 
1992) that the third-person effect can be explained as an 
“optimistic bias” phenomenon—the tendency to presume 
the greater effects of undesirable outcomes on others. 
People perceive that media content with negative 
consequences have a greater effect on others; however, 
people consider themselves just as influenced as others 
and may even anticipate less of an effect on themselves 
(Gunther and Mundy, 1993).  

Most studies have considered the third-person effect of 
media entertainment or persuasion (Perloff, 2002). 
However, a recent study argued that it would be neces-
sary to expand the studies into news, such as a news 
report of predicted earthquake, painted food product 
recalls or avian flu (Wei et al., 2010). When people read 
news stories about threats to their personal or social well 
being, they believe others would be more susceptible to 
the influence of news coverage of a threat. Following 
previous third-person effect studies, this study also uses 
socially undesirable news coverage of North Korea’s 
nuclear threat and manipulates threat levels as high and 
low. North Korea’s nuclear issue has received a great 
deal of attention because of its potential threat to several 
countries as well as to the international community as a 
whole. Previous studies on the threats have argued that 
media scholars should focus on the social threats in the 
communication management process (Jin et al., 2005) 
and the government intervention or announcement 
indicates an existing threat in the socio-political system 
(Rosenthal  and  Kouzmin,  1997).  Thus, by investigating  



 
 
 
 
the influence of North Korea’s nuclear threat on people’s 
perception of media impact on the self and others, this 
study examines the perceived impact of different levels of 
social threat reported by governmental organizations. 
Through this study, it is expected that the different threat 
levels in the coverage about North Korea’s threatening 
announcement will have different impacts on the 
perceived media impact on the self and others, such that 
each subject will believe that others will be more 
influenced than themselves by news coverage of North 
Korea’s threats with varying threat level. Perhaps, the 
difference between perceived impact of threat message 
on the self and others only works in the high threat level 
not the low threat level. Thus, following hypotheses are 
generated:  
 
H1: In the high level of threat, people will perceive that 
others will be more influenced by the threat message 
than themselves.  
H2: In the low level of threat, people will perceive that 
others will be more influenced by the threat message 
than themselves. 
  
Also this study compares the size of perceived impact of 
the undesirable message on comparison groups between 
high and low threat levels. It is possible to find a greater 
perceived impact of threat message on the self as well as 
others in the high level of threat compared to the low 
level of threat. Thus, the following hypotheses are 
created:  
 
H3: Perceived media impact of the threat message on the 
self will be greater in the high threat level compared to 
the low threat level.  
H4: Perceived media impact of the threat message on 
others will be greater in the high threat level compared to 
the low threat level.  
 
 
METHOD 
 
Design 
 
An experiment method was adopted to answer the hypotheses 
proposed in this study. This study employed a single-factor within-
subject design to examine the main effect of threat levels on the 
perceived impact of threat. Threat level is a within-subjects factor 
with two levels, high and low. To avoid carryover effects, the order 
of threat levels was randomly assigned to participants using 
counterbalance. Thus, all participants read two news stories in 
which the level of threats was presented as either high or low but in 
a different order.  
 
 
Stimuli  
 
Two news stories about North Korea’s nuclear threat were created 
as stimuli materials based on the actual news stories. In each 
stimulus, the level of threats was presented as either high or low. 
More specifically, in the news coverage manipulated as the 
condition of the low threat level, North Korea only  expressed  North  
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Korea’s unpleasant feelings against South Korea’s participation in 
the drill by saying “Seoul's participation in the drill would be 
conspiring with the US in its moves for a war of aggression.” In 
contrast, in the condition of the high threat level, North Korea’s first-
ever nuclear weapons test on the Korean peninsula was presented 
with a map describing the exact explosion site. Also the high threat 
level was described as “arguably the most unstable and most 
dangerous.”  
 
