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INTRODUCTION TO SPECIAL ISSUE
EMERGING TOPICS OF MEDIA AND COMMUNICATION SCHOLARSHIP IN 
EUROPE: ALUMNI OF THE ECREA DOCTORAL SCHOOL OF 2020

ANDRA SIIBAK
University of Tartu

PILLE PRUULMANN-VENGERFELDT
Malmö University

ILJA TOMANIĆ TRIVUNDŽA 
University of Ljubljana

FRANÇOIS HEINDERYCKX 
Free University of Brussels

RISTO KUNELIUS
University of Helsinki

Media and communication studies is a diverse field and this has both benefits and 
drawbacks. On one hand, the field is inclusive in its approach to different aspects 
of media, to different mediums, to content and practices relating to media. On the 
other hand, the inclusivity may result in relative distance. For example, media policy 
research may have little in common with an audience scholar when it comes to theo-
ries, questions or methods. European Media and Communication Research and Edu-
cation Association’s (ECREA) Doctoral Summer School has always sought to balance 
the strive for specialisation, specific themes or focuses on different corners of the 
media and communication studies, and the perceived need to have a general meeting 
place where the diverse voices could meet and at least encounter each other. 

The Doctoral Summer School for 2020 was unfortunately forced to move online 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the potential for creating a joint meeting plat-
form was challenged. Furthermore, the summer school had also to move its activities 
from nice European July to a frosty and dark December-February period, extending 
the 2020 activities into 2021. University of Tartu, instead of being able to host us in 
their 19th century premises, had to provide inclusive online space for our work and 
activities. Thanks to the online format, the summer school was able to reach out to 
a broad community of academic colleagues, to whom we would like to extend our 
warmest thank yous, as the colleagues from across the globe joined the Big Blue But-
ton to engage with student projects, give feedback and share their experiences. 



63

A. Siibak, P. Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, R. Kunelius, F. Heinderyckx, I. Tomanić TrivundžaÚvod | Introduction

The pandemic also made us reconsider what does it mean to do pan-European col-
laborations. A lot of work of the summer school related to supporting the emerging 
scholars, giving them space to present and discuss their work happened in smaller, 
more specialised groups or flows. At the same time, cross-cutting issues that bring 
together the field and community around us, still had an important space in the pro-
gramme. For example, senior colleagues were sharing their academic life hacks  and 
main editors of the journals were invited to share their views about academic publish-
ing during roundtable discussions. Also, different practical workshops, e.g. research 
ethics, writing abstracts, self-branding in academia, and different research methods, 
were held. During these sessions we really experienced how the spirit of the Summer 
School was able to grow despite the hard conditions brought along by the pandemic. 
In fact, we experienced how the ideas and ideals of Summer School where we strive 
to create spaces of sharing and caring, were expanded during those online sessions. 
And, to be honest, during 2020-2021, we have all needed a bit more of both. 

The current special issue „Emerging topics of media and communication scholar-
ship in Europe: alumni of the ECREA doctoral school of 2020“ contains seven arti-
cles which illustrate that the field of media studies is increasingly large and diverse, 
and intersects with a number of different other research fields and interests. We are 
humbled by the intelligence and curiosity of the participants of the summer school, 
who are willing to explore and extend the boundaries of media and communication 
scholarship.

In this special issue, in addition to the traditional core focus on media use and 
media production, the policy trasfer, urban spaces, disability studies and other 
areas productively interact with media studies. These interactions bring attention to 
marginalised groups or marginalised areas corresponding to the ethos of European 
Media and Communication Doctoral Summer School - facilitating both productive 
encounters of diverse viewpoints, but also building awareness and respect to the dif-
ferent corners of the field. Furthermore, we really believe that the range of topics 
presented in the doctoral school are not only a precious indicator of the emerging 
objects of interest but should also be viewed as the early stage of trends for years to 
come. Below we will provide a short overview of all the emepirical papers included 
in the special issue. 

The first article by Lisa Schulze “Exploring moving interviews: A three-step 
approach to researching how wheelchair users navigate” makes three uniqe and val-
uable contributions to media and communication studies. First, it’s location within 
urban media spaces draws our attention to the way digital and physical spaces inter-
connect. The digital devices as well as analogue media provide individualised media 
layers that supports media users in navigating the space. However, second point that 
emerges from Lisa Schulze’s paper is related to the marginalised voices in media 
and communication research. By working with wheelchair users and looking at the 
ways in which media provides navigation layer to their lived experiences with the 
cities, the paper justly critiques the lack of attention on disabled media users. Taking 
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a view that disability is socially constructed, and different from the underlying med-
ical condition, Lisa Schulze’s work brings attention to an often ignored group’s media 
practices. Third contribution of the article is methodological. Moving interviews 
provides a valuable lense of looking media in the context of mobility, but also looking 
ways in which we can include people withe diverse mobilities as part of our investi-
gative practices. 

The second article of the special issue, written by Francesco Bonifacio, continues 
the theme of understanding how media is layered on the physical spaces. An insider 
perspective from working as food delivery rider, biking around Milano, delivering 
food and engaging with the different communities of riders has allowed Francesco 
to add some really rich and valuable experiences to the whole discussion of digi-
tal technologies, algorithms and changes within society. In this interdisciplinary 
study located at the intersection of work sociology and media studies showcases how 
algorithms produce urban space, and how navigating such space can have specific 
monetary value for the riders. Enacted decoding of the algorithmic platforms also 
changes the rider’s perspective of time, proposes strategic actions in accepting and 
rejecting delivery work, and even creating clear winners and loosers in the business. 
The paper is a valuable addition to the field of media studies to showcase how media 
use and understanding of mediated processes contribute to hierachies within pro-
fessions not necessarily perceived as media-related.

The topic of algorithms is also explored in the third paper of the special issue 
where Lydia Kollyri makes an important methodological contribution by suggest-
ing algorithm auditing method as a useful approach for critical studies of platformi-
zation. In the present paper, Lydia introduces the findings of three separate audits 
investigating the existence of a filter bubble on Instagram. The findings of the audits 
indicate that Instagram users are relatively likely to encounter more mainstream and 
commercial content regardless of their interests. Furthermore, the findings suggest 
that users who tend to follow soft topics, are also more likely to be trapped within 
a filter bubble. Thus, the paper not only makes an important contribution in the line 
of studies exploring the consequences of personalization algorithms, but also pro-
vides novel thought-provoking knowledge on the topic. 

Berit Renser’s paper provides insights into a Facebook group for spiritually 
inclined people who seek solutions and remedies to their daily worries and concerns, 
offering thereby a fascinating exploration of how therapeutic culture emerges on 
social media. Relying upon discourse analysis of posts, ethnographic observations, 
and interviews, Berit studies the motives and experiences of people who self-dis-
close in the group, the discursive framing of problems by both help-seekers and 
advice-givers, and the overall progress of self-disclosure. Berit’s interdisciplinary 
study, which is located at the intersection of the studies of the global therapeutic 
culture, (g)local sociocultural context and social media studies, contributes to the 
academic discussion of self-disclosure and privacy on social media, suggesting that 
within some contexts the need for help encourages self-disclosure, with possibly 
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unforeseen consequences for the participants’ privacy. Furthermore, by introducing 
a concept “networked therapeutic culture” that refers to the dialogic and interactive 
therapeutic culture that has emerged on social media Berit makes a valuable concep-
tual contribution to the field. 

One cannot get passed the topic of social media also in the next paper included 
in the special issue. Josephine Lehaff draws upon semi-structured interviews 
and a card sorting exercise with 18-25 year old Danes (N=24) to report about their 
everyday news behaviors. Although previous research has raised questions about 
the impact of parental news modeling on children and young people’s socialization 
into news-users in the era of individualized digital technologies, Josephine’s paper 
provides interesting new insights on the topic. By employing the use of laughter as 
index of perceived face-loss pointing to sources of embarrassment in interview sub-
jects’ news repertoires, Josephine makes an intriguing methodological contribution. 
Furthermore, interpreting laughter as a paralinguistic facework, enabled Josephine 
to capture the fact that the young adults in her sample felt oftentimes uncomfortable 
with their parents’ news habits.

Bissie Anderson’s paper also deals with news consumption and audiences of 
news media. In particular, Bissie applies multi-method design to explore how is the 
audience interpellated in the pioneer journalism encoding process. In-depth inter-
views with 12 pioneer journalism producers from UK legacy newsrooms are triangu-
lated with in-depth analysis of two artefact with divergent interactivity options to 
study the process meaning production, in pioneer journalism UX design practices, 
providing fascinating insights on the issue. The findings of this explorative study, 
suggest that pioneer producers give considerable thought about active audiences 
and aim to guide the user through a preferred audience experience. Thus, Bissie’s 
paper proves highly significant in advancing our understanding of how journalists 
negotiate and maintain their authority in an age of active audiences and increasingly 
distributed news production.

In the final article of the special issue, Marina Rossato Fernandes investigates 
the perception of European Union in the Latin-American context within two institu-
tional frameworks – the South American trade bloc Mercusor and RECAM, its supra-
national institution in charge of audiovisual sector. Although both institutions were 
inspired by the European Union, their perception of European Union as an actor dif-
fers, which in turn influences policy transfer and policy implementation processes. 
On the basis of qualitative document analysis, and semi-structured expert inter-
views, Rosato Fernandes shows how Mercusor’s undefined image of European Union 
reflects in uncritical policy transfer process, while RECAM’s operations are guided 
by its perception of the European Union as a strategic partner, seeking cooperation 
with mutual benefits. The article shows that the different perception of the European 
Union influences the process of policy development and implementation (e.g. the 
bottom-up approach of RECAM and top-down approach of Mercusor) and results in 
limited practical implementation of stated policy goals.
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Organizing the ECREA doctoral school was possible thanks to the support of many 
institutions. We are grateful for ECREA for offering several scholarships for the par-
ticipants and for providing invaluable support for this initiative. We also want to 
express our gratitude for the support of the Baltic Association for Media Research 
(BAMR), the institute of Social Studies at the University of Tartu, and the Doctoral 
School of Behavioral, Social and Health Sciences. We are also thankful Dr. Tae-Sik 
Kim, the editor-in-chief of Mediální Studia/Media Studies and the whole team behind 
the journal, for fruitful co-operations. We are also deeply grateful for all the partici-
pants of the doctoral school - doctoral students and senior scholars – who despite of 
the ongoing pandemic were able to invest their time, energy, and expertise into mak-
ing the 2020 ECREA doctoral school and publishing this special issue into a success. 

 
Andra Siibak, member of Academia Europaea, is a Professor of Media Studies and 
Program Director of the Media and Communication doctoral program at the Insti-
tute of Social Studies, University of Tartu, Estonia. Her main field of research has to 
do with the opportunities and risks surrounding internet use, datafication of child-
hood, new media audiences and privacy. Together with Giovanna Mascheroni she 
co-authored a monograph “Datafied Childhoods: Data Practices and Imaginaries in Chil-
dren’s Lives” (2021) published by Peter Lang. Andra was the main local organizer and 
one of the flow managers for the ECREA doctoral school in 2020.
Pille Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt, member of Academia Europaea, is a professor in 
media and communication, Malmö University since November 2016. She comes from 
University of Tartu where she obtained her PhD and worked last as a professor. Her 
research interests have focused on questions of cultural citizenship and participa-
tion in various online and offline contexts. She has studied engagement in museums, 
libraries and within the context of public broadcasting. She has also worked internet 
users and social applications of new technologies. She is currently the international 
director of European Media and Communication Doctoral Summer School and has 
been engaged with the summer school as student, teacher, and organizer since 2004. 
She has participated and been a leader of different national and international pro-
jects. She has published over a hundred articles both in journals and as book chapters 
and has been part of the editorial team for more than ten books.
Risto Kunelius is a professor in Communication Research and the director of Hel-
sinki Inequality Initiative at the University of Helsinki. Previously he has served as 
a professor of journalism research and the Dean of Social Sciences and Humanities at 
University of Tampere. His research interests include theoretical questions of media 
and power, mediatization and social theory, the changing role of journalism and 
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temporary, complex social and political problems. Most recently he has published on 
global climate change coverage and on surveillance and journalism. He has partici-
pated in numerous doctoral summer schools as a lecturer and mentor.
François Heinderyckx is full professor at Université libre de Bruxelles (ULB) 
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where he teaches media sociology and political communication. His research inter-
ests include journalism and news media, political communication, audience studies 
and media literacy. He is a member of Academia Europaea and a Fellow of the Inter-
national Communication Association. He was among the founding members of the 
European Communication Research and Education Association (ECREA) in 2005 and 
was the President of ECREA from its creation until 2012. He was also the 2013-2014 
President of the International Communication Association (ICA). He is the Series 
Editor of the Wiley Blackwell – ICA International Encyclopedias of Communication 
and a member of the Advisory or Editorial boards of a dozen international academic 
journals.
Ilija Tomanić Trivundža is an Associate Professor at the Department of Media and 
Communication Studies at the Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Ljubljana 
(Slovenia) and a researcher at Social Communication Research Centre at the same 
faculty. His primary research interest spans across the field of visual communica-
tion with special focus on social and political role of photography in contemporary 
mediated communication. He is a co-editor of journal Membrana.
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EXPLORING MOVING INTERVIEWS:  
A THREE-STEP APPROACH TO RESEARCHING 
HOW WHEELCHAIR USERS NAVIGATE

LISA SCHULZE
University of Salzburg

ABSTRACT

Navigating and following a route is a regular practice for many people. However, how do 
people who use a wheelchair plan and follow routes? To answer this question, a three-step 
process of data collection was used: online interviews, moving interviews and reflection 
interviews. By drawing on my experiences with five participants, this article argues that 
conducting moving interviews with wheelchair users is a useful method for studying medi-
ated communication in urban spaces and reflects upon the challenges and opportunities this 
three-step method holds. 

Keywords: navigation ■ wayfinding ■ maps ■ disability ■ wheelchair ■ accessibility 
■ mobility ■ space ■ moving interviews ■ ethnography

1. RESEARCHING WHEELCHAIR NAVIGATION

Navigating and following a route is a regular daily practice for many people. Tech-
nological developments allow us to move from one place to another without much 
effort, even in unknown environments. Media, in the form of paper maps and guide-
books, have long helped the traveller, and digital media – mapping and tracking apps 
using GPS technologies – are making navigation easier for everyone. However, how 
does navigation look like for people using wheelchairs? What kind of navigation 
media and technologies do they use? Can they as easily rely on a smartphone appli-
cation like Google Maps or a paper map and have all the information accessible that is 
necessary to navigate to a desired destination? 

Studies that examine the navigation of wheelchair users often stem from the 
fields of computer science, human-computer interaction and software develop-
ment and usually address the design of software (e.g., Mascetti et al., 2020; Tan-
nert & Schöning, 2018; Ding et al., 2007; Beale et al., 2006; Levine et al., 1999; Yanco, 
1998). These studies focus on how software for apps or other online services could be 
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improved and how spatial data can be made more accessible, but tend to exclude the 
lived realities of users of navigation services. Among the very few studies that look 
at the use of navigation services from a communication studies perspective, Savino 
et al. (2020) argue that user behaviour on Google Maps consists of different types 
of interaction: Search, Place, Direction and Map View Manipulation (Savino et al., 
2020, p. 1). The Map View Manipulation is the most used interaction that captures 
how users explore surroundings on Google Maps by zooming in and out or by pan-
ning (Savino et al., 2020). Their work shows that Google Maps is used for more than 
text-based location searches and can embed a combination of different services and 
knowledge of a place (Savino et al., 2020, p. 9). However, while Savino et al. (2020) 
demonstrate how navigation media are embedded in the everyday lives of the users, 
they do not consider wheelchair users. 

When it comes to the disability and media studies, these mostly focus on the lack 
of access to and the accessibility of digital media (see Fox, 2011; see also, e.g., Tre-
visan, 2017) rather than showcasing the lived experiences and coping mechanisms 
of the limited media. There is hardly any research on how wheelchair users actu-
ally perform navigation with the help of (digital) media, and the systemic exclusion 
seems to result from methodological choices. This article addresses the gap by pro-
posing an ethnographic approach in mobile methods, the moving interviews. Mov-
ing interviews, being the centre of a three-step approach, allow exploring the use of 
media to support navigation of wheelchair users. The context of disability and space 
will frame the potentials and challenges of the method for communication studies. 

Building on the work with my interview partners Mike, Anna, Alex, Veronika 
and Fritz, this article outlines the key elements of moving interviews as enabling 
tools for media research in urban space. The lessons learned from the moving inter-
views inspire more inclusive communication and media studies, since the method is 
applicable for a diversity of study participants – able-bodied or disabled. This arti-
cle has the following structure: after the contextualisation of disability and space, 
I will argue for the choice of moving interviews as opposed to other mobile research 
methods. By bringing selected examples from the fieldwork, I will go through the 
three-step approach of the moving interviews that I conducted in Berlin. I conclude 
with the discussion of inclusivity in communication research and the benefits and 
challenges of the three-step process of conducting moving interviews.

2. HAVING A DISABILITY OR BEING DISABLED?

Even though the wheelchair is a central object to this text, the different bodies that 
might use a wheelchair are not. All the different terms that try to grasp what disabil-
ity entails give insight into different understandings of disability. A disability focus 
foregrounds the participants’ everyday lives as wheelchair users who are ‘being 
disabled’ by conditions that they experience (Alper, 2017, p. 22). Of course, this 
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understanding cannot ignore physical differences but they are not the focus when it 
comes to understanding disability as a whole experience.

A definition of disability is approached differently from various disciplines. On 
the one hand, there is a medical perspective that focuses on bodily limitations due to 
physical prerequisites or acquired conditions and thus distinguishes between bodies 
with disabilities and bodies without disabilities, understanding disability as an “indi-
vidual deficit” (German Federal Government Commissioner for the Affairs of Persons 
with Disabilities, 2020, para. 1). In disability studies and other related disciplines, on 
the other hand, this medical approach has been more and more discarded. Here, dis-
ability is perceived through a “social model” (Alper, 2017, p. 22). The focus shifts from 
physicality per se to the lives of people who fall under the broad concept of disability: 
“This model holds society accountable for shaping the lived experience of disability 
and its potential to enhance and detract from an individual’s life as well as our col-
lective culture” (Alper, 2017, p. 22; see also Shakespeare, 2013), thus, distinguishing 
between impairment (physical impairment) and disability (the socially constructed 
environment that ascribes disabilities to different bodies and ‘disables’ people in their 
lives) (Alper, 2017, p. 22). The sociocultural model of disability expands the social view 
to include representation, personal experience and identity (Oliver, 1990; Gleeson, 
1997). As Anna, one of my study participants articulated, a disability can also be a fea-
ture or characteristic of one’s identity or a community of belonging: “[disability] has 
become a part of my identity and I don’t know if I would want to change that”. 

Disability is thus a complex construct infused with ideas and attributions, while 
also including practices and experiences. Disability and non-disability are influ-
enced by social discourses (Alper, 2014, p. 7f.) and hierarchies, by how surround-
ings are designed, and what experiences are made. Whether a life without disability 
exists at all remains questionable: “Disability is central to the human experience. 
At one time or another, those of us who are ‘temporarily able-bodied’ will become 
disabled, whether as part of the aging process or unexpectedly at any age” (Alper, 
2014, p. 1f.). Ultimately, there is no clear-cut definition for the term disability: “What 
is clear is that each individual with a disability understands their own relationships 
to disability, their bodies, and society in unique ways” (Alper, 2014, p. 8; see also Lin-
ton, 1998). The participants’ wheelchairs and the use of their wheelchairs is not to be 
understood as a metaphor for a lack of mobility, but rather as tools for overcoming 
existing barriers in space. One method to examine how wheelchair users navigate 
will be discussed in more detail in the following sections that will focus on mobile 
methods and elaborate on how they were made use of with references to empirical 
data. 

2.1. Walking/Wheeling/Moving Interviews?

Mobile methods such as the mobile interview (Finlay & Bowman, 2017), the go-along 
interview (Bergeron et al., 2014; Carpiano, 2009) or walking in thirdspace (Moles, 
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2008) cover a range of methods for data collection while both the researcher and 
the participant move through space. These mobile methods, whereby the researcher 
accompanies the research participants while they access places, originate from 
ethnography (Møller Jørgensen, 2016, p. 35f.). Their characteristic of being “on the 
move” (Finlay & Bowman, 2017, p. 263) allows for the researcher to grasp “the social 
organization of ‘moves’” (Büscher & Urry, 2009, p. 103) and to explore how naviga-
tion takes place and how space is perceived. Mobile interviews involve movement 
“through any mode of transit, including by foot, bicycle, car, and public transporta-
tion” (Finlay & Bowman, 2017, p. 263). 

Considering my choice of participants, the mobile method ‘walking interviews’ 
seemed especially suitable because it does not take place in a ‘stationary’ manner, but 
while walking to a destination. Walking interviews cover the whole navigation pro-
cess: the formulation of a destination, the planning of the route, the actual following 
of the route and reaching a destination. The researcher accompanies the participant 
during the entire process, and asks questions about what they observe and experi-
ence (Evans & Jones, 2011). Walking interviews address the constitution of meaning 
by experiencing the participants’ everyday lives (Breidenstein et al., 2013, p. 31), and 
the interviewees can consciously pay attention to places or objects relevant to their 
navigation, such as obstacles, route sections, special places, or road signs that might 
have meaning to them. The participants are asked to ‘think out loud’ during walking 
interviews, which offers the chance that interviewees do not have to generalise about 
a multitude of events and situations afterwards, but rather to experience and reflect 
on a situation in real time, providing information about their thoughts (Bilandzic, 
2017, p. 406). 

Following these instructions, the method looks well suited for studying naviga-
tion media use for wheelchair using participants. Remarkably, according to Laurence 
Parent, studies making use of walking interviews rarely include wheelchair users 
(Parent, 2016, p. 524). Even more so, socio-geographer Jana Kühl’s (2016) article on 
walking interviews even explicitly excludes wheelchair users: “A walking interview 
requires physical ability to visit relevant places on foot. This requirement excludes 
participants with restricted mobility from the sample. To avoid exclusion, interviews 
with mobility-impaired persons were carried out as stationary interviews” (Kühl, 
2016, p. 41). The author gives neither the reason why movement on foot is necessary 
for conducting the interview nor a definition of mobility impairment. This require-
ment does not only eliminate wheelchair users from a sample but all people who may 
be ‘restricted in their mobility’ in any way. Where does restricted mobility begin then 
and where does it end? How about people who use a stroller, a walking stick or who 
are wearing high heels? Wheelchair users are able “to visit relevant places” (Kühl, 
2016, p. 41) because of the wheelchair. Kühl’s (2016) requirement follows a possibly 
unintentional yet significant understanding of disability, using a set of assumptions 
and stereotypes about individuals with disabilities that ultimately discriminate and 
disable people from being part of a study. 
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Since wheelchair users are not envisioned within walking interviews, I consid-
ered broadening the concept by using the term wheeling interview as proposed by 
Laurence Parent (2016), herself being a wheelchair-using researcher. Her wheeling 
interviews are characterised by the fact that both the researcher and the participant 
move during the interviews using wheelchairs. Following their example, in the first 
phase of developing the methodology, I also rented a wheelchair to explore the possi-
bility. However, I had to give up on this idea as I simply was not in the physical shape 
needed to roll the wheels of my wheelchair much longer than five minutes at a time 
and was not able to brake fast enough on even the slightest slope. I returned the wheel-
chair, feeling embarrassment and admiration at the same time. I was ‘restricted in 
my mobility’ and my bungling attempts to manoeuvre a wheelchair would only have 
hindered my participants in our wheeling interviews. To comprehend wheelchair 
navigation as an experience of moving through space, insights about the practice 
and related tool use can be gained by empathetically following and listening to my 
interview partners. Hence, I suggest the term moving interview, as a way to de-cen-
tre the mode of moving, and foreground the mobility itself.

3. THE THREE-STEP PROCESS OF DATA COLLECTION

Moving at the core of the method meant that my interview partners used a wheel-
chair and I accompanied them by foot. I extended the moving interview to 
a  three-step combination of methods, a comprehensive and pandemic-compliant 
examination of the mediated navigation practices. This three-step process consists 
of (1) online interviews, (2) moving interviews, and (3) reflection interviews. The 
online interviews focused on the part of navigation that is “[…] trip planning at the 
kitchen table” (Montello 2005: 260), and supported investigating mobility practices 
also with Covid-19 related lockdowns. The participants planned a route to the house 
of an imagined friend without actually leaving their apartments. We met in video 
meetings for about 30-45 minutes via the platform WebEx. Via screen-sharing, par-
ticipants showed me how they chose and used the tools and other media to plan 
a route. 

Participant Age Wheelchair Destination Media Other tools
Alex 42 active 

wheelchair
 a museum smartphone - Google 

Maps application, public 
transport application BVG

skills and 
strategies 
learned from 
his military 
training

Anna 32 active 
wheelchair

new workplace smartphone - HERE 
WeGo application, public 
transport application 
BVG, foldable paper map, 
underground map

bus- and metro 
drivers who 
install portable 
ramps
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Participant Age Wheelchair Destination Media Other tools
Fritz 52 electric 

wheelchair, 
hand-
controlled

a coffee shop PC – Google Maps website, 
wheelmap.org, foldable 
paper map, underground 
map

–

Mike 46 electric 
wheelchair, 
mouth-
controlled

a friend’s new 
address 

voice assisted laptop - 
Google Maps website

voice assisted smartphone 
– Google Maps application

assistant, 
portable ramp

Veronika 62 electric 
wheelchair, 
hand-
controlled

a park smartphone - HERE WeGo 
application, Google Maps 
application 

her dog 

Table 1

The first moving interviews were held during the summer and autumn months of 
2021. Table 1 provides an overview of the participants. During the moving inter-
views, I positioned myself next to or slightly behind the respective participant, used 
my smartphone to record our conversations and took photos of objects or moments 
along the way that were in some way significant to their movement. This way, “the 
participants [and I] share virtually the same visual field” (Lee & Ingold, 2006, p. 80). 
The respective participant was encouraged to express his or her thoughts during our 
moving interview and I asked follow-up questions. The shared physical movement 
through space, in which we both move at a similar pace to the same destination, 
made us both engage socially with one another (Lee & Ingold, 2006, p. 79f.). The mov-
ing interviews allowed me to experience the participants’ navigation and their use of 
navigation tools as I accompanied them throughout the entire process. We started by 
determining a destination, planning modes of transportation and route sequences, 
followed and updated the route if necessary, and finally reached the destination. 

Step 3, the reflection interviews, gives the chance to reflect upon our experiences. 
We sat opposite to each other and looked into each other’s eyes, which allowed us “to 
communicate with far more precision and subtlety than they otherwise could” (Lee 
& Ingold, 2006, p. 79). This interview phase is important for reflection, because dur-
ing the moving interview, we sometimes were distracted by some parts of the route, 
like crowded streets, and occasionally missed other elements that should have been 
focused on, like a decision to update the route or a detour that was not spoken about 
in that moment. This step made space for questions about elements on the route 
that were missed during the movement. In hectic situations like changing trains in 
crowded stations, for example, there is no time and no capacity to reflect on the tools 
used. The reflection interviews, usually taking place at a coffee shop or restaurant 
close to the destination lasted for 15-25 minutes. 
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4. STEP 1: ONLINE INTERVIEWS FOR NAVIGATION

Adapting to Covid-19 limitations, I developed a version of the data collection that was 
compatible with the pandemic restrictions. I extended the two-step process (moving 
interviews and reflection interviews) by adding a preceding third step: the online 
interviews. These comprised the scenario that the participant would plan a route to 
the house of an imagined friend. 

The online interview with Mike virtually took us to plan a trip into a suburban 
area of a German city to visit an imagined friend. We both sat in front of our lap-
tops and he immediately proposed to share his screen, so I could watch him open 
the Google Maps website. Mike uses a voice assistant to control all his media devices, 
and he started telling his computer to select the user mode for motorists. Planning 
a route to a new destination, he first looks at the route that Google Maps suggests for 
car drivers to get an overview: “it is guaranteed to have good surfaces. But I know, for 
example, um, that I wouldn’t go along the main road because there are just too many 
cars” (Mike). Therefore, in a second step, he compares the suggested route for car 
drivers with the bicycle route: “The bicycle route [...] has the additional advantage 
that you have an altitude profile, which is very practical for me because I can then see 
if it might be too steep somewhere” (Mike). He claimed: “You have to outsmart the 
system a bit” (Mike), meaning that he assembles a good route from bits and pieces 
from different route options. He combines the Google Maps bicycle route option with 
street view images of the surfaces to estimate if the route fits his requirements. 

Online interviews allowed me to watch Mike, Anna and Alex plan routes and 
explain which tools they chose. As we could not actually follow the route, I asked 
questions like “What would be your next step now?”, “What do you bring with you?” 
or “What if you got lost there?”. The imaginary visit scenario, combined with ques-
tions, made the participants recall other experiences they had had while navigating. 
Mike told me about his last holiday trip on an island in the Indian Ocean: “[…] once, 
I [...] went down a very steep hill [...] and unfortunately, I had underestimated the 
risk and I fell over. [...] That was a bit annoying, but that’s just the way it is” (Mike). 
Navigation is always a negotiation of certain aspects of space, the materiality of the 
wheelchair and body, and the information about the route. Their complex refer-
ence systems are different from that of other people who use a different wheelchair, 
another tool, or none to travel and navigate. “[…] everyone has different mobility 
requirements, or navigation requirements, and everyone has different conditions, so 
you can’t compare a hand wheelchair that you have to roll yourself with an electric 
wheelchair” (Mike). Diverse interpretations of accessibility became visible when 
Mike shared his experiences of visiting the Elbe Philharmonic Hall in Hamburg, 
a newly built orchestra house that claimed to be fully accessible:

From an architectural point of view, they’ve put a lot of emphasis on this great 
escalator, which they also advertise everywhere, but it’s just not accessible. Instead, 
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wheelchair users have to use the garage entrance and an elevator to get up there. [...] 
that’s stupid. And with a €12,000,000 building, sorry, but you could do better. (Mike)

My participants did not have hard feelings towards inaccessible infrastruc-
tures that were historical or built several years ago. However, they resented feeling 
excluded from new buildings, especially places that have personal meaning for them. 

The online interviews were a great starting point and allowed seeing the different 
media the participants used and their value in use. However, they were limited, cre-
ating an artificial situation only pretending to travel along a route. Thus, the online 
interviews complement, but do not replace the next step: the moving interview 

5. STEP 2: MOVING INTERVIEWS

The moving interview begun with a meeting at a pre-arranged meeting point, a bus 
stop near the participants’ apartment, in front of or inside their homes. The par-
ticipant would then tell me where we would be headed. I did not limit their choice 
of the destination: Every mode of transport was allowed, and the distance was esti-
mated in accordance to the time they were willing to spend, but it was a place they 
had not been to before. The participants chose different destinations: Alex opted for 
a museum he had always wanted to visit. Anna needed to go to a place where she 
would meet her colleagues later that day and did not want to get lost, thus using the 
interview to check the route beforehand. Fritz and Veronika did not prepare a fixed 
destination and asked me to define one. Despite asking the participants to choose 
a destination before we meet, it does not always work, and some participants strug-
gle with this exercise. Therefore, after meeting Fritz and realising how hard this task 
could be for some participants, I prepared a few possible destinations for the follow-
ing interviews. The broad categories like a park, a coffee shop or a restaurant helped 
Veronika to formulate one particular destination of this category, making the task 
easier.

5.1. Planning a route: Making use of media 

For all the participants, planning a route begins with using media. Most digital nav-
igation systems let one choose a specific user mode to navigate: cyclist, pedestrian 
or motorist (e.g., in Google Maps, Waze or Apple Maps). All these modes come with 
assumptions about the respective user group to make their navigation as convenient 
as possible. The cyclist mode, for example, will give information about the slope of 
a path and will only offer routes that avoid stairs, as Alex told me while we planned 
our route. Fritz made use of a combination different media, namely a paper map and 
online services. He used Google Maps to search for a coffee shop as his destination 
and then compared the information on the coffee shop shown by Google Maps with 
the information from a website called wheelmap.org to make sure that this place has 
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a wheelchair-accessible bathroom, but no stairs. Wheelmap.org is a website that dis-
plays information on the accessibility of public places, which is provided by users of 
the website. However, this website does not provide a route-planning service. 

My participants did not feel represented in any of the navigation media. They 
combine different modes and services to create a route that suits them best. Each 
option brings its own advantages and disadvantages. One helpful feature mentioned 
was the visual representation of surfaces, since none of the route options contains 
information about the ground surfaces, the width of paths or possible obstacles. Yet, 
such information is of utmost importance for wheelchair users; for example, for 
Fritz and Veronika who use an electric wheelchair, cobblestones can be dangerous. 
However, information on ground surfaces is hard to find and can only be accessed 
through Google Street View, as Alex mentioned. However, the images shown there are 
not available for every location and they are often not up-to-date. 

5.2. Following a route: Making use of space

While we were moving through an area of Berlin with a ground surface that was in 
poor condition, I understood Fritz’s rather pragmatic approach to how he handles 
(pre)defined places within the infrastructure around him. Upon encountering hin-
drances, he will find ways or make use of options that are actually not created for 
wheelchair users but need to be used to reach his destination. As we went on the 
pavement, we encountered a poorly parked car that blocked Fritz from following his 
path. He therefore went right onto the road, around the car, and back onto the pave-
ment, waiting for me, as I had to run to catch up with him. It is impossible for me to 
get around a badly parked car on a busy road in Berlin at a speed of 20 km/h, as Fritz 
using an electric wheelchair could easily do. This situation made me aware of our 
different requirements and capabilities when following a route. Me not being able to 
follow Fritz in his fast wheelchair influenced our movement and was most certainly 
the reason he avoided going on the street for the rest of our interview. 

