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However, news sharing is disproportionately reliant on few intermediaries 
towards the right and elite-/EU-skeptical/protectionist dimension. 
Implications for future research are discussed.  
 
Keywords: news sharing, network analysis, topic models, digital trace data, 
social media, Twitter/X 

 
Over the course of the last decades, news consumption has changed drastically. 

Online access to media outlets has long matched print editions in popularity. While many 
directly visit news pages, social media has become an important, and in some countries 
even the primary source of news on the internet (Behre et al., 2023; Newman et al., 2023). 
This makes the user-driven circulation of news content on social media all the more 
important. To generate engagement and ad revenue, news outlets are highly dependent on 
their content being shared. Hence, it comes as no surprise that sharing has been described 
as “the central concept in our social media age” (Mathews et al., 2024, p. 2). These trends 
have been accompanied by concerns about their effect on democratic societies and on 
public debate. There are worries that the decentralized, rapid spreading of extreme news 
content might have a sustained negative impact on the public sphere, or that standpoints on 
unrelated issues might be divided along partisan lines. This is why research on online news 
sharing has received considerable attention. Yet, in this contribution, we argue that 
theoretical, conceptual and methodological advancements have not been translated 
properly into empirical analyses in order to arrive at a systematic perspective on news 
sharing. While quantitative analyses always have to balance comprehensiveness with 
parsimony, there is a mismatch between the societal complexity of the phenomenon and 
the empirical simplifications under which it has been studied, especially in the following 
areas: (i) Multi-dimensional representations of users’ political ideology are needed in most 
countries to incorporate a sufficiently complex picture of political attitudes, as has been 
long-argued by political theory (Wheatley and Mendez, 2021). (ii) Unbundling (Trilling, 
2019) obliges research to focus not only on the outlet level. (iii) The networked character 
of communication on social media extends to information distribution. Intermediary actors 
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can have a strong influence on users’ information environment via acts of news curation 
(Friemel and Neuberger, 2023). Inequalities in the reliance of users of differing political 
views on such intermediary users have been insufficiently explored.  

Taking into account these three areas in a research design on online news sharing 
gives us a more comprehensive picture which we deem much-needed. We marry theory 
with methodology to arrive at a political cartography of news sharing (see also Gaisbauer 
et al., 2026). In this contribution, we provide results of such a cartography for Twitter data. 
To this end, we leverage multiple data sources: political follower networks, tweets with 
links to news content, and the full texts of more than 50,000 individual articles. The study 
extends previous research by combining network and content data to investigate the flow 
of news among platform actors. This introduces a broader perspective than studies which 
focus on one kind of data. With the combination of these data sources, we can interpret the 
findings in order to point out promising, yet still understudied research directions, which 
might be pivotal to understanding information circulation in networked societies. 
 

Theoretical Background 
 

The dimensionality of political news sharing: The German political space 
 
A meaningful political cartography of news sharing requires a meaningful political 

space as its basis. Such a space ought to reflect a country’s most important political fault 
lines, while not getting tangled up in the complexity of minor political divisions or 
separating highly correlated political issues. Essentially, this task boils down to the 
question of determining the political space’s dimensionality. Political science scholars have 
long debated which major dimensions can be used to describe politics in Europe generally, 
and its single countries in particular (Kriesi et al., 2006; Wheatley and Mendez, 2021). 
While some still claimed in the 2000s that a single left-right dimension was to be 
considered the ‘best fit’ for many European political systems (Bartolini and Mair, 2007), 
most others proposed a model of two (Kriesi et al., 2006; Marks et al., 2006; Wheatley and 
Mendez, 2021) or even three dimensions (Bakker et al., 2012). While some kind of 
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separation between cultural and economic dimensions was proposed by most of them, it is 
still a matter of scholarly debate what exactly constitutes them, and whether issues related 
to the EU deserve an additional third dimension (Bakker et al., 2012). The latter, if at all, 
only seems to hold for the supply side (i.e., how political parties position themselves on a 
multitude of issues) and not for the demand side (i.e., what positions voters have on these 
issues) (Wheatley and Mendez, 2021). Surely, then, a one-dimensional representation of 
political positions is overly simplistic. For Germany, both Kriesi et al. (2006) and Wheatley 
and Mendez (2021) claim that two dimensions reflect the major political fault lines well. 
We will adopt this view for the present paper, too. While widely accepted, it has rarely 
been applied in empirical studies. Studies of news sharing have, more often than not, 
investigated news sharing with a one-dimensional political space. Typically, a left-right 
axis is used. Kriesi et al. (2006) have argued that a two-dimensional political space has 
even predated the Second World War in Western European countries, even though the 
meanings of the two axes have changed over time. But at the latest since the rise of populist 
parties across Europe and speculations about whether these movements challenge a 
common societal information basis, it seems imperative to introduce a dimension other 
than the left-right one in empirical studies of news circulation. The news shared by, e.g., 
classical conservatives and far-right populists likely differs. If they are located on a left-
right scale only, this will hardly become visible. Germany represents a suitable minimal 
example to employ a two-dimensional political space because right-wing populist 
movements, which had already established themselves in other European countries, 
emerged comparatively late. Pronounced differences in news sharing between right-wing 
populist partisans and others for this party context can hence serve as suggestive evidence 
for other cases. 

