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ABSTRACT

We report a laboratory study (N=53) in which participants
browsed their own Facebook news feeds for 10-15 minutes,
choosing exactly when to quit, and later rated the overall
emotional utility of the episode before attempting to recall
threads. Finally, the emotional utility of each encountered
thread was rated while looking over a recording of the in-
teraction. We report that Facebook browsing was, overall,
an emotionally positive experience; that recall of threads
exhibited classic primacy and recency serial order effects;
that recalled threads were both more positive and more va-
lenced (less neutral) on average, than forgotten threads; and
that overall emotional valence judgments were predicted,
statistically, by the peak and end thread judgments. We find
no evidence that local quit decisions were driven by the emo-
tional utility of threads. In the light of these findings, we
discuss the suggestion that emotional utility might partly
explain the attractiveness of reading the news feed, and that
an emotional memory bias might further increase the attrac-
tiveness of the newsfeed in prospect.
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1 INTRODUCTION

A very large number of people spend a great deal of time
using social media. For example, The Pew Research Centre
[42] reported in 2018 that 68% of adult Americans used Face-
book and 74% of these used it every day. Why is social media
so compelling to so many users?

We are convinced that there is no single answer to the
general question of why Facebook is so widely used. Indeed,
a substantial literature testifies to a wide variety of motiva-
tions, at the level of social and behavioural goals, for social
media use. In Section 2, we will briefly review this literature,
to provide general context to our particular, theoretically-
motivated study of the emotional utility of reading the Face-
book news feed.

Among its many uses and supported behaviours, the im-
portance of reading (from the news feed or from friends’
walls) is testified by Pempek et al.[35] who noted that most
of the college students in their sample spend "more time ob-
serving content on Facebook than actually posting content"
(p. 227). Furthermore we know from the interview study
of Lapides et al. [25]. that browsing the news feed is an
emotionally mixed experience. We therefore argue that it
is important to understand more of the structure of these
emotional responses if we are to understand why, beyond
its broad function, the news feed is attractive.

In this article we adopt a particular decision-theoretic ap-
proach to what is attractive about browsing the Facebook
news feed. We suggest that to understand Facebook’s ap-
peal in full we need to understand how varying utility is
experienced while using Facebook, and how it is judged and
remembered subsequently.
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2 RELATED WORK
Uses and Gratifications

Some of the earliest empirical research on Facebook (Lampe
et al. [24]) focussed on elucidating its perceived usefulness.
These authors noted a distinction between "social search-
ing" (finding information about offline contacts) and "social
browsing" which was targeted at developing new relations.
In Lampe et al’s sample of 2000 students, social searching
was judged the more important of these functions.

Subsequently, many investigators have asked users about
their reasons for using Facebook, and also about what gives
them pleasure, and explored the statistical relation between
their answers and their patterns of Facebook use. This ap-
proach derives from work on mass media, where it acquired
the label of "uses and gratifications". In mass media research,
the uses and gratifications approach has been defended by
Ruggiero [40] for the way it allows individual users’ perspec-
tives to enter the analysis of media effects. In other words,
it is "user-centred", and for this reason it is perhaps unsur-
prising that it has been so influential in HCI studies of social
media.

Joinson [17] asked users of Facebook what they used Face-
book for and why they enjoyed using it. Thematic analysis
of their free-form, online responses was used to construct
a questionnaire, in which 46 items were used to measure
judged importance of seven types of use and gratification:
Social connection; Shared identities; Photographs; Content
(games and quizzes); Social investigation; Social network
surfing; Status updates. Responses to these items were then
combined with demographic data such as age and gender
to predict aspects of Facebook use, in particular number of
"friends’, self-reported frequency and duration of use, and
privacy settings.

Subsequent work has used similar but different scales to
measure uses and gratifications, and one path of development
has been from relatively monolithic treatment of the platform
and self-report-based measures of Facebook use-patterns to
a feature-by-feature approach, including parameters of use
that can be computed via Facebook’s API, or comparison
with other social media platforms.