A similar situation happened during my interview with Veronika. As we were 
crossing a road, we noticed that the other side of the road had a very high kerb. 
Veronika quickly drove on the street until she found a lower kerb to get onto the 
pavement again, while her dog followed her on the pavement. As I caught up with 
her, she told me: “I’m not so sure if it is legal for me to drive there but I do it anyway. 
That’s just the way I am.” (Veronika). With Alex, we faced several obstacles that were 
uncircumventable for him, such as high kerbs, a poorly parked car and tree branches 
that had fallen on the pavement. Alex often uses the bicycle lane, despite wheelchair 
users legally counting as pedestrians. My interview participants have developed 
ways to avoid barriers and obstacles using an existing infrastructure, even if it is 
not intended for them. The legal definitions do not make much sense as wheelchair 
users share hardly any requirements with pedestrians concerning ground surface or 
width of the path.
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The moving interviews allowed me to understand that the space we moved in 
comes with affordances. The surfaces the participants encounter determine how 
they plan and conduct routes, how destinations are set and what navigation tools are 
selected. As the psychologist Jamer J. Gibson claims: „The affordances of the environ-
ment are what it offers” (Gibson, 2014, p. 56). However, the natural environment is 
designed to fit the specific needs of a group of humans to make life easier for them 
but not for others (Gibson, 2014, p. 56). The infrastructures and the material form of 
space come with information on how to use it, what practices it allows (Cresswell, 
2015, p. 70). Thus, the moving interview turned out to be a useful method, not only 
to research how people move and what media and other tools they used during their 
journey, but also to study the affordances of space. Exploring how the participants 
interacted with space and what types of interaction it offers showed how space func-
tions as a reflection; it reveals hierarchies, notions of power, ideologies, and values 
(Soja, 1996, p. 6). Veronika and I went to a park that turned out to be inaccessible for 
her, Fritz and I went to a coffee shop that did not have a wheelchair-accessible bath-
room, and Alex and had to overcome a step at the door to enter a coffee shop. Those 
design decisions represent each place’s visitors and reveal whose needs are consid-
ered, who is considered a legitimate participant (Drüeke, 2013, p. 38). By designing 
space, landscapes, cities and infrastructures a certain way, some people are included, 
and others are excluded. The participant’s strategy to use the streets or bicycle lanes 
as a form of appropriation of space, re-claiming a part of public infrastructure as 
the area created for pedestrians does not represent their needs. These appropriation 
strategies allow making a place of their own. 

5.3. Moving safely

The participants told me that safety was the main factor determining whether a route 
can be followed, needs to be updated or even cancelled. During the interview with 
Anna, we came across an emergency telephone at an underground station that she 
told me was very important in case a lift is broken at the station and one misses the 
last train at night. Veronika shared a story of being locked into a park at night and 
not getting out because she could neither open nor climb over the already locked 
gate. Both cases show what clearly applies to everybody: being able to call for help is 
very important, and media technologies, especially a smartphone or the mentioned 
emergency phone, are vital here. These examples also show that even regular situa-
tions can become dangerous for wheelchair users. A broken lift is a mere inconven-
ience for most people can lead to precarious situations for wheelchair users. 

Anna explained using the public transport service app to check the lifts. “[the 
application] is very topical […]. There was a broken lift at Hermannstraße yester-
day […] we should better go by bus” (Anna). Media technologies and the processing 
and availability of real-time information on lifts throughout the city is a particu-
larly important feature mentioned by my participants. The Berlin public transport 
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application, therefore, serves an important purpose: “they have information on all 
the lifts” (Alex). While the Berlin public transportation service does not maintain all 
the lifts, they service most of those that are located at public transport stops, as Anna 
explained. Information on which lifts throughout the city are broken, where accessi-
ble toilets are located and when they are open are issues that directly influence how 
the participants plan routes and where they travel. 

While Fritz and I were on the move, he told me that maintaining a certain degree 
of orientation is crucial, meaning that he always has a sense of where he is, or as 
Daniel Montello puts it, where he is relative to his goal and what obstacles there are 
in his way (Montello, 2005, p. 264). For Alex, his smartphone and a navigation app 
are therefore always present during navigation. He uses them to plan a route, to fol-
low and to update it occasionally when he faces an obstacle. Albert Borgmann (1984) 
claims that technological devices, including navigation media, have a negative effect 
on memory and cognition, “resulting in loss of engagement with the environment 
and others” (cited in Leshed et al., 2008, p. 1675). Increasingly, people are losing 
their ability to practice wayfinding without the help of GPS (Aporta & Higgs, 2005, p. 
740ff.), presumably being one result of the growing disengagement with their envi-
ronment (Leshed et al., 2008, p. 1675). As a countermeasure, Fritz planned his route 
using a paper map, memorizing smaller sequences of the route, thus ensuring that he 
would not be too distracted from the actual surroundings while following that route. 
Similarly, Veronika told me that it is necessary for her to be more engaged with her 
surroundings than it might be for other people. At the same time, she was not afraid 
to rely on navigation media when going to unknown areas: “[the smartphone] is so 
convenient, it knows so much!” (Veronika). The services her smartphone offers in 
means of navigation are very important to her: “Mobility is what is most important” 
(Veronika), she said. Her dog Emi is an assistant in this context as well. She will hold 
doors, push the buttons on a lift, she makes Veronika feel safe and she will know her 
way back home from many areas of Berlin. Alex also mentioned that, as a trained sol-
dier, he always tries to keep track of where he is located: “Some details always strike 
me [...] I immediately notice which side of a tree the ivy grows [...] that is, where the 
sun is highest” (Alex).

 To navigate, the participants use different strategies and tools that help them to 
make sense of the information around them. Navigation media are one of those and 
using them does not mean that one is disengaged from their surroundings. I experi-
enced the participants paying close attention to objects, people, and infrastructures 
they come across. Using navigation media alters their experiences of place as they 
add information to their surroundings without making their own detailed observa-
tion and constant consideration of information obsolete. 

The moving interviews vary greatly in duration, some lasting 40 minutes, oth-
ers almost 2 hours. They are strongly influenced by factors such as the weather or 
impressions of the destination. For instance, during Veronika’s moving interview, 
we were hit by a huge storm and arrived at the destination being soaking wet and 
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cold. The park we were headed for turned out to be surrounded by stairs so that we 
could not even access it. We reflected on these experiences during the last step, the 
reflection interview. 

6. STEP 3: THE REFLECTION INTERVIEWS

After reaching the destination, the respective participant and I found some place to sit 
and speak about our experiences during the movement while having a warm drink.

Building on the moving interviews, the participants reflected on how they moved, 
made choices and interacted with other people and objects. Their reflections focused 
on the feeling of belonging to a certain place or being represented in the design of 
a place, and how this goes hand in hand with being a participant, or belonging to 
society. Referring to a damaged piece of pavement that we had encountered earlier, 
Alex said, “I do feel forgotten sometimes”. On my way to meet him, I had already 
passed this piece of damaged pavement without paying any attention to it. Moving 
with Alex, I realised the significance of the pavement’s condition not only for the way 
he would move but also for the way he felt and positioned himself within society. The 
moving interview method highlights both the importance of experiencing situations 
with the participants, and the reflection of the experiences in this third step. During 
this third stage, I ask more questions and let the participants reflect and expand on 
topics that they may have mentioned beforehand. 

With Anna, Veronika and Fritz, for example, the reflection interviews focused 
very much on data security and reflections on their own media use. I found two 
opposing strategies here: Veronika who claims to follow a minimal data strategy to 
avoid Google services on mobile devices: “Who knows what they do with my data?!” 
(Veronika); or Fritz who does not even own a smartphone because it makes him feel 
less autonomous. On the other hand, for Anna and Alex, the convenience of Google 
services and the public transport service application outweighs all data concerns. 

Another topic in all reflection interviews is accessibility. We rarely spoke about it 
during the movement, but as soon as we search for a place to sit down for a cup of cof-
fee and realise that the destination point is not accessible at all, as with Veronika or 
Alex, the topic came up naturally. Not being able to easily grab a cup of coffee in one 
of the biggest cities of Europe is frustrating for the participants. Anna told me: “I try 
not to get angry […] I just don’t want to”. When we spoke about the term ‘accessibility’ 
and what it means and contains for the participants, it became clear that accessibility 
does not only mean that wheelchair users can enter a building or get to a certain spot 
in just any way, rather it means that they should be enabled to do so in the same way 
as others (cf. Napolitano, 1995, p. 33). Realising and reflecting on the fact that most 
shops or even parks have at least one step that makes them not wheelchair-accessi-
ble, confirms Rob Kitchin’s claim that space and its design directly exclude disabled 
persons (Kitchin, 1998, p. 345). However, the participants saw a great potential for 
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more accessibility through media technologies, for example, by expanding existing 
navigation services to display wheelchair-friendly bathrooms. 

7. CONCLUSION

The moving interview method introduced here allowed me to experience parts of 
navigation and movement through the participants’ eyes and how navigation takes 
place with the help of technologies. A whole set of related concepts are needed to 
understand experiences of mobility, participation and navigation as a wheelchair 
user. The three-step process of data collection presented here, (1) online interviews, 
(2) moving interviews and (3) reflection interviews, produces a wide variety of data. 
For instance, audio recordings, photographs, maps, and notes. Every researcher can 
decide which of these to record. I recorded continuous audio, and took photos of 
objects and situations, pointed out by the participants or noticed by myself. For future 
moving interviews, I plan to attach a camera to the wheelchair (cf. Parent, 2016) that 
will continuously record to experience, for example, to what extent underground 
maps or information boards are accessible at a sitting height, and how this might 
influence the movement and choices of wheelchair users. 

The online interviews have their limitations, as both the participant and inter-
viewer need to have a stable internet connection. Secondly, online interviews are 
limited to certain groups of people. For instance, Veronika and Fritz preferred not 
to speak on the phone or via video call because they are often not understood due to 
their speaking disabilities, making telephone calls tedious and unpleasant. Inevita-
bly, some elements of the online interviews re-emerged during the moving inter-
views, where the participants pointed out that they had already covered that issue in 
the online interviews, and felt a bit reluctant to repeat themselves, e.g., “but I already 
told you that” (Anna) or “as I said last time” (Alex). Although these statements show 
me how well a merely imagined wayfinding without actual movement can be per-
formed from home, the step of the online interview is apparently not essential. 
The combination of methods showed me that not all uses of media technologies are 
reflected upon, and that the participants adapt their media use according to the cir-
cumstances. Being able to observe media use in situ reveals practices that might be 
overlooked in oral recounting and demonstrating the usefulness of moving inter-
views for studying mediated communication on the move and mediated navigation. 
Excluding wheelchair users from studies that use a mobile method is in no way justi-
fiable. Moving interviews allow investigating how people perceive and move through 
space and how they make use of media to do so. 

Moving with the participants (1) has abled me to co-experience a part of the par-
ticipants’ mobility in real time, including how they navigate, what tools they use and 
how they perceive their surrounding and make use of it, but (2) has also exemplified 
that my presence as a non-wheelchair user accompanying wheelchair users influ-
ences the way they move during the moving interviews. Adapting to me following 
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them on foot most certainly influenced the routes the participants chose. However, 
the media use and needs differ even between an active wheelchair, an electric wheel-
chair or a hand bike. The interviewer will not be able to replicate all conditions, and 
walking along is most likely enough.

Despite the limitations, moving interviews allow the researcher and the inter-
view partner to share similar experiences during the movement. The think-aloud 
approach led to a continuing reflection of what was encountered, and we discussed 
topics that would most certainly remain subconscious or not be recalled in a sta-
tionary interview. However, to compensate for the walker’s field of vision differing 
from that of the one sitting in a wheelchair, adaptations or additional data collection 
might be needed. The aspects of different speed and different vision fields can and 
must be reflected upon but do not negate the value of the profound and diverse data 
that these moving interviews generate. 

One major lesson learned of these moving interviews lies in the reflection of my 
position as a researcher, as I have had to reflect and challenge my standpoints, opin-
ions and knowledge. Even though an estimated 1-2% of the world’s population use 
a wheelchair (WHO, 2008; Wheelchair Foundation, 2021), these people are often-
times not considered in many aspects of life, be it the design of spaces or technologi-
cal devices. Working with moving interviews made me aware of ableism as a mind-set 
that many people unintentionally hold: “Ableism is the intentional or unintentional 
discrimination or oppression of individuals with disabilities” (National Conference 
for Community and Justice, 2021, para. 3). Several situations during the interviews 
challenged my ableist position. Mike talking about enjoying hiking in the mountains 
surprised me, as I had no idea then that mountain hiking was even possible for him 
as a wheelchair user. I assumed it to be very dangerous and would come with a lot 
of effort for himself and his assistants. Mike was very kind and made me question 
why I thought that way. Eventually, I concluded that although my assumptions were 
friendly and stemmed from concern for Mike’s safety, they also showed my ableist 
standpoint, I pushed myself to reflect on it since. 

Throughout the data collection and encounters with the participants, I have been 
confronted with my own unintentional conclusions that have not been mine to make. 
For instance, rain is no more of a problem to Veronika in her electric wheelchair than 
it is for me, not all wheelchair users will use their wheelchair all the time, but will 
still be called wheelchair users, and being outdoors in the mountains is definitely an 
activity to be pursued by wheelchair users. Just because one cannot imagine   person 
doing a particular action, this does not mean it is not possible. Moreover, although 
our motivations might be considerate on the surface, researchers are in no place to 
exclude people from certain areas of life. By using moving interviews, I see the ease 
of excluding entire groups of people from research projects (as both researchers 
and participants), how we do not question certain requirements, and how we fail to 
reflect on traditions of how studies are conducted. Wheelchair users, as well as many 
other people, often experience multiple layers of oppression and exclusion. Even 
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academia itself often (re-)produces ableism (Parent, 2016, p. 524) without being 
scrutinised. As researchers, we need to reflect on our imaginations and standpoints 
and find ways to make research feasible for different bodies. Moving interviews can 
include people of different bodies who inevitably come with different experiences of 
space that are not to be ignored. Ultimately, if we cannot imagine a wheelchair user 
– or any other person – experiencing space as fully and complexly as non-wheelchair 
users do, we need to learn better.

Lisa Schulze is a doctoral student and research assistant at the Department of Com-
munication Studies, University of Salzburg, Austria. She completed the Master’s pro-
gramme Media Culture at the University of Bremen, Germany. Her research interests 
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and qualitative research methods.
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ENCOUNTERING ALGORITHMS IN THE 
URBAN SPACE: A MATTER OF KNOWLEDGE. 
AN ENACTIVE ETHNOGRAPHY OF RIDERS’ WORK

FRANCESCO BONIFACIO
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ABSTRACT

In the academic debate, an increasing number of studies has addressed the disciplining 
function of the algorithmic management upon food-delivery workers. The technologi-
cal infrastructure has been understood as a tool in the hands of the management, against 
which workers can only resist or succumb insofar as they comply (or not) with algorith-
mic prescriptions. Less attention has been given to what the interaction with algorithms is 
made of. By adopting riders’ point of view, this article explores the meanings and compe-
tences attached to such interaction, which shapes workers’ spatial and temporal experience. 
Framing the everyday encounters with algorithms as a “site of knowing” (Nicolini 2011), 
the paper shows the emergence of a professional vision (Goodwin, 1994) within (a part of) 
riders’ community. The research draws on six-months Milan-based observant participation 
during which the author worked as a part-time rider, integrated with 21 in-depth inter-
views with workers and a small survey (n=130).

Keywords: food-delivery work ■ platform economy ■ algorithms ■ urban space ■ 
practice theories ■ ethnography

 

1. INTRODUCTION: ADDRESSING THE SPECIFICITY OF A NEW    
 OCCUPATION

Among the increasing number of platform labours, food-delivery couriers – the 
so-called riders –have achieved the greatest public visibility. In the academic debate, 
a growing interdisciplinary literature – ranging from labour law to economic soci-
ology – has addressed this work in reference to broader socioeconomic processes 
related to the platformisation of society (Van Dijck et al. 2018, p. 2). Riders have been 
understood alternatively as the labour function in the process of capital accumu-
lation (van Doorn & Badger 2020), as the symbol of contractual and wage precar-
ity characterizing platform capitalism (Goods et al. 2019), or as the protagonists of 
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a new stage of class struggle led by the emerging informal unions (Marrone 2021; 
Tassinari & Maccarone 2020). Moreover, the research has understood food-deliv-
ery work as a generic labour within the platform economy  examining cross-cutting 
organisational issues, such as the so-called algorithmic management (Stark & Pais 
2020). Griesbach and colleagues, for example, have framed food-delivery as a "rap-
idly expanding sector of platform work" (2019, p. 2) comparing it to the "companies 
such as Uber, Lyft, Instacart, TaskRabbit, Mechanical Turk, Care.com that use cloud-
based technology to bring workers and consumers together" (ibid., p.1). Similarly, 
Veen et al. have dialogued with empirical studies carried out in several different 
working environments, identifying the algorithmic management as a distinct fea-
ture of the "app-based platform-work" (Veen et al. 2020, p. 2). This homogenizing 
trend finds a theoretical legitimacy in contributions that advanced the adoption of 
normative frameworks rooted in critical theories for the study of the gig economy 
as a whole (Gandini 2019; Woodcock & Graham 2019). In particular, Gandini has 
recommended using the Marxist approach of labour process theory to study "what 
is unique about the gig economy, as a way of working through (and for) a digital 
platform' (Gandini 2019, p. 1040), framing the platform as the “point of production: 
intended as the ‘place’ where the labour process is enacted upon workers” (ibid.). 
Focusing on the consequences carried by the algorithms intermediation of the labour 
process, these studies have undeniably refined our understanding of the platform 
as a new economic model. On the contrary, by disregarding the specificity of such 
occupation, less attention has been given to what the interaction with algorithms is 
actually made of. Overall, riders have been understood as (more or less) resistant in 
relation to the algorithmic management, insofar as they comply (or not) with algo-
rithmic prescriptions. This article argues that by adopting the riders’ point of view, 
we can shed lights on the meanings and competences attached to such interaction, 
shaping workers’ spatial and temporal experience. Framing the everyday encoun-
ters with algorithms as a site of knowing (Nicolini 2011) of the work-practice, I will 
show the emergence of a professional vision (Goodwin, 1994) within (a part of) rid-
ers’ community. 

The paper proceeds as follow. First, I will start by reviewing the literature on algo-
rithmic management. Then, I will briefly illustrate the theoretical framework of the 
research, addressing the epistemological and methodological challenges related to 
the study of algorithms in use. This theoretical reflection will set the stage for discuss-
ing empirical results in the last sections, where I will try to illustrate riders’ spatial 
and temporal experience resulting from how they practically understand algorithms.

2. THE LITERATURE ON ALGORITHMIC MANAGEMENT

Consistently with the above-mentioned tendency to understand food-delivery work 
as a generic labour within the platform economy, this paragraph presents a synthe-
sis of the empirical literature produced on different platform labours to situate our 
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argument. Mostly rooted in critical theories, these studies share a common perspec-
tive on the role of algorithms at work, conceiving technology as an element deter-
mining the organizational structure, hiding the hand of the management (Gandini 
2019) – yet, without eliminating it. Overall, this literature advances an understand-
ing of algorithms as opaque codes carrying out informative asymmetries between 
managers and workers, which are reported to strengthen the structure of power 
between capital and labour in favour of the former. Accordingly, Vallas and Schor 
have proposed the image of the "digital cage" (2020, p. 278), paraphrasing the famous 
metaphor of the "iron cage" used by Weber to describe modern processes of bureau-
cratization. Through an extensive literature review, Kellog, Valentine, and Christin 
(2020) have identified six ways in which algorithms can be employed for control 
purposes: by "limiting" available courses of action; by "recommending" some choices 
instead of others; by "recording" job performances and "evaluating" workers; and 
by disciplining workers "rewarding" them or "replacing" them with others. An early 
influential research in the field of algorithmic management is the one conducted 
by Rosenblat and Stark (2016) on Uber drivers, in the American context. Drawing 
on drivers discussions on the web, the authors illustrated several algorithm-medi-
ated techniques through which the platform exerts an indirect control over drivers, 
reducing their autonomy. Techniques such as surge pricing and reputational systems 
are seen as a form of "soft control" (ibid., p.3768), where the middle management is 
being replaced by customers. Rosenblat and Stark's research has inspired many of the 
studies produced subsequently, both on the experience of Uber drivers (Chan & Hum-
phreys 2018; Rosenblat 2018), and on other workers in the platform economy. In the 
case of riders, similar conclusions are reached by Shapiro’s ethnographic study (2018) 
in the US, as well as by Barratt et al. (2020) and Veen et al. (2020) in the Australian 
context. In addition, several authors have stressed the presence of platforms’ gami-
fied inclinations (Gerber & Krzywdzinski 2019; van Doorn 2017) aimed at stimulating 
workers' performances. In food-delivery work, the emergence of gamified affordances 
has been observed by van Doorn (2018), in the transition from a stable pay system (on 
an hourly or piece base) to a dynamic one (built on variable pay and bonuses).

Despite the risk that algorithmic management may reduce workers’ ability “to 
resist, elude, or challenge the rules and expectations that firms establish as condi-
tions of participation” (Vallas & Schor 2020), several studies have showcased the 
workers’ agency in regaining control over the labour process. Drawing on a literature 
review, Graham and Ferrari identified three strategies – manipulation, subversion, 
disruption – through which workers attack the so-called "fissures" of the algorithmic 
power, understood as the "moments in which algorithms do not govern as intended" 
(2021, p.2). For example, Rahman (2019) observed how UpWork's freelancers elabo-
rated a way to circumvent the platform's reputational metrics by forming personal 
alliances with customers to keep the level of their own ratings. In a similar case study, 
Jarrahi and Sutherland have described workers’ agency as a "meaning-making strat-
egy to open the black box" and to "circumvent or manipulate algorithms to their own 
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advantage" (2019, p. 585). Such strategies have been described in terms of "algo-
rithmic competence" (Cheng & Foley 2019; Kaine & Josserand 2019), "work games" 
(Manriquez 2019) or "tactical quantifications" (Irani & Silberman 2013). In relation 
to food-delivery work, several authors have emphasized riders’ ability to resist algo-
rithmic control on an individual level (Griesbach et al. 2019; Newlands 2021; Shapiro 
2018; Veen et al. 2020), remarking the difficulty of translating it into a collective plan. 

Nevertheless, despite observing a higher or lower capacity to circumvent the algo-
rithmic control, I argue that the meaning of riders’ interaction with algorithms can-
not be automatically understood in terms of resistance. On the contrary, it must be 
empirically questioned with reference to the practice wherein it is situated. If we 
want to understand how algorithms work in terms of “constituting and being con-
stituted in and through practice” (Bucher 2018), the riders’ work-practice needs to 
become the empirical focus. Therefore, a precise notion of practice is needed.

3. WORKING AS A RIDER, USING AN ALGORITHM

Despite disagreeing about the identification of its constitutive elements, practice 
theories share a common perspective in the way they reject traditional dualisms 
in sociological thinking such as body/mind, individual/structure, social/material 
(Reckwitz 2002). Reckwitz has provided an extensive definition of a practice, as 
“a routinized type of behaviour, which consists of several elements interconnected 
to one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their 
use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of 
emotion and motivational knowledge” (Reckwitz, 2002, p.249). Accordingly, a prac-
tice is recognised as a discrete entity only as the result of how these elements pro-
visionally – while quite stably – interweave one another. In this case, riders’ work 
results from the interconnection between a body, the platform mediating the work, 
a certain type of urban knowledge, means of transport, urban materiality, rules, dis-
courses and representations. As such, it is recognised and represented differently 
from other similar practices, such as cycling for recreational or commute purposes. 
Notwithstanding their internal differences, practice theories share a relational per-
spective on materiality (Gherardi 2016; Schatzki 2010; Shove 2016), that is particu-
larly beneficial to discuss the interaction between riders and algorithms. In short, 
it implies to question the role and the meaning played by materiality in relation to 
specific practices, moving from the study of technology as such to the technology in 
use. Given their ubiquitous character, the role played by algorithms fundamentally 
depends on how we delimit the boundaries of our research object. Richardson sug-
gests to focus on the delicate coordination of different social agents – restaurants, 
riders and customers – in space and time to realise the delivered meal (2020). For 
this purpose, algorithms are best understood as things working in the background, 
as infrastructures. Conversely, being focused on what riders do during their every-
day work-experience as we were in this research, algorithms are more conveniently 
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understood as material resources used by riders, as “something that is used or trans-
formed radically in the course of the practice” (Shove, 2016, p.156). This analytical 
shift does not solve the epistemological and methodological issues on what it means 
to use algorithms. More precisely, it does not clarify what are we supposed to look at 
when we address the interaction between riders and algorithms.

4. EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES ABOUT   
 ENCOUNTERING ALGORITHMS

Technically, an algorithm can be defined as "a set of coded procedures to transform 
an input into the desired type of output" (Gillespie 2014). More specifically, as noted 
by Giardullo, "an algorithm works through input data, that must be organized in the 
way they can be handled according to the operations envisioned by the algorithm 
itself" (Giardullo 2020, p. 217 trans. by me). At an early stage, the theoretical reflec-
tion on algorithms has mainly focused on their discriminatory functions, highlight-
ing the lack of neutrality in the automated decision-making process (Diakopoulos 
2014; Pasquale 2015). This perspective has emphasized the opaque nature of algo-
rithms, representing them as poorly intelligible entities with a high "social power" 
(Beer 2017). Gradually, this approach has been complemented by the reflection that 
arose at the intersection between media studies and science and technology stud-
ies, which expressed a greater sensitivity towards the performative nature of algo-
rithms, returning attention to the users’ agency (Velkova & Kaun 2021). As I  briefly 
mentioned at the end of the last section, this new interpretive strand has suggested 
shifting the focus from the effects of algorithms as such to how they are used (Arag-
ona et al. 2020) as part of social practices (Bucher 2018). 

Now, while it may be intuitive to think of algorithms as something used by social 
agents, it is certainly less obvious to understand what it does mean to use an algo-
rithm, given its opaque and invisible character. From this standpoint, I share Gil-
lespie’s position, according to whom the best way to understand how algorithms 
matter to social phenomena is to be concerned with the “insertion of procedure into 
human knowledge and social experience” (Gillespie 2016). Accordingly, Gillespie has 
advocated using the term ‘algorithm’ as an adjective rather than as a noun (ibid.). 
The notion of 'algorithmic imaginary' (Bucher, 2018) is a pivotal example of such 
adjectival use1, relating the interaction with algorithms to a matter of knowledge, 
to the extent that users “perception and knowledge [of how algorithms work] affect 
their use of social media platforms” (Bucher 2018, p,17). Consistently with Bucher’s 
perspective, algorithms may be understood as a "site of knowing" (Nicolini 2011) of 
the riders' practice: riders learn how to proficiently use algorithms by making sense 
of their opaque operation, trying to infer the inputs they compute in the process of 
decision making. And this knowledge, recursively, shapes the practice itself. In this 

1 others being “algorithmic culture” (Striphas 2015) or “algorithmic identity” (Cheney-Lippold 2011)
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vein, it’s worth noting that by no means does the notion of algorithmic imaginary 
imply a free-floating perception of the technology. Rather, Bucher associates the 
imaginary of algorithms to a kind of practical knowledge – that is, knowing “in order 
to engage meaningfully with and find [the] way around an algorithmically mediated 
world” (Bucher 2018, p.98) – that echoes concepts such as practical understanding 
(Schatzki 2001) or practical logic (Bourdieu 1990). 

In order to explore how an algorithmic imaginary operates, a methodological 
tactic advocated by Bucher is to scrutinize the “phenomenological encounters with 
unknown knows” (Bucher 2018, p.61) when riders make sense of the algorithms 
functioning. Focusing on such encounters allows us to grasp what other sources of 
know-how are connected to an algorithmic imaginary, and it enables us to observe 
how the work-experience “takes shape […] through encounters with algorithms” 
(ibid., p.62). It is not easy to Isolating these encounters since algorithms permeate 
the entire work practice, pre-mediating (Jansson 2013) riders’ spatial and temporal 
experience. However, it is possible to identify a few circumstances where the rele-
vance of algorithms is tangibly evident – in Bucher terms when an algorithm comes 
to matter – related to the occasions when riders have to make decisions: where to 
wait for a delivery when to close and to pick up the order and, most of all, whether to 
accept or reject it. Focusing on such circumstances, in what follows, I will show the 
everyday encounters between riders and algorithms. Before, a brief methodological 
account of the research is needed.

5. METHODOLOGY: AN ENACTIVE ETHNOGRAPHY

This paper draws on six-months observant participation between January and July 
2020, during which I have worked as a Glovo2 part-time rider. The study took place 
in Milan, which is a remarkable context due to the food-delivery market penetration. 
The choice to work for Glovo was partly dictated by convenience. I applied to all the 
platforms many times. Glovo provided me with an account in less than 24 hours, as 
did Uber Eats. Deliveroo and Just Eat never accepted my application. Hiring strate-
gies are one of the many elements of differentiation between food delivery platforms, 
which riders themselves commonly acknowledge3. Exploring how different platform 
affordances prefigure the work-practice exceeds the scope of this paper, although it 
is definitely an aspect of interest. During my fieldwork, I had contacts with different 
groups of workers, also joining them in their off-work activities. Moreover, I inte-
grated my ethnographical observations with 21 interviews with workers and few 
interviews with restaurant managers. Also, a survey was personally administered 

2 Glovo is a Spanish food-delivery platform that operates in Milan together with many other companies, the bigger 
ones being Uber Eats, Deliveroo and Just Eat.

3 As instance, Uber Eats is often portrayed as the sub-Saharan riders’ app, while Deliveroo is the app of profes-
sional riders. The accusation of illegal hiring of immigrants against Uber Eats provides more than a proof in this 
sense.
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in the physical space to a small, statistically unrepresentative sample of workers 
(n=130). The primary goal of the survey was to improve the recruitment of the most 
informative cases for in-depth interviews. Secondly, drawing on a preliminary anal-
ysis of ethnographic observations, the survey meant to collect information about the 
most salient aspects of the work-practice (e.g. deliveries rejection, the work vehicle, 
workers’ sociality with other colleagues, etc.) to explore any possible associations. 
An in-depth discussion of the survey construction and analysis exceeds the scope of 
this paper. In this paper, survey data will be used to triangulate qualitative informa-
tion related to a specific aspect – riders’ interaction with algorithms – to strengthen 
our main argument. In particular, to show the emergence of a professional vision 
(Goodwin 1994) that, while referred to many aspects of the work, is particularly evi-
dent when it comes to the interaction with algorithms. 

Methodologically, working as a rider brought opportunistic and epistemic advan-
tages. From the first point of view, approaching riders with a backpack on my 
shoulders has certainly helped to contain their potential mistrust towards my role 
as a  researcher, exposing me first-hand to the social dynamics I wanted to study. 
A further opportunistic advantage was the possibility to interact personally with the 
platform, taking screenshots of the app’s graphical interface. Epistemic advantages 
concern the chance of addressing my work practice and its transformation over time 
as a specific object of inquiry. In this vein, I have followed Loic Wacquant famous 
“enactive ethnography”4 of the boxing gym in the black ghetto in Chicago (Wacquant 
2015). Wacquant has emphasized the importance of "entering into the theatre of 
action in some ordinary capacity" (2015, p. 6) to investigate the way the sociologist 
appropriates "the cognitive, ethical, aesthetic and conative patterns that engage in 
the everyday those who inhabit it" (Wacquant 2002, p. 7). By identifying my initiation 
into the occupation as a specific analytical object, I was able to reconstruct the for-
mation of my dispositions towards the work practice. Recursively, I could also detect 
the forms of knowledge required by practice in order to participate  diligently for its 
analytical reconstruction. In addition, the in-depth interviews with other workers 
allow me to provide a polyphonic picture of the rider's experience. In what follows, 
I will try to combine notes from my own learning journey together with fragments 
of interviews with workers. 

6. THE ALGORITHMIC-MEDIATED PRODUCTION OF SPACE

As briefly mentioned, riders are usually paid variably for each delivery they fulfil 
during the hourly slots when they are registered to work. In the case of Glovo, the 
price of each delivery is contingently calculated by adding a fixed component to a 

4 According to Wacquant, the notion of enactive ethnography emphasizes that, like any participant, also the 
researcher enters the field of enquiry from his or her own social and incarnate position, which must be reflex-
ively objectified in order to corroborate the validity of the scientific claims produced.
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variable one. The latter is the sum of the distance calculated by Google Maps between 
the rider and the restaurant, and the distance which separates the restaurant and the 
customer. To optimize the amount of money gained by delivering within a limited 
time, one of the most crucial competencies concerns the orders’ evaluation. Discrim-
inating between good and bad gigs informs the decision about what orders should be 
accepted or re-assigned.  

“[…] It’s 8.30 pm, and I get a new order: the restaurant is near, but the deliv-
ery address is very far, approximately in Vigentino. I don’t know that area 
at all. […] I need to think about it: if I accept this order, it will take me really 
far: what will the streets be like? Wide, busy, more dangerous? For sure, it is 
paid more than the average: 7 euros and something. But is it worth getting 
that far for 7 euros? What if I refuse this order and wait for others to arrive? 
If I accept this, and then I make another one, I could reach 11, 12 euro. If 
I refuse this, instead, I could maybe make three deliveries till 10 p.m. […] 
Partly out of laziness, I click on the red button, and I get this screenshot that 
pushes me to reconsider my decision. Perhaps it just pushes me to consider 
my decision carefully”. What I am sure about is that I am wasting time. So 
I decide to accept the gig, and I start pedalling towards the restaurant […] 
I deliver the food; I close the order, and I check the map: I am almost out of 
the active area. I did not see many restaurants along the road. I guess that 
in order to receive new gigs, I must go back. And quickly, because it is 9.15 
p.m. and my work hours end at 10 p.m. I pedal for 10 minutes, and when I 
reach viale Isonzo, I stop at the traffic light, and I realise that I got an order 
for Corso di Porta Vigentina to be delivered back outside of the city centre.”