Before investigating outlets and topics shared within the German political space, 
we establish a baseline of sharing activity. This has been mostly measured along only one 
political dimension (see e.g. Behre et al., 2023). Therefore, we ask: 

 
RQ 1: How is sharing activity distributed across a two-dimensional political space? 
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(Beyond) outlet-level news sharing 
 

Online news sharing has been studied mostly at the outlet level. Frequently, 
databases providing outlet-level ratings on trustworthiness and description of political 
orientation, such as NewsGuard (Lühring et al., 2025), have been employed. A two-
dimensional political space offers a new analytical opportunity: Namely, to study which 
news is shared along two dimensions instead of the one dimension which has been used in 
most previous studies (see, e.g., Eady et al., 2020; Greene, 2024; Guess, 2021). This can, 
as a first step, be carried out on the outlet level. Before turning towards content-level 
analyses, we are interested in where different news sources are shared in our two-
dimensional political space. 

 
RQ 2a: To what extent do different news outlets circulate across political boundaries in a 

two-dimensional political space? 
 

Yet, it is also known that newsfeed environments contribute to the ‘unbundling’ of 
news (Trilling, 2019), that is, they disconnect the news item from its source. On the 
consumer side, news stories are not read any more (if they ever were) in a pre-fabricated 
combination with other items, such as in a physical newspaper that covers and might 
juxtapose different viewpoints within one publication. Users come across isolated news 
stories from a variety of outlets in digital spaces, both incidentally and selectively, and (re-
)distribute those. This trend has not been adequately reflected in empirical studies of news 
sharing. Often, the outlet level is considered (Eady et al., 2020; Greene, 2024; Guess, 
2021). Additionally, aggregating all news articles into a single outlet-level measure of 
ideology tacitly implies that all content of an outlet can reasonably be assigned one 
ideology score without too much loss of information. This is cast into doubt by recent 
research: In a study on news sharing in the US, Green et al. (2025) find that sharing 
behavior is significantly more politically segregated if single news stories were considered, 
instead of being subsumed on the outlet level. For Germany, von Nordheim and Rieger 
(2020) found that for news shared by German MPs, the distribution of shared sources might 
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suggest diversity which is not reflected on the topic level – politicians of the far-right AfD 
shared articles from many different outlets, yet with a focus on a narrow set of topics. In 
light of these findings, we suggest that to arrive at a comprehensive understanding of 
fragmentation and segregation in news sharing behavior, it is important to consider the 
level of news content, too: 

 
RQ 2b: To what extent do different news topics circulate across political boundaries in a 

two-dimensional political space? 
 

News sharing repertoires 
 

RQ 2a and 2b essentially encapsulate an outlet- or topic-centered perspective by 
asking where in the political space certain news outlets and topics are distributed. Research 
designs aiming to answer these questions are common in the study of online news sharing 
(Green et al., 2025). Yet, to make well-founded claims about news fragmentation, this is 
not enough. To judge, for example, whether different partisans circulate completely 
disparate sets of news, that is, whether a common societal information basis is threatened, 
a different perspective is needed. This is due to inhomogeneous user distributions in the 
political space, and ideological differences in sharing activity (see RQ 1). Due to these 
differences – users not being equidistributed across the ideological space and not equally 
active –, the fact that a certain outlet (or topic) is shared mostly by certain partisans does 
not imply that the outlet (or topic) plays a central role in the composition of news these 
partisans share. They might simply share more news in general. Hence, a complementary 
perspective on news sharing is needed: the user-centered one. We assess the composition 
of news (outlet- and content-wise) that different user groups share. Based on this 
composition, we can assess average ‘sharing repertoires’, i.e., the arrays of news different 
user groups typically share. Hence, we answer the questions: 

 
RQ 3a: What are the typical outlet sharing repertoires of user groups in the two-

dimensional political space? 
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RQ 3b: What are the typical content sharing repertoires of user groups in the two-
dimensional political space? 

 
The role of intermediaries 

 
In social media environments, communication and, specifically, information 

distribution cannot be understood as a one-to-many process. Communicative acts in 
networked environments are usually intermediated, as theoretical groundwork on 
networked communication stresses (boyd, 2010; Friemel and Neuberger, 2023). Friemel 
and Neuberger (2023) observe that digital news flows are not necessarily characterized by 
a dyadic relationship between two actors (news source, which distributes its own content, 
and consumer), but a third element – an intermediary – might be positioned between them. 
The intermediary produces a service to the source, the recipient, or both. In its most basic 
form, this consists of users curating sets of news, curators being “actors that receive, select, 
arrange, aggregate, and redistribute the existing content produced by other actors” (Friemel 
and Neuberger, 2023, p. 96). While research is catching up in investigating the role of these 
intermediary actors that pre-select content for users of certain political leaning (Hemsley, 
2019; Kaiser et al., 2021; Pournaki et al., 2025; Yoon et al., 2022), ideological inequalities 
and asymmetries in the reliance on content pre-curated by others have hitherto not been 
investigated. To what extent such intermediary users, that might represent a new actor type 
native to the digital public sphere, influence the sharing of news of others, is understudied. 
Hence, we lastly address these systematic inequalities.i We ask: 

 
RQ 4: How reliant is news circulation on intermediaries along different political 

dimensions? 
 

Method 
 

In order to approach the questions posed above, we leverage links shared in tweets, 
Twitter follower networks, and article full texts via state-of-the-art network embedding 
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methods and (semi-)automated text analysis. This multi-step pipeline has been motivated 
on methodological grounds, introduced and tested in a ‘proof of concept’ in Gaisbauer et 
al. (2026), where it is shown that the two-dimensional approach uncovers news sharing 
patterns which remain unnoticed in a one-dimensional approach. In this contribution, we 
report the empirical results of the pipeline. Before, we provide a sketch of the procedure. 
(We refer the methodologically interested reader to the SI and Gaisbauer et al. (2026).) 

 
Sample 

 
The sample consists of three interrelated data sources:  
1. The Twitter follower network of 433 German Members of Parliament (MPs) 

active on Twitter (MPs’ inclusion criteria can be found in the SI), retrieved via 
the Twitter API v1 in July 2023. We only included users following at least three 
MPs in our analysis (1,188,802 users were embedded). 

