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Issue Shifting and Attribute Salience: A Study on
Agenda Setting among Social Bots, the Public,
and the Media

Bei ZHAO, Hongzhong ZHANG

Abstract

In recent years, social bots have participated widely in social media
conversations and have become an emerging force in influencing public
opinion. By expanding the scale of information and creating the prevalence of
false information, have social bots interfered with the trend of the social
network agenda? Taking the China-US trade dispute as an example, this study
uses the perspective of agenda-setting theory to explore the interactions
between social bots, the public, and the media within social networks. First, the
study finds that in first-level agenda setting, the social bots’ agenda has a
positive impact on the public agenda. However, in second-level agenda setting,
the relationship between the social bots and the public is not characterized by a
one-way influence; rather, it reveals a complex and dynamic interaction.
Specifically, there are three main interactive mechanisms: (1) the social bots’
agenda affects the public agenda; (2) the public agenda affects the social bots’
agenda; (3) the social bots’ agenda and the public agenda influence each other.
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The media reveals a strong agenda-setting ability in first-level agenda setting,
which has an impact on both social bots and the public; however, it shows that
the effect of media agenda setting in the second level of substantive attributes
is weaker than the effect of social bots and the public. In the negative affective
attribute, the media is also affected by social bots. Finally, compared with
previous studies, the time lag of social bots in second-level agenda setting is
significantly shortened in our study.
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