Smock et al. [43] noted that Facebook could be consid-
ered as a toolkit of relatively independent features (such
as messaging, groups, etc), They used the Papacharissi and
Mendelson [32] scale to measure the gratifications of: Relax-
ing entertainment; Expressive information sharing (writing);
Escapism; Cool and new trend; Companionship; Professional
advancement; Social interaction; Habitual pastime; Meet new
people. As predicted, different gratifications were associated
with use of different Facebook features: to give just one,
rather subtle example, the extent to which users agreed that

Paper 22

CHI 2019, May 4-9, 2019, Glasgow, Scotland, UK

Facebook could be used for "professional advancement" pre-
dicted how often they would "write on friends’ walls".

Spiliotopoulos and Oakley [44] reported the associations
between Joinson’s original gratifications and parameters of
Facebook use that could be automatically computed through
Facebook’s API. Again, to give a single example finding, they
reported that number of links posted was associated with
the rated importance of the Shared Identities gratification
(whereas, surprisingly, number of groups or events was not).

Finally, in this brief and illustrative review we note Krause
et al. [22] who reported the uses and gratifications that were
associated with music listening on Facebook (in keeping with
the trend of treating specific functions within the broader
platform), and Quan-Haase and Young [37] who showed
that the gratifications of "having fun" and "knowing about
the social activities occurring in one’s social network" were
more associated with Facebook use, whereas IM use was
more limited to relationship development and maintenance.

Despite the differences in gratification scales and precise
research questions, there are some common findings in this
body of research with respect to what Facebook users find
gratifying. For example, it is clear that one compelling affor-
dance of social media is that they allow users to create, write
and publish content (what Papacharissi and Mendelson [32]
label "Expressive Information Sharing"). This is achieved by
allowing people to update their personal profiles with any
news or idea they wish to present [26], and is enhanced by
the provision of a potentially large audience of one’s friends,
family or even the public [3]. As with other gratifications it is
possible, and we would argue important, to look beyond the
label at the structure of the psychological experience. The re-
ward of talking about oneself is well demonstrated by Tamir
and Mitchell [45], who reported that participants will pay to
self-disclose by answering about personal preferences rather
than semantic facts and will pay more to make such disclo-
sures to a friend or family member rather than privately; also,
such personal disclosures activate neural regions associated
with reward.

It is also clear that a major - probably the major - function
and attraction of Facebook is that it affords development and
maintenance of social relations. We know from longitudinal
studies by Burke and Kraut [6] that connection with friends
through Facebook will increase judgments of closeness. In-
deed, these authors reported positive effects on judged friend
closeness from simply reading a friend’s posts. It is this ac-
tivity, browsing the news feed, that is studied in this article.

Experienced Utility

As well as focusing on users browsing the news feed, our
study takes a radically different approach to understanding
why this is attractive to users, compared with the uses and
gratifications literature. Instead of distinguishing between
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different types of reward, we adopt the construct of utility
as a single, abstract dimension or currency that users experi-
ence and try to maximise. This approach is in keeping with
certain general approaches to behaviour and interaction (e.g.,
in much of decision theory (since Edwards [9]), foraging the-
ory [30] and in the Adaptive Interaction approach to HCI
(Payne and Howes [33]). We argue that further insights into
Facebook’s perceived usefulness can be gained from study-
ing how information and its rewards are delivered, perceived
and remembered, and in the contingencies and time-course
of these processes.

It is worth noting that, of course, Facebook has been delib-
erately designed to structure rewards in a way that is likely to
encourage use. The "like" feature allows readers very readily
to make an approving response to a post, and these responses
are found rewarding by the writer of that post (e.g. Meshi
et al. [31]). Furthermore, Facebook’s reporting of Likes to the
writer is temporally managed, so as to maximize the appeal
of these rewards [13]. Another aspect of many social media,
including Facebook, is that the content is inexhaustible, be-
cause new posts are always becoming available. Typically,
access to new content is implemented by "infinite scrolling"
[14] rather than paging, and sometimes with a pull-to-refresh
interaction, deliberately modeled on one-armed bandits (ac-
cording to Lewis [30]). In all these cases, the design’s effects
can be understood or at least reasoned about in terms of
established psychological theories.