2. All tweets from March 2023 including a link to at least one of 26 German news 
outlets (see SI). We included both major legacy news outlets of different 
political leaning (so-called ‘Leitmedien’ (Weischenberg et al., 2006)) as well 
as ‘alternative’ media outlets (Schwaiger, 2022, p. 174). Collection was carried 
out with the Twitter Research API at the beginning of April 2023 (542,764 
unique tweets) including shortened links (such as bit.ly/AAAAA).ii Sharing 
events can only be included in the analysis if the users sharing the news also 
follow at least three MPs, since then they can be embedded in the political space 
(see below). 56.5 percent of all shares came from embedded users. 

3. The full texts of all articles linked in the tweets that were not paywalled. For 
76.5 percent of all shares, the full text could be retrieved (56,742 unique 
articles). Text collection was carried out with the newspaper3k Python library 
(Ou-Yang, 2020). 

 
Note on the data set. Follower networks and link data are sourced from Twitter 

(now  X). Twitter, at the time of data collection, was only used by 10% of the German adult 
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population (Behre et al., 2023) and generally considered as an active discussion space for 
influential political figures, journalists and opinion leaders, but less so for the average 
German. Yet, before its re-branding, upon which a number of politically coherent groups 
of users left the platform, it was generally assumed to come closest to a large ‘town hall’ 
meeting where users of different political leaning voiced their opinions (Gaisbauer et al., 
2021). Additionally, the platform structure allows us to study the diffusion of content 
posted by opinion leaders relatively well, which we focus on in RQ 4 (see also Pournaki et 
al., 2025), which made Twitter a suitable platform for the study at hand. 

 
Construction of the political space 

 
The MPs’ follower network was used as the basis of the underlying political space. 

Following a politician is not connected to the practice of news sharing, which allowed 
constructing the political space independently of the actual act of sharing. In this 
construction, users’ following decisions are interpreted as noisy signals revealing their 
political preferences. Users following strongly overlapping sets of MPs and MPs with 
strongly overlapping sets of followers ought to be placed closely together in the inferred 
space. This is done by embedding the matrix representation of the follower network in a 
lower-dimensional space using the Principal Components of Correspondence Analysis 
(CA). Using CA based on follower networks is a well-established practice in computational 
social research (Barberá et al., 2015; Ramaciotti Moráles et al., 2022). It has shown good 
agreement with alternative methods of political space inference, e.g., based on roll-call 
votes (Barberá, 2015). As theoretically motivated above, we construct our political space 
with two Principal Components. To find and disentangle independent – mathematically 
speaking: orthogonal – political directions in this space, we correlate party positions in the 
embedding (the average position of all MPs of each party) with orthogonal combinations 
of party positions in the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES, Jolly et al., 2022). The CHES 
is a survey administered among 421 political scientists and provides positions of parties on 
either 7- or 10-point scales on many different ideological and policy issues. Correlating the 
embedding with CHES allows us to assign dimensions to our space that have explicit 
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political interpretations. This embedding approach has been introduced by Ramaciotti 
Moráles et al. (2022), which we follow with minor modifications (see SI).  

Then, for each political party in parliament, we take its position in our two-
dimensional space as the average of the positions of its MPs. We then rotate the Principal 
Components of the space and calculate x- and y-axis’ Pearson correlation with all possible 
orthogonal combinations of the left-right with the other 32 suitable CHES issue positions 
of German political parties. (To ensure continuity with previous research, we posit that one 
of the dimensions has to be the classical left-right one.) We find that four CHES issues 
have a nearly equally high maximum correlation (all > .91; left-right also >.9). These are: 
elite-skepticism (called ‘people vs. elite’ in CHES), general position towards EU 
integration, position on EU’s internal market and trade protectionism. The four CHES 
issues’ corresponding optimal rotations are all within a window of only 22 degrees. Hence, 
we build an issue-combined second axis by averaging over their rotations of maximum 
correlation. 

With this procedure, we arrive at a political space consisting of a classical left-right 
dimension in combination with an axis that signifies users’ degree of elite-/EU-skepticism 
and economic protectionism (in the following occasionally abbreviated with ‘EESP’), 
which we show in Fig. 1, top panel. For a detailed account of the correlation procedure and 
the exact description of the CHES issues, see SI, section D. We note here that ‘elite-
skepticism’ refers to an advocacy of direct democracy and the belief that ‘the people’ 
should have the final say in important decisions. 

 
Topic model 

 
Roughly 60,000 unique article texts were collected. We inferred a Structural Topic 

Model (STM) using the stm library in R (Roberts et al., 2019), giving us 220 topics in the 
studied corpus each article could be assigned to with a certain probability (for a validation 
of the topic model and inclusion criteria, see SI). Yet, to arrive at systematic insights about 
news shared across the German political space, such a high number of topics might be too 
fine-grained. This is why we additionally created a list of metatopics based on lists of high-
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level news categories by Quandt (2008) and Newman et al. (2023).iii Each of the 220 topics 
was classified into one of 12 metatopics (such as international politics, national politics, 
sports, or science/technology/health) by two of the authors according to a codebook (see 
SI, section F, initial Cohen's Kappa was .69, conflicting assignments were resolved upon 
discussion). All in all, this allows a multi-level investigation of the content that is shared: 
metatopics provide a higher-level view on news sharing in the political space, single topics 
can provide more detailed insights about the news shared. 

 
Results 

 
Before we present the results, we provide an overview of the political space and a 

sketch of the analytical possibilities of the approach. The results we report will mostly 
consist of higher-level aggregations of these analytical possibilities. 