(Fieldnote, 28/1/2018)

 
Figure 1. Active area to receive orders. Screenshot produced on the 10/2/2020
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As the novice that I am in this episode, I show a very poor algorithmic imaginary. 
I assume that if I re-assign this gig, I may receive a better one, but I do not disclose 
any other criteria to properly evaluate the delivery I am assigned to. Only after I have 
delivered the meal to the customer, I realise I am almost out of the area where orders 
can be assigned – the one highlighted in green in the app (Figure 1). I don't even con-
sider the scarcity of restaurants that I will find in the customer area, which represents 
another fundamental node of a rider's mental map (Lynch 1960), influencing the fur-
ther probability of receiving new orders. Indeed, such seemingly trivial evaluation 
criteria are the product of a gradual learning journey with the job. As Giovanni states: 

"At the beginning, I used to accept everything they sent me…crazy far desti-
nations...Now I don't do those things anymore, because...how to say, because 
I can choose the deliveries I want to do. After a while you learn to manage 
them...you learn that it is not convenient to do those deliveries where there 
are no more pickups, because then you will add the return route where you 
will be unloaded of orders, right? You will pedal for free…then, it’s very 
important that where you’re going there’s something else." 

(Giovanni, 46, M) 

As Giovanni points out, it is not only important how much the delivery is paid. It is 
essential that "where you're going there's something else" to avoid making what he 
calls the “unloaded routes”: driving without orders in charge, and therefore with-
out being paid. Accordingly, days poor of “unloaded trips” and “big tubs”5 are those 
where, as Dolores notes, the algorithm made you run well.

"Last Monday in 7 hours I made 80 euros, though...80 euros I went back 
and forth between Corso Garibaldi and Chinatown, but all day long... that is, 
they are super easy deliveries, and at the end of the day you say "I'm not even 
cooked". There is also the algorithm that made you run well, then there are 
also bad days, like today... that is today they wanted to send me from here to 
pick up in Corso Garibaldi and then to Via Tortona... but guys, it's one thing 
if I get from here to Via Tortona between one delivery and the other I arrive 
from here to via Tortona... you send me from here to Buonarroti, from there 
to Washington and so...so the algorithm makes you run well, but when it 
wants you to do 7 km in one go you say "but why?"

(Dolores, 30, F)

As these instances show, riders become “algorithmically recognizable” (Gilles-
pie, 2014, p.184) by virtue of their geo-localization which, recursively, constitutes 
a main dimension upon which they can articulate the algorithm in the practice. By 

5 Big tubs are those long routes with no possibility of taking shortcuts.
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distinguishing between good and bad orders, good and bad city areas riders enact 
a practical understanding of the functioning of the algorithms entangled with a prac-
tice-referred knowledge of the city. With the latter, I mean a way to conceive the 
urban space that is oriented by the goal of the practice or, in Schatzki’s terms (2001), 
by its teleological structure: to optimize the amount of money gained by delivering 
within a limited time. By conceiving the urban space, a rider pays attention mainly 
to what matters for that specific practice – e.g. the concentration of restaurants and 
offices – while ignoring other nodes of the city – e.g. the concentration of clubs. The 
analytical distinction between a knowledge of algorithms and a knowledge of the 
city makes the difference insofar as they do not rely on the same source of learn-
ing. Basically, one could be an algorithmic-competent rider while knowing very little 
about the geography of the city and vice versa6. Also, it clarifies that an algorithmic 
imaginary hardly operates in isolation while it is interwoven with other competen-
cies relevant to the practice. In this case, mobilizing a practice-referred knowledge 
of the city, a rider can make the informed decision of accepting or rejecting a deliv-
ery with criteria other than the mere price of the gig, as I did in the opening fieldnote 
(“for sure, it is paid more than the average”). Elaborating a practice-referred mental 
map (Lynch 1960), a rider can distinguish the areas where to work more proficiently, 
evaluating each gig in relation to its spatial coordinates. In such a cognitive process, 
the urban material arrangement (Schatzki 2010) is assigned of a practice-referred 
meaning consistent with the algorithmic logic of the orders allocation. For bicycle 
riders, for example, working in mainly pedestrian areas increases the possibility of 
higher fees because the platform sets the rate of each delivery on the basis of the 
route calculated by Google Maps according to the modality of transportation by car, 
without considering the route actually travelled to fulfil the delivery. Therefore, 
working in pedestrian areas enables one to make shorter trips than those recom-
mended by the app, gaining the same amount of money. As Santiago said:

“the further away you go from downtown Milan, the closest you get to… 
to do the routes like a car… for example… you go north, to Bicocca, those 
places… you get offered 6 euros… you can trust you are going to cycle like 
crazy, you are going to do at least 6 km or 6,5 km… why? Because, you know, 
in that area… it’s only streets, wide streets, so if you get paid that amount 
of money in the north part of Milan, be prepared to pedal… because you 
are going to follow almost the same route as a car, pretty much the same, 
the same… it’s a completely different world up there… but downtown that’s 
when it gets beneficial for us, for people on bikes…”

(Santiago, 30, M)

6 As instance, this is what happens to an expert rider whereas he decides to work in another city, confirming that 
“the nature of knowledge depends upon the practice at hand and the site-ness within it”, and that “shifting sites 
necessarily implies some shifting in the knowing” (Nicolini 2011. p.605)
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This is thoroughly illustrated by Antonio, a rider working with an electric bike:

I'm chilling out with Antonio in Lambrate […] Several riders on motorbikes 
are hanging on waiting to pick up their delivery in the restaurant next to us. 
He says: “you see here, wide streets, long orders, the prevalence of motor-
bikes, too much speed to be competitive with my e-bike. I'm competitive 
downtown, in pedestrian areas, because there you’re competitive with bicy-
cles. […] The delivery from downtown... by downtown restaurants, about 
a three km long... that’s mine, that’s an e-bike one because a regular bicycle 
is too slow for that distance and a motorcycle would be slow because you 
would have to park it and then walk the remaining distance… so that deliv-
ery is mine, for those who have e-bikes, or those who can handle working 
many hours on bikes”

(Antonio, 50, M)

Santiago and Antonio's mental maps are strictly referred to the work-practice at 
stake. Here, I want to stress that their ability to discriminate between different areas 
of a city is the result of a learning journey with the job, which reflects the entan-
glement of different sources of knowledge (algorithms-related or not). Experienc-
ing an algorithm-mediated space, then, means also learning the spatial coordinates 
relevant for the work-practice: what the roads to reach the places look like (e.g. if 
there are pedestrian areas). Many riders even remember what the buildings where 
the orders are addressed look like: if they have an elevator, if it is possible to leave 
the vehicle inside, or if the delivery comes from regular customers who are inclined 
to give tips. These seemingly trivial details are fundamental for recognizing a good 
delivery. 

7. THE ALGORITHMIC-MEDIATED PRODUCTION OF TIME

Besides its spatial arrangement, riders’ work practice is defined by a specific tem-
poral structure. Time-related issues are crucial to riders, who must literally fight 
against their limited amount of time to optimize their incomes. As Santiago argues:

“the longer we wait, the more we lose, it’s some kind of battle against time, 
the more you deliver, the more you win, so you need to save as much as 
possible when it comes to time…save time…save time…so when it comes 
to waiting time, that’s our worst enemy, because this is just where we lose 
money.”

(Santiago, 30, M)

Aside from driving faster through the city and other work tricks, saving time has 
much to do with the accurate selection of orders – e.g. rejecting those coming from 
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restaurants that make couriers wait for a long time – calling into question the classi-
ficatory issue related to evaluating a gig. That is, again, a matter of knowledge.

“At the beginning, I couldn't choose anything because I didn't know any-
thing; I used to go everywhere... now, if a delivery takes 20 minutes and 
they give me 3 euros, I don't take it, because it's not profitable for me... either 
because it's far away, or I know that the restaurant takes too long, or that the 
customer will make me wait... that’s how you choose a delivery: you have to 
evaluate all these things that  above all affect the time it takes to complete it 
and how much money they give you...if I know that it takes me half an hour 
to make a delivery but they give me 6.50 euros for it I'll do it gladly because 
in any case maybe in the other half-hour I'll make 3,4 euros and I'd have eas-
ily made 10 euros in a hour. Then, it's not a matter of speed, but of the head.” 

(Valentino, 36, M)

But time issues also concern the temporal organisation of the work within the day 
and the week. As Southerton observes, temporalities are organised collectively 
(2003). For instance, the temporality of food-delivery work arises from how differ-
ent practices – food-consumption practices and food-production practices above all 
– are connected (Blue 2019; Shove et al. 2012). Obviously, deliveries are more concen-
trated at lunch and dinner times, especially at weekends. In order to boost riders to 
work during the so-called “high-demand hours”, platforms as Glovo and Deliveroo 
penalize those who do not attend them by reducing their rating, thus impacting on 
further possibilities to book work hours. In the case of Glovo, this modality is even 
more perverse: the platform registers the number of deliveries made each night of 
the weekend, and it compares them with those made 28 days before. If a rider wors-
ens his performance, his rating loses as many points as the number of deliveries 
missed. Such algorithmic prescriptions constraint the temporal organisation of the 
practice by virtue of weaving its rhythms in terms of calm and rush times, creating 
what Southerton calls the "hot spots" (2003, p. 20), those moments when “the sense 
of feeling harassed and constantly worried about ‘time’” (ibid.) is concentrated. On 
those occasions, a great part of the riders’ ability to “gain control over the temporal 
rhythms” (Southerton 2003) lies on their algorithmic imaginary.

Today is a diamond7 day, but few orders are coming in. Giovanni is quite des-
perate because last month he delivered 10 orders, and if he doesn't confirm 
this number tonight, he will lose as many points on his rating as the number 
of deliveries missed. […] From the height of his experience, Andrea tells 
him that a rider should never ever get to “make 10 diamonds” on a Saturday, 
in May, because “summer months are around the corner, ready to bite into 

7 Graphically, the Glovo’s app marks with a diamond those slots corresponding to high-demand hours. 
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your rating". Giovanni answers that Glovo does not allow refusing deliveries 
over a certain amount. And Andrea replies: "But it's not just about refusing 
deliveries...this is where the real mischief comes in...picking up an order 
late or delivering it voluntarily late...for example, if you have made 3 orders 
so far, you are half an hour away from the end of one shift, you receive one, 
and you would have to do four orders to balance what you did 28 days ago...
you accept that one, but you take it veeeeery calmly, you may pedal as you 
do when you are in holiday…otherwise, you may close the order later, and if 
Glovo calls you say "oops, sorry, I didn't notice". In that way you don't get any 
more orders, and you don't have to re-assign anything."

(Fieldnote, 16/6/2020)

These episode show that learning how to “manage time”, to “save time” or to “have 
a certain rhythm” is strictly related to the interaction with algorithms. An ultimate 
example of the sort is the idea of “working for the rating”, which expresses a differ-
ent way to work on the weekends compared to weekdays:

“during the weekend, I almost don’t care about money, I work for the rating, 
I care about the numbers of deliveries that I make, and so I accept only short 
ones even if they are paid badly […] But this also means you shouldn’t do too 
many deliveries. If you do 9,10,11 deliveries on Saturday night, then, the next 
month you will need to make at least the same amount, and maybe it’s sum-
mer already, the overall demand is less, and your rating will easily fuck up”

(Dolores, 30, F)

Deciding to gain less today to grant future income in a stable way entails an ability to 
discriminate between good and bad gigs that stems from a certain algorithmic imagi-
nary. “Working for the rating” expresses a specific way in which algorithms are prac-
tically understood, a way of using algorithms that shapes the practice wherein they 
are situated. In this vein, it is worth observing that selecting orders is also associated 
with a higher income. Drawing on the ethnographic findings, the orders’ rejection 
was employed in the survey as a proxy variable of riders’ algorithmic imaginary8. 
The following graph (Figure 2) shows a difference of income between riders who 
refuse at least one orders’ per day (the curve in red) and those who never reassign 
orders (the curve in blue). On average, the former earns 187,50 €9 more than riders 
who do not refuse orders.

8 As we observed, rejecting orders lie on the competence to evaluate each delivery
9 For all the interviewees, the income was collected for the month of May 2020, in order to neutralise possible dis-

tortions linked to seasonality or occasional events. Data were elaborated by means of a regression model where: 
number of working hours, the platform, length of employment, place of residence (inside or outside Milan) and 
vehicle (normal bicycle/e-bike or motor vehicle) were used as regression variables of control. The regression 
enables to exclude that such association is spurious. Also, it shows its statistical significance (p<0.05). Despite 
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 Figure 2 Association between income and daily orders' rejection. Graph elaborated with Stata by the author

This graph, we argue, confirms the heuristic benefit of conceiving the interaction 
with algorithms as a “site of knowing” (Nicolini 2011). As a source of practical knowl-
edge, the algorithmic imaginary also affects the immediate consequences of the 
work-practice wherein it is situated: namely, riders’ remuneration.

8. CONCLUSION

In this paper, I have focused on the everyday experience of food-delivery workers to 
illustrate how a certain algorithm imaginary operates. I understood the algorithmic 
imaginary as a form of practical knowledge, and I stressed that, far from operating 
alone, it is interconnected with other competencies germane to the practice. In the 
last two sections, I discussed the phenomenology of such encounters, focusing on the 
spatial and temporal experience of the work. While many of the instances discussed 
in this paper constitute a form of negotiation of the algorithm power, I am more reluc-
tant to label them as practice of resistance, as it is quite common in the literature. First, 
rather than the purposive intention to resist something, Andrea and the other riders 
express a professional orientation towards the work, resulting from articulating the 
algorithms procedures into the work experience (Gillespie 2016). Second, if under-
stood as a form of resistance to the management control, Andrea and Dolores tactics 
remain confined within the perimeter of the "opportunities built in the labour process 

the high variability of the values distribution of the second curve (certainly accentuated by the small sample 
size), if compared with a rider average monthly income calculated with the same dataset (m=1041€), a difference 
of 187.85€ (18%) is noteworthy.
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itself " (Ferrari & Graham 2021, p.10) and little is known about their efficacy. As Mas-
simo observed in his ethnography of Amazon distribution centres (2020), deviations 
from algorithmic prescriptions can still comply with the underlying organisation of 
the work. Thus, riders will likely end up normalising the mechanism of labour con-
trol rather than subverting the logic behind the technological infrastructure (ibid). 
Finally, if we look at the relationship with technology in a narrow sense, the category 
of resistance is inconsistent with the theoretical framework of this study. Represent-
ing riders as more or less resistant to the power of algorithms lies on a vision of the 
technology as a tool in the hands of the management, against which workers can only 
resist or succumb. On the contrary, I advanced an understanding of the meaning of 
such interaction from the riders’ point of view, the social agents who enact and clas-
sify it in terms of greater or lower experience or professionalism. Thus, this article 
argues that riders are more than workers subjected by technologically mediated con-
trol. Most of all, it invites to see them as (more or less) competent workers: people 
who have learnt to do this job, contributing to define the canon of an occupation with 
a very weak standard both on a legal and praxeological point of view. 

In conclusion, two final remarks about the limits and the potential developments 
of this study. First, focusing on the phenomenological encounters between algo-
rithms and riders, I mostly addressed how an algorithmic imaginary operates rather 
than how it is constructed over time through experience and learning. As the first 
field note shows, part of this learning occurs on an individual level, resulting from 
what Shove, drawing on Giddens (1992), defines as the reflexive self-monitoring of 
the practice-as-performance. Conceived as integral to the practice, these moments 
provide “practitioners with feedback on [their] outcomes and qualities” (Shove et al. 
2012), enabling them to determine what it means to do well – i.e. what it means for 
a delivery to be a good one. Recursively, self-monitoring informs the way how the 
practice evolves. Moreover, algorithmic imaginaries are collectively constructed in 
different micro-aggregations of workers that spontaneously gather in the city or in 
social media and group chats. Frequently, these micro-communities of workers dis-
play collective folk theories of algorithms (Ytre-Arne & Moe 2020) that are integral 
to the daily sharing of the work experience. Exploring how this knowledge is socially 
produced, and how it changes in different micro-communities of workers, is defi-
nitely destined to further contributes. 

Second, as the graph reported above shows, the algorithmic imaginary I tried to 
illustrate here does not belong to all the riders that I had the chance to meet. Maybe, 
not even to most of them. I would even argue that assuming everyone to be aware of the 
computational functioning of algorithms is anything but obvious. A certain algorith-
mic imaginary is the result of a learning journey by means of participation in a practice 
that, as Lave and Wenger point out, “is performed in a number of social places, each of 
which entails different power and influence” (1991, p.81). To question what standard 
this occupation will take, further studies should consider more accurately the hetero-
geneity of social positions from which this work is practiced and represented.
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ABSTRACT

In 2016 Instagram integrated personalization algorithms into its system, promising to 
show the moments they believe we will care about the most. The platform's personalization 
logic and its commercial nature raise concerns regarding the emergence of filter bubbles 
and "individual realities", privileging topics that reflect a firm market logic and represent 
a reality where capitalism dominates. The present study aims to investigate the existence 
of a filter bubble on Instagram, posing the following questions: Do filter bubbles exist on 
Instagram? Do Instagram algorithms favor commercial soft topics? The study employs the 
algorithm auditing method, impersonating a user interested in soft-topics and another one 
involved in public-oriented topics by creating fake accounts. Both accounts' recommenda-
tions were collected and analyzed qualitatively. The analysis shows that Instagram algo-
rithms render certain topics much more salient, generating a filter bubble of soft topics that 
closely resembles what Debord introduced as Spectacle.

Keywords: Instagram ■ spectacle ■ filter bubble ■ personalization ■ audit studies ■ 
algorithms ■ critical internet studies

1. INTRODUCTION

“To improve your experience, your feed will soon be ordered to show the moments 
we believe you will care about the most”, Instagram announced in March 2016, while 
introducing a new personalization algorithm. Since then, the platform has become 
more algorithmic and increasingly computational (Carah & Shaul, 2016). Personal-
ization algorithms have raised discussions regarding their implications on democ-
racy, polarization and stereotyping behavior (Cheney-Lippond, 2011). Despite being 
often framed as neutral information mediators, critical approaches argue that users 
can be isolated in “filter bubbles” with severe repercussions (Just & Latzer, 2017; 
Pariser, 2011). 

Many studies have tried to investigate the consequences of personalization algo-
rithms and the existence of filter bubbles on several platforms, such as Facebook, 
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Twitter and Google (Feuz et al., 2011; Bakshy et al., 2015; Salehi et al., 2015; Kulshres-
tha et al., 2017; Barker, 2018) – with mixed results thus far. In the context of Insta-
gram, there are few studies on personalization to date. Skrubbeltrang et al. (2017) 
focus on the exploration of users’ beliefs about personalized algorithms, whereas 
Stoica et al. (2018) explore social recommendations and their effects on gender and 
homophily. Other studies look into algorithmic awareness (Fouquaert & Mechant, 
2021) or how influencers interact with Instagram algorithms, and may control them 
to their benefit (see Cotter, 2019; O’Meara, 2019). Individuals devote a remarkable 
proportion of time and energy to Instagram: they “like” 4.2 billion photographs on 
average per day (Aslam, 2019) while being exposed to a vast number of images. How-
ever, is this content what they really care about the most? 

Instagram is a platform that has been integrated into people’s life, constituting 
an everyday activity. As noted by Abidin (2016), some researchers still tend to over-
look the significance of Instagram, characterizing it as mere entertainment or junk. 
However, I argue that we should not turn our back on things that may seem trivial or 
“superficial”, as the familiar is not necessarily understood (Hegel, 1807/1977). Insta-
gram was created to inform people about the world around them (Kiss, 2013), as its 
core is everyday life. At the same time, Instagram consists of over 25 million brand 
accounts (Smith, 2019), confirming that part of its content has commercial charac-
ter. In addition, the platform’s personalization logic and its commercial nature raise 
concerns regarding the emergence of filter bubbles and “individual realities” (Just 
& Latzer, 2017: 248), privileging topics that reflect a firm market logic and represent a 
reality where capitalism dominates. The present study aims at investigating in depth 
the existence of a filter bubble on Instagram posing the following questions: Do filter 
bubbles exist on Instagram? Do Instagram algorithms favor commercial soft topics?

2. INSTAGRAM ALGORITHMS, COMMERCIALITY, POPULARITY  
 AND FILTER BUBBLES

A decade ago, Pariser (2011) popularized the term “filter bubble” referring to the 
decrease of information diversity that people receive online. According to this 
approach, personalization renders possible that users encounter content based on 
their previous online actions and history, being enclosed in predetermined endless 
loops of information. On the one hand, several studies have already indicated its pres-
ence in social media and web search (Feuz et al., 2011; Bakshy et al., 2015; Salehi et al., 
2015; Kulshrestha et al., 2017; Barker, 2018) and its harmful repercussions, like stere-
otyping behavior, political polarization (Wolf, 2016; Cheney-Lippond, 2011; Pariser, 
2011), adverse effects on knowledge gain (Beam, 2014) and “different individual real-
ities” (Just & Latzer, 2017:248). Barker (2018), focusing on creative process actions, 
argued that Google’s personalization practices limit exposure to qualitative stim-
uli necessary to trigger creativity and new ideas. On the other hand, some studies 
challenge these impacts, as people may maintain a “diverse information diet” across 
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online spaces or entirely avoid platforms that tend to provide them with one-sided 
information (Burns, 2019; Dutton et al., 2017).

In the case of Instagram, the filter bubble assumption is currently underexplored. 
Researchers from Columbia University (Stoica et al., 2018) studied social recommen-
dations on Instagram and their effects on gender and homophily. Focusing on the 
platform’s algorithms from a computational perspective and using statistical analy-
sis, the study reveals that algorithms can worsen pre-existing inequality and homo-
phily. Instagram is a commercial platform and a strong corporate tool for businesses 
that disseminate their content via their accounts. Examining the Instagram activ-
ities of the Smirnoff brand and fashion retailer “General Pants”, Carah and Shaul 
(2016) highlighted that Instagram has become more algorithmic in the ways it pre-
sents images’ and brokers’ attention. Brands and businesses use algorithms to engage 
users with their brands and increase visibility. This can affect the standardization of 
specific content, like how the human body is represented (ibid). Also, influencers 
seem to familiarize themselves with how algorithms work and accordingly formulate 
tactics to gain visibility (Cotter, 2019). Instagram has never distinguished advertise-
ments and brands from the content shared by ordinary users (Carah & Shaul, 2016). 
As the platform consists of a remarkable number of businesses, the recommended 
content may be affected by the brands’ visibility strategies. The role of advertisers 
and brands that advantageously promote their content and the platform's commer-
cial nature raises concerns about whether personalization favors a marketplace pre-
dominantly for advertising purposes and creates a “commercial filter bubble”.

Although Instagram’s algorithms are sealed entities, affinity and popularity are 
two essential criteria used to algorithmically suggest content to users (see Mosseri, 
2021). In the page “Search and Explore” Instagram’s algorithms recommend con-
tent tailored to each user (affinity); these posts “are selected automatically based on 
things like the people you follow or the posts you like” (Instagram, n.d). More spe-
cifically, Instagram claimed that some of the most significant factors for a post to 
be recommended are the user’s history of interacting with the person who posted, 
information about them and the user’s activity (Mosseri, 2021). At the time of writ-
ing, popularity is also an essential component for a post to go viral on Instagram: 
“The more comments and likes you get, the likelier you are to find your place on the 
Instagram Explore page” (Carter, 2019, para. 24). Many websites and blogs suggest 
tips to users to become more popular and make it to the Explore page. Two stand-
ard pieces of advice are, first, to exploit the popular hashtags and brand names and, 
second, to follow Instagram trends (see Moreau, 2019; see Forsey, 2019). These sug-
gested practices provide vital clues about the existence of a popularity loop. Addi-
tionally, some of the top hashtags of 2020 and the most famous Instagram categories 
(Gotter, 2020) show that popular topics relate to soft and entertaining topics. Thus, 
what the algorithm chooses to display along with brands’ promotion practices may 
play an essential role in forming of popularity and establishing of specific kinds of 
“privileged” topics.
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Although Instagram can be seen as a platform that exists merely for commer-
cial and entertainment purposes (Abidin, 2016), in the last few years, it has been 
embraced so widely by users that it has become a tool for engaging with other causes 
such as social movements, political content, and topics pertaining to social advocacy 
and human rights, like body positivity, feminism, etc. (Mahoney et al., 2016; Crowder, 
2021; Savolainen et al., 2020). Several politicians utilize Instagram for political influ-
ence, while social movements leverage it towards a collective goal (Cornet et al., 2017; 
Ekman & Widholm, 2017). However, even that content can sometimes be conducive 
to capitalist interests (Cwynar-Horta, 2016). A recent study (Afnan et al., 2019), for 
example, has indicated that commercial accounts exploit the popularity of social 
movements’ hashtags, like the #MeToo, to increase their products’ visibility pro-
moting commodified posts. The findings revealed that one in five posts sampled with 
a hashtag related to the MeToo movement had a commercial aspect (ibid).

Instagram is a commercial platform, but at the same time, a place of visual pub-
lic culture (see Manovich, 2016), and when algorithms become arbiters of culture, 
we have to ask how it is shaped and whether diversity is promoted. These concerns 
echo users’ concerns, as documented by Skrubbeltrang et al. (2017), who investi-
gated more than 8000 users’ comments regarding the implementation of algorith-
mic personalization on Instagram. According to Skrubbeltrang et al. (2017) users are 
most concerned about the prevalence of commercial interests and the domination of 
mainstream content on their feeds. Hallinan and Striphas (2016:122) explicate the 
risks for content diversity with “algorithmic culture”:

The production of sophisticated recommendations produces greater cus-
tomer satisfaction which produces more customer data which in turn 
produce more sophisticated recommendations, and so on, resulting—the-
oretically—in a closed commercial loop in which culture conforms to, more 
than it confronts, its users.

These concerns point to the question of whether Instagram users are exposed mostly 
to recommendations of mainstream and commercial content, thus being enclosed in 
a filter bubble. Given that Instagram is part of people’s everyday life and has simulta-
neously been quite uncritically incorporated into it (Carah & Shaul, 2016), it is vital 
to investigate the stimuli and content to which users are exposed. 

 3. METHODOLOGY AND DATA

Three empirical audits of Instagram were held. These audits focus on exploring algo-
rithms as a recommendation system and the existence of filter bubbles and their 
nature, emphasizing the Explore page of Instagram, as it has been characterized as 
“one giant recommendation engine” (Titlow, 2017). By the term audit studies, I refer to 
the research design that reveals the potential unwanted consequences of algorithmic 
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systems (Sandvig et al., 2014). The current research design belongs to the type of 
“sock puppet audit studies” in which researchers impersonate users, usually by cre-
ating fake user accounts (ibid). This study proposes algorithmic audits as a method 
employed in critical approaches to the study of platformization (see Poell et al., 
2019). The diagram below (Figure 1) shows the procedure and the research questions 
of each audit study. 

Figure 1. Three empirical studies of Instagram regarding the investigation of the existence of a filter bubble.

3.1. Audit #1 methodology

The recommendations made to users without previous use history were collected to 
answer the first research question (see Figure 1). To achieve that, two new mobile 
devices were utilized, and two new email accounts were created and used to make 
two new Instagram profiles. Since the Instagram content is renewed almost every 
minute, the profiles were activated in different moments in time to explore whether 
there are different kinds of results over time. The first one was activated at 9.30 on 
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April 16, 2020 (Audit1.1), the second profile at 20.00 on April 18, 2020 (Audit1.2). 
Given that different locations may result in different recommendations, it should be 
mentioned that both profiles were activated in Nicosia, Cyprus.

In both cases, the data was collected by taking screenshots of each post on the 
Explore page, together with its tags, text, profile name, etc., also marking the order 
in which they appeared on the Explore page. The first 80 posts were captured. Fur-
thermore, at the time of data collection, Instagram also recommended images organ-
ized by categories, like food. The first ten photographs of the first two recommended 
categories, namely décor and travel, were also gathered.

 Next, the posts of Audit1.1 and Audit1.2 were analyzed qualitatively, applying an 
open coding process, coding for the topics of each post (e.g. topics related to architec-
ture, shopping emerged, etc.). This analysis aimed at showing which topics Instagram 
recommends by default. In addition, the number of likes, text, hashtags, timestamps 
and the commerciality of each post were recorded and analyzed by the same process. 
Furthermore, the profile of the user who posted each image was visited, collecting 
information concerning its type (namely a business profile, a photographer’s pro-
file, etc.), and the number of its followers. The profiles were visited through a third 
mobile device and account so as not to influence the new accounts’ use history. These 
elements were included in the analysis to understand if they play a role in the (algo-
rithmic) decision about which posts appear on the Explore page and to what extent 
they affect the Instagram algorithm.

3.2. Audit #1 results 

Nature and architecture-related photographs seem to dominate the recommended 
content of both Explore pages, like waterfalls, the sea, sunsets, monuments and 
buildings depicting their interior or exterior design. In particular, 65 out of 88 images 
belonged to these topics1. Both categories represent the space surrounding people, 
either natural or constructed, something that is undeniably part of everyday life. The 
vast majority of the images come from business profiles, namely architects, architec-
ture studios or professional photographers aiming to promote their services. On the 
one hand, the content is top-notch and professional and can inspire, but on the other 
hand, it depicts a distant reality for many people. Luxury buildings with concrete, 
glass and stylish aesthetic accompanied by hashtags related to minimalism, which is 
perceived as a lifestyle accepted by the wealthy population (Nikolic & Vasilski, 2018), 
are displayed. Furthermore, the first category Instagram recommends is décor. The 
initial photographs of which depict atmospheric rooms decorated with brands, like 
Channel, Prada or Apple products, featuring consumerism as a part of an ideal life-
style. Regarding the nature-related images, fascinating, unique landscapes prevail, 
captured and edited with professional techniques resulting in idyllic places emanating 

1 Nature/Landscape: 20 (Audit 1.1), 19 (Audit 1.2), Architecture: 12 (Audit 1.1), 14 (Audit 1.2).
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positivity. The texts that accompany them imply that those landscapes are part of the 
photographers’ everyday life or that they are places they can easily visit, “can’t wait 
to get back in the Tuscany” (see Figure 2), “I’d probably go back to the waterfalls in 
the rain…”. The content shares a specific aesthetic, catching users’ eye with its atmos-
phere or style, highlighting the importance of aesthetics and appearance. 

 

Figure 2. Photographer’s image

The majority of the pictures that appeared in both accounts belong to commercial 
profiles. Several hashtags accompany almost every image, a tactic usually employed 
to gain more visibility. In addition, phrases like “Check out more at” or “Do you like 
it?” are used to engage ones audience. Most of the accounts that emerged during the 
data collection were popular accounts with many followers or likes. Based on this 
finding, popularity seems to be a critical factor that drives an image to the Explore 
page as well as marketing strategies that commercial accounts employ.

This analysis shows that a new Instagram user without prior use history is mainly 
recommended commercial content related to soft topics and an ideal everyday life, 
coming from business accounts. We can argue that popularity plays an essential 
role for an image to appear on the Explore page, especially when Instagram cannot 
associate the posts with users’ previous activity and use history. Although there are 
accounts that pertain to news or social causes and movements, with thousands of 
followers and likes (see Yang, 2020), such accounts did not appear in the data gath-
ered, raising concerns about how the platform promote the content. On Instagram’s 
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outset, Kevin Systrom claimed he created an app because of his love for photography 
(see Hartmans, 2020). Presently, however, the retro photographic character of Ins-
tagram has been blended with its commercial purposes.

3.3. Audit #2 methodology 

To answer the second research question (see Figure 1), a user profile (User A) was 
constructed, with a preference for soft topics, namely mainstream and commercial 
content, indicated by clicks, likes, comments, posts and connections to profiles as 
well as following the most popular topics on Instagram (see Puttkamer, 2019) (see 
Figure 3 for more details). This procedure was repeated for two days. To fortify the 
User A’s history, approximately four to five profiles (recommended by Instagram) 
were followed each day of the data collection period. User A also searched for some 
profile names to enrich ones history with other soft topics, e.g., luxury lifestyle and 
travel. Furthermore, the user liked the recommended photos that were aligned with 
their preferences, while also watching all ‘stories’ of the followed accounts and react-
ing to them to increase engagement. Hence, this profile mimics and represents a user 
aligned with soft topics.

This process was repeated simultaneously with a second profile (User B), which 
user indicated preference for non-commercial and non-mainstream accounts (see 
Figure 3 for more details). Each profile was cautiously chosen to represent a more 
alternative perspective. The profiles found were visited and reviewed through a third 
account and mobile device so as not to affect the profile’s history. Those that met the 
criteria of an alternative profile, namely having as their aim political and social 
action (Atton, 1999) and also being non-commercial and non-mainstream, were fol-
lowed by User B. In particular, none of the aforementioned profiles had any commer-
cial interests and most were not popular in terms of followers and likes. Otherwise, 
the same process as in case of User A, i.e., liking photos, following accounts, was 
followed. Thus, the second profile represents a user interested in public affairs and 
non-mainstream, non-commercial topics.
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 Figure 3. The main characteristics of the profile owners behind two “fake” accounts

Both accounts' recommendations were collected. The posts appearing in the first two 
scrolls on the Explore page of each account were gathered. Screenshots were taken of 
each image/video, keeping track of their order (see Figure 1 for more details), gath-
ering in total 474 images. The data collection ended when saturation was reached; 
namely, no more new and distinct material showed up.