 
Participants 
 
A total of 373 undergraduate students enrolled in Journalism 
courses at a Midwestern university participated in the experiment. 
They were compensated with extra credit. To control the ethnicity 
variable, a filter question was used at the end of the questionnaire 
to select only those who are American citizens. A total of 343 
American citizens including both Caucasians (n=324) and African-
Americans (n=19) were selected from the original data. More 
females (n=227) participated than males (n=116). Participants 
ranged in age from 18 to 25 with a mean age of 19 (SD=1 year). 
Student participants were chosen because they are relatively 
homogeneous in terms of age and education. This makes for a 
better comparison by controlling other variables. 
 
 
Procedure 
 
Students were recruited from a required undergraduate course at a 
large Midwestern university. At the end of class period, participants 
were asked to read two different news stories with each level of 
within-subject factor (threat levels: low and high) and answer 
questions asking perceived impact on the self as well as others in 
general. Participants were then also asked to provide their 
demographic information. Experimental materials consisted of two 
stimuli and questionnaires were arranged in this order: first 
stimulus, a first copy of questionnaire instrument, second stimulus, 
a second copy of the questionnaire instrument, and demographic 
questionnaire. Once questionnaires were collected, the participants 
were debriefed, thanked, and dismissed from the experiment.  
 
 
Measurement 
 
Perceived impact of threats: Perceived impact of threats was 
measured by asking, “How much do you believe the story 
influenced you to be concerned about North Korea’s nuclear 
threat?” and “How much do you believe the story influenced you to 
believe the likelihood of Nuclear War?” on an 11-point scale ranging 
from 0 (not at all) to 10 (a great deal). From those questions, ‘you’ 
was changed to ‘others in general’ so that two separate questions in 
each stimulus were asked to participants in order to measure the 
perceived impact of each threat level message. The Cronbach’s 
reliability alpha for two measurement items of the third-person effect 
was .90. 

Manipulation check: To assess the effectiveness of the experi-
mental manipulation of the threat level, one item was created to 
serve as the manipulation check. This item was measured on an 
11-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (very low) to 10 (very high) by 
asking “What level of threat do you feel North Korea’s warning was 
given in this news story?” 
 
 

Data analysis 
 
To test the differences between perceived media impact of each 
level of threat on the self and others, paired sample t-tests were 
conducted. To examine a within-subjects  factor,  threat  levels,  this  
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study employed repeated measures ANOVA to test the main effect 
of threat levels and to compare the size of perceived impact on 
others as well as themselves between high and low threat levels. 
An order effect was also tested by conducting t-tests.  
 
 

RESULTS 
 

Manipulation checks and order effect  
 

A paired sample t-test was conducted to check whether 
the experimental manipulation of threat levels between 
high and low threat was significantly different. The result 
showed a significant difference between high and low 
threat levels, t (342) = -14.88, p <.001, d =.73. (Low 
M=4.71 S.D. = 2.41; High M = 6.49, S.D. = 2.46). Besides 
the effect of a within-treatment factor, levels of threat, 
there were no significant differences for a treatment order 
factor (p >.5). That is, there was no carryover effect of 
treatment. 
 
 
Hypotheses tests 
 

Hypothesis 1 predicts that people’s perceived impact of 
high level of threat on others will be greater than 
themselves. A paired sample t-test was used to test 
whether participants perceive North Korea’s nuclear 
threat as being more influential for others compared to 
themselves in the high level of threat. The result showed 
that the perceived impact of threat on others (M = 7.16, 
S.D. = 2.20) was significantly greater than the perceived 
effect on the self (M = 5.99, S.D. = 2.60) in the condition 
of high threat level, t (342) = -8.99, p <.001, d = .49. 
Thus, Hypothesis 1 about the third-person effect of high 
threat level was supported. 

Hypothesis 2 tests that people’s perceived impact of 
the low level of threat on others will be greater than 
themselves. A paired sample t-test was used to test 
whether participants perceive North Korea’s nuclear 
threat as being more influential for others compared to 
themselves in the low level of threat. The perceived 
impact of threat on others (M = 6.50, S.D. = 2.27) was 
significantly greater than the perceived impact on the self 
(M = 5.22, S.D. = 2.51) in the condition of low threat level, 
t (342) = -10.05, p < .001, d = .53. Thus, Hypothesis 2 
was supported. 