 
Baseline embedding and analytical sketch 

 
Baseline embedding. The network embedding yields a political position of each 

embedded user in two dimensions: One left-right dimension and one representing degree 
of elite-skepticism, EU-skepticism and economic protectionism (EESP). All in all, we 
embedded nearly 1.2 million users. We provide a density plot of the users, as well as party 
positions (the average position of all MPs belonging to the party) in Fig. 1 (green plot). 
Party positions are indicated by their typical party color. We observe a pronounced gap 
between AfD (blue), the right-wing populist party with which a coalition has been ruled out 
by all other parties in parliament, and the rest of the parties. AfD occupies the right-most 
and most elite-/EU-skeptical/protectionist position in the space. Die Linke, the left-wing 
party of German federal politics, is taking up the leftmost position. Then, Bündnis ’90/Die 
Grünen (the Green party), SPD (Social Democrats), CDU/CSU (center-right Christian 
Democrats) and FDP (market-liberal Free Democrats) are arranged. Within this group of 
parties, FDP occupies the rightmost position, as well as the lowest value on the EESP 
dimension (Die Linke the highest). Users, on the other hand, are represented as a green 
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density plot. We observe that most users are embedded between SPD and CDU/CSU, that 
is, close to what is commonly understood as the political ‘center’ of German politics. While 
user density gradually decreases around this center of density, a smaller peak is located 
close to AfD. 

Analytical possibilities. Since the embedding provides user positions, we can, 
firstly, plot the shares of individual articles (see Fig. 1, bottom center; all plots covering 
news sharing are in blue). Each individual user sharing a specific article is indicated by a 
blue cross. Each article covers a topic. The distribution of shares of all articles belonging 
to the topic is displayed on the top right. The topics can also be subsumed under a broader 
metatopic (bottom right). On the other hand, each article is from an outlet, and we can 
investigate the outlet’s sharing distribution (top left). Additionally, each individual story 
of an outlet has an average position at which it is shared (indicated by a red cross in the 
center-bottom plot). If an outlet has a bi-modal sharing distribution, the story-level 
distribution (of all ‘red crosses’ of articles from an outlet) allows us to disentangle whether 
partisans of different political leaning share the same or different articles from the outlet. 
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Figure 1. Sketch of analytical possibilities of the approach on the individual 

outlet/topic level. The sketch is to be read as follows: Users are assigned fixed political 
positions via Correspondence Analysis in the CHES-validated user embedding (plot 

on top, green). This embedding provides the basis for all further analyses. On the 
individual article level, all users in the embedding having shared a specific article can 
be made visible based on this embedding (central plot). We can also aggregate articles, 

for example by outlet (top left) in order to visualize where users are located sharing 
articles from a specific outlet. (In these aggregated plots, for reasons of legibility, we 
show only the distribution of users and do not indicate individual ones.) We can also 
aggregate the mean sharing position of all articles (indicated by the red cross in the 
central plot) from a specific outlet (bottom left). On the other hand, articles can be 

grouped by their content: We can visualize the distribution of users sharing articles 
concerning a specific topic (top right), or of users sharing articles concerning a 

specific metatopic (bottom right). 



14 Gaisbauer, Pournaki, Ohme Journal of Quantitative Description: Digital Media 6(2026) 

 
 

Activity differences 
 
Before we group news outlet-, topic- and story-wise, we first ask about the overall 

sharing activity across the political space (RQ 1). 
 

 

 
It is important to quantify activity both with respect to how many users share 

anything and how much users share on average, since the latter can be easily influenced by 
high-sharing accounts. In Fig. 2, we see that along both political dimensions, the political 
fringes are significantly more active. This holds for average shares per user (blue), as well 
as for the proportion of users that share news at all (green). Comparing the fringes, we 
observe a stronger increase in sharing activity towards the right wing and increasing elite-

Figure 2. Activity along the two political dimensions (.95 CI represented by dotted 
lines), measured both by average number of shares and proportion of users sharing 
a link at least once. Both measures increase at the fringes, but especially towards the 

right and EESP direction. We included only intervals of length .3 that were 
populated by more than 1,000 users. For a display of a less easily readable, two-

dimensional map of sharing activity, consult the SI, section I. 
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/EU-skepticism/protectionism. It is the users in this area of our political space that are the 
most active, both in breadth and depth. 

 
Outlet and metatopic circulation 

 
Outlets. In Fig. 3 A., the mean positions at which the different outlets are shared 

are plotted. Outlets are arranged roughly along a curved line: In the leftmost part of the 
political space, outlets such as jungewelt.de or freitag.de are placed, and in a linear 
continuation at the center, legacy, quality outlets such as zeit.de or faz.net. Interestingly, no 
outlet is solely circulated by right-leaning, non-elite-/EU-skeptical/protectionist users. 
Further to the right, outlets such as bild.de, a heavily-shared tabloid newspaper, occupy a 
middle position between the two poles of the EESP dimension. The arrangement of outlets 
is bent towards the right-wing EESP direction. Many alternative outlets are placed at 
extreme positions in that direction. In Fig. 3 A., we also show each outlet’s dimension-wise 
variance around its mean. Low variances (below the average variance in both directions, 
.73) have been left out; otherwise, variances are represented by lines in the x- and y-
direction of the space. A high variance (> 1.3) – that is, each of the five highest dimension-
wise variance levels – is indicated by a straight light blue line, and variance between the 
former two values by a dotted line. A clear division is visible: Only outlets placed right of 
center have a high variance in EESP-direction. focus.de, welt.de and bild.de are the outlets 
with the highest variance in that direction. They are circulated vividly by both right-leaning 
EESP and non-EESP users. On the other hand, no outlet left of center has a variance higher 
than the mean in that direction. jungewelt.de and nachdenkseiten.de have the highest 
variances along the left-right dimension. The former is the outlet with the left-most 
positions, while the latter is the only outlet located between left- and right-wing elite-/EU-
skeptical/protectionist users. 