Next, qualitative content analysis was conducted, applying an open coding pro-
cess to the collected data. This method is traditionally applied to text, but it can also 
be used for images and videos (Pennington, 2017). According to Pennington (2017), 
the codes can represent categories that exist at the surface level or reflect more pro-
found levels of meaning. The specific analysis focuses on the topics of each image/
video, analyzing what it is represented in the photograph and marking each post's 
commerciality. A multi-coder analysis was not feasible, which is considered a limita-
tion of the current study. However, the codes regarding each post’s thematic category 
were easily enacted, as there was much evidence on the surface of the visual content. 
After the analysis, three broad thematic categories emerged related to a. soft, main-
stream and commercial topics, b. non-commercial topics and c. unspecified topics. 
The unspecified category contains all unclear topics (e.g., the profile of the Embassy 
of Kazakhstan) that did notfit any of the previously mentioned categories.

3.4. Audit #2 results 

3.4.1. The filter bubble of the Spectacle
Analysis of the content of the Explore page of User A, indicates a close following of 
the user’s preferences. More specifically, 233 out of the 237 posts in the sample were 
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related to consumerism, appearance and ideal life. One photograph was related to 
a non-mainstream topic, namely autism, and three were grouped under the unspec-
ified category.

These findings suggest that a filter bubble of mainstream and commercial content 
clearly appears, narrowing down the stimuli to soft topics for mass consumption. In 
total, the User A received only one image unrelated to their interests, indicating that 
personalized algorithms do fulfill their purpose by providing users with information 
closely related to their proclaimed interests. The image related to autism appeared 
on the first day of the data collection. After this, while the continuous selection 
of soft topics enriched User A's history, no similar topics emerged, limiting users' 
choices to those related solely to their interests. The 233 images recommended to 
User A represent an ideal lifestyle where brands and consumerism prevail, resem-
bling what Guy Debord introduced as the spectacle (see Debord, 1967/2002). Debord 
asserts that “in societies where modern conditions of production prevail, life is pre-
sented as an immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived 
is now merely represented in the distance” (1967/2005:7), demonstrating a connec-
tion among economy, capitalism and the spectacle. In the “spectacle”, media bom-
bard audiences with images representing an ideal life that is far removed from one’s 
actual everyday life. Representation becomes more important than actual living, as 
capitalism has occupied social life, generating to people the aspiration to work to 
fulfil the imposed wants. The spectacle can be seen as an instrument of the econ-
omy that generates pseudo-needs and new desires. A vast number of photographs 
that appeared in User A’s feed belonged to brands, different influencers or promoters 
of luxurious experiences, celebrities, and attractive users with perfect bodies. Thus, 
during the one month-long data collection, User A came across images depicting an 
ideal reality with expensive clothes, amazing landscapes, happy families and cou-
ples. Many of the objects surrounding these personas had a price tag depicting every-
day life organized around the needs of the dominant economy. In Debord’s views of 
the spectacle, the commodity has succeeded in totally colonizing social life (Debord, 
1967/2002:37); in a similar vein, User A received content that represented various 
trivial everyday moments, from meals to family gatherings, with latent commerci-
ality, representing a reality where a strong market logic has spread across several 
aspects of the everyday.

Thus, on the content revealed to User A , a positive ambiance is created, while 
the platform’s algorithm disregards topics that may trigger concerns about the com-
plexities of everyday life, defusing contradictions (see Debord, 1988/1998). A good 
illustration of this is that no post related to current affairs at the time of data col-
lection (Covid-19, the Beirut explosion, the US presidential election) emerged in the 
feed. Thus, user A is urged to engage with fitness tips and celebrity profiles but does 
not receive even a small proportion of content related to more non-commercial top-
ics increasing diversity. Another reality, a simulacrum, is constructed, comprised 
of advertisements, commodification, and trivial concerns, possibly manufacturing 
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false desires and interests (Armano & Briziarelli, 2017). In short, we can see a filter 
bubble of the spectacle emerging.

By the same logic, we would expect to encounter another homogeneous sphere 
created through Instagram to fit the second user’s interests (User B), namely politics, 
social issues, etc., given that personalized algorithms tend to reflect users’ prefer-
ences. However, in the second case, a “reverse filter bubble” did not appear. Over-
all, 232 pictures were gathered from the User B profile, of which 120 belonged to 
non-commercial topics related to social causes, 92 were categorized as soft topics and 
20 images were grouped into the unspecified category.

The differences between the first two categories are crucial. Although the user’s 
interests focus on sociopolitical issues, even in radical forms (anarchy, anticapital-
ism), the recommendations by the Instagram algorithm still contained a relatively 
high number of images related to celebrities, gossip, influencers, and beauty. Despite 
the fact that the user’s history was constantly being loaded and fortified by the 
researcher’s actions, ignoring the recommendations of soft topics, the user contin-
ued to receive images related to soft topics in the course of the entire analysis period 
(see Figure 3).

Figure 4. Topics during the data collection 

Pariser (2011:11) claimed that “if we never click on the articles about cooking, or 
gadgets, or the world outside our country’s borders, they simply fade away”; yet in 
this case, although the user never clicked on soft topics, they were still prominent 
in the feed, raising concerns about the non-or under-representation of diverse top-
ics. In the algorithmic world of Instagram, it seems that more complex issues and 
the realities of diverse social groups are less likely to be present in users’ feeds. The 
algorithm urges users to engage with more mainstream content, which may be more 
appealing and profitable than an activist group, as it may keep users on the platform 
for more extended periods of time . At the same time, it creates and promotes a space 
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for businesses that also pay to be advertised on the platform. These results also con-
firm the concerns of users themselves, as revealed in the study of Skrubbeltrang et 
al. (2017). As Bucher has argued (2017:3), commenting on algorithmic politics, “we 
need to be attentive of the way in which some realities are always strengthened 
while others are weakened”. In the case of Instagram, it seems that a reality related 
to the spectacle prevails.

3.4.2. The Instagram lifeworld 
The non-commercial content User B received (N= 120 images), could be inter-

preted to reflect the lifeworld (Habermas, 1985), i.e. the domains of actions char-
acterized by social interaction and cooperation. These posts reflect topics related to 
a world that is actually experienced, e.g. accounts linked to social causes, movements 
and news. In total, user B was recommended 120 images related to ones interests. 
More specifically, 14 categories of specific topics emerged (see Table 1).

Table 1. Topics User B 
TOPICS NUMBER OF IMAGES
news  
(Covid-19, D. Trump, the Beirut explosion, politics)

46  
(CNN, Ajpllus, Huffpost, Nowthisnew, The Guardian, 
Worldeconomicforum (1), The Daily Beast)

informative 8
environment 6 popular media | 5 other media
black people 6
political figures 5
users' empowerment 5
activism 5 celebrities-activist | 1 activist
feminism 6
alternative users and anti-Trump profile 4 alternative user | 4 anti-Trump profile
LGBT 4
UNICEF 4 UNICEF | 2 UNICEF-Covid
satire - current affairs 3
animal 1
art 1

The vast majority of images dealt with news (see Table 1) and thus brought User B up 
to date regarding current affairs and matters besetting society. Although User B had 
expressed their interest to lie more with alternative and unpopular sources, CNN 
and other mainstream media sources dominated in the recommendations and news 
updates, and gossip and celebrity news also appeared. The two remaining images, 
which did pertain to popular media, came from accounts publishing only positive 
news without political references. The first profile was most popular, with 1.8 million 
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followers; the second had 326 K followers but simultaneously promoted t-shirts. Six 
images from the environment category also were distributed by mainstream popular 
media (CNN, Bloomberg) and five by non-institutional users. The latter profiles had 
high numbers of followers; profiles with lower metrics did not appear. The results 
thus suggest that the content for User B’s feed mainly came from well-established and 
popular accounts which had a large following, indicating that although Instagram 
appears to be recommending information regarding social causes, these recommen-
dations are made within the confines of popularity, commerciality, and capitalism.

Even though the results reveal that the algorithms in Instagram tend to favor pop-
ular, institutional and well-established sources, the posts shown to User B also dis-
played some images representing more alternative views, e.g. regarding feminism 
and black people (see Table 1), confirming that diverse content exists on Instagram. 
Five images (N=230), coming from three popular accounts devoted to empowering 
people, also came up. The platform also suggested activists’ profiles to User B, but 
five out of six suggestions could be referred to as celebrity activists’ accounts. Four 
images in the sample were posted by ordinary users who expressed a more alterna-
tive voice and enjoyed quite a big follower base, while posts by the fifth user whose 
profile was publicly presented to be against Donald Trump, appeared four times.

3.5. Audit #3 methodology 

To find an answer to research question number three (see Figure 1), I searched for 
specific keywords in the Explore page through both the profiles of User A and User 
B simultaneously to avoid a possible time effect on the results. The search terms 
were related to alternative topics, such as “feminism”, specific topic categories, such 
as “technology”, and issues related to sociopolitical realities of the day. The word 
“party” was also included, as it can refer to both a political group and a celebration. 
The final search words were “feminism”, “woman”, “crisis”, “technology”, “black”, 
“body”, “virus”, “party”.

The search results, namely the recommended profiles and their ranking, were col-
lected for both User A and User B. The process started on August 29, 2020, and was 
completed on December 11, 2020. During this period, recommendations were col-
lected on six different days (29/8, 6/10, 13/10, 2/11, 26/11, 11/12) to increase the possi-
bility of getting diverse content. The profiles were then analyzed through qualitative 
content analysis and compared. In particular, each account was analyzed regarding 
its topic and commerciality, and the order of appearance. My aim was to investigate 
how easy (or difficult) the platform renders for users with a specific online behavior 
to come across specific non-mainstream, non-commercial content. In addition, this 
design allowed me to explore how the algorithm conceptualizes specific topics, such 
as technology and feminism, according to particular user histories. Ultimately, the 
possibility of users being trapped within a “filter bubble” was investigated on Insta-
gram by comparing system recommendations. The third and final step was to explore 
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how easy (or difficult) it is for a user profile focused on soft topics to “pop” the filter 
bubble, through the use of active search.

4.6. Audit #3 results

The findings indicate that in several occasions, similar outcomes between the search 
results carried out between User A and User B occurred. For example, when searching 
content with the keyword “feminism” profiles related to female empowerment topics, 
motivational quotes, and groups of people who share a feminist perspective emerged 
in both accounts, and in several instances both users were recommended the same 
profiles. Such similarities in the results could possibly be explained by the specific 
nature of the search term as it can hardly be interpreted into something unrelated to 
its actual meaning. Both users also received similar recommendations of brands and 
fitness accounts with a particular representation of the body when searching for the 
content related to “body” and “woman”. Although User B first received some results 
related to famous body positive movements, these profiles decreased over time and 
the profiles pertaining to fitness and ideal body types started to dominate. Accounts 
of alternative body shapes also occurred in the User A results, but only twice, and in 
both occasions these accounts were placed at the bottom of the rank.

Responses to search queries with keywords like “crisis” and “black”, however, 
brought different results for User A and user B, in both occasions the recommenda-
tions were aligned with each profile’s history. When typing in the word “black”, User 
A received suggestions of fashion influencers, girl bands, products, cars, etc., while 
User B received mostly recommendations of movements supporting black people. 
When using “crisis” as the search term, climate change related results dominated 
User B's suggestions; while User A received irrelevant, generic results about nails, 
cartoons, and music, and just one profile regarding the crisis in Venezuela. When 
typing in the most ambiguous of the search terms - “party”- User B did encounter 
accounts related to political parties, but also similar to User A, whose feed was full 
of event planners, did also receive recommendations of party planners. The latter 
finding, however, could be interpreted as an indication of the existence of the spec-
tacle which aims to distract users from social concerns, pushing them towards con-
sumerism (see Debord, 1967/2005). Τhe findings also revealed that User A was solely 
recommended business accounts, while User B was also recommended commercial 
content, despite the fact that their history was unrelated to commercial interests. 
The search word “technology” wielded results following more or less similar pattern.

Overall, it was somewhat difficult for User A to come across content unrelated 
to soft topics. The only case that this user received non-mainstream recommenda-
tions was when searching for “feminism”, indicating that a filter bubble exists. The 
findings of my study suggest that even when a user with a history related to soft 
topics actively searches for different content, the search results are still related to 
their activity and interests. Although User B received more diverse content keyword 
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searches for “body” and “woman” lead also in his case to commercial and mainstream 
topics, indicating that commercial sources are more likely to be suggested by the 
algorithms, even when persons’ interests and previous history would suggest oth-
erwise. Relying on such findings one could claim that user A is trapped into a filter 
bubble of the spectacle, as algorithms render it challenging to come across other per-
spectives, while user B received more diverse suggestions related both to lifeworld 
and spectacle. However, over time the user’s recommendations resembled more the 
spectacle in specific keywords (see Figure 5).

 Figure 5. Audit #3 Results 

4. DISCUSSION 

The findings of my audit studies indicate that Instagram users are relatively likely to 
encounter more mainstream and commercial content regardless of their interests. 
First and foremost, without use history, algorithms endorse and bring into attention 
posts created by business profiles with many followers and likes promoting their ser-
vices and products. However, although alternative accounts related to social causes 
have also been gaining fame on the platform over the last few years, Instagram does 
not recommend these kinds of topics by default. A possible explanation may be that 
the images recommended to users have followed marketing strategies, such as a call 
for action or the use of hashtags, and Instagram seems to “reward” them. Users with 
a tendency to follow soft topics are thus more likely to be enclosed in a filter bub-
ble of the spectacle. They encounter entertaining posts presenting an ideal reality 
surrounded by brands. As Debord claimed (1967/2005:15) “the illusory paradise that 
represented a total denial of earthly life is no longer projected into the heavens, it 
is embedded in earthly life itself. The spectacle is the technological version of the 
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exiling of human powers into a ‘world beyond’”. Users with more diverse interests, 
however, are also urged to engage with mainstream content following Instagram’s 
personalized suggestions entrapping them into a filter bubble that consists of main-
stream, commercial topics presenting an ideal life full of opportunities for material 
consumption, where satisfaction equates with commodities and is turned into an 
ideal representation of consumer society. According to Debord (1967/2005:27):

“The spectacle is a permanent opium war designed to force people to equate 
goods with commodities and to equate satisfaction with a survival that 
expands according to its own laws. Consumable survival must constantly 
expand because it never ceases to include privation.” 

In addition, I found that users cannot easily “escape” the bubble: when User A actively 
searched for specific keywords like “black”, “party” or “body”, algorithms suggested 
content related solely to their interests, in contrast to User B who received more 
diverse outcomes, e.g. recommendations to accounts that amplify black people’s 
voices. Thus, it is most difficult for users to “pop” the filter bubble and find informa-
tion unrelated to their interests, especially if they are attuned to mainstream topics.

Kevin Systrom, Instagram’s co-founder, mentioned years ago: “I want to see not 
just content from my friends but my morning news on Instagram, from multiple 
channels”; “to be the place I learn about the world” (Kiss, 2013). It seems that his vision 
has not been fulfilled, as the platform mostly promotes an ideal reality, neglecting 
social issues and news through which users would learn about the world. The emer-
gence of a “filter bubble of the spectacle” can have several repercussions. Firstly, fol-
lowing the ideas of Debord (1967/2005:11), the more of a spectator one becomes, the 
less one lives, as “the more he identifies with the dominant images of need, the less 
he understands his own life and his own desires”. Being constantly bombarded with 
goods such as expensive cars, stylish clothes, ultimate travel destinations and high-
tech gadgets on Instagram, may thus have an impact on people’s needs and “desire 
for more” (see Grosser, 2014). The spectacle on Instagram can therefore be seen as an 
instrument of capitalism, driving users towards consumer society, generating pseu-
doneeds. Individuals are urged to be immersed in contemplating the images pro-
posed by the dominant system and capitalism, living the lives of others, a life full of 
products, instead of understanding their real desires and needs. According to Debord 
(1967/2005:20), “ the spectacle is capital accumulated to the point that it becomes 
images”, this statement described, at that time, a new mode of capital where soci-
ety moved from industrial capitalism to a consumer society. Nowadays, consumer 
capitalism is incarnated on Instagram, where corporate platforms have even more 
opportunities to silently penetrate individuals’ lives. This is possibly why Instagram 
has become such a robust corporate tool. It seems that the economy and the contem-
porary spectacle are inseparably connected, creating a spectacle controlled by cap-
italism even more (see Debord, 1962). Both accounts’ recommendations, especially 
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User A’s suggestions, consisted of brands, businesses and users who sell products and 
services. Instagram posited that users become more interested in a brand when they 
see ads for it on the platform, while 83% of users discover new ones on the Explore 
page (see https://business.instagram.com/igb/a/ads-in-explore). Instagram exploits 
these statistics to attract more business profiles and by extent profits. Thus, by con-
stantly encountering this type of content, users are more likely to discover a brand 
or make a purchase, possibly affecting their desires and needs attuning to capitalism. 
Consumerism is intensified while the platform raises its profits. User A encountered 
content that represents an enormously positive and promising reality where capi-
talism reigns, urging users to engage with brands instead of the reality surrounding 
them. Instagram commercial accounts embrace and promote positive content so as 
to drive users to engage more with their brands (Mazzarolo et al., 2021). In addition, 
being exposed to standardized content, users are urged to reproduce mainstream 
content. At the same time, this may limit their creativity (see Barker, 2018), as algo-
rithmic culture “sort, classify, and hierarchize people, places, objects, and ideas, and 
also the habits of thought, conduct, and expression that arise in relationship to those 
processes” (Hallinan & Striphas, 2016:119). As Debord claimed (1967/2005:17), there 
is a shift from being into having and from having into appearing. It does not mat-
ter who individuals are or even what they possess; it maters how they appear to be, 
and Instagram provides a paradigm to be reproduced, as “the passive acceptance it 
demands is already effectively imposed by its monopoly of appearances, its manner 
of appearing without allowing any reply” (Debord, 1967/2005:12). This bubble con-
tains standardized content, a reproducible, ideal, and positive lifestyle that can lead 
to a “daily passivity manufactured and controlled by capitalism” (Debord, 1962).

Secondly, questions are raised regarding the extent to which non-popular accounts 
have the possibility to disseminate their content and reach a broader audience. User 
B consistently viewed radical content on Instagram and did not like or click on any 
post unrelated to ones interests. Nevertheless, 92 images related to commercial topics 
were recommended to him, and several of the 120 images related to the “lifeworld” 
were derived from well-established, popular, and mainstream media sources. It is 
reasonable to assume that users who make mixed choices on Instagram but are still 
interested in topics related to the lifeworld may receive even fewer non-mainstream 
and alternative suggestions.

This study also confirmed the significant role of popularity in content dissemi-
nation, as the most common topics that emerged in the collected data were related 
to the most popular hashtags and topics of Instagram at the time of the data collec-
tion. In addition, in Audit 1 and Audit 2, popular business accounts that leveraged 
much-advertised marketing strategies emerged on the Explore page, possibly at the 
expense of non-commercial content that does not follow marketing tips. Τon-com-
mercial profiles can also exploit these strategies, but this means that their content 
should be redefined and follow specific guidelines, sometimes jeopardizing their aim 
(see Afnan et al., 2019; Brathwaite & DeAndrea, 2021). In addition, business profiles 
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are provided with tools, such as advanced Instagram insights, statistics, and metrics, 
to develop a better strategy, while non-commercial profiles do not usually have such 
analytics at their disposal.

Although Instagram is a commercial platform, its very content is created not only 
by businesses but also ordinary users and individuals who want to leverage the plat-
form to express themselves or even bring about social change. Users may produce and 
resist invisibility without rejecting the system and making their actions visible (see 
de Certeau, 1984). A problematic aspect of the Debordian spectacle was that individ-
uals were excluded from its production, as they were just receivers and spectators. 
Nowadays, users can participate in its formation. Instagram seems to reward users 
with visibility and embrace an effective neoliberal subject, as Marwick (2013:13) 
stated, referring to a subject who “attends to fashion, focused on self-improvement, 
and purchases goods and services to achieve self-realization. He/she is comfortable 
integrating market logics into many aspects of life, including education, parenting, 
and relationships”. To conclude, on a more positive note, although we might expect 
more diverse content to be recommended to User B due to the logic of personalization, 
the penetration of non-mainstream content in a commercial platform can be seen as 
an opportunity for users to break the mainstream bubble and undermine the spec-
tacle, even in a hugely commodified sociotechnical environment such as Instagram. 
Still, how easy is it for the users to deny this possibility for popularity and participa-
tion and dissociate themselves from the spectacle or even subvert it? Future studies 
might investigate this question focusing on user practices. In addition, audit studies 
may sometimes provide “fuzzy glimpses” on how the algorithms operate (Diakopou-
los, as cited in Kitchin, 2017:24). Thus, researchers can repeat the present inquiry 
utilizing real users’ accounts instead of constructed ones. Additionally, the study has 
not focused on big data. The appropriate tools can be developed to enable researchers 
to collect recommendations (i.e. the Explore page) from Instagram's mobile version 
with the help of methods introduced by computational social sciences.
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CONCEPTUALIZING NETWORKED THERAPEUTIC 
CULTURE
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ABSTRACT

This article investigates the therapeutic culture in social media and looks at a Facebook 
group for spiritually inclined people who seek solutions and remedies to their daily worries 
and troubles. This study is based on discourse analysis of 498 posts, combined with ethno-
graphic observation and interviews. To understand how the therapeutic culture is shaped in 
social media, I analyse the motives and experiences of people who self-disclose in the group, 
the discursive framing of problems by both help-seekers and advice-givers, and the progress 
of self-disclosure. I propose the term networked therapeutic culture to describe the dialogic 
and interactive therapeutic culture that has emerged on social media and can be character-
ised by, first, the more accessible platform for speaking out, second, its shaping of the ther-
apeutic discourses and third, how it affords accumulating self-disclosure in return for help. 

Keywords: networked therapeutic culture ■ social media ■ Facebook ■ new spirit-
uality ■ help-seeking ■ self-disclosure ■ wellbeing

1. INTRODUCTION

“Why is everyone getting sick around me–am I really cursed?” is a typical question 
encountered in a Facebook group for spiritually inclined people. The group, compris-
ing of 30,000 members brought together by interest in spiritual and pagan topics, 
is an active discussion board where people seek to raise their wellbeing by publicly 
asking for counsel on how to deal with their everyday problems. Some may suffer 
from health issues, others struggle in toxic relationships, facing grief or loneliness. 
There are those who seek advice from traditional healers, hoping to solve their prob-
lems with the help of spiritual guidance, yearning for a better future promised by 
clairvoyants. However, the bulk of the group is made up by those who are happy to 
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have a chat and receive advice from their peers. While these Facebook corners may 
be regarded as fountains of misinformation and bastions of anti-scientific thought, 
inspiring a steady stream of dismay, contempt and mockery in media (Orav, 2018), it 
makes sense to contemplate, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, why people 
choose to turn to peers in spiritual Facebook groups for advice and while doing so, 
reveal themselves to large audiences.

On the following pages, I will analyze the self-disclosure practices among the 
users of the largest Estonian spiritual Facebook group as they seek help from peers 
to a variety of problems related to mental health, money, work and home, spiritual 
matters and interpersonal relationships or, in general, voice concern over their 
wellbeing. 

The approach sits at the intersection of the studies of the global therapeutic cul-
ture, (g)local sociocultural context and social media studies. The therapeutic culture 
refers to the prevalence of a psychological mindset outside of the traditional domains 
of psychology (Madsen, 2014), where the language of therapy has made revealing 
one’s emotions widely acceptable, changes the boundaries between the public and 
the private self (Illouz, 2008), endorses self-help practices, and builds on the ide-
als of individual choice, autonomy, and self-responsibility (McGee, 2005). While in 
Estonia the cultural figure of therapist is not well represented, the main carrier of the 
self-reflective endeavours may be seen in new spirituality (Uibu, 2016a)–an umbrella 
term for spiritual-religious beliefs and practices widely popular in Estonia. This 
therapeutic culture in its many forms, from psychological to spiritual counsel, has 
commonly been popularized by the media: through seminars, self-help books or talk 
shows (Illouz, 2008). In the digital age, therapeutic culture moves online, appearing 
in YouTube videos, online diagnostic questionnaires, Facebook memes and healing 
or spiritual practices (Rimke, 2017). Here, the affective claims to suffering are even 
further amplified, accelerated and complicated in social media (Chouliaraki, 2020). 
However, there is still little research available on how social media affords the thera-
peutic culture–a gap this ethnography-inspired study seeks to fill.

I will demonstrate in the article, by looking at the characteristics of therapeutic 
culture and self-disclosure in online spaces, that help-seeking motivated self-disclo-
sure in this group is shaped by reasons for and previous experiences with help-seek-
ing, discursive frames available for presenting help-seeking questions and answers, 
and the ambivalent social media affordances that encourage further self-disclosure. 
Based on the analysis, I conclude the article with proposing the concept of networked 
therapeutic culture.

2. THE THERAPEUTIC CULTURE

The “Triumph of the Therapeutic” (Rieff, 1966) was already claimed to have hap-
pened half a century ago, but the outlook has changed significantly since then. The 
rise of the therapeutic cultures has been connected to the rise of the importance of 
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psychology in the 20th and 21st century, also called the psychologisation of society, 
which reduces social, political or moral questions to psychological issues (Nehring, 
Madsen, Cabanas, Mills, & Kerrigan, 2020a). It can be seen as a hegemonic discourse 
that offers a discursive scheme to look at the self and the world (de Vos, 2010). Simi-
larly, Illouz (2008) points out that the emotional language of the therapeutic culture 
frames how we talk about and understand emotions, thoughts, and behaviours or 
their hierarchies: what is normal or pathological. In fact, much of the therapeutic 
discourses relies heavily on psy-knowledges (Illouz, 2008), concentrates on positive 
psychology (Illouz, 2020), happiness (Fanti, 2020), mindfulness (Nehring & Frawley, 
2020), or resilience that often denies negative feelings, depicts the self as a reposi-
tory of inner strength and emphasizes individual responsibility, while urging to be 
grateful for everything, including suffering (Rimke, 2020). In this way, striving for 
wellbeing and positivity may be the solution, but also the cause behind the condi-
tions that give rise to the therapeutic culture.

Earlier work saw therapeutic culture in mainly negative terms as the result of 
rising individualism and waning religious authority (Rieff, 1966), and interpreted 
the increasing role of private matters in public space as narcissism (Lasch, 1979), 
cultural decline (Rieff, 1966), and cultivation of victim mentality (Furedi, 2004). 
More recently, however, authors have pointed out that the therapeutic culture has 
an empowering potential, since it has made suffering socially acceptable (Wright, 
2008), offers new discursive spaces for speaking out about injustices (Salmenniemi, 
2017) and should therefore be regarded as a strategy for emotional coping (McLeod 
& Wright, 2009). Furthermore, Lilie Chouliaraki (2020) has argued that social media 
reorganizes the who, when, and how one can claim personal suffering by democra-
tizing access to broadcasting and claiming victimhood.

The reasons behind engagement with the therapeutic culture may be manifold. 
The neoliberal ethos of individual responsibility suggests that complex social prob-
lems can be solved by simple individual actions. Anthony Giddens has proposed that 
the modern self feels a loss of significance and hopes to find a cure to it from the 
looking glass–something he calls the “reflexive project of the self ” (Giddens, 1991). 
Furthermore, self-diagnoses and self-help become necessary when other experts fail 
or when gaps in social support are felt (Seear, 2009; Lubi, Uibu, & Koppel, 2018). 
More specifically, within the post-Soviet context, people have been shown to turn 
to therapeutic practices as a way to renegotiate subjectivity in the changed ideolog-
ical context, cope with labour and other inequalities and to fill gaps in healthcare 
(Salmenniemi, 2017). Therefore, reasons behind engagement in the therapeutic cul-
ture fluctuate between wider sociocultural context, local conditions and personal 
experiences.

The focus on the individual and the decline of religious authority is not only the 
cornerstone of the therapeutic culture, but also connects to the rise of the new spirit-
uality–an umbrella term for spiritual-religious beliefs and practices (Uibu, 2016a). 
These practices in and of themselves have been described as a hybrid of therapeutic 
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culture, self-help and spiritual quests (Heelas, 2009), where the supernatural dimen-
sion often permeates all other ways of dealing with distress (Koenig, 2004). The 
two approaches to healing and salvation, therapeutic and spiritual-religious, have 
merged to an unprecedented extent (Hanegraaff, 1998, p. 46). Both discourses have 
entered schools, gyms, etc., contributing to their popularization (Illouz, 2008; Pagis, 
2020) and increasing blending. For example, Michael Pagis (2020) has shown how 
popularization of bodily practices like yoga, meditation, mindfulness or alternative 
healing practices have spread from non-Western religious spaces to Western hospi-
tals, mental health clinics and gyms. So does the therapeutic sneak into traditional 
Indian faith-healers’ practices who mix psy-discourses with traditional healing (Sid-
diqui, 2020), while psychological experts often provide spiritual guidance (Moskow-
itz, 2001). In fact, spirituality can be seen as a cultural toolbox (Uibu, 2016b) where 
the spiritual tools are frequently intended to help reach non-spiritual goals, from 
health to fitness, motivation and even entertainment where spiritual aspects are 
often optional (Kraft, 2014, p. 306). Overall, new spirituality and therapeutic culture 
overlap significantly and it is difficult to say whether one is witness to secular ideas 
with esoteric roots or spiritual beliefs borrowing from psy-discourses.

3. SELF-DISCLOSURE IN SOCIAL MEDIA

Self-disclosure is integral to finding spiritual guidance as well as participating in the 
therapeutic culture. By self-disclosure I mean the provision of personal information 
to other individuals about oneself or any other people or events somehow affecting 
the self. While self-disclosure is often triggered by life stress (Stiles, 1987), opening 
up about negative feelings is considered good for mental health, has therapeutic 
functions and is hence called the “talking cure” (Corcoran, 2000). Self-disclosure is 
also regarded as a necessary precondition for receiving social support (Lu & Hamp-
ton, 2017), building connectedness, reducing loneliness (Deters & Mehl, 2013) and 
depression (Frison & Eggermont, 2020), and enhancing general wellbeing (Huang, 
2016). 

It can be argued that social media has ambivalent affordances for self-disclo-
sure. By affordances I mean a range of technological conditions that are perceived 
by users as requesting, demanding, allowing, encouraging, discouraging or refus-
ing certain behaviours and are always relative depending on who they afford and 
how the subjects who engage perceive the affordances (Davis & Chouinard, 2016). 
Most platforms share features and functions that encourage self-disclosure, such 
as invitations to share personal information in status updates, profiles, etc. (cf. de 
Vos 2020; Trepte, 2015). Oftentimes, self-disclosure depends on perceptions of the 
audience or the “imagined audience” (Litt, 2012). While help-seeking self-disclosure 
on social media is usually addressed to potential helpers or the so-called ideal, sym-
pathetic audiences, social networking sites also include nightmare audiences (Boyd 
& Marwick, 2011; Murumaa-Mengel, 2017), such as malicious users who engage in 
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various forms of cyberbullying. Group dynamics such as flaming, trolling, harass-
ment (cf. Kwan & Skoric, 2013) that unfold on social media may discourage its users 
from self-disclosure. 

Self-disclosure is typically discussed in the context of privacy since privacy 
is required as a precondition before opening up to others. The two are in a dialec-
tic relationship where one needs to give up privacy in order to speak out (Masur, 
2019). Computer-mediated communication in general confuses the typical bounda-
ries one may have when opening up, because it challenges our understanding of our 
audiences and our privacy. For example, online communication blurs the borders 
between the public and the private (e.g., Papacharissi, 2010), the affordance of ano-
nymity has been observed to reduce perceived vulnerability (Krämer & Haferkamp, 
2011) and positively affect self-disclosure (Walther, 1996). On the other hand, privacy 
is threatened by social media recommendation and connection algorithms that fos-
ter forced connections by associating otherwise disparate data points (van der Nagel, 
2018). Yet, as self-disclosure has multiple social and personal benefits as mentioned 
above, social media users have been found to react to these ambivalent affordances 
by engaging in various privacy-enabling practices, including strategic information 
sharing, social steganography and self-censorship (Oolo & Siibak, 2013), vaguebook-
ing or in other words blurring the meaning of the content to be understandable for 
only the intended audience (Child & Starcher, 2016), editing already posted content 
(Georgalou, 2016) or producing more generalized information (Krämer & Hafer-
kamp, 2011).

4. CONTEXT AND METHODS

This research was conducted in Estonia where, before foraying deeper into therapeu-
tic culture, we must first take into account two important local sociocultural factors: 
spread of spiritual beliefs and practices and the relatively limited support network 
for wellbeing. As many as 34% Estonians consider themselves as spiritual and 59% 
believe in people with supernatural abilities (Kantar Emor, 2017). Estonians’ religious 
affiliation is therefore best characterised by “believing without belonging” (Ringvee, 
2011, p. 45). Furthermore, media has played a significant role in resurrecting spiritual 
and magical practices among Estonian people. During the Soviet period, folk healers 
were portrayed as national heroes who shared expert advice and useful health tips 
(Kõiva, 2015), and still today, healers and spiritual advisers enjoy wide popularity in 
mass media (Lauri, 2015; Vahter, 2018). In the age of social media, many of the older 
healers as well as new ones have started working or promoting themselves online. 
The Facebook group under investigation is an example of one of those popular groups 
ran by healers. In this case, the group is led by two people who call themselves either 
witches or sages and who see themselves as helpers and advice-givers, often taking 
on the roles of psychologists (Renser & Tiidenberg, 2020). The group also gathers 
over 30K people (as of June 2021) and has gained almost 15,000 followers since I first 
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joined it in 2017 (for comparison, the total population of Estonia is slightly more than 
1.3 million). It also has vibrant discussions among regular members who do not nec-
essarily consider themselves as “healers”, but are interested in mystical, spiritual 
and esoteric ideas or seek advice from peers or witches in the group. Overall, the 
group reflects a wide variety of syncretistic beliefs and practices which are typically 
chosen and tailored to satisfy individual needs (Uibu, 2016b, p. 16).