The rewards of temporally distributed Likes, or simply of
reading pleasing posts in the news feed, might be consid-
ered as a kind of partial reinforcement, because only some
interactions are rewarded and the pattern of reward is not
predictable. (The construct of partial reinforcement is very
often used to describe all kinds of compulsive use, including
"addictions” to information technology [2, 7, 15, 16, 28, 41]).

The current status of theoretical research in learning the-
ory on partial reinforcement is complex [5] but the common
and longstanding generalization is that partially reinforced
learning schedules lead to behaviours that extinguish more
slowly in the absence of reward, which might fit with the
idea that people will continue to access an information re-
source such as the Facebook news feed, even if many posts
fail to interest them. Gambling is similar in this sense, as
well as in its engendering of problematic over-use. Gambling
is often considered to be an example of a learned response
to partial reinforcement [27]. Gamblers receives more losses
than wins but they are still compelled to gamble, perhaps
because of the power of partial reinforcement. As a result,
the gambling behaviour often exhibits high rates of response
and low rates of extinction [29].

A second theoretical framework relevant to the appeal of
only-occasional rewards is memory bias. The appeal of an
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activity in prospect is presumably moderated by the remem-
bered utility of the activity. In this light, several memory
bias accounts have been put forward (alongside partial re-
inforcement) in order to explain persistent gambling in the
face of frequent losses and only occasional wins. It is some-
times suggested that wins will be better remembered than
losses, so that the overall utility of gambling is overestimated
[21, 38]; but Gilovich[12] found losses were better remem-
bered than wins. Alternatively, Rachlin[38] suggested that
gambling episodes might be encoded in memory as strings
of gambles that end in a success, again leading (through
recency effects) to exaggerated remembered utility.

More generally, research on human memory shows that
people better remember more valenced, as opposed to neu-
tral, information [8]. This in turn might lead to distorted
memories of the emotional utility of the news feed, which
might contribute to its attractiveness.

The inexhaustible nature of Facebook "news" can be con-
sidered in the light of the theory of Information Foraging
Theory[36]. One idea in foraging theory is that people will
tend to abandon information sources when the rate of en-
counter with valuable information reduces (e.g., Payne and
Reader [34]). If no reduction ever occurs, users will need
some other reason to quit, and over-long browsing seems
likely to occur.

To contribute to this range of theoretical concerns, the
study reported in this paper explores the issue of memory
bias, with respect to the emotional utility of reading the news
feed, and at the same time tests whether emotional utility
might explain quit decisions within a foraging framework.
Affective responses to the news feed are elicited on a sin-
gle dimension of emotional utility, from highly negative to
highly positive. This approach obviously reduces the multi-
faceted complexity of rewards from social media posts, and,
in terms of foraging theory, assumes that the currency of
valuable information can also be considered in terms of a sim-
ple construct of emotional utility. This simplifying approach
is in keeping with conceptions of utility from Bentham and
others [4, 18, 20, 39], and has been used successfully in many
studies concerned with the retrospective evaluation of the
subjective utility of extended episodes, particularly those
associated with the "peak-end rule" [10, 19].

Fredrickson and Kahneman [10] asked participants to
watch series of film clips, both pleasant and unpleasant.
While watching, participants were requested to indicate their
moment-by-moment affect by sliding a knob to illuminate
one of 15 coloured lights with dark green on the right of a
scale representing the most positive affect and dark red on
the left representing the most negative; the yellow on the
centre of the knob represented a neural/indifferent feeling.
Participants were additionally asked for retrospective emo-
tional judgments of the whole extended viewing episode.
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Fredrickson and Kahneman reported that retrospective judg-
ments were relatively unaffected by duration, and better
understood as deriving from snapshots during the episode,
in particular the peak and end momentary evaluations.