Fig. 4 shows the distribution of mean story positions (for clarification, see again 
Fig. 1 and its lower left plot) for the four outlets with the highest variance in one of the two 
dimensions. We observe that only nachdenkseiten.de (C.) bridges political fault lines 
consistently with the same content across the left-right axis. For this outlet, a clear, 



16 Gaisbauer, Pournaki, Ohme Journal of Quantitative Description: Digital Media 6(2026) 

pronounced peak emerges between Die Linke and AfD (an area where few users are placed, 
and the peak can hence only stem from the same articles being shared by the different 
sides). For the other outlets, which are shared to a large extent right of center across the 
EESP axis, mostly different articles are shared on the political poles. Only for welt.de (Fig. 
4 B.) do we observe a relatively pronounced additional peak between AfD and 
CDU/CSU/FDP. A small peak is also observable for focus.de. 

 

 

 
Metatopics. RQ 2b regarded the content level. We focus on the mean positions of 

metatopics, as visualizing all 220 topics in a plot would make it unreadable. In Fig. 3 B., 
we observe that metatopics are located much more closely together in the space in a 
relatively central position. News on each metatopic is circulated across the political space. 
We do not include variance in Fig. 3 B. because all metatopics exhibit a variance of slightly 
above or below 1, with no outlier. Yet, there are differences visible. Especially, news on 
crime and personal security is more frequently circulated towards the right-wing EESP 

Figure 3. Mean outlet positions (A., including variance; straight lines with variance 
> 1.3) as well as average metatopic positions (B.). Note that for better readability, 
we zoom into the space for metatopics. Party positions are indicated by colored 

dots. 



17 JQD:DM 6(2026) Results of a Political Cartography of News Sharing 

corner, as well as news on culture/arts/media, national politics and social affairs. While no 
metatopic has an average sharing position left of center, we observe that news on 
international politics, environment/climate change and sports is placed towards the left and 
less EESP side of the space. 

 
Sharing repertoires 

 
We also asked about ‘typical’ sets of news shared in different regions of the political 

space in RQ 3a and RQ 3b. To this end, we define four regions (disks) of diameter 1 in our 
political space. One area (‘Left’) is centered around the position of Die Linke in our 
embedding, one (‘Center’) around the midpoint between CDU/CSU and SPD, one (‘Right 
non-EESP’) around market-liberal FDP, and the last one (‘Right EESP’) around AfD. We 
calculate the relative proportions of outlets, metatopics and topics within all news 
circulated by each of the groups. 

Outlets. The top 10 outlets shared by each group are given in Table 1. A 
differentiated picture of news sharing repertoires emerges. We compare how similar the 
different repertoires are by calculating their distance in terms of the Jensen-Shannon 
divergence in the SI, section K. Generally, distances between left and center, as well as 
right non-EESP users and center, tend to be relatively small. Right EESP users have a 
comparably similar sharing diet, both in terms of metatopics and outlets, to right non-EESP 
users, but a larger distance to both center and (even larger) left users. spiegel.de is the most-
shared outlet by both Left and Center users. Towards the right, we see an increase in 
especially welt.de and bild.de. 40 or more percent of news shared by both right-leaning 
user groups stems from these two outlets alone. Towards the left, taz.de, nd-aktuell.de and 
nachdenkseiten.de are shared to an increasing extent. It is striking that in spite of the clear 
division between mean outlet positions in Fig. 3 A., the sets of major players in each 
group’s news sharing repertoire have considerable overlap (Table 1). In fact, four outlets 
(spiegel.de, welt.de, focus.de and faz.net) turn out to be among the top 10 most-shared 
outlets for each group. Additionally, two outlets (bild.de and zeit.de) are among the top 10 
of three of the four groups. While the share of alternative news increases at the fringes, 
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they still play a comparatively small role, and are only of moderate proportion even at the 
political fringes. For the left, nd-aktuell.de and nachdenkseiten.de combine for roughly 
14% of shares, while right non-EESP users only share tichyseinblick.de within their top 10 
most-shared outlets. Right EESP users mostly share journalistenwatch.com, 
tichyseinblick.de, epochtimes.de, jungefreiheit.de and pi-news.net (which make up 25% of 
their sharing repertoire). 

Metatopics. Overlap is even more pronounced for metatopics. The four most-
shared metatopics are the same for each group (Table 2), albeit with a slightly different 
order. News on international or national politics, social affairs, and crime/personal security 
accounts for more than 60 percent of all news shared within all groups. We observe a 
stronger focus on international politics and environment/climate change on the left, 
whereas on the right (both EESP and non-EESP, even though more pronouncedly for the 
latter group), more news on national politics is circulated. Right EESP users share 
considerably more news on crime/personal security than all other user groups.  

 
Table 1. Proportions of outlets (top 10) among all news shared by different user 

groups. Four exemplary outlets (spiegel.de, focus.de, welt.de and faz.net) have been 
marked underlined/in italics/bold/italics+underlined to illustrate their different 

prevalence in the respective sharing repertoires. 