While therapeutic culture has been regarded as partly grown out of the rise of the 
authority of psychologists, institutionalized mental health and wellbeing support 
has been systematically underfunded in Estonia (Ministry of Social Affairs, 2020). 
I consider wellbeing as a combination of “having”, “loving”, “being” or a mixture of 
material, interpersonal and personal development conditions (Allardt, 1993). A con-
tinued erosion of any of those aspects may contribute to deterioration of mental 
health. Recent initiatives to improve the situation point to a crisis in the availability 
of psychological support, as evident in the rising numbers of help-seekers and grow-
ing psychologists’ waitlists (Ministry of Social Affairs, 2020). Further, mental health 
issues are stigmatized, 62% Estonian population does not want anyone to know of 
their mental health issues (Faktum & Ariko, 2016), yet mental health problems, 
among which depression is the most prevalent, account for a quarter of the total of 
all health issues (Vos et al., 2015). In this article, I limit my focus on the public discus-
sion among the regular group members to such topics that concern the help-seekers’ 
wellbeing, excluding all posts that deal with physical health (which is a very broad 
topic in itself that deserves a separate discussion).

I was welcomed in the Facebook group by one of the administrators who calls 
herself a witch. For the current article, I conducted an online ethnographic study 
and collected approximately 1,000 posted questions from the group since 2017, out 
of which roughly a half is concerned with physical health and the remaining half 
deals with wellbeing in general. The analysis was followed by ethnographic inter-
views. The respondents were found and the final eight selected with the help of the 
group administrator who encouraged and invited members in a public post to share 
their stories with me. The interviews took place both online and offline, subject to 
restrictions of COVID-19. During the interviews, I asked the respondents to comment 
on their Facebook activities and their posts, to get a broader understanding of their 
social media use. In addition, to contextualize some interpretations of the post and 
interview analysis, I set up a short online survey which I sent to some people per-
sonally after they had posted in the group. All interviewees were female, as were 16 
out of the 19 respondents who filled out the survey, which also mirrors the gender 
makeup of the group. Altogether, I analysed eight interviews, 498 posts and their 
comment threads, and the survey answers, using grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) 
to identify significant topics, and discourse analysis (Gee, 2011) to determine the dis-
cursive framing within the posts. 

As I will also show in the analysis, there was a conflicting understanding between 
the members of the group whether the Facebook group of 30,000 people and 
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designated as Private by Facebook was in principle public or private. I was mindful 
of this complexity when developing my approach to research ethics. First, I obtained 
informed consent from all interviewees and survey respondents to analyze and use 
their responses as well as their group posts. Any material from the posts of other 
users I gathered with the blessing of the administrator and used it with careful con-
sideration of my respondents’ anonymity. This applies to both their identities in 
real life as well as in networked space (where they often use pseudonyms or partial 
names. This means that I have modified the details of the interview quotations to 
protect my respondents from any unexpected harm. Also, the screenshots seen in the 
article are rough re-enactments of original posts which I re-created to anonymize 
the users, following the logic of ethical fabrication (cf. Markham, 2012; Tiidenberg, 
2017). None of the help-seekers mentioned in the analysis can be traced back based 
on the information presented in the article. 

5. SELF-DISCLOSURE IN A SPIRITUAL FACEBOOK GROUP

5.1. Reasons for and previous experiences with help-seeking and self-disclosure

Members engage in intentional self-disclosure in order to receive answers to what 
they perceive to be important personal matters. In many cases, by the time the par-
ticipants decide to reach out to the group, they have already sought information from 
other sources, considered contacting professionals or simply have no clue as to the 
nature of their problem and the competency best suited to provide the solution. In 
the interviews, several participants map out their previous efforts to seek help, tak-
ing them to Google and forums, friends and relatives, or other media and self-help 
books. Other times, police, family advisers, doctors, mental health professionals, also 
witches, therapists, alternative medicine practitioners are mentioned as someone 
whose counsel has already been sought or who are next on the list of potential help-
ers. In fact, all my respondents confessed to having earlier experiences with witches 
and healers, often from decades ago, as the reason for joining the group in the first 
place. While some people reach out to the group as their first resort, for others it is 
the last–all followed trajectories were personal and different, but often reflected the 
complexity of issues. Here, Asta, one of my interviewees, posts a message where she 
seeks help for her dandruff problem, while, in fact, she suffers from stress caused by 
being a single mother of five and fighting with an alcoholic ex-husband over finances: 

At the time, I was raising five children alone on my own. Then my ex-hus-
band decided to sue me, demanded that I pay him every month, because 
he has a disability and I left him–but I left a healthy man, it was himself 
who ruined his health with his drinking... And finally I got psoriasis on my 
head–dandruff and itching all over. Went to a skin doctor and was told that 
it was my nerves doing it. I then looked for help everywhere–I got some 
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vitamins, one was 30 euros pack and the other was 75 euros pack. Expen-
sive, right? Then I asked the people in the Facebook group, all sorts of things 
they told me I should try, but all of which turned out to be completely use-
less. And then, when I was already about to accept that nothing could help 
me, I turned to Piret [one of the witches in the group]. I had heard that she 
could make the tensions in your body go away… . Whom else could I still 
have turned for help? (Asta)

In many cases, participants choose self-disclosure in the group over alternative 
options because of the shortcomings in the accessibility of services, such as lack 
of available appointments, high costs or long distance. The group’s popularity and 
relevance builds on crowdsourced answers from its members and administrators 
and the more responders in the network, the more useful it becomes for its partici-
pants. Furthermore, many of the participants are expatriate Estonians, which may 
be reflective of the cultural and linguistic barriers they may have when encountering 
these services while living in a foreign country. In this context, the digital space that 
can be accessed regardless of the many limitations imposed by distance, time and 
money eradicates at least some of the problems that offline services have.

In addition, trust in the institution or knowledge about the possibilities play 
a major role in the choice one makes. A certain prejudice towards doctors and psy-
chologists can make them seen as someone who is “not interested in the root causes 
of problems, but only wants to prescribe medications”. Police, typically, “won’t 
bother to help anyway”. Furthermore, while participants oftentimes confess to feel-
ings of inferiority, worthlessness, loneliness, and suffer from depression, anxiety, 
panic attacks or constant fatigue, mental health related posts rarely recommend the 
help of mental health professionals unless the problem has been stated very clearly 
as I will discuss in the following paragraphs. This possibly reflects the lack of knowl-
edge and experience of how to or with whose help to deal with those problems, 
stigmatization of the issue in the culture in general and the limits of mental health 
support in Estonia. 

5.3. Discursive framing of problems and solutions

After choosing to self-disclose through the mere act of posting about one’s prob-
lems, participants also choose their discursive framing. Here, three main culturally 
informed discursive framing strategies of problems and solutions emerge: psycholo-
gization, spiritualization and rationalization.
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Figure 1. Post A: Example of psychologization. Post B: Example of spiritualization. Post C: Example of rational-
ization. Post D: Example of typically mixed discourses. (Ethical fabrication of Facebook posts) 

The first discursive frame that draws on therapeutic culture is interested in the psy-
chological aspects of the self or what I call psychologization (Figure 1, Post A). It pre-
sents the self as the root cause of all our woes and troubles and suggests all problems 
can be remedied by simply changing our thoughts and behaviour. The expressive 
emotionality or confession that is characteristic of therapeutic culture is also pres-
ent here and is most conspicuous in those examples which use impassioned language 
to describe a series of setbacks and failures and the related emotional distress. Here, 
positive thoughts do not result from being well, but rather the wellbeing is a condi-
tion to be attained by “thinking positive”. It is notable, at the same time, while ther-
apy culture heavily promotes “positive thinking”, it is rarely found in the posts of 
those who seek it, but is used by the ones who give advice. The former are character-
istically mired in negative thoughts and feelings which they came to express. Thus, 
the comments suggest all mental and physical illnesses, as well as bad luck and rela-
tionship troubles, are born out of these negative thoughts, not caused by any struc-
tural problems. For example, victims of workplace bullying who “just cannot take it 
anymore” are advised to “look into the mirror” and reflect upon the truth that “every 
coin has two sides”. As it appears, failures and illnesses are seen to be caused by 
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“wrong thinking” and should recede when forced to confront with positive thoughts 
and actions, such as smiling, forgiving, letting go or expressing gratefulness.

The second discursive frame is spiritualization (Figure 1, Post B), where the cause 
and/or solution of the problem is attributed to external agents, such as curses, inher-
ited behaviour patterns, certain auras, energies, etc. According to these accounts, the 
root of the problem/solution lies not within, but without, in some external spiritual 
or magic factors which we can still somehow manipulate or change. Bad omens and 
negative meanings are looked for in objects, people, environment and dreams. Often, 
these descriptions draw from folklore and popular cultureΤit is known that the lunar 
cycle can affect one’s mood and behaviour, sleep disturbances might be caused by 
the radiation of water veins, while protection may be offered by certain medicinal 
herbs, red string, when worn, can ward off misfortune, various spells and incan-
tations should also not be overlooked. We know from earlier studies that anxious 
people are more likely to be superstitious (Wolfradt, 1997) and people who place the 
locus of control in the exterior, as it is in the case of bad omens, are more prone to 
pessimism (Dember, Martin, Hummer, Howe, & Melton, 1989). Hence, the mild hints 
of feelings of anxiety, fear and doubt that are consistently veiled in mystical events 
and tied to spiritual or supernatural phenomena, suggest one’s wellbeing may be the 
main driving force behind many of the posts also when not so explicitly expressed. 

The last discursive frame is that of rationalization where both common and 
uncommon problems are explained in normal, everyday terms (Figure 1, Post C). 
Rationalization appears to be a frequent strategy of choice when dealing with the 
most common and easily identifiable problems, such as theft, in which case the 
“rational” option would be going to the police. Following the “rational” scenario, vic-
tims of domestic abuse and violence may be directed to a battered women’s shelter 
for help, one’s legal problems might be solved with the help of a good professional 
lawyer, and it also makes sense to try regular pharmacotherapy to alleviate one’s 
anxiety and depression. Well-informed answers often means the person responding 
has experienced a similar problem themselves and relates to the advice-seeker on 
the basis of their personal experience. 

The size of the social media group and the constant flux of users between groups, 
however, facilitates the borrowing of techniques which are used in other groups as 
well as in other media channels and social contexts. The scope of the group and the 
members’ different experiences allow combining various discursive frames that are 
not necessarily opposite, but complementary to each other. Thus, we can observe col-
lapsing discursive frames within a single individual post (Figure 1, Post D). Such an 
approach to different coping tools and their application is encouraged by the neo-
liberal conception of freedom of choice and the right to seek personalized solutions 
which fit one’s preconceived beliefs and to use coping tools which freely mix and 
match science and supernatural, mundane and spiritual. 

The discursive frames used by the participants also shape their understanding of 
problems and their solutions. One noteworthy problem that surfaces from interviews 
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and is reflected in the posts is the lack of knowledge of how to define or frame certain 
problems and who is best suited to solve these problems (see also Figure 1, Post D). 
The often-arcane language which conceals emotions and places fault in the self, cou-
pled with the typical brevity encouraged in social media posts, obfuscates the prob-
lem statements for the audience. The help-seeker, in many cases, may disguise and 
downplay her real problem as a mild spiritual or emotional distress. However, such 
obfuscation makes it difficult to get and give good advice, which, when intersecting 
with Facebook groups' affordances, leads to what I describe in the next section as 
accumulating self-disclosure.

5.4. Accumulating self-disclosure

The group as social context and Facebook as technological context condition the 
help-seeking and giving practices and related self-disclosure on the platform. The 
networked nature of these groups affords what I am referring to as accumulating 
self-disclosure, by shaping how privacy is perceived and audiences imagined in 
these groups, as well as whether Facebook is perceived as encouraging or discourag-
ing algorithmic connections. 

First, many of the group members consider the group as private, since it is des-
ignated as such by its administrators, regardless of the fact that it only takes three 
questions to answer concerning the applicant’s interest in the group to become its 
member among more than 30,000 others. The help-seekers emphasize the impor-
tant contribution of administrators to this perception of privacy, as they oversee 
and enforce the group rules. Besides their role as helpers, supporters, entertainers 
and educators, their role as enforcers of discipline is mentioned as a major incen-
tive for joining this particular group. The administrators can accept members and 
decline applicants, approve or reject their contributions and ask them questions for 
background check before acceptance, such as their reasons behind joining. Enforce-
ment of group rules (e.g. no negative readings, no fishing for customers by outsiders, 
etc.) gives a sense of security and privacy. In addition, members often describe the 
group based on the assumption of ideal audiences and characterize their peers as 
“knowledgeable”, “smart” or “experienced” who give good advice, share their inti-
mate thoughts, participate in discussions and function as “a supportive family” that 
fulfills the users’ needs. The group is seen as a source of sense of belonging and well-
being and reading posts has become part of their daily routine.

The supportive community offered by the imagined audiences and the perceived 
privacy resulting from tightly enforced rules encourages self-disclosure. This, how-
ever, leads to a snowballing effect where the disclosure of one person encourages 
other people to share similar experiences, as is shown in Figure 2. Here, comment B 
answers to post E with a personal story of loss, that of her own unborn baby. In these 
cases, members of the group often join the discussion in the hopes of finding conso-
lation and solace for themselves as well. This assumes the swapping of the roles of 
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the help-seeker and the help-giver–easily accomplished in a community where the 
conventional adviser (therapist, doctor, marriage counselor, spiritual guide or other) 
has been replaced with decentralized experts. The level of perceived privacy in the 
group and trust in the good intentions of its members and the quality of the content, 
strengthened by the feeling of belonging, encourage the advice-seekers to self-dis-
close and relinquish their privacy in exchange for help.

 

Figure 2. Post E: Example of accumulating self-disclosure by sharing experiences (comment B) and divulging 
further details (comment A from the initial help-seeker) in discussions. 

However, some members have a heightened sense of privacy and are therefore less 
inclined to divulge their intimate secrets, preferring to vaguebook their posts, as they 
are discouraged by the size of the group and the threat of sensitive personal infor-
mation leaking beyond the confines of the group. Marta gives a description of how 
information is passed on from one friend to another, eventually spreading to people 
outside of the group, making it impossible to keep track of who receives the informa-
tion, especially in a small country like Estonia. The interviewees are also worried of 
self-disclosure to nightmare audiences: either their own family members, colleagues 
or friends or people who intend to stigmatize, shame and mock self-disclosure. Elsa 
explains, the problem may lie in the mere act of participation in this type of group–
there is a certain stigma attached to esoteric gatherings that may be frowned upon in 
the work environment.

Second, even despite these fears and occasional choice of complete secrecy, the 
respondents still posted their questions in the hopes of receiving valuable feedback, 
but did so by vaguebooking, hiding the meaning of the content or even editing and 
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deleting their posts afterwards. In effect, the advice-givers looking to overcome the 
brevity and vagueness of the original post, worded as such to control the vulnerabili-
ties associated with self-disclosure in compliance with the group rules, ask clarifying 
questions to understand the specific situation. This coaxes the help-seeker herself 
into full disclosure of the premises of her original post, in order to improve the rele-
vance of the advice to her actual situation, as is shown in Figure 2, Post E, comment A. 
Here, the user starts revealing herself a bit further as she feels the received answers 
may not help her to find the solution to her problem. Therefore, while Facebook as a 
platform and the group as a social context may at first discourage in-depth descrip-
tions of oneself by limited post length and the large potential audience, shortened 
and vaguebooked posts may unintentionally have an opposite effect of encouraging 
accumulating self-disclosure as a result of the interaction within the comments sec-
tion in order to receive more relevant answers.

Third, accumulating self-disclosure may be involuntary and rather encouraged 
by Facebook’s algorithmic connections. Here, the participants may not truly com-
prehend the extent of all the connections to their person that exist on the platform. 
For example, Facebook enables easy search of its users’ posting histories within the 
group as is shown in Figure 3, and unless the corresponding privacy settings have 
been turned on by the user, also common friends, interests, photos and personal sta-
tuses are visible to anyone digging for contextual information.

 

Figure 3. Posts F and G: examples of accumulating self-disclosure by virtue of algorithmic linking of posts by 
the same person over time. (Ethical fabrications of Facebook posts)
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One can easily find the same person’s posts within the group(s) throughout the 
year(s), rendering it easier to track down personal narratives for additional helpful 
clues from their past. Advice-givers often use these tools to determine the context of 
the person’s problems: its duration, depth, or any personality clues. In several cases, 
when a group member has posted a question, the other members have turned to the 
post and used it for their own purposes. As seen in Figure 3, Post G, comment A, 
the advice-giver discovered that the help-seeker had been struggling with her work 
already for two years–a fact that gave her further context for the reply. Such real-
izations, brought about algorithmically, have been mentioned in the interviews as 
discomforting for the help-seekers who mention the feeling of their personal space 
being invaded once someone refers to the narrative picked up through algorithmic 
disclosure.

6. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

I propose the term networked therapeutic culture to describe the dialogic and 
interactive therapeutic culture that has emerged on social media and can be charac-
terised by, first, the more accessible platform for speaking out, second, its shaping of 
the therapeutic discourses and third, how it affords accumulating self-disclosure in 
return for help. 

First, social media, where anyone has access to broadcasting their pain, reorgan-
izes the who, when and how one can claim personal suffering (Chouliaraki, 2020). It 
offers a new discursive space for speaking out (Salmenniemi, 2019) for those whose 
voice may have been less heard and on topics that have been suppressed. While 
social media as such, and this group in particular, encourages self-disclosure, it also 
rewards the users for posting their personal stories with high levels of attention and 
engagement, help and advice from others. On the other hand, it makes other peo-
ple’s posts publicly available and sets these as standards of what is regarded as nor-
mal within the group. With consistent participation and encouraged by seeing other 
members receive answers, users’ confidence in the group grows, making it a viable 
alternative for help seeking, should the need suddenly arise. This becomes especially 
crucial when the participant is unaware of official or offline alternatives or these 
may be inaccessible because of their higher entry barrier or other structural rea-
sons. Social media groups help to seemingly overcome structural problems of access 
to help, offer an alternative to institutional support, tackle psychological barriers 
one may have with reaching out to experts and set a low bar for participation. In 
addition, seeking help from the group gives the participant the sense of agency and 
self-responsibility that the neoliberal culture requires us to have. 

Second, the new and the more accessible platform and the help-seeking groups 
within it simultaneously expand and shrink the language of the therapeutic culture. 
Therapeutic culture may reveal itself in other closely connected phenomena, such 
as new spirituality. As shown in the analysis above, members of the studied group 
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relied on discourses of psychology, spirituality and rationality to frame how they 
disclosed their problems. The networked nature of social media easily enables us 
to bring together different discourses that may not otherwise be readily compati-
ble. In this way, therapeutic advice has become decentralized, opposing any specific 
expertise, and leaves the participants entirely to their own devices when choosing 
the correct answers. However, the networked nature and the fear of losing privacy 
contribute to simultaneous shrinking of the therapeutic language, resulting in less 
detailed descriptions, shielding of important contextual information and conform-
ing to the fast-paced consumption of Facebook posts.

Third, social media affords accumulative self-disclosure and it does so in three 
main ways. Most typically, self-disclosure in help-seeking posts encourages audi-
ence members to also share their own experiences and disclose their own stories 
within the comment feed, creating a snowballing effect of self-disclosure and con-
tributing to the expansion of the therapeutic culture and the interchangeability of 
the roles of the help-giver and the help-seeker. In addition, the help-seeker herself 
may share more information than originally intended. Lack of privacy and night-
mare audiences discourage self-disclosure and induce short problem descriptions 
with little context. These posts, in turn, often require further clarification in order 
for the audience members to be able to offer help that feels substantial. Social media 
also allows the disclosure of help-seeker’s information algorithmically, as it shows a 
list of her earlier posts within the same group. The “therapeutic narratives of self-
hood” (Illouz, 2008) are thus not only told by the help-seeker herself, but are algo-
rithmically exposed and shaped by connecting different data points (van der Nagel, 
2018). Thus, self-disclosure in the networked therapeutic culture always triggers 
further disclosures that are possibly unintended or unwanted. While users seek help 
on social media, they contribute to the further shaping and expansion of the net-
worked therapeutic culture. 

Finally, I suggest that this analysis and the conceptual framework of networked 
therapeutic culture provides an empirical analysis of peoples’ help-seeking behav-
iours online at a time when mental health and wellbeing have been systematically 
stigmatized and underfunded, and social media groups increasingly rise to fill the 
gaps. Future research might ask whether these networked therapeutic cultures go 
beyond the local spiritual domain described in this article and one may ask, espe-
cially during the times of isolation and stress resulting from COVID-19, which other 
themed communities people seek help from, how these groups shape the discourses 
and understanding of (mental) health and how these groups contribute to or dis-
rupt the effective solving of a pandemic-related (mental) health crisis. This hope-
fully enriches the ongoing discussions around public healthcare policies and health 
misinformation. Furthermore, the article contributes to the academic discussion of 
self-disclosure and privacy on social media, suggesting that within some contexts 
the need for help encourages self-disclosure, with possibly unforeseen consequences 
for the participants’ privacy.
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THEY GET A LOT OF NEWS FROM FACEBOOK: 
THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON PARENTAL 
NEWS MODELING IN THE DIGITAL MEDIA 
LANDSCAPE

JOSEPHINE LEHAFF
University of Roskilde

ABSTRACT

The popularization of digital technologies has called into question the role of parent-child 
behavior modeling in news socialization in the modern media landscape. On these technol-
ogies, news coexists with many other types of content, rendering its use externally invisible 
and thus less available for imitation with potential consequences for younger generations’ 
future news use and civic orientation. This article reports on the everyday news behaviors of 
a quota sample of 24 Danes between ages 18 and 25 based on a combined qualitative method-
ology. An analytical design using laughter as index of face-loss points to sources of embar-
rassment in interview subjects’ news repertoires, uncovering a young audience that is aware 
of but uncomfortable with their parents’ news habits. This is in part a result of social media, 
where parents’ liking, commenting, and sharing behaviors simultaneously make their news 
practices more available for observation and less available for idealization. 

Keywords: Facework ■ Laughter ■ Mobile news ■ News use ■ News literacy ■ Paren-
tal influence ■ Social media ■ Young adults ■ Qualitative audience research

1. INTRODUCTION

Parental behavior modeling is a bedrock of child socialization: children learn by 
seeing their parents do, and parents’ behaviors influence children into adulthood 
(Bandura, 1986; Bandura, 2001). This is an important component in the develop-
ment of civic participation and orientation behaviors, including news use (Jennings, 
Stoker & Bower, 2009). Seeing their parents consume news – reading the morning 
paper, listening to radio news programming on the road, or watching evening news 
– instills children and adolescents with models of news behavior that are reproduced 
later in life (Cobb, 1986; York & Scholl, 2015). However, with the move of news use 
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onto individualized digital technologies, socialization to news users can no longer be 
taken for granted. On popular technologies and platforms, news coexists with many 
other types of content, rendering its use less observable and consequently less avail-
able for imitation (Peters et al., 2021; Edgerly et al., 2017; Peters, 2012). This raises 
questions about younger generations’ future news use and by extension their future 
civic orientation and participation. 

This article draws from encounters with 24 Danes between the ages of 18 and 25, 
asked about their news practices. Using semi-structured interviews and a card sort-
ing exercise as elicitation device (Picone, 2018), the study design promotes reflec-
tions about a broad spectrum of sources that young adults turn to for information. 
This includes social media, which hold a significant position in young adult news 
repertoires (Peters et al., 2021) but inspire mixed feelings and little esteem (Sven-
ingsson, 2015). Analytically, this article uses laughter as paralinguistic marker of 
facework (Goffman, 1967) to identify sources of embarrassment in the news reper-
toires of young adults. The analysis reveals a young audience that is uncomforta-
bly aware of their parents’ news habits. While parents still influence young adults’ 
developing news repertoires in the modern media landscape (Edgerly et al., 2017; 
York, 2019), the young adults in this article enshroud parental news practices in 
laughter, as behaviors they witness jar against their ideals and norms of news and 
media use. Social media are an important source of their knowledge of and discom-
fort with parents’ news practices. Regardless, subjects express both a hopefulness 
and an expectation that they will themselves grow into better news repertoires with 
age, even if their parents have not.

2. MODELING NEWS USE

The idea that children learn media behaviors by observation is old, and research 
dedicated to the process spans many decades, media landscapes, and technologies. 
Modeled parent behavior has been associated with offspring reading (e.g. Notten, 
Kraaykamp & Konig, 2012) and television habits (e.g. Bleakley, Jordan & Hennessy, 
2013; Webster, Pearson & Webster, 1986), as well as computer, internet (e.g. Vaala 
& Bleakley, 2015) and mobile phone use (e.g. Hefner et al., 2019). Across technolo-
gies, news use has drawn academic interest in particular for its function as predic-
tor of future civic participation and orientation (e.g. Conway et al., 1981; Jennings, 
Stoker & Bowers, 2009; York, 2019; York & Scholl, 2015). Accordingly, parent-to-
child intergenerational transmission of news use has been demonstrated repeat-
edly through the years, and parental modeling has been offered as explanation for 
the parent-child resemblance of patterns of newspaper use (e.g. Chaffee, McLeod, 
& Atkin, 1971; Clarke, 1965; Cobb, 1986; York & Scholl, 2015), use of television news 
and public affairs content (Chaffee, McLeod, & Atkin, 1971; Conway et al., 1981; Kim, 
2019), and cross-media news selections, or repertoires (e.g. Edgerly et al., 2018). 

Such research has also shown that modeling behavior is a complicated process. 
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One complication noted by Clarke (1965) in a study of 15-year-olds’ newspaper 
use was the disparity between the interests of children and adults. Children have 
children’s interests and parents adult interests, and so a parent’s interest in public 
affairs will not automatically transfer to their child. In keeping with this, the study 
found transference of newspaper content preferences from parent to child to be only 
modest. However, Clarke (1965) found that greater amounts of overall parent-child 
interaction combined with parental interest in public affairs and newspaper use did 
increase children’s interest in public affairs, as “interaction provides opportunities 
for the child to gain social recognition from his higher-status parent. A high degree 
of social contact also means that a parent is a more visible model to the child” (p. 544). 
Similarly, Chaffee, McLeod, and Atkin (1971) found that parental modeling in iso-
lation had little impact on adolescent newspaper readership, but that parent-child 
communication of public affairs importance in combination with news behavior 
modeling was impactful on adolescent news viewership and newspaper reading. 
Cobb (1986) added more influential factors to this, such as perceived time availa-
bility for newspaper reading, access to a newspaper in the home, and demographic 
variables, but still found that “heavy readers” of newspapers among their adolescent 
subjects reported the highest newspaper readership by the male parent, compared to 
“sporadic readers”, “scanners”, and “apathetic readers”. 

Common to radio and television media, which have dominated previous news 
media landscapes, is an immediate observability: television news can be seen and 
radio heard by others in the room. Thus, in addition to providing a means for parents 
to model news use, television and radio create a media landscape in which children 
and adolescents are subjected to news content (Conway et al., 1981). However, the 
role of television and radio have changed, their use becoming increasingly individu-
alized as prices of media devices have fallen, no longer restricting their presence to 
one communal living space in the home but dispersing them through a multi-screen 
home for individual use behind closed bedroom doors (Livingstone, 2007). Nonethe-
less, the television continues to be found in communal living areas where parents 
often remain in control of the remote, and parent television news use remains pre-
dictive of adolescent television news use (Edgerly et al., 2017). 

The newspaper affords a different mode of observable news modeling. Whereas 
television and radio allow others in the room to vicariously observe content, both 
the television and radio artifacts are multi-genre devices with significant non-news 
uses. Consequently, their presence is not associated specifically with news use. The 
newspaper differs in this respect. Although newspapers contain non-news-related 
content and such content is an important appeal for users (Barnhurst & Wartella, 
1991), the newspaper artifact is prototypical (Rosch, 1978) of news. This prototypi-
cality impacts the potential for symbolic coding, which is key to the retention pro-
cess in observational learning. During symbolic coding, a general symbolic value 
is extrapolated from specific actions observed under specific circumstance so that 
a similar behavior may be performed under similar circumstances (Bandura, 2001). 
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The strong association between newspapers and news content means that modeling 
of newspaper-reading should with greater likelihood result in some form of news 
media use, whether by “matched modeling”, where the parent behavior is copied 
using the same media, or “generalized modeling”, where the extrapolated symbolic 
value is transferred to a different media good, such as television news watching or 
online news-reading (Edgerly et al., 2017). In keeping with this, parental newspa-
per reading has been found to predict general future news use by offspring (York 
& Scholl, 2015). In contrast to the vicarious observability of television or radio news 
and the strong news association of the newspaper, seeing a parent attentively look-
ing at a mobile phone can symbolically translate to a wide variety of media uses, 
from YouTube-viewing to news reading, and may be modeled as any of these. Con-
sequently, observational learning of news use may be undermined by the move of 
news use onto less vicariously visible digital formats (Peters et al., 2021; Edgerly et 
al., 2017; Peters, 2012). 

Edgerly et al. (2017) found that children still model parental news use, includ-
ing device-specific matched modeling, and offer a number of explanations why this 
may be the case: children may form an impression of parent digital news use when 
borrowing parents’ electronics; they may see their parents’ screen when spending 
time together; they may hear their parents discussing news while using individual-
ized digital devices, or they may be encouraged by their parents to use digital devices 
for news. However, an additional explanation is that much digital news use occurs 
via social media, where it is visible. Just as youth are aware of their own public and 
political actions on social media and how they may be interpreted and judged by 
onlookers (Marwick & Boyd, 2011; Thorson, 2014), youth are also able to see, inter-
pret and judge the actions of others. While children may have less direct access to 
observe digital news practices in the room, they can observe these virtually, with 
greater specificity, and longer: even after moving out, a young adult can see their 
parents liking, commenting, and sharing news on social media. The results of this 
analysis show that young adults do not only render judgement on the news that they 
are exposed to via social media and their own practices therewith, they also see and 
judge their parents’ news behaviors as they are made visible on social media. This 
raises new questions about parent-child news socialization and observational learn-
ing in a media landscape dominated by social media, calling on us to consider digital 
news technologies as making news use differently visible, as opposed to less visible.

3. METHODOLOGY

This article reports on a study using a combined qualitative methodology of 
semi-structured interviews and a card sorting exercise to learn about everyday news 
seeking habits among young adults. The interviews were conducted among a quota 
sample of 24 Danes between the ages of 18 and 25, taking place in June/July 2019. 
Although participants were selected with an equal distribution in terms of gender, 
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geographic location (provincial city or rural/capital city), and job or educational sta-
tus (Peters et al., 2021), the salient demographic characteristic for the purpose of 
this analysis is one that unites them all: their age, participants having all grown into 
adulthood in a news landscape characterized by the predominance of digital media. 
The analytical design draws on linguistics traditions analyzing, categorizing and the-
orizing functions of laughter as a tool to preserve face (Goffman, 1967) in spoken 
communication (e.g. Adelswärd, 1989; Nesi, 2012; Phipps, 2016; Wilkinson, 2007).  

Although young adults have normative conceptions about what constitutes 
good news use, their information seeking practices may not conform to these ide-
als (Costera-Meijer, 2007; Sveningsson, 2015). This can affect their esteem of them-
selves as news users and civic participants and their self-reporting, as they dismiss 
practices that are not aligned with their ideals (Sveningsson, 2015). Of course, dis-
crepancies between news practices and ideals are not isolated to young adults, simi-
lar gaps resulting in feelings of discomfort among some adult news users (Ytre-Arne 
& Moe, 2018). In an interview setting, such discomfort can be related to a loss of 
face, instigating processes of facework and repair that allow participants to disas-
sociate themselves from incidents where gaps between practice and ideal are laid 
bare (Goffman, 1967). Conversely, instances of facework can serve as indices of 
such gaps, allowing us to infer news norms and ideals by their breaches. To this 
end, laughter serves as a practical index when analyzing interviews, being an audi-
ble and often-transcribed expression (Myers & Lampropoulou, 2016) that may flag 
a perceived face threat (Adelswärd, 1989). For instance, Nesi (2012) finds instances 
of instructors’ laughter during lectures to serve as means of recovering or bolstering 
lecturers’ competence face in connection with teasing students, lecturer error, and 
disparagement of out-group-members. Phipps (2016) notes uses of laughter during 
intercultural research encounters: for social repair when politeness conventions are 
breached, for intercultural repair, for performance of professional competence, and 
– significantly for the use of interviews in this study – for the presentation of the 
self with the unfamiliar and consequently imagined researcher. Thus, in the context 
of this study, participants are not responding to breaches with news ideals held by 
the researcher, but ideals superimposed onto the imagined researcher by the partic-
ipant. In other words: the ideals are their own. Accordingly, the transcribed inter-
views were explored for instances of laughter for subsequent coding and analysis in 
a process informed by grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) to identify news ideals held 
by the participants in the study.

