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Analysis of Public Online Conversations 
 
This analysis had two branches: 

• Analysis of social media 
• Analysis of news articles 

 
For both of these, we used the method of Semantic Network Analysis. 
 
 
Semantic Network Analysis of Social Media 
 
There was one main form of social media relevant to our study, namely a blog that focused on the 
issue of hydraulic fracturing in Burnett. 
 
Analysis Process 
 

1. From the blog, all blog entries and comments were copied into Word files according to the 
following time segments, which correspond to the primary Commission activity periods.  
The activity periods were determined by examining the frequency of emails exchanged in 
the Commission members’ email network and the dates of the Commission meetings. 

 
Time Segments Number of Blog Posts Word Count 
Overall:  August 8, 2011 to 
December 31, 2012 

157 46080	  
 

Time 1:  August 8, 2011 to 
December 19, 2011 

36 2681 

Time 2:  December 20, 2011 to 
January 8, 2012 

1 33 

Time 3:  January 9, 2012 to 
February 13, 2012 

9 1013	  
 

Time 4:  February 14, 2012 to 
March 26, 2012 

12 1117	  
 

Time 5:  March 27, 2012 to 
December 31, 2012 

99 41236	  
 

 
2. Read the blog for each time period to get a general feel for the content prior to LIWC 

analysis. 
3. Each time segment and all time segments taken together were converted into UTF-8 text 

files and analyzed using the software programs LIWC and WORDij to uncover sentiment 
and message content, with comparison of the texts over time as well as to look for overall 
patterns. 

4. In preparation for WORDij analysis, ran the Proper Noun Extraction, which generates a 
string replace file to keep proper names and phrases together, e.g. United States becomes 
United_States.  Edited this file and re-ran WordLink in WORDij to create the WORDij 
files with these unigrams. 
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5. Converted the .wrd and .pr files to .xlsx files (Blog All_wrd.xlsx and Blog All_pr.slxs) and 
sorted them by word frequency and alphabetically to get a sense of the primary content in 
the blog. 

6. Used the WORDij VISij module to plot the semantic network of the top 9 frequently 
occurring words in the overall blog to visualize and understand the central message. 

7. Analyzed the time segments to understand how the blog content changed over time, 
comparing them sequentially using the QAP1 function:  T1 to T3 (T2 is a single 33-word 
blog and was omitted from this analysis because of its brevity), T3 to T4, and T4 to T5, 
producing a correlation matrix among the time segments (QAP Results T1-T5.xlsx). 

8. Following the QAP analysis, the Z-Utilities function was used to further compare the text 
of the time segments.  Z-Utilities allow a comparison of two text files to determine what 
the significant differences are for either words or word pairs (ZWord T3-T4.xlsx and 
ZWord T4-T5.xlsx). 

 
 
Semantic Network Analysis of News Articles  
 
Two databases were used, LexisNexis and Newsbank. 
 
Analysis Process 
 
The analysis of the news stories obtained from a search of LexisNexis began with the search of 
sources outlined in the document: LexisNexis and Newsbank Searches.docx.  The following table 
shows the searches and news sources at the national, state and local level: 
 
Geography Search Term Number of Articles 
US “Gas Wells” and Ordinance 2 
State + Nearby City  “Gas Wells” and Ordinance 19 
State + Another Nearby City “Gas Wells” and Ordinance 59 
Burnett Local Paper “Gas Wells” and Ordinance 36 
 
Because the subject of the Commission was the ordinance, the search terms were restricted to “gas 
wells” and “ordinance”. The search of all the news sources covered the period from April 1, 2011 
through December 31, 2012. 
 

1. All Word documents from the news searches were saved as text files in Unicode UTF-8 
format for WORDij analysis.  All the Word documents were also combined to create a 
single document containing all the news stories and then saved as a text file in UTF-8 
format. 

                                                        
1 *QAP is an overall measure of the similarity of two whole networks using a  correlation 
coefficient.  Correlations range from -1, a perfect negative correlation, to _1, a perfect positive 
correlation.   Nevertheless, this does not mean that on the word and word pair level there are not 
significant differences that are large and perhaps substantively significant to you.  These are revealed 
in the Z Utilities function. 
See page 1 of WORDij-At-A-Glance documentation. 
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2. Using each news text file and the overall text file (5 files), the LIWC program was used to 
compute the Positivity Index and conduct linguistic analysis.  The output filed is called:  
LIWC News Results.xlsx. 

3. Using the Utilities function in WORDij, a proper noun extraction was executed and the 
results were saved as a string replace file:  NewsProperNounStringReplace.txt.   

4. The string replace file was then edited to remove extraneous proper nouns, such as when 
the first word in a sentence is capitalized.  This editing resulted in a file of more than 500 
proper nouns.  The string replace function takes proper nouns such as United States and 
joins these words as a single unigram to keep proper names of more than one word 
together. 

5. Using this string replace file along with the default droplist and special characters file (to 
remove specialized non-alphanumeric characters from the text), WordLink was then run 
on the overall text and on each separate news search text file to produce the standard eight 
output files for analysis. 

6. Ran the VISij module to produce the semantic network map representations for all the 
news articles across all sources together and then for the news articles in each of the three 
most relevant newspapers.  The New York Times/Wall Street Journal had too few articles 
to create a semantic network map. 

7. Using the QAPnet module, the correlation coefficient and matrix was computed to show 
the statistical difference in the text across national, state, and local news articles.  

8. Z-Word and Z-Pair modules were used to identify the significantly different words and 
word pairs in two newspaper pair combinations, based on the correlation matrix.   

9. Based on the QAPnet analysis and the Z-Word and Z-Pair results, there was no evidence to 
suggest that a finer level analysis by time segment would yield any fruitful results. 
 

Note:  These results files were edited to remove the names of the newspapers themselves and 
the new story authors and boiler plate newspaper readability documentation.   

 
 