Left Center Right non-EESP Right EESP 
18% spiegel.de 21% spiegel.de 28% welt.de 25% bild.de 
11% taz.de 12% focus.de 16% bild.de 18% focus.de 
9% focus.de 10% welt.de 16% focus.de 15% welt.de 
8% zeit.de 9% zeit.de 10% faz.net 9% tichyseinblick.de 
8% nd-aktuell.de 8% bild.de 9% spiegel.de 7% jungefreiheit.de 
6% nachdenkseiten.de 8% faz.net 3% handelsblatt.com 6% journalistenwatch.com 
6% faz.net 7% sueddeutsche.de 2% zeit.de 3% spiegel.de 
5% sueddeutsche.de 5% handelsblatt.com 2% sueddeutsche.de 2% epochtimes.de 
4% welt.de 4% taz.de 2% cicero.de 2% faz.net 
4% fr.de 2% stern.de 2% tichyseinblick.de 1% pi-news.net 
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Figure 4. Distribution of means of individual articles per outlet for the four 
outlets with the highest variances in either left-right or EESP direction: focus.de, 
welt.de, nachdenkseiten.de and bild.de. (We provide the story-mean distribution 

of jungewelt.de in the SI, section H.) 
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Topics. The top 10 most-shared topics are reported in the SI, section L. Even at this 
level, two (of 220) topics are among the top 10 for all four groups and three topics are 
among the top 10 for three of the four. Yet, more instructive than investigating the most-
shared topics in general is a look at which individual topics belonging to one metatopic are 
shared by the different groups. We exemplarily provide the five most-shared topics of the 
metatopics ‘Environment/Climate Change’ and ‘Crime/Personal Security’, in Table 3. We 
choose these two because they exhibit the highest and lowest average Jensen-Shannon 
divergence (respectively) among the heavily-shared metatopicsiv between the four groups, 
hence allow us to find common patterns in the most similar and different distributions. We 
find that at this level, considerable differences arise especially for ‘Environment/Climate 
Change’. Left and Center users share news on extreme weather events in Germany, climate 
change reports and institutions such as the IPCC, the speed limit for German highways, 
and an incident of water pollution. Each of these topics makes up between 7% and 23% of 
news on ‘Environment/Climate Change’ shared by them. While the five most-shared topics 
for left users also include news on Fridays for Future, Center users rather share news 
concerning the more radical Last Generation. 70% of news on the subject shared by right-
wing EESP users, on the other hand, is either on climate reports and institutions or the Last 
Generation; extreme weather events do not show up in the top 5 shared topics at all. But 
also for ‘Crime/Personal Security’, we observe pronounced differences – especially in 
terms of which topics are not shared much by certain groups. News on ‘Reichsbürger’, a 
far-right conspiracy group planning to overthrow the German state, makes up 18% of news 
shared by Left users; the topic’s prevalence decreases sharply towards the right. On the 
other hand, news on crime and migration makes up around 10% of all shared news within 
the topic ‘Crime/Personal Security’ for Right EESP and non-EESP users and 6% for users 
from the Left, but is not among the five most-shared topics for Center users. Overall, while 
there is considerable overlap of outlet and metatopic repertoires, at the topic level, 
differences emerge mostly in terms of which topics are not shared by the different groups.
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Table 2. Proportions of metatopics among all news shared by different user groups. 
Left Center Right non-EESP Right EESP 
22% International Politics 24% National Politics 36% National Politics 30% National Politics 
19% National Politics 19% International Politics 14% International Politics 23% Crime/Personal Security 
17% Social Affairs 12% Social Affairs 12% Social Affairs 14% Social Affairs 
9% Crime/Personal Security 9% Crime/Personal Security 9% Crime/Personal Security 9% International Politics 
7% Environment/Climate 7% Environment/Climate 7% Economy/Finance/Business 4% Economy/Finance/Business 
6% Economy/Finance/Business 7% Economy/Finance/Business 4% Science/Tech/Health 4% Culture/Arts/Media 
4% Culture/Arts/Media 5% Science/Tech/Health 3% Environment/Climate 3% Environment/Climate 
3% Lifestyle/Human Interest 4% Lifestyle/Human Interest 3% Culture/Arts/Media 3% Science/Tech/Health 
3% Science/Tech/Health 4% Culture/Arts/Media 2% Lifestyle/Human Interest 2% Lifestyle/Human Interest 
2% Local 3% Sports 2% Local 2% Local 
2% Sports 1% Local 1% Sports 1% Sports 
<1% History <1% History <1% History <1% History 
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Table 3. Proportions of top 5 topics belonging to metatopics ‘Environment/Climate 
Change’ and ‘Crime/Personal Security’. 

Left Center Right non-EESP Right EESP 
Environment/Climate Change 

17% Institutions/Reports 23% Speed Limit 30% Institutions/Reports 55% Institutions/Reports 
16% Extreme weather 16% Institutions/Reports 26% Last Generation 15% Last Generation 
15% Speed Limit 14% Extreme weather 13% Speed Limit 6% Water pollution 
10% Fridays for Future 7% Water pollution 11% Fridays for Future 4% Forests/Wind power 
9% Water pollution 7% Last Generation 5% Forests/Wind power 2% Speed Limit 

Crime/Personal Security 
18% ‘Reichsbürger’ 13% Child murder 16% Child murder 17% Crime/Murder 
14% Child murder 11% ‘Reichsbürger’ 16% Crime/Murder 15% Child murder 
6% Crime/Migration 10% Crime/Murder 11% Crime/Migration 11% Trials 
6% Crime/Murder 7% Gun Rampage 10% Trials 10% Crime/Migration 
4% Gun Rampage 6% Trials 5% Gun Rampage 5% Missing people 

 
 

Intermediation 
 

In RQ 4, we asked how reliant news circulation along different political dimensions 
is on intermediaries. We find that in parallel to increased sharing activity in that direction, 
news links circulated in the right-wing and EESP direction are disproportionately strongly 
comprised of re-shares, i.e., retweets of links shared by other users (up to 70%, Fig. 5, 
blue). The left wing has the lowest share of retweets among shares. Additionally, we find 
that not only the share of retweets increases towards this direction, but at the same time, 
the relative number (compared to the number of retweets) of users generating these 
retweets decreases (from a maximum of nearly 45% to below 10%, Fig. 5, green). This 
means that users towards the right-wing EESP directions are increasingly reliant on few 
intermediaries circulating content, while at the same time they share disproportionately 
much content.v 
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For the area with the highest rate of intermediation (left-right dimension >1 and <2, 

and EESP dimension >1.5 and <2.5), we investigated which types of accounts the top 10 
intermediary users are. The table can be found in the SI, section P. While half of the top 10 
consist of media figures or media outlets’ accounts, the other half are personal accounts 
not affiliated explicitly with any news outlet or political party and three of them have fewer 
than 10,000 followers. 