Hypothesis 3 examined the main effect of threat level 
on the perceived impact of threat on the self by predicting 
that the high level of threat will be perceived as having 
greater impact on the self than the low level of threat. By 
running a repeated measures ANOVA, a significant 
difference was found in the participants’ perceived media 
impact of threat on themselves when the threat level was 
high compared to when the threat level was low, F (1, 
342) = 63.66, p < .001, ŋ

2
=.16: Participants believe that 

they are more susceptible to the high threat level 
message (M = 5.99, S.D. = 2.60) than to the low threat 
level message (M = 5.22, S.D. = 2.51). Thus,  Hypothesis  

 
 
 
 
3 about the main effect of threat levels on perceived 
media impact on the self was supported. 

Hypothesis 4 examined the main effect of threat level 
on the perceived impact of threat on others by predicting 
that the high level of threat will be perceived as having 
greater impact on others than the low level of threat. By 
running a repeated measures ANOVA, a significant 
difference was found in the participants’ perceived media 
impact of threat on others when the threat level was high 
compared to when the threat level was low, F (1, 342) = 
43.08, p <.001, ŋ

2
=.11: Participants believe that other 

people are more susceptible to the high threat level 
message (M = 7.16, S.D. = 2.20) than to the low threat 
level message (M = 6.50, S.D. = 2.27). Thus, Hypothesis 
4 about the main effect of threat levels on perceived 
media impact on others was supported. 
 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
This study reveals the main effects of threat level on the 
threat appraisal to look at how different levels of threat 
are cognitively assessed. To measure the cognitive 
appraisal of threat level more thoroughly, this study 
adopted a third-person effect measurement. Thus, this 
study presents a different threat appraisal based on the 
targets which are influenced by threat. More specifically, 
this study measured the perceived impact of threat on the 
self and others in the conditions of high and low threat 
levels.  

Even in the same threat level, perceived impact of 
threats was significantly different according to the targets 
exposed to threats. For example, people perceived North 
Korea’s nuclear threat as having a greater influence on 
others than on the self in both high and low levels of 
threat. In other words, the tendency to think that others 
would be considerably more vulnerable to North Korea’s 
nuclear threat was found regardless of the threat level. 
Thus, this study confirms the robustness of the third-
person effect from both high and low threatening 
messages. 

More interestingly, this study shows the main effects of 
threat levels on perceived media impact. Participants’ 
perceived impact on the self in the high threat level was 
significantly greater than the low threat level. In a similar 
way, perceived impact of threat on others in the high 
threat level was also significantly greater than perceived 
impact on others in the low threat level. In sum, perceived 
impact on the self and others was greater when threat 
level was high compared to when threat level was low 
(Figure 1).  

Few studies on the third-person effect have investi-
gated the perceived impact of news coverage of threats 
with varying threat levels. Many studies on the third-
person effect have mainly focused on the type of 
message as either desirable or undesirable media 
messages and considered an undesirable message as 
having  a   greater  influence   on   others   than   the  self 
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Figure 1. The main effects of threat levels on the perceived impact of 
threat on targets. 

 
 
 
compared to a desirable message. However, even for 
undesirable media messages, it would be important to 
consider the impact of the magnitude of threat on the 
process of threat appraisal. Although previous research 
looked at the effect of severity on the third-person 
perception, the magnitude of severity was measured 
either as positive or as negative (Shah et al., 1999). 
However, the present study manipulated the severity of 
threat as severe (high) or as less severe (low), and tested 
two different threat level messages about North Korea’s 
nuclear test, where the consequence is indeed negative, 
but can have a different effect.  