A different time scale of responses was considered in the
first study reported by Geng et al. [11]. They asked people
at the end of each day of a seven-day vacation to rate how
happy they had been that day on a 7-point scale from "very
unhappy" to "very happy". Later, at three occasions after
the holiday, the same participants were asked to rate how
happy they had been "overall...during the past vacation” on
the same scale. Geng et al. [11] reported that the peak-end
evaluations during the holiday (i.e. the day with the highest
happiness, and the happiness of the last day of the holiday),
predicted the retrospective response after one day and after
three weeks, which is the signature peak-end rule finding.
(The peak-end rule did not apply after seven weeks, and
these authors suggest that the issue of time delay can explain
inconsistencies in the literature. We are interested in short
delays, because the typical delay between separate Facebook
episodes is short.)

In these studies, and many others like them, the main re-
search question is how retrospective summary judgments
of emotional utility are affected by the real-time moment-
by-moment emotions. Our study asks a similar question but
with some important differences. Rather than using moment-
by-moment, or time-window by time-window judgments, we
collected judgments of individual news feed threads. Reading
the news feed can be considered as reading a sequence of
discrete threads. By asking for emotional responses to each
thread (rather than after fixed periods of time), we respected
this structuring of user experience and enabled analysis of
the relation between emotional response and memorability
of threads. This approach maintains an important aspect of
the moment-by-moment approach in that it allows charac-
terisation of the whole episode as a time-ordered sequence
of emotional states. The earlier investigations that looked
at, e.g. medical operations or films, had no obvious discrete
structure to align emotional utility judgments with, so used
time—-windows of necessity.

Furthermore, we collected these judgments retrospectively,
after the browsing episode, rather than in real time, so as
to minimise the interruption to participants’ reading experi-
ence.

3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Our general research goal is to understand aspects of the
emotional utility of reading the Facebook news feed, and
the extent to which these might help explain why browsing
Facebook is so compelling.
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RQ1: What is the remembered emotional experience
of a brief period of Facebook news feed reading, and
how is it related to the emotional response to each
encountered thread?

In particular, we test the hypothesis that the peak-end rule
will predict overall judgments of emotional experience

RQ2: Does memory for threads on the news feed
show classic serial order effects, despite the variety
of thread content?

If threads encountered at the beginning and end of a Face-
book session are the best recalled (primacy and recency),
then these threads will exert the most influence on the at-
tractiveness of future use. But threads, although encountered
in series, are more varied as memory-materials than typical
memory-experiment stimuli.

RQ3: Is memory for news feed threads predicted by
their emotional valence?

We consider the suggestion that a memory bias might un-
derpin the judged attractiveness of the news feed, by testing
the hypothesis that remembered threads will be more emo-
tionally positive than forgotten threads.

We additionally test the hypothesis that highly emotional
threads (whether positive or negative) are better remembered
than more neutral threads.

RQ4: When do people give up reading the news feed?

We consider whether the fluctuation of emotional responses
to threads might explain the local decision to quit Facebook.
Do people quit when there is a decline in emotional valence?

4 EXPERIMENT
Participants

Participants were students and staff of the University of Bath,
recruited by posters on the campus. Each participant was
paid £5.00 for their participation. Participants were required
to have a Facebook account, but were asked, when scheduled,
not to access Facebook in the hour before the experiment. In
total 53 volunteers participated, 39 women and 14 men. 37
volunteers were 21 -30 years, 9 volunteers were 31-35 years
and 7 volunteers were over 36 years. (For comparison, in
2018 the population of global active Facebook users was 53%
female and 47% male and the most frequent age group was
18 - 29 years old [48]).