 
Summary and discussion 

 
This study provides in-depth insights into the news circulating in the German 

political Twittersphere. We opted for a more holistic analytical approach to news sharing 
to systematically understand the news environment people of differing political leaning 
maneuver through and at the same time create. Our study disentangles different political 
dimensions in a multiparty system (Germany) and focuses on a comprehensive list of 
outlets, both legacy and alternative ones. We show that the news sharing landscape is, by 

Figure 5. Intermediation along the two political dimensions. Proportion of retweets 
among all shares in the interval (blue), as well as relative number of users 

generating all retweets (compared to number of retweets in that interval, green). 
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and large, less fragmented than commonly believed in terms of both sources and broad 
news metatopics, yet crucial differences arise at the story and topic level. While some 
results corroborate previous findings, such as political extremes and especially right-wing 
users being more active online (see e.g. Gaisbauer et al., 2021) or right-wing actors being 
more focused on migration and crime (see e.g. Heiss and Matthes, 2020), this novel 
pipeline lays bare genuinely novel findings, which we discuss in more detail below and 
which point us to new avenues for further research. Specifically, we find that (i) many news 
outlets right of center are shared across the EESP divide, but these shares stem from 
different individual stories. (ii) Right-wing and highly elite-/EU-skeptical/protectionist 
users re-share news originally shared by a small group of intermediaries. Right-wing and 
EESP news distribution hence is actually highly centralized. And (iii) partisans often differ 
most pronouncedly not in terms of which types of news they share, but which types of news 
they ignore.  

 
Within-outlet fragmentation 

 
Political scholars have long argued that a one-dimensional representation of 

political ideology disregards important political distinctions for most European countries, 
including Germany. Yet, most studies with digital trace data use such one-dimensional 
political spaces. We provide a two-dimensional space to map the average positions at 
which outlets are shared, as well as their reach along the two different dimensions. Many 
outlets shared right of center are circulated across the EESP dimension. They are supplying 
‘both sides of the fence’. No outlet is mostly circulated by right-leaning, non-EESP users. 
On the other hand, only one outlet bridges the left-right divide. We find that this outlet 
actually produces articles that are shared at both sides of the left-right divide. The outlets 
with the largest variance for the EESP dimension supply both users placed very high and 
very low on the EESP axis with articles – yet, with different individual stories. Outlets such 
as welt.de, focus.de or bild.de produce articles with apparent differential appeal. This calls 
for future research on how this unbundling takes place and with which content. We do not 
find an overwhelming amount of alternative news shared even for right-wing EESP users. 
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Yet, their supply of system-skeptic content might be fulfilled already by certain pieces from 
established newspapers which might adhere more strongly to common journalistic 
standards. It should be inquired how similar in style and content these pieces are compared 
to, for example, alternative or more extreme outlets. While fringe users sharing content 
from mainstream outlets could simply view them as ‘opportune witnesses’ (Mayerhöffer 
and Heft, 2022), for the outlets themselves, they obviously present a new business 
opportunity in the opinion market. How does this affect newsrooms and editorial policies? 
Do outlets diversify their content in order to appeal to different sides? Does this 
development create pressure on outlets with a more consistent editorial line? These 
questions require longitudinal content analyses of content diversity and success of 
newspaper articles, or qualitative work in newsrooms. 

 
The (re-)emergence of intermediaries 

 
As information in networked environments is increasingly transferred from users 

to other users (compared to distribution directly from sources to users), the act of 
intermediation (Friemel and Neuberger, 2023) needs to be a focal point of research. 
Curators “add value by filtering content and by arranging it in a specific way”, providing 
“a service […] between producers and recipients” (Friemel and Neuberger, 2023, p. 96) 
and performing “hidden labor” (Green et al., 2025, p. 3). In this study, we find considerable 
political asymmetries in (re-)sharing behavior. Political news sharing on social media can 
be seen as a form of political expression (Weeks et al., 2017, p. 366). In this study, we find 
increased sharing activity towards the political fringes. Yet, contrary to findings from other 
countries (Green et al., 2025; Chadwick and Vaccari, 2019) and survey results from 
Germany (Behre et al., 2023), right-wing EESP users are especially and disproportionately 
more active. Even more striking is the strongly differing degree of within-platform 
intermediation. Towards the right and EESP direction, the proportion of retweeted content 
among all shares increases from 30% to 70%. At the same time, the share of users 
generating all retweets decreases to under 10%. This means that a disproportionately small 
user group provides links then re-shared by a large number of users. News distribution 
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shifts from being largely decentralized to being highly centralized. Few studies have 
investigated the intermediary actors responsible for content pre-selection for users of 
differing political leaning (exceptions include Hemsley (2019); Kaiser et al. (2021); 
Pournaki et al. (2025); Yoon et al. (2022)). Especially the discursive power of these 
intermediaries – that might represent a new actor type native to the digital public sphere – 
is still understudied. These users are not necessarily large media outlets or important 
politicians: The users being re-shared in the area of the space that relies the most on 
intermediaries include private accounts (which are not officially tied to a media outlet or a 
party), partly with relatively small numbers of followers (see also Pournaki et al., 2025). 
Our findings suggest that they are responsible for curation of content for a large group of 
users, which might play an important role in identity performance (Epstein et al., 2023) 
and worldview construction. 