In addition, previous studies on the threat appraisal 
model have conducted an experiment but controlled the 
threat level as high. Therefore, this study would be the 
exploratory study by investigating the main effects of 
threat levels on the participants’ perceived impact on 
themselves as well as others. Since a threat can be 
started from a low level to a highly severe level in which a 
crisis can occur, it is reasonable to examine whether 
different threat levels are appraised as having a different 
perceived impact or not.  

By showing that the higher threat level produces a 
greater perceived impact on comparison groups, this 
study expanded the line of the threat appraisal model. It 
has been researched that the threat announced by a 
governmental authority can be described as having 
different threat levels by the media from the government’s 
initial declaration according to the type of media (Pang et 
al., 2006). However, few studies examined how different 
threat levels described in the media influence the  public’s 

cognitive appraisal of threats. In an attempt to explore the 
effect of different levels of threat on perceived impact of 
the media, therefore, this study manipulated the threat 
levels and found that the higher threat level produces a 
greater perceived media effect on the self as well as 
others than the lower threat level. 

This result suggests that the perceived impact of the 
media on comparison groups increases as the threat 
level described by the media increases. For example, an 
announcement reported by a governmental organization 
such as terror alerts from the Department of Homeland 
Security or the planning of nuclear testing from North 
Korea can have different impact on the cognitive 
appraisal between high and low threat level. Thus, this 
study provides implications on how perceptions about the 
impact of national or international threats would change 
depending on the threat levels reported on the media and 
also depending on the targets exposed to threats. 
Theories of risk perception and protection motivation 
theory postulate that threat appraisal is an important 
determinant of coping strategies for danger control. More 
specifically, judgment of threat level described in the 
media shapes individuals’ danger control behaviors 
(Rogers, 1975). Thus, threat level is an important com-
ponent of threat appraisal model by influencing cognitive 
as well as behavioral outcomes, especially when threat is 
more societal in scope. When a socially undesirable 
message contains a greater level of national or inter-
national threat, people’s general overestimation of their 
awareness of situational factor may disappear. Instead, 
they   also  view  themselves  as  more   affected   by  the 

 

 

3

4

5

6

7

8

Self Others

Target

P
er

ce
iv

ed
 i
m

ap
ct

 o
f 

th
re

at

High Threat

Low Threat



94         J. Media Commun. Stud. 
 
 
 
high level of threat compared to the low level of threat. In 
the low threat level, participants could have biased 
perceptions that they are not influenced by North Korea’s 
nuclear threatening messages. However, when threat 
level becomes severe, they might have a tendency to 
think that both others as well as themselves to be more 
susceptible to the news coverage of North Korea’s 
nuclear test.  

By using a third-person effect measurement, this study 
can also look at the cognitive appraisal of threat on the 
self as well as on others at the same time. This study 
provides important practical implications by showing that 
the same or different threat levels produce a greater 
perceived impact on others than themselves. Even 
though journalists regard news coverage of a socially 
undesirable issue as having a greater impact on news 
audiences, it might not have any greater impact of threat 
on news audiences’ perception on themselves due to the 
tendency of the overestimation of the undesirable effect 
on others. In sum, addressing the effect of threat levels 
on the perceived impact on others and the self is 
important because people may not care about the 
importance of threats for themselves in a way that the 
media described.  

These findings presented here have some limitations. 
The results should be interpreted with caution given the 
student sample studied. Thus, the effects of threat level 
with non-student samples should be examined in order to 
increase generalizability about the effects of threat levels 
on cognitive appraisal. Moreover, in addition to the 
perceived impact of different threat levels on others 
compared to those on the self as a dependent variable, 
other various consequences, such as behavioral com-
ponent, should be measured in future studies. 

Understanding the third-person effect is a complicated 
psychological process because of many moderators. It 
appears that perceived issue relevance could affect the 
third-person perception (Huge et al., 2006). It seems 
reasonable to assume that perceived media impact on 
others may be influenced by the relevance of the 
message to themselves. Therefore, in order to validate 
the robustness of the third-person perception in terms of 
threat level, future research should consider other 
possible explanations for the third-person effect of 
societal threat, such as media exposure or perceived 
issue relevance. 
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