During the research encounter, participants were asked about their everyday 
practices with information sources and media and to sort 35 cards with prompts 
covering a range of information sources and media according to significance in their 
news repertoires (Hasebrink & Hepp, 2017). The variety of information sources rep-
resented on the media cards, which included Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, online 
broadsheet newspapers, analogue broadsheet newspapers, online tabloids, ana-
logue tabloids, tv news, radio news, influencers and more, was developed to reflect 



150

MEDIÁLNÍ STUDIA  |  MEDIA STUDIES 2/2021

the broadness of young audiences’ news repertoires and commonality of popular 
sources and technologies herein (Peters et al., 2021), including information sources 
young adults have been shown to have mixed feelings about (Sveningsson, 2015). 
This format presented many risks of face loss by virtue of its design, the broadness 
of both questions and card-prompts broaching subjects that could otherwise have 
been avoided to preserve face (Goffman, 1967). Additionally, interview participants 
agreed to repeat the interview process at a later date, making them less “free to take 
a highline that the future will discredit” (ibid; 7). Importantly, only participant-in-
itiated laughter was included for coding and analysis, as the interest was on young 
adult’s own news preferences and ideals. To qualify, laughter must be in response to 
their own sense of face-loss rather than an appeasement of the interviewer’s loss of 
face or the interviewer’s recognition of participants’ loss of face.

Not all instances of laughter were indexical of facework related to news norms 
for which reason instances of participant-initiated laughter were subsequently 
manually sorted for relevance and thematically coded. For instance, the following 
sequence in the interview encounter with Camilla was not included in analysis 
despite apparent relevance for multiple coded themes, as the laughter was not ulti-
mately an instance of facework connected to news use: 

“I actually got the History Magazine when I lived home, but I don’t anymore 
because now I have to pay for it. My mom, she obviously had some sub…sub-
scrip… yeah. [laughs] Well, she had those on some newspapers.” (Extract 1, 
Camilla)

Judging from its placement in the flow of speech, Camilla’s laughter here is not 
pointed at her disuse of news media used by her mother or her unwillingness to pay 
for news but is best explained as a retrospective index (Glenn, 1989) of linguistic 
incompetence at the failure to self-repair the mispronunciation (Wilkinson, 2007) 
of “subscription” [Danish abonnement]. This laughter is an instance of facework, but 
based on its relative temporal closeness (Sacks, 1989) to the mispronunciation in 
the ongoing flow of speech, not related to norms of news use. Conversely, Ayesha’s 
(F, 24) laughter upon mentioning the kinds of news content she received via a family 
Whatsapp group exemplifies news-related facework, underlining a disclaimer: 

“Some of it’s from Facebook, where people just write posts and stuff, and 
then there’s a picture. Those are the things I often don’t believe. [laughs]”. 
(Extract 2, Ayesha)

Two themes stood out in the coding and analysis of laughter-passages in the 24 inter-
views. The first was related to technology and the second to family, parents especially. 
The focus of this article is on these themes, building on a many-decades-long aca-
demic concern with the role of parents in the socialization of children and young 
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adults into news users. Parents remain an influential factor in young adults’ devel-
oping news repertoires in the modern, digital media landscape (Edgerly et al., 2017; 
York, 2019). However, the laughter in the sequences that follow in this article indi-
cates tensions in their role in news socialization.

4. LAUGHABLE NEWS PRACTICES

4.1. Media brands and technologies 

Interview subjects illustrated the impact of parent-child modeling in their devel-
oping news repertoires in terms of choice of media brands and technologies. For 
instance, Anna (F, 23) identified her parents as the source of her preference for one 
Danish national broadcaster over the other, expressing a sense of collective familial 
identity by virtue of the shared preference. Social media have made news-sharing 
part of identity expression, changing how adolescents relate news use to identity 
and the role of news in identity formation (Andersson, 2018); however, news use and 
identity were also intertwined in young adults’ news repertoire outside social media. 
For Anna, the choice of media brand was tied to family identity: 

“I sometimes watch DR’s programs [Danish public broadcaster]. Not TV2 
[Danish national television station]. I’m not really from a TV2 family. I’m 
from a DR family [laughs].” (Extract 3, Anna) 

Using the names of the two national news broadcasters as attributive nouns to mod-
ify family, Anna establishes two conflicting types of families: TV2 families and DR 
families. As hinted by her laughter, the conflict between the two media is synthetic: 
DR and TV2 featured prominently together in multiple news repertoires found in 
the study (Peters et al., 2021). However, the dichotomy that Anna constructs signals 
media choice to be more than a matter of preference. To Anna, the choice between 
DR and TV2 was part of a family identity which she emulated with her own news use. 
Her prioritization of DR over TV2 established her belonging to the type of family that 
uses DR as opposed to TV2. 

In their early years, "children watch television news because that is what their 
parents are watching" (Conway et al., 1981, p. 166). Ostensibly, this has decreased 
with the multiplication of media devices in the home and increase of bedroom cul-
ture (Livingstone, 2007), but as Jakob (M, 22) illustrated, parents continue to shape 
their childen’s news media environment (Nathanson, 2015). Reflecting on his use of 
television programming, Jakob laughingly recollected televised morning and evening 
news shows as a “natural” part of the daily routine hearkening back to his childhood 
home, where the television was a feature of a common area and lighter news formats 
provided a shared backdrop:
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“Good Morning Denmark [televised Danish morning show] is the kind of 
thing that’s just running on the TV while we’re in here [the common liv-
ing space], and it’s been that way since I was really little. It’s just been like 
a completely natural [laughs] part of the daily routine that at some point 
during the day you’d either watch Good Morning Denmark or Good Evening 
Denmark [televised Danish evening chat show]. And Debatten [televised 
political debate program] starting this past year, I think. I think I watch that 
more than my parents.” (Extract 4, Jakob) 

Jakob’s parents have directly shaped his news media environment in a way charac-
teristic of the news media device of choice: the television. In Jakob’s childhood house-
hold, the ‘family television’ served as a feature of the communal space (Livingstone, 
2007). In this way, Jakob’s parents have not just visibly modeled news use as by read-
ing the newspaper at the breakfast table but have directly made Jakob a news user 
from a young age by creating a communal habitat audibly and visually immersed 
in news. Jakob went on to reproduce this setting in early adult life by integrating 
televised news programming into his own home space. Jakob’s reproduction of the 
news-immersed communal space in his own home was a true reproduction of its ori-
gin in that it included the same medium, the television, matching the model provided 
by his parents (Edgerly et al., 2017), and the same programming, Good Morning and 
Good Evening Denmark. The laughter in the extract can be related to the status of the 
programs in question: both belonging to the popular lifestyle and inspiration genre 
of news programming rather than the “hard news” genres typically prescribed by 
civic ideals. His laughter thus served to distance Jakob from his parents’ and his own 
naturalized news practices. In support of this reading, Jakob immediately went on to 
explain that the family’s regular programming also included DR Debatten, a well-re-
spected political debate show regularly guested by experts and prominent political 
figures, emphasizing the significance of this program in his own media repertoire.

4.2. News literacies

Despite examples of reproduction of modeled parental news use in early adulthood, 
interview participants described a schism between their own technological reality 
and that of their parent generation. One aspect of this was a perceived gap in media 
literacies: young news users were unimpressed by the parent generation’s adoption 
of newer digital formats and ability to distinguish “quality” news from “low quality” 
news. For example, Anna (F, 23) was confident in her own ability to find her way 
around digital media sources, but expressed that a lack of digital literacy might have 
repercussions for her mother’s news repertoire: 

“I can usually find my way around a website, regardless of how user friendly 
it is. But I think most media do pretty well in terms of user friendliness. So, 
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it’s not something I think about all that much. I think it’s more of a prob-
lem for someone like my mom if she can’t figure out how to find the news 
she wants. Because she’s a little less, how can I put it, tech savvy. [laughs].” 
(Extract 5, Anna)

Digital literacy is one of many media and media-related literacies taught in Danish 
schools to enable students to find and evaluate information in the modern media 
landscape (Tinggaard Svendsen & Munk Svendsen, 2021). As news has increasingly 
moved online where it is impacted by general issues of online accessibility as well as 
algorithmic individualization, digital literacy has also become an important compo-
nent of news literacy (Swart, 2021b). However, for those for whom significant leaps 
of media digitization took place only in adulthood, this learning is not as easily come 
by, exacerbating the tensions between the news and media practices of parents and 
their children in young adulthood. 

Navigating digital media is a fundamental part of digital and news literacy, but 
the proliferation of social media in news repertoires has made matters still more 
complicated, bringing algorithmic literacy to the fore. This literacy can challenge and 
intimidate even young adults who have grown up with social media (Swart, 2021a). 
For instance, Saafia (F, 23) emphasized her mother’s civic interest before questioning 
her news literacy and ability to compensate for the role of algorithmic curation in 
her news repertoire: 

“She’s very politically oriented and publicly oriented. […] But she does get 
a lot of her information from Facebook, so it’s very – Facebook takes up a lot 
of space, and the news they want you to see, right. It’s the stuff that Face-
book gets to the top you see [laughs].” (Extract 6, Saafia)

Despite this criticism of her mother’s use of Facebook, Saafia ranked Facebook as one 
of the two most significant sources of news in her own news repertoire, Instagram 
taking the other top ranking. 

Regarding her own reliance on Facebook, Saafia expressed similar concerns, mak-
ing laughing reference to issues of algorithmic inscrutability once more: 

“I don’t follow Politiken [Danish broadsheet newspaper] much. It’s mostly 
if something pops up on Facebook… because Facebook has done a good job 
adapting it to what you’re looking at, I think. All of a sudden a lot of things 
show up that you look at [laughs].” (Extract 7, Saafia)

The repeated laughter indicated a sense of unease about the opaque influence 
asserted by Facebook on her own and her mother’s news repertoires and Saafia’s 
responsiveness to this influence. In her ‘algorithmic imaginary’, the sensemaking 
of how algorithms work and what they should do (Bucher, 2015), Saafia emphasized 



154

MEDIÁLNÍ STUDIA  |  MEDIA STUDIES 2/2021

the influence of online tracking and ascribed Facebook an active role in her mother’s 
news repertoire, but also in her own. 

Ultimately, Saafia’s algorithmic imaginary, while simplistic, showed an awareness 
that algorithmic news curation is a feature of Facebook and that Facebook conse-
quently influenced the news that she and her mother saw. This is an important com-
ponent of news literacy in the modern media landscape that not all young adults 
possess (Swart, 2021a; Cotter & Reisdorf, 2020). Despite this, Saafia’s reliance on 
Facebook for news was undeterred, in keeping with previous findings that media lit-
eracy may not translate into practice among young audiences (Swart, 2021b; Vraga et 
al., 2021). Regarding Saafia’s continued reliance on Facebook, it is interesting to note 
that Saafia ascribed different degrees of agency to herself and to her mother in rela-
tion to Facebook’s algorithm. When describing the algorithm’s influence on her own 
news use, Facebook was “adapting it to what you’re looking at”. Here, the algorithm 
was impacted by her own actions. However, in the context of her mother, Facebook 
showed “the news they want you to see”. Saafia thus expressed a more positive expe-
rience of the Facebook algorithm in her own media use than the significance she 
ascribed it in her mother’s new repertoire, illustrating that young audiences’ affec-
tive impressions of algorithmic curation not only vary between positivity, neutrality 
and negativity from group to group (Swart, 2021a) but also vary from case to case. 

While digital and algorithm literacy have become increasingly significant given 
technological developments, core news literacies such as recognition of journalistic 
content and information evaluation (Potter, 2004) remain relevant in young audi-
ences’ perception (Swart, 2021b). However, in this matter, too, interview partici-
pants expressed concerns about older generations’ capabilities. Said Ayesha (F, 24):

“There’s the stuff in the family Whatsapp group where they share all kinds 
of stuff. [...] I never take it seriously. [laughs] […] It can mean something to 
me if it happens to be articles I trust and stuff. But some of it’s from Face-
book where people just write posts and stuff, and then there’s a picture. 
Those are the things I often don’t believe [laughs].” (Extract 8, Ayesha)

Ayesha laughs, signaling a perceived distance as well as paralinguistically distancing 
her own conceptions of news-ness (Edgerly & Vraga, 2020) from that of her fam-
ily. Young audiences’ process of information evaluation is closely linked with their 
recognition of journalism (Edgerly & Vraga, 2020; Swart, 2021b), and so for Ayesha, 
because information shared on Whatsapp by her family did not belong to the jour-
nalistic media genre, its credibility and legitimacy were inherently flawed.

Additionally, participants were not necessarily impressed with their parents as 
sources of news. Thus, interview participants’ laughter was tied to the role their par-
ents played as conveyers of news, questioning the worthwhileness (Schrøder, 2015; 
Schrøder & Steeg Larsen, 2010) of the news they conveyed. 
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“If they’ve heard something scary, like about drugs or something [laughs]. 
They’ll go ‘oh, this can happen if you drink too much alcohol’ [laughs]. It’s 
mostly scare tactic news, they’ll show me. So that’s pretty funny [laughs].” 
(Extract 9, Lærke)

Lærke bucked against what she deemed to be ‘scare tactic news’, meant as instru-
ments of socialization by her parents as opposed to civic information, laughing, per-
haps in embarrassment at an infantilizing news function superimposed onto her by 
her parents, which clashes with normative symbolic associations between adulthood 
and news use illustrated in this study (Peters et al., 2021) and previous research 
(Barnhurst & Wartella, 1991). Her explanation furthermore indicates discrepancies 
between parents’ and their young adult children’s conceptions of the public connec-
tion aspect of worthwhileness: parents and their children in these cases do not share 
the conception of what constitutes a “matter of concern” (Schrøder, 2015; Couldry, 
Livingstone & Markham, 2010). As noted by William (M, 24), “My mom will often say 
something or other. It rarely interests me, but of course I end up with the stories just 
the same.” (Extract 11, William)

4.3. Social media news practices

In addition to cringing at their news literacies, interview subjects were unimpressed 
by parents’ public behavior in connection with news on social media. Exemplifying 
this, Lærke laughed at her father’s activities on Facebook, 

“Sometimes my bio-dad will tag me in something. He’s really into that. 
[laughs]”, adding “if it’s some weird Trump thing, I might not read it 
[laughs]”. (Extract 12, Lærke)

This tagging behavior conflicted with preferred social media news-sharing prac-
tices expressed by interview subjects, where privacy and discretion were at the fore. 
Interview subjects showed great awareness of their online presentation of self, find-
ing certain engagements with news, in particular sharing and commenting, unap-
pealing (see also Andersson, 2018; Storsul, 2014). 

The line between appropriate and excessive levels of exposure on social media 
is of course not constant or consistent within generations, nor necessarily distinct 
between generations. For instance, when asked whether she ever commented on 
news articles shared on Facebook, Saafia (F, 23) said: 

“No, only if there’s something funny, then I would of course just tag some-
one.” (Extract 13, Saafia)
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As for sharing news in other ways, her answer was no, explaining: 

“You’ve learned to stay out of it. [laughs]”. (Extract 14, Saafia)

For Saafia, acceptable levels of visible online participation included tagging. How-
ever, this was not true in all contexts. Although Lærke’s father and Saafia shared 
a  visible social media practice in tagging, Saafia’s answer indicated a sentiment 
shared by other interview subjects: the appropriate level of visible participation was 
lowered when it came to politics. Subjects did not want to hear about the politics of 
others online, nor did they want to share their own.

Much as participants expressed that appropriate levels of online visible partici-
pation were lower when it came to politics, they also indicated that their comfortable 
levels of political visibility were lower on social media than off social media. That 
is, participants were private about their political opinions online in ways that they 
were not offline. This hesitation has previously been related to the ‘context collapsed’ 
nature of social media, where young social media users find themselves communi-
cating withing many disparate social contexts at once (Marwick & Boyd, 2011; Thor-
son, 2014). For participants, commenting on or sharing an article, which by parents 
might be considered a small act of engagement, requiring “relatively little invest-
ment” and “driven primarily by an intuitive willingness to present oneself and forge 
one’s identity rather than produce information” (Picone et al., 2019), was not expe-
rienced as particularly small. Thus, when asked whether she ever joined in debates, 
Laura (F, 21) remarked, 

“Yeah, I may do that. [laughs] Family birthdays can get a little intense.” 
(Extract 15, Laura)

However, whereas she might participate in heated political debates with family, she 
kept such discussions offline to avoid the more volatile tone she experienced online. 
Similarly, Saafia described a sense of vulnerability to conflict in online participation 
with political news content: 

“It depends on how much knowledge I have in an area, too, because when 
it’s about the animal world I’ll comment a lot, but that’s also because I’m 
sure about what I know, compared to politics – there are so many rights 
and wrongs according to other people because it’s very personal with your 
opinions. So on that topic, I’m a bit reluctant. So I’ll mostly say those things 
in public. [laughs] With friends or family. And colleagues. When we talk 
about it in there, it’s easier to say your opinion. Compared to writing it down 
where you’re easily misunderstood.” (Extract 16, Saafia)

The discrepancy between her norms regarding acceptable visible online and offline 
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levels of engagement evokes an uncomfortable laugh from Saafia, whose answer 
illustrates how the combination of politics and social media creates a particular sense 
of vulnerability (Thorson, 2014). She might discuss things online, and she might dis-
cuss politics, but politics became a loaded subject on Facebook. The reasons for this 
may be threefold: a perceived lack of knowledgeability about politics which opened 
her up to loss of face (Mascheroni & Murru, 2017; Peacock, 2019), the dependence 
on written argumentation which she found more difficult and prone to misinterpre-
tation that face-to-face argumentation, and the openness to stranger interlocution 
given by Facebook (Thorson, 2014). Saafia and Laura both expressed a preference 
for political discussion in social contexts involving close others as part of a strat-
egy to avoid incivility, demonstrating the interrelatedness of preferences previously 
demonstrated to prevent young adults from participating in online political deliber-
ation (Peacock & Leavitt, 2016).

Ayesha (F, 24) similarly described the combination of Facebook and politics as one 
of which she was especially wary in spite of her political interest and willingness 
to participate in political discussion offline and willingness to participate on Face-
book in other contexts than political discussion. Her concerns about the combination 
of Facebook and political discussion, however, did not center on avoiding engaging 
with strangers but avoiding involving her parents whom she knew to have different 
politics from her own. Ayesha, who is of Pakistani descent, explained:

“There’s a page I’ve started [using], and it’s Pakistani, which is very liberal 
compared to the Pakistani conservative things… So I’ve started reading that 
a lot and following their page and stuff. […] So just to feel that I’m supporting 
them in a way, right? By sharing – well, I don’t share their content because I 
can’t. [laughs] My parents follow me on Facebook. [laughs] But just by read-
ing it and like it and things like that. 
I: So you can like things without worrying about you parents? 
They’re not smart enough to see that I’ve liked it. [laughs].” (Extract 17, 
Ayesha)

Ayesha’s comments contrast with the preferences expressed by other respondents in 
this study and in other studies related to social media (Peacock & Leavitt, 2016). How-
ever, it demonstrates a desire to protect relationships, a factor that has previously 
been related to avoidance of the subject of politics among young adults (Peacock, 
2019), and a more general avoidance of contentious topics previously demonstrated 
in close relationships (Afifi & Guerrero, 2000; Baxter & Wilmot, 1985). Ayesha 
furthermore exemplified how, in an otherwise context collapsed network such as 
Facebook (Marwick & Boyd, 2011; Thorson, 2014), a degree of inscrutability in func-
tionalities may serve as a network affordance for young users looking to avoid older 
publics, their parents in particular.
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4.4. Looking to the future 

Despite their concerns about the news practices of the older generations in their 
lives – be they lacking in digital, media, or news literacy or incompatible with the 
social media presentation norms of young adults – interview participants associated 
civic interest and news practices with adulthood and both aspired and expected to 
grow into better news repertoires with age (Peters et al., 2021). Still, even specific 
aspirations and expectations could run contrary to the practices they saw from their 
parents. For example, asked to reflect on what she imagined her news repertoire 
would look like in the future, Saafia, who previously described her mother as getting 
“a lot of her information from Facebook”, responded: 

“I hope I’ll have become grownup enough to dial down Instagram and Face-
book a little [laughs] and moved on to something else.” (Extract 18, Saafia)

The symbolic association between adulthood and the newspaper Barnhurst 
& Wartella, 1991) may well have evolved with the proliferation of digital media, but 
the association between adulthood and “real” news persisted, even in the face of con-
tradicting parental modeling. 

Importantly, Saafia’s ambition to decrease her reliance on social media in favor 
of more “real” news sources was not being enacted. When asked whether she was 
making changes to her news practices to realize her hope, Saafia’s answer was a blunt 
“No,” immediately followed by laughter. This discrepancy between practice and ideal 
similarly appeared among other interview subjects, just as it has been demonstrated 
previously among young news users (Costera-Meijer, 2007; Sveningson, 2015). 

The failure to live up to personal ideals of news use is not specific to young adults. 
In a study of the news habits of 50 Norwegian adults, participants expressed discrep-
ancies between their “informed citizen” news ideals and actualized news practices, 
the gaps between interrelated news and civic ideals and actualized news practice 
ultimately becoming a source of discomfort for some (Ytre-Arne & Moe, 2018). Young 
adults can explain their own lacking interest in “real” news with their youth and 
lacking identification with conceptions of “citizenship” that make news use relevant 
(Barnhurst & Wartella, 1991) or justify their use of social media for news as “only 
a pastime” in the face of legitimacy concerns (Sveningsson, 2015), but these justi-
fications may not extend to parents given young adults’ association of civic interest 
with adulthood. 

Whereas portable digital technologies make news use externally invisible (Peters 
et al., 2021; Edgerly et al., 2017; Peters, 2012), social media lend a new and more 
detailed visibility to news use. On social media, young adults can observe specific 
media and news choices via their parents’ liking, commenting, and sharing behav-
iors even as they reach young adulthood and move out and thereafter. In this way, 
social media lays bare gaps between their parents’ news behaviors and citizenship 
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and news ideals. Thus, the difference between the digital news landscape and pre-dig-
ital digital news landscapes is not that parents’ news behaviors are less available for 
observation, but that they are less available for idealization. This may impact their 
potential for symbolic coding in behavior modeling (Bandura, 2001), making par-
ents’ media practices less appealing to emulate. 

It should be noted that this does not mean that offspring have ceased to model 
parent news behavior. In fact, in an article raising the question of parental news 
modeling in the digital media landscape, Edgerly et al. (2017) find both modeling and 
matched modeling of parent news behavior. Other studies considering modeling in 
digital formats have similarly found resemblances between parent and child news 
behaviors, additionally pointing to instances of reverse modeling where parents 
learn news and media behaviors from their children (e.g. McDevitt & Chaffee, 2002; 
Nelissen et al., 2019; York, 2019). Parent-child news modeling remains relevant in 
spite of the technological developments which shape today’s news landscape, but the 
modeling is not unidirectional, nor is it embraced without question. Young adults 
supplement this modeling with digital and social media literacies taught by educa-
tion and experience which, however imperfect, lead them to a slew of cognitive and 
behavioral strategies for judging and ensuring news quality (Swart, 2021a, 2021b). 
Conceivably, the sense of disappointment made possible by social media visibility 
may inspire young adults to be more critical of their own news use and more cau-
tious in their implementation of literacy practices even as they model parental news 
behaviors.

5. CONCLUSION

The move of news use onto digital technologies has raised questions about the impact 
of parental news modeling on children and young adult’s socialization into news-us-
ers in the modern media landscape (Peters et al., 2021; Edgerly et al., 2017; Peters, 
2012). In this landscape, common news behaviors lose vicarious visibility from across 
the living room, making them less available for modeling (Bandura, 2001). Where 
parents might once be seen holding a copy of the daily paper or watching the evening 
news, they may now be seen with a laptop or scrolling on a mobile phone. However, 
digital media do not render parent news use invisible, lending new and clear visi-
bility on social media. Using laughter as an index of perceived face-loss to point to 
deviations from news ideals held by 24 young adult participants in Denmark, this 
article demonstrates an awareness of parents’ news use that hindered idealization. 
Via their social media presence, young adults are still able to see their parents using 
news. Not only this, but with the help of parents’ likes, shares, and comments, young 
adults are able to see what news their parents are using. However, in this observabil-
ity lies a potential problem for news socialization. Whereas the newspaper artifact 
allowed youth of earlier generations to imagine the significance and quality of what-
ever it was that their parents were reading about the world, the parent generations’ 



160

MEDIÁLNÍ STUDIA  |  MEDIA STUDIES 2/2021

current social media practices leave less room for imagination. The problem does not 
seem to be that young people do not see their parents using news, or that they do not 
want to be news users themselves, but that young people – seeing the news their par-
ents use and their ways of using it – aspire to be better news users. Without exactly 
knowing what that looks like. 
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THE RELATIONAL UX: CONSTRUCTING 
REPERTOIRES OF AUDIENCE AGENCY IN 
PIONEER JOURNALISM PRACTICE

BISSIE ANDERSON 
University of Stirling

ABSTRACT 

This article examines how “pioneer journalists” (Hepp & Loosen, 2020) in legacy newsrooms 
create preferred audience experiences through their UX practices in a networked media 
ecosystem where journalism’s epistemic authority is increasingly contested. Grounded in the 
encoding/decoding paradigm (Hall, 1973, 1980), this study combines semi-structured inter-
views with 12 journalism pioneers in London-based legacy newsrooms, with the in-depth 
analysis of the multimodal/interactivity features of two example stories. The findings sug-
gest that audiences are interpellated through the construction of various repertoires of 
agency, grounded in empathy, for a closer, more immediate, and active involvement in the 
story. By creating ‘relational UXs’ that try to control the travel of meanings and the pro-
duction of emotions, pioneers in legacy news organisations place a stronger emphasis on 
the relational renegotiation of epistemic authority, a strategy to simultaneously embrace 
active audiences and sustain journalism’s traditional raison d’etre – making sense of the 
world for the public. 

Keywords: pioneer journalism ■ innovation ■ UX design ■ encoding/decoding ■ 
audience engagement ■ epistemic authority 

1. INTRODUCTION

As an institution that is in the business of meaning-making and knowledge produc-
tion, journalism has historically occupied an authoritative position that allows it to 
persuade the public of its discourse of truthfulness and transform journalistic inter-
pretation into a convincing picture of reality (Broersma, 2010, Ekström, 2002). Its 
performative power lies in its truth regime, which “remains its raison d’etre” – by 
constructing meaning, it claims to represent “a reality the public can act upon” (ibid., 
p.  1). Eldridge and Bødker (2019) stress that journalism is a distinct form of knowl-
edge in that it is public and shared – it is through the circulation of its ever-growing 
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range of products that it comes about, addresses, and interpellates, the audience, and 
performs its societal function. For news to be knowledge, it “makes an implied epis-
temic claim as to its veracity, supported by the institutionalized nature of its produc-
tion” (Carlson, 2020, p. 231). 

However, as publics get increasingly involved in actively co-constructing media 
messages, through access to more, and more varied, types of information and dif-
ferent, often conflicting, representations of reality, journalism’s performative power 
and with it, its “authority and status as a meaning-broker” (Matheson, 2000, p. 571) 
is arguably abating and its epistemic authority challenged (Broersma, 2013, Carl-
son, 2017, Ekström and Westlund, 2019). In an age when journalistic audiences are 
exposed to the fallacy behind journalism’s claim to truth, aware that “news does 
not convey the truth but a truth” (Broersma, 2013, p. 43), news organisations are 
finding it harder to reclaim their performative power, and hence the authority that 
results from it. This epistemic crisis of journalism has led to demands for its rein-
vention (Broersma, 2013), not least by acknowledging that journalistic authority is 
not a fixed position to be taken for granted, but “a contingent relationship” between 
journalists and other actors and forces, in which journalists’ right to be listened to 
needs to be constantly renegotiated and legitimized (Carlson, 2017, p. 182). In condi-
tions of networked journalism and sociotechnical news production, some argue, this 
process should not be one-way, but relational: as Ananny (2018) points out, a free 
press should be “an infrastructure for both speaking and hearing – for individual and 
collective autonomy”, with journalists seeing themselves as “the creators of listening 
environments” (p. 190). 

One of the ways journalists have responded to the challenge has been through 
pioneering new, experimental storytelling formats, and increasingly prioritising UX 
(user experience) design practices – striving to construct and ‘configure’ an accurate 
image of their audiences, in seeking to better understand and engage them (Appel-
gren, 2014, Borges-Rey, 2016). Because, ultimately, journalistic authority is contin-
gent on whether the public accepts journalism’s epistemic claims (Carlson, 2017), it 
becomes important to explore the production of meaning vis-à-vis audiences in jour-
nalistic UX design practices as efforts to protect and reclaim journalistic authority. 
How the notion of active audiences plays into the co-construction of meaning in jour-
nalism and how audiences are interpellated in a “post-industrial” media ecosystem 
defined by increasingly networked modes of production (Anderson et al., 2012; Cas-
tells, 2010) become important questions if we seek to shed light on the ways in which 
journalists understand, employ, and negotiate “relational authority” (Carlson, 2017).

This article examines the process of encoding, or meaning production, in pio-
neer journalism UX design practices in UK legacy newsrooms. “Pioneer journal-
ism” here is understood as individuals working for the digital operations of legacy 
newsrooms who experiment with organizational forms, products, and structures, 
seeking to re-imagine journalism, and particularly its relation to audiences and the 
public (Hepp & Loosen, 2021). Taken as “models or imaginaries of new possibilities” 
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(ibid., p. 5), these communities of practice could serve as an important empirical 
point of departure to examine journalism’s discursive re-imaginings and possible 
futures.

The central research questions that this article seeks to answer is:
 ■ How is the audience interpellated in the pioneer journalism encoding 
process?

This is broken down into the following sub-questions:
	■ RQ1:	 How	 do	 pioneer	 journalists	 in	 legacy	 news	 organisations	 construct	 the	
image	of	their	audience	through	the	process	of	ideation?

	■ RQ2:	What	 is	 the	 preferred	audience	 experience	 and	how	does	 it	manifest	 in	
journalism	stories	(artefacts)?

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Since the turn of the century, journalism has been forced to seek ways to adapt to 
new channels, editorial cycles, and logics of media production. Reconnecting with 
the public in an era of sharply decreasing trust and rising cynicism (Brants, 2013) 
is considered one of the major challenges facing journalism as a social institution 
whose normative societal function is to build and connect communities (Broersma 
& Peters, 2013). In an increasingly participatory culture, the traditional dynamics of 
knowledge production have changed, with demands to narrow the distance between 
media producer and consumer (Hanusch & Banjac, 2019), as the reader now argua-
bly takes on a more active role in the construction of meaning. 

Fittingly, and reflecting industry concerns, journalism scholars over the last dec-
ade have been preoccupied with the need to “(re)-discover the audience” by studying 
the changing relationship between journalists and audiences in a networked media 
ecosystem (Loosen & Schmidt, 2012), which has led to the “audience turn” in Journal-
ism Studies research (Groot Kormelink & Costera Meijer, 2017). Anderson et al. argue 
(2012) that ‘post-industrial journalism’ needs to prepare for a future in which audi-
ences will be ever-more active participants in the process of co-producing meaning 
and reality. How journalists construct the image of, listen to, and connect with, their 
“imagined audience” (Nelson, 2021), therefore, becomes central to their legitimacy 
and performative power.

These developments have led to the increased prominence of ‘pioneering’ prac-
tices such as UX design in journalism, which have resulted in new storytelling 
formats that put the audience at the centre of the user experience (Anderson & Borg-
es-Rey, 2019, Appelgren, 2017, Borges-Rey, 2016). The afforded audience agency goes 
beyond narrow technological conceptions of interactivity, as suggested by Anderson 
& Borges-Rey (2019) and requires further investigation of the different dimensions 
of the encoded user experience (UX).
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2.1. Encoding/Decoding and the role of ‘active audiences’

The notion of “active audiences” is not new; it emerged at the height of mass media 
and mass communications and was a central concept in the tradition of British Cul-
tural Studies, particularly in the work of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary 
Cultural Studies in the 1970s. Hall’s Encoding/Decoding theory (1973, 1980) concep-
tualised the ‘audience’ as active participants in the communicative process by adopt-
ing different cognitive ‘reading’ positions of media texts. The encoding/decoding 
paradigm views encoding as the product of the articulation of discursive, social and 
material forces, whereby media production involves “constructing the message and 
packaging it into meaningful discourse” (Hall, 1980), informed by socio-material 
conditions, frameworks of knowledge, professional codes, and assumptions about 
the audience. Meaning is produced in the dialogic process between encoder and 
decoder, based on shared language conventions. Therefore, there has long been an 
acknowledgement that meaning production is a contingent, relational process which 
is the product of ‘articulation’ of two distinct yet ‘determinate’ moments – encoding 
and decoding, each of which has its “own specific modality, its own forms, and condi-
tions of existence” (ibid., p. 128). Hall distinguishes between the denotative (literal) 
and connotative (associative) meanings of a sign, arguing that it is at the level of the 
latter that “the sign enters fully into the struggle over meanings” of culture, taking 
on “more active ideological dimensions” (1980, p. 133).

 The ‘active audience’ notion is expressed in Hall’s theory in the acknowledge-
ment that readers can adopt different cognitive ‘reading positions’ when presented 
with media messages – accepting wholesale the encoded message as created by pro-
ducers, negotiating its meaning (accepting some elements while rejecting others), 
or altogether opposing it through rejection, misinterpretation or subversion. The 
sign-as-realised and the sign-as-experienced, therefore, may or may not overlap due 
to the inherently polysemic nature of the (linguistic) sign and the arbitrary nature 
of signification, as proposed by Saussure and widely acknowledged by linguists. But 
while these dominant readings are not closed, they are likewise, not completely open 
to random interpretation. Although decodings cannot necessarily be guaranteed or 
prescribed, the process of encoding is significant as it constructs ‘preferred readings’ 
which act as “maps of meaning” while also, at the connotative (deep) level of signifi-
cation, serving as “maps of social reality” (ibid., p. 133). 