 
Selective ignorance 

 
We find that the sources and contents that are circulated do – unsurprisingly – 

exhibit differences along the dimensions of the political space. Alternative news outlets, 
for example, play a larger role at the political fringes, especially for right-wing EESP users. 
Still, even for this group, the large majority of shared news stems from legacy media. 
Content-wise, we find a stronger focus on crime and personal security towards the right; 
international politics, environment/climate change and sports are on average shared more 
to the left as well as further down the EESP axis. Yet, news circulation in the public sphere 
is not highly fragmented. Even when examining the specific topics of news shared, we find 
that overlap is still considerable. Noteworthy are, however, the individual topics that are 
not shared by certain partisans. User groups differ with respect to which aspects of a larger 
issue they ignore. This calls for investigation on a more fine-grained level than previous 
research has provided. In an era of information abundance, it might be more insightful to 
not (only) inquire what information people choose to pass on, but also what they do not 
circulate. 
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Limitations and extrapolations 

 
The results we present above are descriptions of which news users choose to 

circulate further. Yet, users can share news items for different reasons and, hence, the act 
of news sharing can mean different things. On the one hand, it can express a simple desire 
to share and receive information (Holton et al., 2014), but users can also share information 
in order to persuade others (Lorenz-Spreen et al., 2024) or for reasons of self-representation 
(Ma et al., 2011; see also Gaisbauer and Ohme, 2026; Kümpel et al., 2015). Also, passing 
on news does not imply that the user agrees with the content. What we measure above is 
the minimal criterion that the news item is seen and passed on. (That the news piece has 
also been clicked on and read cannot necessarily be assumed (Sundar et al., 2025), but we 
would argue that the probability is higher for users sharing the original links than for the 
users retweeting these shares.) Future studies could benefit from approaches that, for 
example via analysis of the text users provide in addition to the shared links, can 
disentangle sharing in agreement from sharing in disagreement. 

Due to the embedding method relying on users following at least three MPs, not all 
shares can be embedded in the political space, therefore we cannot localize all sharing 
events politically. Alternative ways of constructing a political space should be sought that 
have more coverage. As political spaces are dynamic in nature, longitudinal approaches 
can uncover changes in news circulating among politically interested users. For this, more 
extensive data collections would be necessary. 

For some applications, the topic level might be too granular and the metatopic level 
too coarse-grained: Then, an alternative way of grouping the articles should be sought. In 
terms of topics, it is visible that certain events that unfolded in March 2023 were 
prominently featured in German media, such as a shooting in Hamburg, a case of child 
murder, and new details about the ‘Reichsbürger’ case emerging. There was also a 
nationwide transport strike at the end of the month. While one could argue that these events 
might have skewed the topic distribution compared to an ‘average month’, they also 
provide an analytical opportunity to observe events which were given a lot of public 
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attention, but potentially not by all sides – this holds especially for the investigation against 
the planned ‘Reichsbürger’ coup (see above). 

As the re-branding of Twitter as X has introduced major changes in algorithmic 
design and speech policy, multi-platform studies become all the more important. New 
platforms increasingly attract users that do not support these changes, which might lead to 
different platforms sustaining user bases of homogeneous political leaning. We would 
accordingly expect density shifts in the political space: Depending on the platform, the 
political space itself would ideally look similar, but different areas would be occupied by 
more or fewer users. In an extreme scenario, platform choice and fragmentation could 
become problematic for a mapping of users’ political leanings insofar as it relies on the 
availability of different political alternatives from which users can choose. Such 
alternatives cannot be absent altogether, as would be the case if the social media ecosystem 
became fully fragmented. 

Additionally, data access via APIs becomes more and more difficult. A promising 
route, apart from research enabled by the EU’s Digital Services Act, might be provided via 
data donations (Ohme et al., 2024), which require more collection effort, but could even 
allow for multi-platform consumption-level measures (Wedel et al., 2024). Moreover, the 
study at hand is concerned with one country – Germany. Comparative perspectives for 
other countries should be sought. For other countries, this study can serve as a blueprint.  

We view this contribution as an important step towards diversified research on 
news sharing. It exemplifies that a systematic understanding of news sharing on digital 
platforms requires efforts that combine multiple data sources and complement fine- and 
coarse-grained levels of analysis. 

 
Data Availability Statement 
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i On Twitter (now X), one can distribute a news article in two ways: Either one shares the article directly in 
a post, or one re-shares a post in which another user has shared the article. In the latter case, an 
intermediary has influenced the circulation of content. 
ii Tweets were collected via Twitter's v2 Academic Research full-archive search endpoint, requesting the 
entities object (tweet.fields=entities). Tweets were returned including the fully resolved ‘unwound_url’ 
field and tweets which either explicitly included a link to one of the outlets or used link shorteners which 
directed to one of the outlets in the unwound URL were used in the analysis. Mirror/AMP links were 
handled implicitly via outlet-stem substring matching on the resolved URL. 
iii A human in the loop allows oversight of the otherwise inductive, automated labelling procedure. 
Additionally, this ensures continuity with previous research on news topics online, which has been carried 
out in this fashion (see Quandt (2008)). 
iv We excluded metatopics with a share of less than 5 percent among all classified shares in this 
comparison. 
v One could argue that it could simply be that sharing practices differ: Left-wing users might not retweet, 
but copy a link from another user and post it as an original tweet. To rule that out, we counted the 
proportion of unique links across the political spectrum, which we display in the SI. We see that this also 
decreases strongly towards the right and EESP direction. Hence, this finding cannot be caused by different 
sharing practices. 