Participants reported an average amount of time on Face-
book of 83 minutes per day, with the number of visits per
day varying from 3 to over 11. (For comparison, Zephoria
[49] reported that across all Facebook users the average time
per visit was 20 minutes. We don’t know how approximate
this figure is.)
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None of the participants’ self-estimates are likely to be
accurate [1], but they broadly characterise our sample as
active Facebook users. Nine participants reported having
fewer than 50 Facebook friends, 16 reported having over 500;
the remainder reported an intermediate number.

Participants reported using Facebook to keep in touch with
family and friends, to share pictures, music and videos and to
find information. Participants reported reading information
on the news feed much more often than posting their own
status updates or comments.

Procedure

Each participant was invited individually into the labora-
tory. The procedure comprised five main phases in a fixed
order: interacting with Facebook by reading the news feed;
responding to a questionnaire; judging the overall emotional
utility of the Facebook-browsing episode; recalling Facebook
threads; judging the emotional utility of each encountered
Facebook thread. Participants were not warned in advance
about later phases. These phases are detailed below.

After completing informed consent, participants were
invited to access their Facebook account via the Chrome
browser running on an Apple MacBook Pro. Participants
were asked to browse Facebook for between 10 and 15 min-
utes; they were told to use the Macintosh digital desktop
clock to note the time they started browsing and to ensure
that they browsed for at least 10 minutes and to quit some
time within the next 5 minutes.

While browsing Facebook, participants were instructed
that they could read, "like" and "share" only. While reading
they were allowed to open links, but always to return di-
rectly to Facebook from this linked destination. They were
asked not to enter status updates or comments.The screen
was recorded throughout (and of course participants were
informed that this was happening.)

After the browsing period, participants were asked to com-
plete the demographic and Facebook usage questionnaire,
slightly reduced from the online questionnaire of University
of California[46]. As well as providing the demographic and
usage statistics summarized above, this phase separated read-
ing from recall and prevented rehearsal. Participants took
roughly 5-7 minutes to complete the questionnaire. Partici-
pants were then asked to rate how positive or negative was
their overall emotional experience of the Facebook-browsing
session. Participants made this judgment on a Likert-type
scale with —10 as the most negative and +10 as the most pos-
itive emotional experience. Participants were informed that
a positive response might include liking, enjoying, being
interested in, finding funny, touching, etc., while a nega-
tive response would include disliking, being irritated, upset,
bored, etc. (One might question whether "bored" is a label
for negative as opposed to neutral emotion, but our choice
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to include it is perhaps justified by Lapides et al. [25] who
report that many of their participants expressed annoyance
at uninteresting status updates.)

Next, participants attempted to recall every thread that
they had seen during the Facebook-browsing session. It
was explained that a "thread” meant a status update and
any responses. They were instructed to write a distinctive
phrase in an Excel file for each thread they could recall. After
they reported being unable to recall further threads, the
recording of the session was opened for participants to view.
The participants were required to complete their recalled
list with the forgotten threads, using a distinctive phrase
as before, and to note the order in which all the threads
had been encountered (by numbering the threads in their
completed list).

Finally, participants were asked to rate how positive or
negative was their emotional experience of each thread in
the complete list, recalled as well as forgotten. They did this
using the same response scale as for the overall evaluation
and entered their responses in the Excel spreadsheet. This is a
notable departure from the methodology of the typical peak—
end study, as the experienced "moment by moment" utility
of each thread is itself remembered (or perhaps repeated),
rather than done at the time of the initial exposure.

On completion of the thread-judgment task, participants
were thanked and debriefed, and the recording of their brows-
ing session was deleted.

5 RESULTS
Descriptive Data

On average, participants spent 11 minutes 40 seconds brows-
ing Facebook, which indicates that they typically quit rela-
tively early during the 5-minute discretionary period. (Five
participants signaled that they were stopping shortly before
10 minutes has elapsed, in which case they were told to con-
tinue, and told when 10 minutes had elapsed so that they
could stop within the next 5 minutes.) On average, partici-
pants read 28 threads during this time (a thread comprises a
status update and any responses).