2.2. Encoding in the age of networked, interactive media 

While developed in conditions of mass communication/mass culture, Hall’s encod-
ing/decoding model was prescient in that it conceptualises the meaning production/
encoding and reception/decoding structures as an open system and the process of 
decoding as active reception even before the advent of digital media and the Internet. 
Hall’s model was originally applied to the study of TV audiences (Hall, 1973, 1980; 
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Morley, 1974, 1980), and more recently, translated to the context of digital culture 
through studies of media resistance (Woodstock, 2016) and interactive media affor-
dances (Shaw, 2017). But has it stood the test of time? 

The proliferation of increasingly sophisticated technological affordances and 
networked media production has had a transformative impact on the process of 
journalistic meaning production, a process that is now more complex than in the 
past. Carlson (2020) identifies a range of shifts in journalism’s circulation from one-
to-many broadcasting structures to digital platforms, which have epistemic con-
sequences for journalism – i.e., for its production of knowledge, its forms, and the 
public acceptance (or not) of its knowledge claims. These shifts include, for instance, 
changes in the packaging of news, whereby the different contexts and forms in 
which they appear may alter the originally encoded meaning and journalists’ use 
of interaction traces in increasingly prominent audience measurement practices 
(Carlson, 2020, pp. 236-237). What has changed since Hall’s encoding/decoding 
model, is that the public can now directly feed into the meaning of an encoded media 
message, now armed with the agency, however illusory it may be, to alter or aug-
ment that meaning in a highly mediatized environment. In this environment digital 
intermediaries wield increased amount of power as infrastructures of knowledge 
production, but also structures of governance with their own values and ideology 
(Couldry, 2020). Furthermore, digital media arguably blurs the distinction between 
the two interpretive communities – those of producers and consumers – which are 
now “drawn together by the circulation of news” (Eldridge and Bødker, 2019, p. 286) 
and are becoming increasingly enmeshed in the process of meaning production. 
This makes the circulation of journalism in the interactive digital media ecosystem 
a more complex process, in which technological mediation plays an equally impor-
tant part in the process of signification as the linguistic and social dimensions of 
encoding and decoding (Bødker, 2016). It is therefore important to examine how 
the process of encoding is changing in this progressively interactive and networked 
media ecosystem.

2.3. Crafting the UX through constructions of the “imagined audience”

While early newsroom conceptions of audiences saw them as passive recipients of 
news in a top-down process of communication (Gans, 1979, Schlesinger, 1978), there 
has long been an acknowledgement that audiences exercise some (however minimal) 
influence on editorial decisions. In the pre-digital, industrial period, audiences were 
constructed mainly through outsourced means such as marketing or audience meas-
urement organisations (Ettema & Whitney, 1994, Napoli, 2010). With the advent of 
digital media, audience construction has evolved to an integral part of the newsroom 
activities, through in-house UX design and audience analytics. The audience features 
at the design stage of encoding, whereby producers strive to predict and configure 
the user journey through the ways they construct interactive stories (Anderson 
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& Borges-Rey, 2019). The “preferred” reading, or, if we are precise, the preferred expe-
rience, is created with the painstaking discursive construction of the audience “in the 
mind’s eye” (Robinson, 2019). Serving up stories that would resonate most strongly 
and using audience engagement analytics to inform that practice, is therefore becom-
ing a central part of journalism practice. The increased influence of the imagined 
audience on editorial practices is well documented, along with efforts to better under-
stand audiences through the capture and analysis of user interaction data, which sup-
posedly sheds light on how audiences interact with journalistic content (Anderson, 
2011; Lamot & Paulussen, 2020; Zamith, 2018). Some scholars (e.g., Nelson, 2018, 
Steensen, Ferrer-Conill, and Peters, 2020) have questioned just how much this nar-
row “technical-behavioural” approach helps journalists to really know their audi-
ence, arguing that it instead reinforces old marketized, industrial conceptions of the 
audience. Acknowledging the relational nature of journalism production and being 
responsive to audience needs, on the other hand, are seen as a route to restoring the 
power and authority of journalism (Brants, 2013; Carlson, 2017; Lewis, 2020). 

It is particularly interesting to explore this phenomenon in the context of legacy 
news organisations, whose organisational culture is “a gravitational force, anchor-
ing organisations to their pasts” (Küng, 2017, p. 36), which sometimes holds back 
digital experimentation in legacy newsrooms. Examining how “pioneer journalists” 
who are situated in legacy newsrooms understand and enact the process of encod-
ing vis-à-vis audiences would shed light on how these negotiations take place in an 
environment defined by a push-and-pull between tradition and innovation, legacy 
organisational culture, and new ways of working (Eldridge et al., 2019).

3. METHODOLOGY

To examine how ‘pioneer’ journalism producers think about their work in relation 
to their audiences and how that process of ideation manifests in the journalism 
story (artefact) as a preferred audience experience, I apply a multi-method design 
whereby in-depth interviews with 12 pioneer journalism producers are triangulated 
with in-depth analysis of two artefact with divergent interactivity options. This 
allows me to see how design strategies, expressed in the interviews, lead to the mate-
rial construction of different repertoires for the news audiences. 

The interviews were carried out in March 2018 in six legacy London-based news-
rooms considered to be at the forefront of digital innovation in journalism - the 
Financial Times (FT), the BBC, the Guardian, The Telegraph, The Times/Sunday Times, 
and Wall Street Journal EMEA. Through a mix of purposive and snowball sampling, 
whereby I contacted individual digital journalism producers widely known as “pio-
neers” in the industry and asked them to nominate other interview participants, 
I ended up with a sample of 12 respondents of varying levels of seniority and a vari-
ety of roles – three Heads/Deputy Heads of Digital Journalism, three Digital/Inter-
active Editors, three Data Journalists, and three Senior Designers/Developers (Table 
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1: Interview participants1). The in-depth semi-structured interviews lasted between 
60 and 120 minutes. The conversations revolved around the participants’ digital 
journalism production practices, processes and products, with a focus on 1) how the 
audience features in their editorial and UX design decisions, 2) their conditions of 
production, and 3) how the respondents, as “pioneers”, navigate the legacy organisa-
tional culture. The interviews were transcribed, hand coded and analysed, using the 
method of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

 Table 1: List of interview respondents

Role News organization
Head of Interactive News Financial Times
Head of Digital Delivery Financial Times
Senior Data Journalist BBC
Data Journalist BBC
Visuals Editor Guardian
Head of Digital Journalism Telegraph
Deputy Head of Digital The Times and Sunday Times
Senior Newsroom Developer The Times and Sunday Times
Data Journalist The Times and Sunday Times
Interactives and New Formats Editor The Times and Sunday Times
Executive Producer Wall Street Journal EMEA
Head of Graphics Wall Street Journal EMEA

The aim was to get a rich and nuanced picture of the participants’ experience and 
shed light on what Hall (1980) refers to as journalists’ “professional code”. The “pro-
fessional code” is a central feature of the encoding/decoding model that determines 
encoding by applying “criteria and transformational operations of its own, especially 
those of a technico-practical nature” (p. 136). While it is ‘relatively autonomous’, 
journalism’s professional code is relegated to a sub-category of the “dominant-he-
gemonic code” in the encoding/decoding model (ibid.), suggesting that elite media 
ultimately reproduce power structures and reinforce the hegemonic order of the 
day. Therefore, exploring how audiences are interpellated in pioneer journalism 
practice would begin to shed light on the deeper, ideological dimensions of encoding 
in a networked, interactive media age, including how their professional code relates 
to dominant-hegemonic structures.

To explore the deep, ideological, dimensions of pioneer encoding, the data that 
emerged from the interviews were triangulated through a mix of multimodal 
(Jancsary, Höllerer and Meyer’s, 2015) and interaction design analysis (Adami, 2015; 
Segel & Heer, 2010) of two digital journalism artefacts along three dimensions – 1) 

1 Many of the interview participants have since changed organisations, but largely work in similar roles.
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denotation (surface structure, manifest content); 2) connotation (rhetorical, associ-
ative meaning, deep structure); 3) functionality (interactivity and afforded audience 
agency). I chose two innovative journalism stories mentioned by my informants for 
this artefact analysis. They represent the opposite ends of Segel & Heer’s author-
driven/reader-driven continuum (2010) (or explanatory/exploratory axis), offer-
ing different levels of interactivity and type of audience agency. The Uber Game (by 
the Financial Times) sits at the reader-driven, exploratory end of this continuum, 
offering a high level of user agency, whereas Born Equal, Treated Unequally (by The 
Telegraph) can be placed at the author-driven, explanatory end. Other studies (e.g., 
Anderson & Borges-Rey, 2019) have opted for analysing artefacts that sit halfway on 
the explanatory-exploratory axis, where the author-driven encoding approach is 
balanced out with optional interactivity, through a “dip/dive UX design” (p. 1267). 
In contrast, this article uses the maximum variation principle to analyse, and com-
pare, two artefacts with completely different UX approaches – one more heavily pre-
scribed by the authors, the other – requiring more active tactile participation.

The two artefacts are analysed using Jancsary et al.’s (2015) critical reconstruction 
multimodal discourse analysis approach, which helps explicate both the denotative 
and connotative functions of manifest content. This, in turn allows me to juxtapose 
them with observations from the interview data to unearth the communicative pur-
pose as performative text and shed light on the authorial intent behind the design 
and production decisions (encoding). Through this analysis the textual artefact (the 
story) is seen as “material residue[s] of a sign-maker’s interest” and a “window onto 
its maker” (Jewitt, 2017, p. 33). 

I also draw on Adami (2015), who suggests that interactivity should be studied 
as both an aesthetic (syntagmatic) surface-level feature and a functionality, which 
helps explicate the afforded audience agency. The three analytical dimensions - 
denotation, connotation, and functionality - shed light on the preferred audience 
experience as constructed by pioneer journalism producers. When combined with 
insights from the interviews, which examine the producers’ discursive positioning 
in relation to the audience, we get a fuller picture of how the imagined audience is 
interpellated through the construction of preferred audience experiences. 

4. RESULTS

4.1. Pioneering encoding practices in legacy newsrooms: From hype to routine

My interview data analysis indicated an increasingly networked and collaborative 
approach to production, across teams or between different functions within a team. 
Constructing the audience experience in today’s newsrooms involves multiple stake-
holders – from marketing to web development teams – and is no longer solely the 
preserve of the editorial functions of a newsroom. Computational thinking and tra-
ditional journalistic mindsets increasingly converge in legacy newsrooms studied 
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here (see also Borges-Rey, 2016). This is reflected in journalism projects with multi-
ple bylines as designers and developers contribute in their distinct ways to the pro-
cess of encoding. 

This cross-pollination of cultures and skillsets has enabled my participants to drive 
innovative practices of journalistic ‘storytelling’, in a concerted effort to reimagine 
what journalism can do, particularly in relation to their imagined audiences. There 
was a general acknowledgement that digital journalism needs to move beyond the 
simple presentation of traditional news formats, such as the inverted pyramid arti-
cle, towards web-native formats that put the audience first – explaining and contex-
tualising what is happening in the wider world or letting them discover how a story 
personally relates to them. I also observed a tendency of experimentation with the 
affordances of digital media, and a drive to ‘templatise’ experimental story designs, 
and to routinize experimental story production. At the same time, the interviewees 
acknowledged the inert nature of legacy newsroom culture, resistance to change and 
a conservative attitude towards new technologies (Boczkowski, 2004; Lowrey, 2011; 
Paulussen, 2016). My respondents, all of whom were members of designated digital/
visual storytelling teams, had all had to negotiate organisational structure and (indi-
vidual and/or collective) agency in their everyday operations, oscillating between 
a desire to create innovative products and the need to attend to everyday routinised 
production tasks – an intraorganizational tension also identified by Boyles (2016). 
Often, they had to carve out the space, time and resources to work on experimen-
tal projects alongside their day-to-day editorial support functions, not unlike digital 
startups within a newsroom, whose cultural influence in digital teams I found to be 
strong. Indeed, as Küng (2017) suggests, in their efforts to innovate, news organisa-
tions take a leaf out of the start-up playbook, with canonical concepts such as agility, 
the pivot, normalising change, sprint development, the application of ‘design think-
ing’, and the prioritisation of UX (user-experience) now central to how digital teams 
perceive and perform their function in the newsroom.

But instead of existing as isolated startups, or “intrapreneurial units” within the 
newsroom that clash with a more conservative legacy organisational culture (Boyles, 
2016, p. 229), pioneer journalist teams and their practices are becoming a more inte-
gral part of the newsroom. A respondent from the Financial Times described the 
normative reconstruction happening in their newsroom as a slow process, but one 
that is moving in the direction of normalising web-native storytelling, where pio-
neer production moves from the hype that used to define it to routine:  

A lot of the efforts up until now have been about building that intellec-
tual buy-in…but that fight has been won, everybody wants to do cool stuff, 
everybody wants to tell stories in a more digitally native format. How do we 
do that in practice in a news organisation that still needs to produce a news-
paper every day, that still has some resource constraints - that is a very 
different question, and one that requires different skills. It doesn’t require 
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evangelists, it requires managers, it requires people who think deeply about 
processes and workflows, not someone with an extremely unusual skillset 
who can execute some showpiece, which is I think where we were 5-10 
years ago.(Interview, Financial Times)

4.2. Ideation: How pioneer journalists construct the image of their audiences

When reflecting on the process of ideation in crafting preferred audience experi-
ences, the interview participants’ perspectives converged around three main themes, 
which can be considered different dimensions of pioneer journalists’ ideation when 
it comes to UX design in legacy newsrooms: 1) “audience first”; 2) beyond ‘bells and 
whistles’ design; and 3) personal, interpersonal, and social resonance. 

First, the “audience first” theme reflects the crucial role that audience consider-
ations play in digital journalism production decisions. It finds its expression in the 
interview participants’ increased investment of resources in UX design practices. 
This means for example prototyping and usability testing, whereby they construct 
an image of their audience and try to steer the user experience whilst acknowledging 
that it is impossible for each individual decoding experience to be wholly predicted. 
My respondents tailor the affordances of technology to the specific story, rather than 
the other way round, and they often have to design “to the lowest common denom-
inator to make sure everybody gets a consistently good experience” (Respondent at 
The Times).  

Second, the respondents largely, and willingly, moved beyond ‘bells and whistles’ 
design as a means of audience engagement (i.e., towards a more meaningful appli-
cation of interactivity, only when warranted) due to the resources it takes to create 
an interactive project, and the need to deliver content quickly and for multiple plat-
forms. At the same time, there was an acknowledgment of the creative potential of 
the interactive affordances of digital media, which enable journalism producers to 
break the mould of routinised content production and deliver novel audience expe-
riences, thus pushing the boundaries of what journalism can do. From the inter-
views, it became clear that there has been a pronounced move away from lavish uses 
of interactivity that defined longform interactive projects like The New York Times’ 
Pulitzer-winning multimedia masterpiece Snow Fall and the Guardian’s Firestorm. 
“Can we ‘Snowfall’ this?” (Dowling & Vogan, 2015), or designing large-scale, bells-
and-whistles special projects, is no longer a preoccupation in newsrooms. Reflecting 
on what has changed since the publication of its acclaimed masterpiece Firestorm, 
a respondent at the Guardian explained:  

Back then [in 2012] we didn’t publish on mobile, so we could do these big, 
beautiful print-like visualisations and now the small screen really impacts 
that; if you do things that people can hover over or you expect people to 
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interact with, you have to think, is my finger big enough to touch that thing? 
(Interview, Guardian)

A Data Journalist at the BBC I interviewed explained that scrolling, visual storytell-
ing and image manipulation were the key trends in digital journalism production, 
moving away from pointing and clicking towards more plain, static, non-distracting, 
and immersive experiences. While not considered ‘interactive’ from a user perspec-
tive, however, these projects involve a lot of backend work – where this simplicity 
of representation is encoded in the interface by transitions, HTML manipulation, 
and lines of bespoke code. So, while it may not necessarily afford tactility as such, 
or user control, interactivity in newsrooms is achieved through a ‘layering’ of “code 
created with the intention of a visible output” on top of content management systems 
(Usher, 2016, p. 20). This reinforces Appelgren’s (2017) observation that high level 
of explicit interactivity has now been replaced by “an illusion of interactivity” and 
a more author-driven approach offering “only limited possibilities for the audience 
to make choices.”

Third, my respondents consistently talked about the need to engage their audiences 
affectively, and thus, perform their traditional public interest service by making 
every effort to create stories that resonate on an individual, interpersonal, and social 
level. They highlighted personal and social resonance, the evocation of empathy, and 
creating impact in the world. Interpellating audiences through personal resonance 
finds expression in the increasingly prominent “find yourself in the story” format 
of user experience, where users can enter personally relevant information such as 
their postcode for customised information. More than half of the interview partic-
ipants stressed the need to generate empathy and emotional understanding when 
engaging audiences by involving them affectively and immersing them in the story. 
And a few interview participants emphasised their role as creators of impact and 
social resonance through their storytelling, which echoes journalism’s traditional 
public service.

4.3. Artefact manifestation: Preferred audience experiences in pioneer journalism  
 stories

I will now turn to the analysis of two example stories to explore the three emergent 
themes in more depth. By doing so, I seek to understand how the constructed image 
of the audience manifests in the journalistic artefact, what the encoded “preferred 
experience” is, and what repertoires of agency are constructed for the audience in 
pioneer journalism practice.  I will conduct a multimodal/interactive reading of the 
artefact through denotation, connotation, and functionality, followed by respondent 
reflections.
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4.3.1. Born Equal, Treated Unequally
Born Equal, Treated Unequally2 is, as explained by my respondent at the Telegraph, 
an “experimental scroll experience” blending verbal and visual semiotic resources, 
strategically published on International Women’s Day to coincide with the release of 
UK companies’ gender pay gap figures published by the UK’s Office for National Sta-
tistics in 2018. My respondent at the Telegraph explained that it is one of the pieces 
his team were most proud of, as it allowed them to use the affordances of interactiv-
ity creatively to tell an important story of social significance and generate emotional 
understanding by “making the issue come to life”. 

 

Figure 1 

Denotation. Instead of presenting the data through complex visualisations (or the 
increasingly popular ‘find yourself in the data’ personalization), the Telegraph uses 
a clean and simple design, and guides the reader through the story to illustrate the 
extent of (lingering) gender inequality. At the start, readers are presented with the 
idea of gender balance – the screen is split into two equal parts – male, realised in 
teal and female, realised in purple (Figure 1). The standfirst clarifies: “On Interna-
tional Women’s Day, we explore the gender pay gap”. The choice of verb reflects the 
UX design approach, which is author driven (Segel & Heer, 2010) – i.e., the authors 
have explored the issue and are now explaining it to the readers. As the reader scrolls 
down, a data visualisation showing girls outperform boys in English and Maths slowly 

2 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/business/women-mean-business-interactive/
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fills up the screen. A further scroll reveals that the percentage of young women who 
apply to university is higher than the male equivalent. Then a sharp turn in the nar-
rative illustrates that despite all that, women are still severely underrepresented in 
political life, with only two female PMs in the history of the UK.  Every scroll that 
follows reveals evidence that gender disparity exists in all walks of life – cultural 
heritage, recognition in art and science, business, and pay. Of the 33 Turner Prize3 
winners since 1984, for example, readers are told, only eight are women. The picture 
frame illustration tilts heavily in the direction of men as the reader scrolls, connot-
ing the idea of significant imbalance (Figure 2).

 

Figure 2

The piece is characterised by visual salience: the reader doesn’t have to read the 
accompanying text to get the message. There is a congruence between the text and 
visuals. The text, kept to a minimum, serves an explanatory and contextualising pur-
pose, reinforcing the visual narrative. Language is pithy and sentences are short, let-
ting the visually displayed data tell the story. 

3 The Turner Prize is a visual art prize awarded annually in the UK.
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Connotation. The heavy messaging and visual salience of the Telegraph example 
connote the discourse of impact, which is typical of a campaigning piece of journal-
ism. Indeed, the short comment piece at the end reveals the launch of the Telegraph’s 
Women Mean Business campaign, encouraging female entrepreneurship. My Tel-
egraph respondent explained that the purpose of the campaign was to encourage 
more support from the government for female entrepreneurs. The Telegraph story 
employs the topos of ongoing interplay between balance and imbalance through 
visual metaphor. That tension is expressed through the illusion of balance between 
the visual and the verbal, and the two sides of the screen, created at the start, and 
the ever-growing imbalance between the two modes and the two halves of the screen 
– the male and the female, respectively, as the reader scrolls through. The simple, 
clean interface reflects the equally clear and simple message: women are not equal, 
whatever people may say or think; here are the facts and data, which speak for them-
selves. You don’t need to read the text to get the idea of growing imbalance, clearly 
conveyed in the oppositional juxtaposition of visualisations which fill up the two 
sides of the screen one scroll at a time.

Functionality. The “author-driven” design approach is reflected in the lack of 
haptic interactivity, apart from scroll, through which an illusion of interactivity is 
achieved, with each scroll building on the story narrative. By minimizing audience 
agency, the Telegraph thus constructs a self-contained story space, guiding the reader 
through the story and enhancing their understanding of the wider social issue of 
gender inequality. While not physically interactive, the piece achieves its perform-
ative power through its seamless UX, where less tactility means a more author-con-
trolled, immersive experience. The linear sequence lets the narrative unfold in an 
uninterrupted way, with scrolling used as a rhetorical strategy to achieve the effect 
of emotional slog. Its visual cadence, therefore, seeks to elicit an emotional response 
through cognitive, rather than haptic, immersion. 

My respondent at The Telegraph explains the ideation behind this UX approach as 
follows:

The challenge that I wanted to solve with this is, people say they’re inter-
ested in that stuff but when you take them through stats, they just zone out 
and they go and read something more immediately grabbing, so how can 
we get really important stats in front of people but not lose them in ‘death 
by graph’? And also, it’s an emotive issue, so how can we bring out, make it 
feel much more alive than just showing the numbers or some graphs. So, we 
wanted to prompt reaction and we wanted the user experience to enhance 
that feeling of “Oh my God, I’m still going, it’s never-ending, it’s still unfair 
to women, it’s insane.” Because when you scroll, it makes you feel like you’re 
slogging through something in a way. It’s almost like a seesaw where you 
keep putting stuff on men’s side…
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4.3.2. The Uber Game
The Uber Game4 is a multi-award-winning experimental news game produced by 

the Financial Times (FT), which immerses players in a story world where they put 
themselves in the shoes of an Uber driver to see if they can earn enough in a week to 
pay their mortgage bill. 

Figure 3

Denotation. My respondent at FT, who was behind creating the Uber Game, explained 
that the story world is based on a mathematical model built around data obtained 
through structured interviews with 30-40 Uber drivers. The gamified aesthetics of 
the piece, featuring an isometric illustration style, recreate everyday situations Uber 
drivers find themselves in (Figure 3), thus humanising their experience for the play-
ers. The laconic verbal prompts, based on anecdotal evidence from the interviews 
with Uber drivers, are crafted to convey the feeling of urgency and discomfort (and 
sometimes, even desperation). Direct speech is often used to recreate real real-life 
conversations. The verbal prompts convey a feeling of hard slog and physical exhaus-
tion, e.g. “You turn off the app for a bit and stretch your aching legs, but a wave of 
exhaustion hits you.” It’s an uncomfortable existence, which is communicated by the 
emotional cadence of the game, highlighting the pressures and sacrifices in the life 
of an Uber driver (Figure 4). 

4 https://ig.ft.com/uber-game/
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Figure 4

Connotation. The discourse of discomfort is conveyed through a mix of visual, verbal, 
and interactional rhetorical strategies. These include full screen ‘immersive’ illustra-
tions, lifelike visual and verbal descriptions, change of colour to separate earnings 
from minus costs, short yet powerful sentences, phrases denoting physical states 
of exhaustion or disappointment, and transitions between screens, such as daily 
recaps of your progress, allowing the narrative to slowly unveil as you play through. 
By crafting a relatable experience and humanising it, inviting players to discover 
the topic for themselves through play, the creators of the Uber Game seek to evoke 
empathy and emotional understanding. By choosing a topic of universal concern – 
the gig economy, they seek to create resonance more widely. On a connotative level, 
The Uber Game acts as a metonymy for what one of my FT respondents described as 
“the social transformation of the economy towards casualised working,” with the 
stresses and strains of 24/7, always-on digital living, enabled by mobile apps such as 
Uber, mirrored through the lens of an Uber driver’s experience.

Functionality. The Uber Game nudges players to actively participate in the story 
world, while enhancing their understanding of the everyday reality of Uber drivers 
and educating the readership about the gig economy. Thus, as they play through, they 
become co-creators of meaning. The immersive effect of the news game is achieved 
through the salience of illustrations - each illustration fills the screen, accompanied 
by short verbal instructions with interaction options. The narrative unfolds as play-
ers are prompted to move from screen to screen, the transitions between which take 
place as players click the button or select from two options. The game is characterised 
by a high level of haptic interactivity: it takes about 60 clicks to complete, suggesting 
a long process of playful discovery and active participation in meaning-creation by 
players, who get rewarded for their interactions by completing the game and seeing 
how they perform (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5

The creator of the Uber Game, whom I interviewed, explained the thinking behind 
the design approach as follows:

The difference with the game [compared to a traditional informational 
piece] is that you can mould [the UX] a bit more because you know they 
[readers] have given you permission to design an experience for them; 
they’ve entered this ‘world’, so you… could craft it a little bit more… There’s 
a bit in the scene where you get a crack in the windshield on the third day 
and if you don’t do anything about it, something bad will happen. So, you 
can design the emotional tenor of the piece to get people through to the 
end… so it’s basically storytelling.

5. DISCUSSION: THE ‘RELATIONAL UX’

Critical evaluation of both the interview and artefact data suggests that the imagined 
audience in these examples is interpellated through various discursive codes of 
relationality – personal relevance, empathy, and impact, thereby making personal, 
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interpersonal, and social resonance central to the process of encoding. This results 
in a ‘relational UX’, which includes the ways in which pioneer journalism producers 
imagine their audiences and position themselves in relation to them to (co-)produce 
meaning about the world. Within the preferred audience experiences are encoded 
various deep-level meanings (where audiences are interpellated through connota-
tion) and types of functionality that construct repertoires of audience agency, as 
explicated in Table 2. 

 Table 2: Preferred audience experience in Born Equal (Telegraph) and The Uber Game (FT)

Born Equal (Telegraph) Uber Game (FT)
Denotation Visual salience: play with colour and 

proportion
Visual salience: isometric illustration style

Linear narrative flow "You-try-it" UX
Clean, simple desing Gamified aesthethics

Connotation Interplay between balance and imbalance Discourse of urgency and discomfort
Visual metaphor: male-female oppositional 
juxtaposition

Metonymy: Uber Game illustrating the gig 
economy

Visual cadence: scrolling as emotional slog Humanised experience and personification
Functionality 
(Agency)

Author-driven UX: seamless experience Reader-driven UX: Personal discovery
Cognitive immersion Tactile immersion in the story world 

through play
Minimized agency 'Cliff-hanger' approach: plot twists that 

urge further play
Reader guided through the story Co-creating the narrative through active 

participation
Illusion of interactivity - perception of 
dynamic flow

Click-reward: players get rewarded for 
interacting

This explorative study points to a more mature view of digital interactive affordances, 
which also translates into a more selective use of interactivity, a more author-driven 
approach, and a simple, though still crafted, user experience. The desire to offer 
immersive, embodied experiences by symbolically positioning the user within the 
artefact could be driven by discursive constructions of the relationship between 
human and machine, in which the latter is seen as an “extension of the mind-body” 
and therefore interfaces try to mimic or recreate “the richer sensorium of human-
to-human communication” (Dewdney & Ride, 2014, p. 260). It is a well-established 
view in the human-computer interaction literature that, as the technology evolves 
and diversifies, user experience design naturally follows a smoother, more intuitive 
approach in an effort to hide the layers of mediating technology for a more imme-
diate connection with the user (Bolter & Grusin, 1999). Pioneer journalism produc-
ers strive to offer immersive, self-contained experiences, whose meaning the reader 
is invited to co-create. This takes place through painstaking design work that con-
structs certain repertoires of agency, grounded in emotionality and empathy. These 
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repertoires can vary from minimized tactile agency where the reader is guided 
through the story, unveiling the narrative as they scroll through, to gamified per-
sonal discovery that uses click-reward tactics, encouraging the player to immerse 
themselves in the story world and co-create the narrative through active – haptic 
and cognitive - participation. While the two stories analysed here offer divergent 
approaches to interactivity, what they share is the emotional interpellation of the 
audience through the construction of relational user experience, thus reinforcing the 
observation that emotionality in modern-day journalism is becoming a news value 
in its own right (Steinke & Belair-Gagnon, 2020; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019). Both rep-
ertoires of agency explicated in this article - making choices as an Uber driver and 
scrolling, respectively, have a narrativising effect – i.e., the stories’ coherence and 
therefore, overall message, depends on readers’ (or players’) active involvement in 
the story.

The study’s findings, therefore, suggest that in their effort to reimagine journal-
ism, pioneer producers in legacy organisations give considerable thought to active 
audiences and to offering different, novel ways for readers to interact with the jour-
nalistic story on a deep, emotional level. Thus, in their construction of preferred 
experiences (whether they take a more openly interactive or paternalistic user expe-
rience approach), pioneer journalists create a complex relational dynamic between 
producer, audience, artefact and wider world, and construct a certain picture of 
reality, guiding the user through a preferred audience experience. This requires 
addressing the ideological dimension of the ‘relational UX’.

On the one hand, the ‘relational UX’ could be interpreted as a commercial (and 
existential) strategy to sustain journalism’s traditional gatekeeping function and 
its raison d’etre – a core professional claim that journalists still have the authority 
to make sense of the world for their audiences. Recognising that they operate in an 
audience activity-enhanced media ecosystem and embracing active audiences, pio-
neer journalists appear to double down on their resolve to be seen as the de facto 
authority when it comes to constructing reality. Legacy journalism’s pioneer produc-
tion can thus be seen as a rhetorical process that seeks to reclaim its epistemic power 
by creating relational UXs that try to control the travel of meanings and the produc-
tion of emotions.

On the other hand, while tackling topics of inequality (as seen in the story arte-
facts analysed), pioneer journalism producers seemingly challenge existing hegem-
onic orders (e.g., of work and gender, as seen in the two artefacts analysed). This 
problematises the encoding/decoding model’s already paradoxical provision that, 
despite their ‘relatively autonomous’ professional code, legacy news organisations 
reproduce dominant-hegemonic structures in their signification of events and phe-
nomena (Hall, 1980). Is it possible that, by constructing relational user experiences 
and new repertoires of agency, pioneer journalists in legacy news organisations have 
begun challenging dominant power structures, rather than continued to reinforce 
them? In seeking to protect the right to be listened to, are pioneer journalists also 
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creating relational infrastructures in which speaking and listening between audi-
ences and professionals are mutually enabling, which, as Ananny (2018) argues, are 
essential to a free and socially responsible networked journalism? And what are the 
wider institutional implications of this emergent type of relational encoding for 
legacy news organisations’ cultural dynamics and their position within hegemonic 
structures?

These are all important questions to address if we are to understand the political 
currency and epistemic force of the ‘relational UX’, including how it is embedded in 
broader societal structures of power. That task would be incomplete without consid-
ering the decoding end of the meaning-production chain. Whether the reader/player 
accepts, negotiates, or rejects the encoded preferred audience experience, how they 
use the afforded agency repertoires, and what their place is in the relational dynamic 
created by pioneer journalism producers, deserves further scholarly attention. Theo-
ry-grounded critical “user reception studies” would offer significant benefits to aca-
demics and journalism practitioners alike, in our shared goal to better understand 
audiences and serve the public through meaningful research and practice.
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ABSTRACT:

The EU has a strong influence on the development of audiovisual policies in Latin America. 
The paper investigates how the EU is perceived by Latin-American audiovisual institutions 
in two different supranational regions: Mercosur and Ibero-America. The findings are based 
on a literature review, qualitative document analysis, and semi-structured expert inter-
views. It reveals a lack of definition of the EU image where RECAM did not concretely define 
the EU and engaged in a blind policy transfer process, while Ibermedia perceives the EU as 
a strategic partner and seeks cooperation with mutual benefits. The paper provides a  deeper 
understanding of what the EU model means to Latin America, going beyond its institu-
tional framework, and proposes a reflection on the EU perception and how it could lead to 
different forms of dialogue.

Keywords: audiovisual policy ■ Mercosur ■ European Union ■ Latin America ■ 
perception

1. INTRODUCTION

The European Union  (EU) is an influential actor in Latin America. The creation of 
the South American trade bloc, the Mercosur, was inspired by the European Union 
(Dri, 2010; Medeiros, Meunier, & Cockles, 2015; Santander, 2005), as well as its 
supranational institution in charge of audiovisual policies, RECAM, that also aimed, 
since its creation, to learn from the EU experience (Canedo & Crusafon, 2014; Fer-
nandes, Loisen, & Donders, 2020; Vlassis, 2016). The milestone of this relationship 
was the Audiovisual Mercosur Program (AMP), which aimed to transfer the EU 
model of supranational audiovisual policies to Mercosur, but it was incomplete and 
with modest accomplishments (Canedo, Loiola, & Pauwels, 2015; Fernandes, Loisen, 
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& Donders, 2021). At the Ibero-American level, the most important program to sup-
port audiovisual production, the Ibermedia Program, was inspired by the European 
MEDIA Program (Camacho, 2016; Falicov, 2012). Clearly, the European Union has 
a notable role in shaping the supranational audiovisual policies in Latin America.