Table 1 displays these data, along with participants’ recall
performance, and their responses to the emotion judgment
tasks. Forty nine of the fifty three participants reported an
overall positive retrospective emotional evaluation of their
browsing episode; four participants reported a negative over-
all emotional experience.

On average, participants recalled around one third of the
threads they encountered. Around two thirds of threads were
rated emotionally positive, and the average emotional judg-
ment of all threads was moderately positive, marginally less
positive than the single rating of the entire episode.
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Table 1: Encountered threads, judgments of emotional utility and recall performance

M SD  Correlation with overall emotional rating
Overall emotional rating of episode 3.62  3.21
Number of encountered threads 2754 17.76
Number of recalled threads 8.84 483
Number of forgotten threads 18.70 14.56
Number of positively rated encountered threads 18.40 12.21
Number of negatively rated encountered threads 590 7.55
Number of neutral (zero) rated encountered threads 3.30  3.88
Average emotional rating of encountered threads 279 183 0.31
Average emotional rating of recalled threads 3.86  2.06 0.23
Average emotional rating of forgotten threads 230 1.90 0.23
Emotional rating of peak encountered thread 7.66  4.20 0.45
Emotional rating of end encountered thread 3.23 4388 0.30
Emotional rating of last three encountered threads ~ 3.03  2.34 0.23

RQ1: Using the peak-end rule to predict the overall
emotional experience

The overall emotional utility reported retrospectively by par-
ticipants was, on average, 3.62 (Table 1) which was higher
than the average of all threads’ emotional utility as subse-
quently rated when viewing the screen recording. The cor-
relation between both variables was positive and significant
(r(51) =31, p<.05). The correlation between the end rating
and the overall rating was similar (r(51) =.30, p<.05). The
correlation between the peak emotional experience and the
overall rating was higher (r(51) =.46, p<.05).

To further test the peak-end rule we performed a multiple
regression with peak and end as the predictor variables and
overall rating as the dependent variable. This regression was
significant (F (3,49) = 4.70, p < 05, r? = .22).

Plausible alternative models were less successful predic-
tors of overall emotional rating, as follows: averaged thread
valence (r? = .10); recalled thread valence (r? = .05).

RQ2: Serial position effects in recall of news feed
threads

Figure 1 shows the mean proportion of threads recalled by se-
rial position of encounter, with separate averages across par-
ticipants for the first three and last three encountered threads.
The central value is an average of each participant’s propor-
tion of intermediate threads recalled (which is the average
over a varying number of threads). The shape of the curve
shows classic primacy and recency effects. We conducted
a single—factor, repeated measures ANOVA on proportion
recalled of first three, intermediate and last three threads.
This revealed a significant effect (F(2,104) = 5.3, p<.01).
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RQ3: Emotional utility and recall

We predicted that people would better recall emotionally
more positive threads. The data in Table 1 show that, on
average, the recalled threads were rated more positively than
the forgotten threads.

To test this hypothesis, we conducted a paired t — test
comparing each participant’s average emotional response to
recalled threads with their emotional response to forgotten
threads. The effect was significant (t (52) = 5.858, p<.01,d =
0.805).

Similarly, we compared the absolute emotional valences
of recalled threads and forgotten threads for each partici-
pant, and this effect was significant (t(52) = 9.384, p<.01,d =
1.23). But we should note that this test is not independent
of the positivity effect, given the relatively small number of
negatively rated threads overall.

Consequently, we tested recalled v. forgotten negative
threads in those 15 participants that had at least one of each.
The recalled threads were more negative, and this effect was
marginally significant, despite very low power (t(14) = 2.44,
p=.06, d=0.66).

RQ4: The effect of end emotional experience

Table 1 shows that the rated emotional utility of the end
encountered single thread was higher than the average of all
threads’ emotional experience. The final thread was not rated
lower than previous threads, suggesting that people did not
quit their sessions because their enjoyment had diminished.

Paired t-test were computed to compare the average re-
sponse to all threads with the last thread, and with the aver-
age of the last four threads. Neither of these t-tests revealed
a significant effect.
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Figure 1: Mean proportion of recalled threads by serial posi-
tion of encounter

6 DISCUSSION

Our participants seemed readily able to rate the overall emo-
tional utility of a brief period of Facebook browsing and, addi-
tionally, the emotional utility of each encountered thread on
a single dimension. These ratings showed an overall positive
emotional experience, and one that, in keeping with some
earlier research on retrospective evaluation of episodes, can
be predicted from the rated emotional utility of the thread
with the highest emotional utility together with the utility
of the end encountered thread (the peak—end rule).

Recall of encountered threads revealed classic serial order
effects, with the first three and last three encountered threads
being better recalled, on average, than intermediate threads.
Furthermore, emotional utility predicted recall, with recalled
threads being more positive, and more emotionally valenced
than forgotten threads [23, 47].

Together, these results support our overall claim that the
emotional utility of the news feed, and the way this interacts
with memory, might contribute to the attractiveness of Face-
book, and consequently to its extensive use. People respond
positively to most of the news feed threads they encounter,
and in their memory the overall experience is even more
positive.

We found no evidence in this study that people quit after
low—utility threads, which in turn (because of the peak—end
rule) might contribute to positive evaluations of the overall
episode. It seems quite possible, however, that quit decisions
in a laboratory context are different from those that operate
in the real world.

This point raises a key limitation of our study, which is
that the participants’ interaction with Facebook was in sev-
eral ways a little unnatural. Firstly, it was in a laboratory,
and approximately time limited. Secondly, participants were
instructed to read (and like or share), but not to post, and
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only to follow links over a single step. These constraints on
user behaviour are striking in the context of a research liter-
ature (the uses and gratifications literature reviewed above),
which has found a wide variety of user motivations linked
to a wide variety of particular Facebook behaviours. Our
approach cuts through the platform’s functions or features
to consider an episode of Facebook use (actually, reading)
as simply a period of varying emotional utility. We propose
that future work might expand our experimental paradigm to
consider some aspects of the "Facbook as a toolkit" idea [43].
For example, we might consider how the type of news feed
thread (e.g. text v photo v video) or the nature of the social
relationship (e.g. online-only v offline friend) affect thread
memorability alongside emotional utility. Such work might
require more intrusive procedures, however, with some pri-
vacy implications to navigate.

Our most general defence of controlled experimental de-
signs, despite the applied context of our research, is that they
allow better tests of theories which have real-world conse-
quences in less constrained situations (Payne and Reader
[34] have called this the "Broadbent approach" to applied
research, after the British psychologist). We would argue
that the peak-end rule is such a theory.

More specifically, this particular experiment has quite
high ecological validity, especially in its use of participants’
own Facebook news feeds. We should also note again that
our method for obtaining emotional responses to individ-
ual threads was unusual, compared with a typical peak-end
rule study. We did not collect responses to threads as they
were first encountered, because we worried that making
such responses might itself affect memory for threads and so
disrupt some of the main hypotheses we wished to test. This
design decision also increased the naturalness of the partici-
pants’ reading experience. The cost of the decision is that the
emotional utility of threads was rated retrospectively, when
threads were re-encountered on a screen recording, so that
these individual thread ratings might themselves be affected
by some unknown memory bias. Further studies might in-
stead use real-time ratings, accepting different empirical
risks.

7 CONCLUSIONS

Our main, overarching aim in this study is to introduce the
idea of emotional utility, and how this interacts with mem-
ory as part of the explanation for the attractiveness of the
Facebook news feed. Our experiment has demonstrated the
potential of using simple emotional utility ratings to throw
light on aspects of Facebook use, and, in particular, on how
memory for the experience of using Facebook might con-
tribute to its attractiveness in prospect.

Page 7
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