Previous research mainly focused on the results of these policies (González, 2020; 
Moguillansky, 2011), cooperations (Canedo & Crusafon, 2014), and in the EU moti-
vations in engaging on it (Vlassis, 2016). Little attention has been given to the Lat-
in-American perspective towards the EU. Since the EU is still an influence in this 
region (Sanahuja & Rodríguez, 2019) and a reference to the audiovisual policies 
(Crusafon, 2009), the paper aims to investigate how the EU is perceived in the Lat-
in-American supranational spaces (Fioramonti & Poletti, 2008) and how this image 
is articulated in the audiovisual policies. What are the main ideas implied when the 
EU is mentioned? Are they the same in different supranational spaces? Are there spe-
cific goals, ideas, mechanisms that motivated this dialogue? In sum, how is the EU 
defined, and what is envisaged when searching for a dialogue with it? In doing so, the 
paper provides a critical reflection on what the EU represents in the Latin-American 
context and contributes to a better understanding of what can be expected from this 
cooperation.

 In order to do that, I investigated the ideas associated with the EU in two supra-
national Latin-American spaces: the Mercosur and the Ibero-American space. Based 
on literature review, qualitative document analysis, and semi-structured expert 
interviews, the paper provides a deeper understanding of how the EU is perceived by 
Latin America, going beyond a mere institutional or formal framework. This paper 
is an exploratory study that proposes a reflection on the EU perception and how it 
could lead to different forms of dialogue.

The article is structured as follows. First, the ideas involving the EU and its coop-
eration with Mercosur are exposed. Second, the methodology is outlined. Third, the 
findings are presented. The findings reveal a distinct perception of the EU at Mer-
cosur and the Ibero-American space. RECAM lacks clarity in defining the EU and 
engaged in a blind policy transfer of audiovisual policies to access resources and to 
follow a broader cooperation agreement at the Mercosur level promoted by the EU.  
In contrast, in the Ibero-American space, the EU is perceived as a strategic partner 
where cooperation is beneficial for both. The results indicate the flexibility, or lack of 
definition, of the EU image.

2. EU AS A GLOBAL ACTOR

The European Union is a result of a long process of integration that started with an 
internal focus and was marked by closure (de Beus, 2010) to a shift towards external 
policies where it positions as a global actor (Lucarelli & Fioramonti, 2010). It is com-
posed of a set of institutions that promotes political and economic integration among 
the member countries. Besides its institutional structure, the EU has also a symbolic 
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dimension based on the ideas and values that it promotes, and it aims to spread its 
model of society (Olsen, 2002).

The EU portrays itself as a different global actor, with a global responsibility to 
spread universal values (Lucarelli & Fioramonti, 2010), such as democracy, human 
rights, pluralism, and fundamental freedoms (Manners, 2002). The values are pro-
moted as universal and are part of a civilian foreign policy in opposition to a mili-
tary one (Söderbaum, StÅlgren, & Van Langenhove, 2005). The EU would like to be 
perceived as a benevolent global actor although there are criticisms in accessing its 
distinctiveness (Cerutti & Lucarelli, 2008). Thus, the consolidation of its image is 
interrelated with its external perception and the EU seeks to export its ‘model’ to 
reinforce its legitimization (Radaelli, 2000; Santander, 2001; Söderbaum, StÅlgren, 
& Van Langenhove, 2005). 

Cultural diplomacy plays a decisive role in the promotion of EU values (Portolés, 
2019). This strategy was reinforced with the approval of the 2005 UNESCO Conven-
tion on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions (here-
after the 2005 UNESCO Convention) followed by the European Agenda for Culture 
in a Globalizing World (2007) that recognizes the role of the EU as a promoter of its 
ideas in external policy (Loisen & De Ville, 2011; Vlassis, 2016a). 

The main ideas are the recognition of the two dimensions of cultural goods, their 
economic character but also their symbolic value. Thus, cultural products should 
not be negotiated by the free market rules, since they also carry cultural values. The 
EU acts as an international promoter of the 2005 UNESCO Convention and “seeks to 
promote cultural norms as part of its international economic and cultural relations” 
(Vlassis, 2020, p.19). 

The main impact of the Convention was on the audiovisual sector due to its eco-
nomic importance. The US did not sign the Convention and is constantly advocating 
for the liberalization of audiovisual services. Thus, the EU is in opposition to the US 
interest and the Hollywood domination of the audiovisual flows. 

The EU audiovisual policy is based on this idea and combines a complex set of 
instruments and regulations to promote economic integration and assure cultural 
diversity (Donders, Loisen, and Pauwels, 2014). Besides the internal policies, the EU 
also advocates for audiovisual cooperation as a tool to promote diversity (Vlassis, 
2016). One of the strategies to promote the internationalization of the EU audiovis-
ual policy is through technical cooperation, which is the case of the cooperation with 
Mercosur (Crusafon, 2015). Thus, the EU has its own interests and actively invests in 
exporting its model.

3. EU AS A MODEL TO MERCOSUR

The Mercosur is the Common Market of the South created in 1991 by the Treaty of 
Asuncion (Mercosur, 1991) to establish a free-trade region among Argentina, Brazil, 
Paraguay, and Uruguay. It aims to create a common region with ambitious goals to 
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promote integration among the countries. The EU is the major donor of Mercosur 
and was the first global actor to recognize it as a bloc. 

The Mercosur perceives the EU as a model for supranational integration and, in 
that respect, was inspired by it (Dri, 2010; Medeiros et al., 2015; Sebastian Santander, 
2005). One month after the creation of Mercosur, a delegation visited the European 
Commission to develop a close relationship (Dri, 2010). One year later, the Inter-In-
stitutional Agreement between the European Commission and Mercosur was 
signed; a set of agreements followed reinforcing the influence of the EU on Merco-
sur (Santander, 2005). These agreements enable training and technical and financial 
assistance where “the EU has tried to shape Mercosur according to its own programs 
and values” (Dri, 2010, p.59). Thus, the influence of the EU on Mercosur is perceived 
since its creation. Therefore, Mercosur perceives the EU as a model while at the same 
time the EU aims to export its model as an international strategy (Radaelli, 2000) 
and invested in the relationship with Mercosur. Thus, there is an alignment between 
the Mercosur perception of the EU as a model and the EU's self-promoted image as 
a model to be exported.

On the cultural level, Mercosur signed the Protocol for Cultural Integration in 
1996 recognizing the importance of culture and respect for diversity in regard to the 
integration project. It agrees to promote cooperation and cultural exchange among 
members and to support the search for external funding and technical assistance 
(Mercosul, 1996). At the 1999 Rio Summit, the EU and Mercosur included cultural 
cooperation in the political and economic goals. The ideas included “diversity as 
a fundamental link of integration” (Summit, 1999, p.7) where the regions should act 
to “promote cultural diversity and pluralism in the world” (Summit, 1999, p.8).

 In 2008, the Declaration of Mercosur Cultural Integration was approved, rein-
forcing its commitment to the cultural diversity promoted by the 2005 UNESCO 
Convention (Mercosul, 2008). The EU also had a role in cultural diplomacy, negoti-
ating the 2005 UNESCO Convention, and engaged in cultural cooperation based on 
the diversity idea. The bloc followed the EU ideas about that. Besides the institutional 
and budgetary differences, there is a match concerning the ideas (Canedo, 2016). 

Aligned with the Cultural Protocol, the advisory body for audiovisual, RECAM, 
was created in 2003 to promote audiovisual integration and legislative harmoni-
zation (Mercosur, 2003). RECAM is the main institution for Mercosur’s audiovis-
ual sector and it was also largely inspired by the EU audiovisual policies (Crusafon, 
2009; Domínguez & Montero, 2009). RECAM recognizes the cultural and economic 
value of audiovisual and reinforces its commitment to “apply the common principle 
of cultural diversity” (RECAM, 2004, p.1). 

Since its creation, RECAM has not only been searching for a dialogue with the EU 
but also has been looking to it as a point of reference (M.R. Fernandes et al., 2020). 
The milestone of its relationship was the Audiovisual Mercosur Program (AMP) that 
aimed to transfer the EU MEDIA Program to Mercosur but could just achieve incre-
mental results (Canedo & Crusafon, 2014; Canedo et al., 2015; Fernandes et al., 2021). 
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It is possible to observe an alignment between the EU and Mercosur ideas on the 
three dimensions, the institutional broader framework of Mercosur, the cultural 
position based on cultural diversity, and the audiovisual sector aiming to integrate 
the market and promote cultural diversity. As shown in  Figure 1, there is a match 
at the level of ideas between the two blocs and cooperation agreements in all these 
levels.

IDEAS EU Mercosur Dialogue
Institutional model to be exported EU as a model Regional Indicative 

Programme (2007)
Cultural cultural diversity cultural diversity 1999 Rio Summit

2005 Unesco Convention
Audiovisual cultural and economic cultural and economic Audiovisual Mercosur 

Program (2008)

Figure 1: EU and Mercosur ideas (source: author)

The relationship between the EU and Mercosur involves a set of instruments that 
aims to establish political dialogue, development cooperation, and free trade. The 
negotiation is still ongoing and it could strengthen the Mercosur integration process 
(Sanahuja & Rodríguez, 2019).

In the audiovisual sector, the internationalization of audiovisual policy reflects 
a dimension of Europeanization (Crusafon, 2015). Europeanization is broadly under-
stood as an influence of the EU institutions in shaping policies on different levels, 
internally and externally (Olsen, 2002). Europeanization produces policy changes in 
a process that can occur top-down or bottom-up (Börzel & Risse, 2000). This move-
ment creates policy convergence and is also supposed to bring learning (Radaelli, 
2008). However, the most evident convergence is at the discourse level, which does 
not imply convergence of decisions (Radaelli, 2008). 

The policies drawn from the EU indicate aspirational movements since the receiv-
ers perceived them as functional or legitimate, and the access to resources can make 
the EU ideas more attractive (Olsen, 2002), but drawing from an abstract model can 
create more projection and aspiration than learning (Armstrong, 2006). 

The auto-representation of the EU was largely researched, however, its external 
perception is still underdeveloped (Fioramonti & Poletti, 2008; Lucarelli & Fiora-
monti, 2010; Serban & Harutyunyan, 2020) and can vary according to the topic or 
the region (Chaban, Elgström, Kelly, & Yi, 2013). It has an important role in Latin 
America and is considered to be a model, a partner, or a threat (Pecequilo, 2014). 
Recent research also indicates that the Latin-American perception of the EU is less 
influenced by ideas but rather focused on material investment and expertise access 
(Serban & Harutyunyan, 2020).

The paper will investigate how the EU is perceived and articulated in the audiovis-
ual policies in Latin America. The aim is not to assess if there is a Europeanization, 
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but the challenges involved in it will be used to shed light on this process and broaden 
the debate.

4. METHODOLOGY

This paper aims to investigate how the EU is perceived by analyzing the ideas 
associated with it. The main focus is on Mercosur's audiovisual policies since it has 
several agreements with the EU and an audiovisual program based on policy trans-
fer. Complementary Ibero-American documents will be added to expand the percep-
tion of the EU in Latin America. 

To understand how the EU is perceived in the Latin-American audiovisual domain, 
75 (1995 – 2021) documents were analyzed based on qualitative document analysis 
(Puppis, 2019; Karppinen and Moe, 2012). The data collected start from the Inter-
regional Framework Cooperation Agreement between the EU and Mercosur signed 
in 1995 to date. All documents concerning the RECAM, AMP, and Ibermedia were 
included to access how the EU is perceived internally by these programs. Addition-
ally, the cultural cooperation agreements between the EU and Mercosur that impact 
the audiovisual sector were included. The analyzed data are composed of 3 docu-
ments on cultural agreements, all RECAM documents, including 37 meeting min-
utes and 13 work plans, 3 documents related to the AMP, the cooperation agreement, 
the report evaluation of the program, and the Regional Indicative Programme (RIP) 
which the Audiovisual Mercosur Program (AMP) is part of. On the Ibero-American 
level, 15 official documents were analyzed, including the creation of Ibermedia, its 
reports, and the cooperation agreement between CAACI and EFAD. All of these docu-
ments are publicly available in English, Spanish, or Portuguese. 

Additionally, to balance the lack of references to the EU in the Ibero-American 
audiovisual documents and considering that Ibermedia is a program with strong 
stakeholder participation, interviews were included in the analysis. Then, 16 Ibe-
ro-American producers and directors from 15 countries1 were interviewed between 
January and March 2021. All interviews were conducted online by the author of the 
study. The interviewees were selected randomly from the database of films funded 
by Ibermedia and all were invited to recommend additional interviewees, creating 
a snowball effect (Van Audenhove & Donders, 2019). The interviews were conducted 
in Portuguese and Spanish where the same question was asked: “Do you consider 
the EU as a strategic partner to the development of Ibero-American audiovisual? If 
yes, how?”. This was an open question that aimed to identify if there is an openness 
to the EU audiovisual policies and what ideas implied as well as the form of dialogue 
proposed. At the request of some interviewees and in order to ensure open, honest 
conversation, the interviews were anonymized. The interviews provided a deeper 

1 Argentina, Brazil. Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Mexico, Panama, Para-
guay, Peru, Portugal, Spain.
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and contextualized comprehension (see Van Audenhove and Donders, 2019; Herzog 
and Ali, 2015) of the perception of the EU audiovisual policies identified through the 
document analysis. In the Mercosur case, the documents were the main source of 
analysis since they relied extensively on the EU and the dialogue with the EU came 
from a top-down perspective where the audiovisual sector was not actively involved. 
Figure 2 presents the data analyzed according to the topic it deals with. Relevant 
scientific literature was added to the analysis to provide a deeper contextualization. 

The findings will be presented in two sections. First, the Mercosur perception of 
the EU on audiovisual policies will be represented by RECAM and the cooperation 
program with the EU, the Audiovisual Mercosur Program (AMP). Secondly, the Ibe-
ro-American space is represented by Ibermedia, its institutional authority, the Con-
ference of Ibero-American Cinematographic Activities (CAACI), and Ibero-American 
producers. 

    
Data Analyzed

Mercosur Ibero-America
Cultural 
Policies Mercosur RECAM AMP Ibermedia Interview

Rio Summit 
(1999)

Interregional 
Framework 
Cooperation 
Agreement 

(1995)

Creation of 
RECAM (2003)

AMP 
Agreement 

(2008)

Creation of 
Ibermedia 

(1997)

16 interviews 
(2021)

Unesco 
Convention 

(2005)

Protocol 
for Cultural 
Integration 

(1996)

37 minutes 
meetings 

(2003–2019)

Evaluation 
Report (2015)

13 Reports 
(2006–2021)

European 
Agenda for 
Culture in a 
Globalising 

World (2007)

Declaration 
of Mercosur 

Cultural 
Integration 

(2008)

13 Work plans 
(2003–2019)

Regional 
Indicative 

Programme 
(2007)

Agreement 
CAACI–EFAD 

(2016)

 Figure 2: Data collected and analyzed.

5. MERCOSUR: THE EU AS AN EXPERT

5.1. RECAM 

Cooperation with the EU was mentioned in RECAM’s earlier documents where it aims 
to include the audiovisual sector in the future Mercosur – EU agreement. RECAM 
proposes a “transfer of experience on the preservation of film patrimony, informa-
tion system, design and execution of policies and programs” (RECAM, 2004b, p.3). 
In the following meeting, RECAM “recommends that its representatives take notes 
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on the cooperation proposal suggested by the European Union” (Recam, 2004, p.4). 
This statement suggests the leadership of the EU. 

The first mention of the EU was already indicating cooperation, and specifi-
cally, a transfer of expertise. Mercosur justifies the Audiovisual Mercosur Program 
because it was following the Mercosur external strategy in the promotion of cooper-
ation and the “experience of the European Union as a donor of technical cooperation 
was interesting for Mercosur” (Mercosur, 2009, p.1) and the strengthening of audio-
visual would collaborate to regional integration.

The documents evidenced that RECAM had a general vision of the EU, not speci-
fying which part of the institution it would like to exchange with and not presenting 
any analysis of the EU audiovisual policies considering its achievements and chal-
lenges. RECAM refers to the EU as “European Union” and not a specific institution 
or audiovisual program. It also appears as “EU representative on the audiovisual sec-
tor” (RECAM, 2004, p.4), “audiovisual sector of the EU” (RECAM, 2005, p.3). Even 
the visit of the RECAM delegation was directed to the “European Union” (RECAM, 
2004b, p.2). The most specific was the “audiovisual sector of the European Commis-
sion” (RECAM, 2005, p.3).  

Besides the technical knowledge, RECAM also demonstrates an interest in 
the “transfer of resources” (RECAM, 2004b, p.2) and in developing a cooperation 
proposal based on “what was exposed by the EU representatives and the financial 
resources made available for that bloc to the cooperation”  (RECAM, 2004b, p.2). Chile 
demonstrated interest in the projects that RECAM “projects with the EU resources” 
(RECAM, 2008, p.5) indicating the importance of access to resources from the EU. 
RECAM perceives cooperation as “an opportunity to advance in the construction 
of regional audiovisual policies” (RECAM, 2009, p.5). Thus, the main ideas implied 
in the perception of the EU were the expertise that it has, and the resources that it 
would provide.

5.2. Audiovisual Mercosur Program

The AMP was part of the Regional Indicative Programme (RIP) that was “focused 
entirely on supporting regional integration, preparing for the implementation of 
the future Association Agreement and trade-related assistance” (European Commis-
sion, 2007, p.4). The program was divided into three priorities: Priority 1: support for 
Mercosur institutionalization, Priority 2: support for the deepening of Mercosur and 
implementation of the future EU-Mercosur Association Agreement, and Priority 3: 
efforts to strengthen civil society participation, knowledge of the regional integra-
tion process, mutual understanding and mutual visibility (European Commission, 
2007, p.5). 

The AMP is part of Priority 3 that also aimed to improve the perception of the EU 
in Mercosur society, which only sees it as a trade partner “while awareness of the 
EU as a political entity and knowledge of its integration history and programs are 
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very low” (European Commission, 2007, p.25). Thus, this program focuses on “cre-
ating increased awareness amongst future opinion makers and shapers through EU 
assistance (which) could potentially create aspirations to emulate and imitate the EU 
successes” (European Commission, 2007, p.25).

All the priorities were based on the idea of the EU as an expert in supranational 
integration where “the unique EU experience in the different fields of integration 
would give a special added value to the process” (European Commission, 2007, p.24). 
Then, the actions were focused on “the transfer of know-how” (European Commis-
sion, 2007, p.29), “transfer of EC experience” (European Commission, 2007, p.31), 
proposing “technical assistance and training” (European Commission, 2007, p.31), 
and  “providing expertise and assistance for all issues relating to regional integra-
tion, the EU experience and the transfer of this experience” (European Commission, 
2007, p.36). Thus, the AMP was based on the same transfer ideas and the proposal 
was centered around the idea of “setting up of a Mercosur Media Programme based 
on the EU MEDIA Programme” (European Commission, 2007, p.38).

This proposal is aligned with the ideas present in the RIP, where the EU promotes 
itself as a donor of expertise. However, this was not debated in the RECAM meetings. 
The documents did not indicate any analysis of the EU media policy or reflection on 
the results and challenges. No other audiovisual policy was taken into account. This 
indicates a movement that followed Mercosur's external policy promoted by the EU.

The AMP was perceived as coherent with other EU audiovisual programs, such as  
MEDIA, MEDIA Internacional, and other cooperation programs, such as Euromed 
(Mercosur, 2008, p.23). The AMP mentions the EU programs, but did not elaborate 
or explain to which extent the AMP would create a dialogue with these programs. 
Then, the goals established were there to “promote the sense of belonging in Mer-
cosur through the access of their own audiovisual cultural contents” and focused on 
“strengthening the audiovisual as an instrument to favor the regional integration 
process” (Mercosur, 2008, p.24). These goals were related to the PIR and the Proto-
col for Cultural Integration, in the understanding of culture as a tool to boost inte-
gration, but it remains vague how these goals would be drawn from the EU MEDIA 
Program. Thus, even though the idea of the EU as an expert on supranational audio-
visual policies was strongly evidenced in the documents, the operationalization of 
this expertise remained unclear and leaves us with certain unanswered questions 
such as: what are the instruments that the EU uses to implement its policies, or what 
are some of the concrete achievements that the EU can promote?

6. IBERO-AMERICAN AUDIOVISUAL SPACE: THE EU AS A PARTNER

The construction of a common audiovisual space in Mercosur overlaps with the 
debate at the Ibero-American level since the main Mercosur stakeholders are also 
engaged in this broader space. The idea of an Ibero-American audiovisual space is 
a long-lasting project that aims to create supranational mechanisms to integrate the 
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cinematographies in the region (Dominguez, 2008; Getino, 2007). This project was 
largely debated and the outcome of this bottom-up process was the creation of the 
Conference of Ibero-American Cinematographic Activities (CAACI) in 1989, and the 
Ibermedia Program in 1997.

Ibermedia is a development program to strengthen the Ibero-American market by 
funding audiovisual projects, mainly focused on co-productions. Today, it involves 23 
member states: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Domin-
ican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Italy, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Portugal, Puerto Rico, Spain, Uruguay, and Venezuela.

Ibermedia was inspired by the European MEDIA Program (Camacho, 2016; Fali-
cov, 2012) since the EU supranational audiovisual policies were positively evaluated 
(Segib, 2009, p.27). When Ibermedia was founded, the idea was to “take as a model 
the supranational audiovisual integration policy, developed in Europe with the same 
purpose and positioning: to promote and consolidate a film and audiovisual industry 
that can compete in the markets with the North American giant” (Segib, 2009, p.27).

The ideas associated with the EU are related to the cultural diversity discourse on 
protecting the audiovisual industry because of its cultural and economic value. Even 
though the EU provided the initial inspiration for the founding of Ibermedia, there 
are almost no further mentions of the EU in any other Ibermedia documents, except 
for one excerpt from the topic of media literacy (Segib, 2014, p.12). Even there, the 
EU was only mentioned as an actor that promotes this topic and was not mentioned 
or described as a model to be followed.

Recently, CAACI and the European Film Agency Directors (EFAD) signed a joint 
declaration, expressing their wish to cooperate. This dialogue is reported by Iber-
media as “natural and needed” (SEGIB, 2016, p.61) since the two regions would be 
stronger in working together to promote their values. These values concern mainly 
the protection of cultural diversity. It also reveals that the dialogue was inspired 
by the hesitancy of the producers regarding the  European Commission agenda for 
a Digital Single Market that could impact the co-productions among the regions if 
the EU decides to propose a regulation based on the exploitation of works on a ter-
ritory-by-territory basis. Thus, it is motivated by the producer’s interests in guaran-
teeing market access.

This cooperation declaration is based on the 2005 UNESCO Convention, agree-
ing on the cultural and economic value of audiovisual products as well as pointing 
out the need to assure cultural diversity in the digital context. The joint declaration 
recognized that “Europe and Latin America share the same ambition for their audio-
visual industries” (CAACI, 2016, p.1), and based on the same values of “cultural diver-
sity, identity, and intercultural dialogue” (CAACI, 2016, p.1), “they require regulatory 
frameworks from Governments to deliver fair and balanced economic and cultural 
relations” (CAACI, 2016, p.1).

Then, a series of proposals were presented aiming to foster co-productions and 
promote the distribution and circulation of these co-productions. The proposals 
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were clear, indicating a specific EU institution related to the topic proposed and 
mentioning the goal that was to be achieved through the cooperation, evidencing 
knowledge of the EU audiovisual policies. Here, the EU is seen as a partner, and the 
dialogue is marked by “cooperation and exchange” (CAACI, 2016, p.2), where the EU 
can also be “inspired by CACI’s successful experience with the Ibermedia TV initia-
tive (CAACI, 2016, p.3). Thus, there is a commitment to “establish regular communi-
cation” (CAACI, 2016, p.3) and to cooperate, but without the transfer idea.

The interviews with Ibero-American producers revealed an openness to cooper-
ation with the EU. All the interviewees consider the EU a strategic partner to the 
development of the Ibero-American audiovisual sector. The ideas are mostly asso-
ciated with “audiovisual policies to strengthen diversity” (Respondent 3, Producer 
from Paraguay) where “the debate should be focused on public policies that aim to 
strengthen diversity and not just market-oriented (Respondent 3, Producer from 
Paraguay). The EU is seen as a strong investor in its audiovisual sector with interest-
ing policies in “cultural education and media literacy” (Respondent 2, Producer and 
Director from Ecuador). Thus, it is perceived as having a “high capacity of political 
interference” (Respondent 9, Producer and Director from Guatemala) in a combina-
tion of “political and economic influence” (Respondent 10, Representant of EGEDA2 
from Spain). 

There was also some criticism on the EU relationships with the Ibero-American 
audiovisual sector where the EU is perceived as having an “erratic participation that 
lacks continuity” (Respondent 10, Representative of EGEDA from Spain). Another 
critique is the lack of direct investment by the European producers: 

“The Europeans never invest in Latin-American cinema. When they search 
for movies to co-produce they just do it after receiving public funding, they 
did not anticipate the resources, there is no equity. So we can not think that 
the European producers are financing the Latin-American cinema, they 
finance themselves, and one part of this funding they put in the movie. But 
the final donor is the statal funding.” (Respondent 1, Producer from Chile).

Thus, the public fundings for co-production played an important role and the produc-
ers generally advocate for the creation of interregional funds between Ibero-Amer-
ican and European producers (Respondent 4, Producer and Director from Portugal; 
Respondent 6, Producer from Argentina; Respondent 10, Representative of EGEDA 
from Spain; Respondent 13, Producer from Colombia; Respondent 14, Producer and 
Director from Mexico; Respondent 16, Producer and Director from Peru) because the 
main idea for cooperation is through film co-production. They see the cooperation 
as an opportunity to increase co-productions, and consequently have more “access 
to funding” (Respondent 1, Producer from Chile; Respondent 6, Producer from 

2 Association of Services for Audiovisual Producers
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Argentina; Respondent 7, Producer and Director from Costa Rica; Respondent 8, Pro-
ducer from Spain). They also see co-production as valuable to increase distribution 
opportunities (Respondent 7, Producer and Director from Costa Rica; Respondent 8, 
Producer from Spain), access to festivals (Respondent 5, Producer and Director from 
Bolivia; Respondent 7, Producer and Director from Costa Rica), and international 
market (Respondent 12, Producer and Director from Brazil; Respondent 15, Producer 
and Director from Panama). 

Then, co-production is perceived as a tool to strengthen the audiovisual market 
and would be beneficial for both regions. The EU is perceived as an opportunity to 
collaborate where “everybody wins” (Respondent 4, Producer and Director from 
Portugal), since “the EU searches for good stories in Latin America” (Respondent 5, 
Producer and Director from Bolivia), and “would gain access to the Latin-American 
market” (Respondent 15, Producer and Director from Panama), so “it is not a help, 
the EU also needs market” (Respondent 11, Producer and Director from Dominican 
Republic).

The unanimous claim for strengthening dialogue with the EU shows that it is still 
an important actor in the Latin-American audiovisual sector. For the producers, the 
EU is perceived more as an opportunity to access funding for co-productions than 
as a model, and none of the interviewees mentioned the idea of transferring the EU 
audiovisual policies or the EU expertise. 

7. DIFFERENT SHAPES FOR AN ABSTRACT MODEL

The findings evidence a difference in the perception of the EU at RECAM and the 
Ibermedia program. The EU aims to transfer the expertise to Mercosur to further 
develop a trade agreement with Mercosur. Several cooperations were signed with 
this purpose, impacting the Mercosur development (Dri, 2010). The EU effort towards 
Mercosur was aligned with its external policy that seeks to export its supranational 
model to increase its own legitimacy (Radaelli, 2000; Santander, 2001). The EU was 
also worried about its perception in Latin America and wants for the AMP to improve 
its image in the Mercosur society. Thus, the EU led the cooperation and invested in the 
region, which in return served as a motivation to RECAM which engaged in a trans-
fer, because it considered this to be an opportunity to access material resources. 
Although the resources provided by the EU were limited (1.860.000 euro), they were 
attractive for RECAM considering its restricted budget (M.R. Fernandes et al., 2020). 
In the Ibero-American context, producers also highlighted the interest in accessing 
funding for co-productions. This is in line with Serban and Harutyunyan's (2020) 
argument that interest in resources plays a significant role in the Latin-American 
perception of the EU. 

For Mercosur, the EU served from the beginning as a reference for supranational 
policy, attesting its perceived legitimacy (Olsen, 2002). The cooperation with the 
EU also increases the Mercosur legitimacy since it is engaging with a consolidated 
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institution (Medeiros et al., 2015). The same can be said about RECAM, where coop-
eration with the EU would increase its legitimacy and institutionalization. Thus, the 
search for increasing legitimacy played a role in the cooperation on both sides. 

RECAM followed the Mercosur movement as it looked to the EU as a model. The 
AMP was based on the transfer idea that was part of a broader project to transfer EU 
expertise. The documents analyzed revealed a lack of clear understanding of the EU 
audiovisual policy since it did not present any study about it neither concrete strate-
gies to translate the EU audiovisual policies to the Mercosur context. It does not mean 
that the EU had no achievements in that field. It does mean, however, that RECAM did 
not critically reflect before deciding to engage in a policy transfer, which resulted in 
incremental achievements (Canedo et al., 2015). This unreflected transfer indicates 
the perceived legitimacy of the EU (Olsen, 2002) where the audiovisual policies are 
perceived as functional even without studies. It also suggests a broader aspirational 
movement of Mercosur’s integration project having the EU as a leading light. 

The perceived match is mainly related to the ideas of the understanding of audio-
visual as cultural and economic products that need protection based on the cultural 
diversity argument. However, convergence on the discourse did not guarantee the 
adoption of the same policies (Radaelli, 2008).

In the RECAM policy documents, the EU is always referred to as a whole, with-
out any mention of a specific program or policy. Thus, RECAM perceived the EU as a 
political and cultural bloc without any nuances. RECAM looked to the EU as a model 
but it was not clear what model, if it is related to goals, to specific achievements, or 
just with the idea of cultural diversity protection. The EU was basically interpreted 
as a hermetic model and was not perceived completely, and consequently provided 
RECAM with a vague model that in its lack of concreteness can never be achieved, 
evidencing more an aspiration movement than an engagement in a learning process 
(Armstrong, 2006).

Without a clear definition, “the ‘model’ that emerges from Europe is idiosyncratic, 
subjective and contradictory” (Pratt, 2009, p.19), and it can be perceived in different 
ways. For RECAM, the EU is seen as an expert where Mercosur could draw or copy 
from. However, this perception mainly happens on the political level that is marked 
by a strong rhetoric character with a low capacity to translate into concrete achieve-
ments (Malamud, 2005). From a bottom perspective, the interviews with producers 
did not indicate the same perception of the EU.

On the Ibero-American level, the EU was also indicated as a model. However, here 
the reference was more specific: the Ibermedia program should be drawn from the 
EU MEDIA Program. The EU supranational audiovisual policies are perceived as 
a counterpoint to the US hegemony and the Ibero-Americans would like to follow 
the same purpose. Besides the concrete references, Ibermedia develops without the 
interference of the EU as a model. The documents did not further pursue this pur-
pose and the transfer idea was never proposed. The recent dialogue between the two 
regions is based on exchange and cooperation discourse where both shared the same 
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ideas to develop the audiovisual sector. The Ibero-American producers perceive the 
EU as a strategic partner who could strengthen the audiovisual market by promoting 
co-production in a relationship that would be beneficial for both.  

The Ibero-American space did not have a previous relationship with the EU, as is 
the case of Mercosur. Some of the countries' members are also part of the EU, such as 
Spain and Portugal, which could provide a better knowledge of the EU policies and 
influence the perception of it inside the Ibero-American space. Then, the Ibermedia 
perception of the EU is based on ideas, that can generate different kinds of dialogue. 

Ibermedia is the result of a bottom-up process and it maintains the engagement 
with its stakeholders (Camacho, 2016; Moguillansky, 2019). Thus, the ideas of the 
producers are also reflected in the Ibermedia policies. The ideas towards the EU also 
reflect this bottom-up character, where the producers propose a dialogue based on 
co-production that could be beneficial for both parties, and an exchange of experi-
ence where the EU can also learn from Latin America. The Ibero-American position 
towards the EU contrasts with the Mercosur top-down approach developed at the 
political level where RECAM followed a previous EU – Mercosur agreement.

9. CONCLUSION

The findings evidenced that the EU is perceived differently at RECAM and Ibermedia. 
At RECAM, the EU is perceived as an expert and a model to be followed where dia-
logue was based on the transfer idea following a broader Mercosur – EU relationship. 
RECAM aimed to access resources and did not develop a clear investigation of the EU 
audiovisual policy, where the EU remains an abstract model.

At Ibermedia, the EU was initially pointed out as a model, but later was perceived 
as a partner. The dialogue is based on cooperation that is perceived to be beneficial 
for both regions. There is a clear understanding of the EU audiovisual policies and 
the stakeholders aim to access resources for co-production and consequently gain 
market access. 

In both programs, the values are based on the cultural diversity principle and 
access to resources played an important role. However, the perception of the EU, the 
goal of establishing a relationship with it, and the form of dialogue differ.  

Thus, the results indicate different perceptions of the EU since it is not a defined 
concept, in the sense that it can be mobilized according to the context. This explor-
atory study can motivate further investigations through assessment on how the EU 
is perceived differently at Mercosur and the Ibero-American space and how dis-
tinct perceptions influence the policy choices and impact the implementation of 
cooperations. 

The EU definitely plays a role in shaping audiovisual policies in Latin America. It 
is nowadays still an important actor with a good fit in regard to the ideas. The regions 
can benefit from cooperation, but first, it is essential to have a clear definition of the 
EU and a critical analysis of it. It is recommended to define which EU institutions 



202

MEDIÁLNÍ STUDIA  |  MEDIA STUDIES 2/2021

would be engaged, what the goals are and the benefits of doing that, and what kind 
of cooperation would be promoted. In doing so, the EU can be translated into a clear 
goal and can help to avoid its perception as a hermetic giant in whose footsteps inter-
national cultural institutions should follow.  
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